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            Chapter One

         
         
            Château de Candé, France, May 12, 1937

         

         “Since the beginning of the service, Her Majesty, the Queen, has been sitting in the Chair of Estate. Now she moves forward
            for her anointing.” The BBC radio announcer’s voice crackled over the wireless and echoed off the oak-paneled walls and old
            books of the Château de Candé library. Heavy rain ran down the windows and obscured the view of the sprawling château grounds,
            adding to the room’s heavy chill. “The Queen kneels at the altar. The Archbishop will pour the holy oil upon the crown of
            her head. He will put the Queen’s ring on the fourth finger of her right hand.”
         

         
         Wallis Simpson tightened her fingers into a fist beneath her chin, and the nineteen-carat square-cut-emerald engagement ring from the Duke of Windsor glinted in the lamplight. Wallis stared stone-faced at the large Zenith radio but Amelia caught the slight deepening of the small creases at the corners of her mouth and the tightness in her already severe jaw. Amelia could practically hear her cousin thinking, That should have been me.

         
         “Mrs. Simpson, Monsieur Mainbocher has arrived for your fitting,” Mr. Hale, the Bedaux’s English butler, announced in a baritone
            voice worthy of a radio announcer contract.
         

         
         “Not now,” the Duke of Windsor snapped, worrying his triple-band pinkie ring.

         
         Fern Bedaux flinched, and Mr. Edward Metcalf and his wife exchanged a quick glance. Even Detto, Prisie, and Pookie, the Duke
            and Wallis’s cairn terriers, kept to the hearthrug instead of his lap. The Duke’s brother and sister-in-law were being crowned
            in Westminster Abbey instead of him and Wallis.
         

         
         “The Archbishop brings the crown from the altar and sets it upon the Queen’s head,” the BBC announcer continued.

         
         Aunt Bessie, one side of her aged face slack from a stroke a few years ago, caught Amelia’s eyes and nodded at Mr. Hale.

         
         Amelia jumped to her feet and hurried through the adjoining salon de musique. She nodded to the maids polishing the herringbone
            wood floor in preparation for the upcoming nuptials between the ex-king of England and the woman he’d given up his throne
            to marry.
         

         
         Amelia stopped in the dark paneled dining room and drew in a deep breath. This is my job now.

         
         She sighed then stepped into the château entryway. “Good morning, Monsieur Mainbocher. Mrs. Simpson is occupied at present
            but will be with you shortly. If you’ll follow me, I’ll escort you to her dressing room.”
         

         
         “And you are?” The American-born couturier stared down his aquiline nose at Amelia. His two chic assistants affected the same arrogant air. Even the one carrying the garment bag with Wallis’s wedding dress eyed Amelia as if she were one of the contemptible throng of press crowding the château gates. 

         
         “Amelia Bradford,” she whispered, then cleared her throat and spoke up. “Mrs. Simpson’s new private secretary.” She didn’t
            mention she was also Wallis’s third cousin. Her plain brown wool skirt and jacket already made her look like a poor relation.
            “If you’ll follow me?”
         

         
         “Of course.” He motioned for her to lead the way.

         
         “Whatever is she wearing?” the assistant in the tailored gray suit asked her companion in French as Amelia led them down the
            narrow Norman stone hallway with its wood-beam ceiling and up the spiral stone staircase to the second floor.
         

         
         “Something she found in the bottom of an old trunk,” the other woman sneered.

         
         Amelia understood them perfectly. She’d excelled in French at Oldfields, baffling her mother, who’d wondered what she’d do
            with an education.
         

         
         If Mother could see me now she’d be shocked, Amelia mused, assuming her mother could muster enough interest in her youngest child to care. Mother had barely noticed her
            before Father’s death. Afterward, Amelia had been little more than an unwanted and embarrassing nuisance.
         

         
         “Taisez-vous,” Monsieur Mainbocher commanded when they reached the second floor, and the assistants stopped their snide remarks. He smoothed his thick, pomaded hair away from his severe side part, offering Amelia a touch more respect as he encouraged her to continue. “Mademoiselle?” 

         
         “Madame, if you please, I am a widow,” Amelia replied in perfectly accented French.

         
         The assistants’ cheeks went red. Monsieur Mainbocher didn’t so much as raise an eyebrow.

         
         “When I’m finished making a marvel out of Mrs. Simpson, I’ll do wonders for you,” he offered in French.

         
         “That’s very kind of you, monsieur,” she replied in French, neither refusing nor accepting his offer. She didn’t have the
            money for a new wardrobe, especially not one by the famous designer. “Here we are.”
         

         
         Amelia opened the door to the Bedaux’s private suite. Mr. and Mrs. Bedaux, the owners of Château de Candé, were hosting the
            Duke and Wallis’s wedding and Mrs. Bedaux had been kind enough to move to another room so Wallis could use hers. Amelia led
            the designer and his assistants through the small foyer and into the elaborate closet. It was larger than most of the servants’
            garret bedrooms, with pale green walls, built-in drawers with crystal knobs, and lighted cabinets with glass doors.
         

         
         Down a short passage, just past the shoe closet, was Mr. Bedaux’s dark paneled study, where Amelia and Aunt Bessie stayed,
            Aunt Bessie in the bed, Amelia on a trundle beside her. Mr. Bedaux was on a business trip to Germany and Amelia worked at
            his desk; at least, that’s where she sat while she tried to figure out how to deal with Wallis’s accounts, receipts, and the
            travel itineraries for the London florist, organist, milliner, and everyone else involved in the wedding.
         

         
         The assistants, with their perfectly coiffed hair and manicured nails, carefully removed the pale blue dress from the garment bag and hung it on a gilded hook between the windows. 

         
         “It’s beautiful.” Amelia fingered the silk crepe skirt, wondering what her wedding dress might have looked like if things
            had been different. She’d married Jackson in her traveling suit at the First Presbyterian Church wedding chapel in Elkton,
            Maryland. She’d worried every second of the five-minute ceremony about her stepfather bursting in to stop them but it’d gone
            off without a hitch.
         

         
         Amelia opened her fingers and let the fabric fall back into place. I should’ve listened to Theodore. It would’ve saved her a lot of heartache and trouble.
         

         
         “I call the color Wallis blue,” Monsieur Mainbocher announced in English. “I had the silk custom dyed to match the shade of
            her eyes. They’re the most stunning I’ve ever seen.”
         

         
         “Then you can’t have seen very many if you think so.” Wallis’s clipped tone with its odd mix of British and Southern accent
            carried over them as she swept in. Pookie, Prisie, and Detto followed obediently behind and settled on the rug near the heating
            grate. Wallis extended her hand to Monsieur Mainbocher, who raised it to his lips. His assistants curtseyed to Wallis as if
            she were the Queen while Aunt Bessie quietly joined Amelia. “I’m glad you’re here. I couldn’t endure another moment of that
            Fat Scottish Cook muttering her vows in that insipid voice of hers. It’s like nails on a chalkboard.”
         

         
         Wallis stepped behind the screen in the corner and changed from her navy-blue-and-white wool suit into the wedding dress. “It galls me to think she’s gathering all the glory while I’m relegated to this French backwater.” 

         
         “You’d outshine the woman even if you wore a potato sack.” Monsieur Mainbocher took Wallis’s hand when she emerged from behind
            the screen and helped her onto the stool in front of the window. “You don’t need a crown to be a queen.”
         

         
         “But I need a king and I don’t have one.”

         
         Everyone went stiff.

         
         “Wallis, you have something better than a king. You have true love,” Aunt Bessie proclaimed.

         
         “Of course, and I’m deliriously happy.” Wallis glared at the two assistants, who busied themselves marking the flared skirt
            and fitted waist with pins and tape measures.
         

         
         When Monsieur Mainbocher was satisfied that everything was hemmed, nipped, and tucked to perfection, Wallis changed and rang
            for Mr. Hale to escort the couturier and his assistants out of the room.
         

         
         “Wallis, you must be more discreet around outsiders,” Aunt Bessie warned as she and Amelia followed Wallis into her bedroom.
            “Those pretentious shopgirls might repeat what you said to the press.”
         

         
         “If they do, they’ll be blackballed from ever working in Paris again, and they know it. That should keep their thin lips sealed.” Wallis strode to the pink marble fireplace mantel and straightened the gilded clock a maid had moved while dusting. The room was painted a rich butter color set off by white boiserie and a suite of Louis XVI furniture. The dogs hopped on the bed and settled into the fluffy, pale cream comforter. “Besides, I can’t keep up this façade every moment of my life.” 

         
         “If you don’t, you’ll be crucified for not making his sacrifice for you worth it.”

         
         “I never asked him to make the sacrifice, and now I’m stuck with it as much as he is, but he’s getting what he wants, while
            I’m getting the short end of the stick.” Wallis threw her arms out to the room, her usual stern composure slipping for the
            first time since Amelia’s arrival last week. “He and all those simpering courtiers said I’d be Queen or the woman behind the
            throne, then they all jumped ship the moment it started to sink, leaving me to go down with the captain.”
         

         
         “A captain who’s devoted to you,” Aunt Bessie reminded.

         
         “If he’d been devoted to keeping his crown we wouldn’t be in this mess but in Westminster Abbey.” Wallis sank into one of
            the silk-covered chairs and rested her head in her square hands, careful to keep her fingers arched out and not disturb her
            tightly parted, smoothed, and rolled dark brown hair. “He gave up with barely a fight. Instead of heads of state and hundreds
            of people watching and kneeling to us, I’m the cruel witch who stole Britain’s beautiful king. I’m hounded by the press, run
            out of Britain, and Cookie is doing everything she can to turn everyone against me.”
         

         
         “You can’t think about that,” Aunt Bessie insisted. “You have to think of your future.”

         
         “That’s all I think about.” Wallis stood and paced, twisting the engagement ring around her finger. “What is there for us? No home, no position, no real status. We have to make something of ourselves, and this marriage, and with the whole world watching and waiting for us to fail.” 

         
         “You won’t fail.” Aunt Bessie rested her hands on Wallis’s shoulders, settling her in a way no one else could. “You can’t
            afford to.”
         

         
         Wallis clutched Aunt Bessie’s wrinkled hands to her chest. “What’ll I do when you go back to America? I can’t endure this
            without you.”
         

         
         “You’ll have Amelia here to help you.”

         
         They turned to Amelia, who wanted to bolt straight back to Maryland. Nothing in her Baltimore childhood, her married life
            in Wellesley, not even her year at the Katherine Gibbs School of Secretarial and Executive Training for Educated Women had
            prepared her to manage a duchess’s personal affairs, but she couldn’t run. There was nothing left for her in Baltimore or
            Wellesley. Like Wallis, she had no choice but to succeed. “Of course.”
         

         
         Wallis pursed her red lips. “We’ll see.”

         
         The door swung open and the Duke marched in clutching a letter with the royal crest emblazoned across the top. He waved it
            over his blond head, shaking it as if he could flick off what was written there. “Sir Walter just arrived and what do you
            think he brought me? This! Buck House’s idea of a wedding present.”
         

         
         The dogs started barking, agitated by the Duke’s excitement. Sir Walter Monckton was the Duke’s former attorney and the go-between for the feuding King George and his brother, as Amelia had discovered the first day of work when Wallis had fired off a telegram to him complaining about how bad the British press treated her. 

         
         “Silence!” Wallis commanded, and the dogs stopped barking and settled back into the comforter.

         
         “The Palace is denying you the title of Her Royal Highness,” the Duke fumed. “And they’ve cooked up some ridiculous legal
            reason why they can do it. A wife is entitled to her husband’s honors. I’m a Royal Highness and you bloody will be too.”
         

         
         He flapped the paper in Wallis’s face and she snatched it out of his fingers, pinning him with a reprimanding glare that made
            him bow his head. Wallis read the letter while the Duke waited with his hands clasped behind his back like a chastened schoolboy.
         

         
         “This is the Fat Scottish Cook’s doing. Your brother doesn’t have the backbone to stand up to his wife or insist on something
            this underhanded.” Wallis dropped the letter in the grate and it caught fire.
         

         
         “I’ll call my brother and instill some backbone in him,” the Duke threatened in his high, nasally voice.

         
         “You’ll do nothing of the sort. They’re trying to hurt us but they can’t, not when we have each other.” Wallis smoothed his
            lapels with quick circles of her broad hands. “We have our love, our life together. That’s worth more than any extra-chic
            title.”
         

         
         “But . . . ?” The Duke cast a mournful look at the blackened letter.

         
         “No, we’ll deal with this after the wedding. If we make a fuss now, Sir Walter will hurry back to Buckingham Palace and tell Cookie her blow landed. We can’t have that. See to our new guest as if you’re deliriously happy and no shadow can touch you. We’ll find a more appropriate time to argue our case.” 

         
         “Of course. You’re always so levelheaded. I don’t know what I’d do without you.” He pulled her close to kiss her but she turned
            and his lips landed on her cheek. He either didn’t notice or didn’t mind the dodge but let go and rubbed his hands together
            in delight. “I’ll give Sir Walter nothing but reports of our joy to take back to Queen Elizabeth.”
         

         
         He practically skipped out of the room.

         
         “That bitch,” Wallis muttered. “I’ll have my revenge on that old Scottish Cook and her entire country for the hell they’ve
            put me through.”
         

         
         “For the moment pretend to be in heaven,” Aunt Bessie advised.

         
         “That’s all I ever do.” Wallis flashed a million-dollar smile then left to join her fiancé, the dogs trotting behind her.

         
         “Does she love him?” Amelia asked. Some American newspapers had called Wallis and the Duke’s affair the love story of the
            century. The British ones on the Atlantic crossing had blamed Wallis for ruining their beloved king. They’d claimed she’d
            mesmerized him with strange sexual techniques she’d learned in China in the 1920s and divorced Ernest Simpson in her quest
            to become queen. They’d reveled in her failure to capture the crown.
         

         
         “She cares for him, in her own way, but Wallis has never been content with her situation.” Aunt Bessie’s ample chest rose and fell with a resigned sigh. “She’s always aimed high, too high this time. Now she must play the cards she’s been dealt and it’s put her under a terrible strain. It makes her say things she doesn’t mean. I’m sure you understand her position better than anyone else.” Aunt Bessie sat on the edge of the bed and motioned for Amelia to join her. 

         
         “I do.” Amelia opened and closed her left hand. Her ring finger still felt light without the gold wedding band. She’d sold
            it to pay for her first semester of secretarial school. “You didn’t tell her about my debts, did you?”
         

         
         “I told her enough to secure your employment but we never discussed the nitty-gritty, just as you asked, but you’ll have to
            tell her eventually.”
         

         
         “Not yet. I don’t want her to worry I’ll swipe the silverware to pay my attorney fees. She already thinks I can’t do the job.”

         
         “She thinks nothing of the sort. Once things quiet down and you both settle in, you’ll get on splendidly, the way you used
            to at Cousin Lelia’s. You’ll learn a lot from Wallis. She’ll make you one of the most sought-after private secretaries in
            Europe. That’s more than you’d have had in Baltimore. She’ll also throw eligible gentlemen in your path. Perhaps one of them
            will sweep you off your feet and take you away from this life of drudgery. He might even have a title.”
         

         
         “No thanks. From what I’ve seen of aristocrats, they aren’t worth the effort.”

         
         “I agree.” They giggled together before Aunt Bessie sobered. “I’m so relieved you’ll be here when I go home. Wallis needs all the support she can get, especially from family she can trust. Promise me you’ll do what you can to stop her from giving in to her worst inclinations. I’ve tried and failed enough times to know it isn’t easy, but if you can’t save her from herself then learn from her, especially her mistakes. Those lessons could serve you well.” 

         
         “Haven’t I learned enough over the last three years?”

         
         “Everything except how to trust in yourself and your abilities.” Aunt Bessie covered Amelia’s fidgeting hands. “Promise me
            you’ll try that too.”
         

         
         Amelia wasn’t sure she could. She wasn’t any better at following her instincts than Wallis, but she’d do what she could for
            Wallis and make Aunt Bessie proud. She was one of the only family members who hadn’t judged her after she and Jackson had
            eloped, and especially after his death. Without her help, she might’ve sunk to who knew what indignities to survive. She turned
            her hands over in Aunt Bessie’s and clasped them tight. “I’ll do what I can.”
         

         
         “That’s all any of us can do.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Amelia approached Château de Candé’s large stone-and-iron front gate. She’d walked to the village post office after breakfast,
            eager to see if the carnival of reporters had grown since last week. They blocked the road, waiting for anyone with the faintest
            connection to Wallis or the Duke in the hopes of getting details for articles. Some reporters sat at makeshift tables under
            the large trees, coats off, shirtsleeves rolled up, fingers flying over their portable typewriter keys. Amelia wondered why
            they bothered to sit here day after day, since they made up most of what they wrote, but she supposed they had to make a living
            too.
         

         
         Amelia slipped past them unnoticed, until the gendarmes opened the gate for her.

         
         “There’s someone,” a reporter shouted, and they leapt from their tables and typewriters and rushed the gate. Amelia stepped
            through and the gendarmes quickly closed it behind her.
         

         
         “Any word on which royals will be at the wedding?” a reporter yelled.

         
         “Is it true King George has forbidden the royal family from attending?” a young woman in a dark blue suit, her blond hair
            smartly done in tight curls, called out.
         

         
         Amelia waved at them but said nothing as she turned to walk back to the château, hoping no one cared enough about her to print her picture in the newspaper. She might work for the most notorious woman in the world, but she didn’t want to become one. 

         
         Especially not dressed like this. Even the reporters camped out on the street were better turned out than her. She kicked a small pebble with the scuffed toe
            of her black shoe. She’d never been a fashion plate, not with Mother pouring everything into her own style while leaving Amelia
            to figure it out on her own. At least back then, Amelia’s clothes had been quality, not half-price basement knockoffs. However,
            the fine fabrics hadn’t been enough to cover her awkwardness, and Amelia had blended into the woodwork during her debutante
            season, trying not to draw attention to herself, until Jackson had noticed her.
         

         
         The noise of the crowd faded into the reverie of birdsong and the rustle of wind through the pine trees as Amelia walked up
            the long drive to the château. The rolling hills, large trees, and green grass reminded her of the woods behind her house
            in Wellesley. She used to cross through them on her way to meet Jackson’s evening train. They’d walk home together, telling
            each other about their day or dreaming of a trip to Paris and a proper honeymoon. He’d promised her a fine hotel, cafés, and
            a chic new wardrobe. Three years later, she was finally in France, no thanks to him. Her entire life had collapsed through
            no fault of her own.
         

         
         She tightened her grip on the package she carried, wrinkling the brown paper cover. This wasn’t how things were supposed to be. She should be enjoying a quiet life in her home with a husband and children. Jackson’s greed had stolen everything, including her future, and proved everyone right about their hasty marriage. All she’d wanted was love. It was all she’d ever wanted. All she’d gotten was heartache. 

         
         She wiped away tears with the back of her hand, careful not to let them fall on the special-delivery letters. Heaven forbid
            she mar the fine stationery from more guests sending their regrets. All the replies had been regrets yesterday, and it’d left
            Wallis in a foul mood. You’re typing too loud. You aren’t sorting the thank-you list properly. Answer the phone before the second ring, the clanging
               bell will give me a headache. Ugh!
         

         
         The slate roof of the French castle with its crenellated towers, pointed blue slate turrets, and stunning views of the Loire
            Valley came into view through the trees. Amelia’s stomach tightened at the prospect of another day of orders and reprimands.
            She’d grown up with servants. She never thought she’d be one.
         

         
         “Everything well, Mrs. Bradford?” Mr. Dudley Forwood, the Duke’s equerry, greeted when he emerged from the guesthouse. The
            Duke and his staff were staying there in an effort to convince everyone the Duke’s relationship with Wallis was chaste. No
            one believed it, especially not Aunt Bessie or Amelia, but for propriety’s sake they all played along. It was one of the many
            lies that made life with Wallis and the Duke possible, including the one about the grandeur of the wedding. Wallis was right:
            the château was no Westminster Abbey and this was no state event.
         

         
         “Yes. I had a nice stroll to the village post office.”

         
         “How much did the reporters offer you for information?” Mr. Forwood asked as they crossed the sprawling lawn outside the front
            entrance. Mademoiselle Marguerite Moulichon, the Bedaux’s lady’s maid assigned to Wallis for her stay, walked Pookie, Prisie,
            and Detto. The dogs pulled at their leads, eager to go faster. A viper had killed Wallis’s beloved Slipper a few weeks ago
            and the dogs were no longer allowed to run loose on the grounds.
         

         
         “None, I’m afraid.”

         
         “They offered me one thousand francs for information the last time I strolled out, but of course I refused it.” He raised
            his cleft chin in pride. “Faithfully serving His Royal Highness is more important than money.”
         

         
         Easy to say when you have the private income required of a royal equerry. She slid him a sideways glance. He was more distinguished than handsome, with a solid body and a very respectable lineage.
            He was a good catch but Amelia felt nothing for him other than the friendly camaraderie of someone in a similar position.
            If she were like Mother, she’d get her claws into him and marry herself out of this mess, but she refused to be like that
            awful woman. “I hope I can resist the temptation to tell all.”
         

         
         “I’m sure you will.” He had more faith in her than she did. With Jackson’s legal bills hanging over her, the right amount
            of francs in exchange for information might be too tempting to resist.
         

         
         They passed beneath the entrance tower with the mosaic of Saint Martin of Tours and the Beggar and into the château’s wood-paneled entryway. The Duke strolled out of the reception room dressed in his plaid golf outfit with his plus fours above argyle socks, and a tam-o’-shanter cocked at an angle on his blond head. He was only one or two inches taller than Amelia, with a smooth face that was more boyish than manly, and appeared much younger than his forty-three years. 

         
         “Your Royal Highness.” Amelia dipped an awkward curtsey. “Off to your morning game?”

         
         “This very instant. Do you golf, Mrs. Bradford?”

         
         “No, sir.” Jackson had been the golfer. She’d been content to make friends with the country club wives, the same women who’d
            ostracized her after Jackson’s illegal financial dealings had come to light.
         

         
         “Wallis is in the reception room. Mr. Forwood, walk with me. We need to discuss Sir Walter’s unexpected arrival.” The Duke
            sauntered out the front door with Mr. Forwood in tow.
         

         
         Wallis stood in the reception room inspecting the numerous wedding gifts laid out on the long medieval table in the center.
            People were hesitant to come but not to send presents.
         

         
         “Another gift arrived for you.” Amelia handed Wallis the package.

         
         Wallis tore off the brown paper wrapper to reveal a slender yellow and black box with Fendi emblazoned on the top. Inside was a fine-tooled leather guest book. Her eyes lit up at the name on the attached card. “It’s
            from Il Duce. Such a thoughtful man, unlike most of the people we invited. Any new responses?”
         

         
         “Yes.” Amelia opened one of the letters she’d picked up with the package. “Lord Brownlow sends his regrets.”

         
         “Of course he does.” Wallis set the guest book and its box on the table between a candelabra and a silver tea service. “Cookie
            threatened to revoke the royal appointments of anyone who so much as looks at us from across the Channel. Two hundred eighty-four
            regrets out of three hundred invitations. At this rate, there’ll be more press than guests at my wedding.”
         

         
         Wallis marched out of the reception room. Amelia hurried behind her, expected to follow.

         
         Wallis flung open the door to her bedroom and Aunt Bessie looked up from where she sat on the sofa sorting through yesterday’s
            fan mail. It arrived every afternoon from Britain, America, and various other parts of the world. Everyone everywhere had
            an opinion of Wallis and they all felt the need to share it with her.
         

         
         “Why are you managing my mail? That’s Amelia’s job.” Wallis sat behind the Louise XIV desk to paste Il Duce’s card in her
            memory book. “You’ll strain your eyes.”
         

         
         “I can’t lounge around all day pretending to be the lady of the château.” Aunt Bessie winked at Amelia while slyly tucking
            a few letters between the sofa cushions.
         

         
         “What are you hiding?” Wallis rarely missed any detail.

         
         “Whatever do you mean?” Aunt Bessie shifted on the cushion to try and conceal the evidence beneath her ample bottom.

         
         “You’re keeping letters from me when you know I want to read them.”

         
         “They’ll only upset you.”

         
         “But they’re so educational.” Wallis held out her hand. “Every day I learn a new word for whore.”

         
         With a resigned sigh, Aunt Bessie handed Wallis the letters and Amelia’s stomach tightened. Wallis was already irritated.
            The fan mail would make her a brute.
         

         
         Wallis slid a dagger letter opener into the first envelope and slit the paper with a quick flick of her wrist. She tugged
            out the letter and pursed her lips at what must have been a particularly spicy note. “Amelia, what other good news do you
            have for me this morning?”
         

         
         “A letter from Mr. Ernest Simpson.” Wallis and Aunt Bessie exchanged a look. “Should I open it?”

         
         “No, I’ll take it and any others from him. His letters, like the safe in my closet, are off-limits to you.”

         
         “Yes, ma’am.”

         
         “He shouldn’t be writing to you at all, and you shouldn’t be writing to him,” Aunt Bessie said.

         
         “It’s about our divorce. There are a few loose ends to tie up.” Wallis slid the unopened letter in her suit pocket and returned
            to reading her fan mail.
         

         
         “There’s something from a  Joachim von Ribbentrop.” Amelia read the return address on the letter with the Berlin postage stamp.

         
         “Another person whose letters are for my eyes only.” Wallis took the letter and tucked it away with Mr. Simpson’s.

         
         “Another person you shouldn’t be corresponding with,” Aunt Bessie muttered. “But you will have your way, won’t you?”

         
         “Don’t be such a worrywart.”

         
         “It’s not as if you’ve ever given me anything to worry about.”

         
         Wallis frowned but had enough respect for Aunt Bessie to not bite her head off. Amelia was another matter. “Well, get on with
            it. I don’t have all day to review the morning post.”
         

         
         “Here’s your dry cleaning bill.” Amelia held out the bill.

         
         Wallis didn’t even look at it, too engrossed in her fan mail to bother. “Mrs. Bedaux will see to it. When you speak to her,
            request another laundrywoman. My sheets must be ironed every night and my pillowcases changed every day. Dirty pillowcases
            are ghastly for the complexion.”
         

         
         Amelia tucked the bill in her jacket pocket, amazed at how Wallis and the Duke thought nothing of running up exorbitant bills
            and then casually handing them to the Bedaux to settle. That the Bedaux never failed to do so was even more astounding. Amelia
            wondered what they were getting from this arrangement.
         

         
         “Don’t put the bill in your pocket,” Wallis snapped. “Put it in the notebook I gave you so you can enter it in the accounts
            the way I taught you.”
         

         
         “The notebook’s in my office. I-I didn’t have time to get it after I came back from the post office.”

         
         “What were you doing there?”

         
         “I-I . . .”

         
         “You attend to my affairs. The mailman sees to the mail. I need help, not hindrances. Keep the notebook with you at all times.” Wallis set aside the second letter and began the third, the contents making her frown. If she wasn’t careful, those sheets would spoil her complexion faster than a dirty pillowcase. “Has Lady Selby cabled about her arrival time?” 

         
         “Lady Selby?” Amelia tried to remember who that was.

         
         “The wife of the British Attaché to the consul in Vienna.” Wallis glared at her from over the top of the letter. “Didn’t that
            school of yours teach you anything?”
         

         
         Amelia bit back a curt reply. She’d spent a year at the Gibbs School learning to write thank-you letters to distinction, manage
            guest lists and correspondence, but no, she did not know who the wife of the British Attaché to the consul in Vienna was.
         

         
         “Be kind, Wallis,” Aunt Bessie gently scolded. “I doubt you knew who any diplomatic officials were when you were Amelia’s
            age.”
         

         
         “No, but I quickly learned who was who and what was what when it was important.” She fixed Amelia with a hard stare. “I suggest
            you do the same. Now, when Lady Selby arrives, assuming you can determine when that is without my help, she must have lilies
            for her room. Her husband isn’t joining her so we needn’t worry about him. Make sure the lilies are fresh and not drooping.
            I won’t have people saying I’m as much a second-rate hostess as I am a”—she read from the letter—“‘paltry companion to Britain’s
            glorious king.’”
         

         
         “I think that’s enough of these little gems for today.” Aunt Bessie slid the letter out of Wallis’s hand; she was the only
            one brave enough to approach her when she had that murderous look on her face.
         

         
         The clock on the mantel chimed the hour and Wallis rose and straightened the pussy bow on her dark green blouse. “I must speak with the cook about the wedding luncheon. His menu is too extravagant. Food should always be perfect but simple. Too much of it makes people sluggish and boring. And no soup. It’s the most uninteresting liquid and it gets you nowhere. Amelia, if it isn’t asking too much of you to attend to your duties, finish the thank-you letter to Lady Williams-Taylor. I want it sent with the afternoon post, and make the writing sound more like my voice this time.” 

         
         Wallis marched out of the room, her heels banging over the wood-plank floor.

         
         “Which voice should I write in, the one Wallis uses with us or the sweet one she uses with her guests?” Amelia complained
            to Aunt Bessie. “How am I supposed to know who all these people are if she won’t tell me?”
         

         
         “You’re smart. You’ll find a way to figure it out. Now, off to work. You won’t learn anything by standing around complaining.”

         
         Amelia trudged into Mr. Bedaux’s study and the mahogany desk in the corner. She fell into the hard banker’s chair and studied
            the stone fireplace in the corner and the large, turned-wood daybed where Aunt Bessie slept. The maids had pulled the bedspread
            tight and tucked in the corners. Amelia’s trundle bed, like her portable typewriter and paperwork, had been put away. Wallis
            hated things to be out of place or cluttered.
         

         
         Just like Father.

         
         His office hadn’t been as formal as Mr. Bedaux’s but warm and inviting with blue walls and white chair-rail molding instead of this heavy paneling and red brocade. After he’d died, his associates had taken away the drawers full of files and Mother had changed it into a closet for her gowns, erasing all traces of him. 

         
         Amelia picked up the fountain pen and turned it over in her hands, the light from the window behind her reflecting in the
            black resin barrel. If Father hadn’t died, everything would’ve been different. Mother wouldn’t have launched herself into
            society in search of another husband, abandoning Amelia and her brother, Peter, to find their own way. Mother’s indifference
            had been a mere annoyance for Peter. Father had planned his future so he could eventually take his place on the railway’s
            board of directors. He hadn’t done the same for Amelia. He hadn’t even included Amelia in his will, leaving it to Mother to
            decide what money Amelia received, which had been nothing. Mother had said her future husband would take care of her. So much
            for that plan.
         

         
         “This arrived for Mrs. Simpson, or should I say, Mrs. Warfield.” Mr. Forwood walked in and handed her the official papers
            marking the change in Wallis’s name from Simpson to her maiden Warfield. Wallis could change her name but there was no erasing
            her past. That would haunt her forever, just like Amelia’s. “She filed the paperwork before you arrived.”
         

         
         “I see.” At least she’d found out before she’d typed today’s letters. She didn’t want to be up all night redoing them.

         
         “Mrs. Bedaux would like to see you.”

         
         “I’ll go to her at once.” Amelia gathered up her notebook, the bill, and the request for another laundress, feeling more like a beggar with her hat in her hands going to the chatelaine than she had the day she’d arrived on Aunt Bessie’s doorstep. However, this was her job and fresh hell waited for her if she didn’t do it Wallis’s way. 

         
         Amelia passed the library, where Sir Walter and Mr. Metcalf, the Duke’s longtime friend, onetime equerry, and best man, sat
            hunched over a half-finished puzzle, more involved in their whispered conversation than finding pieces.
         

         
         “I’ll pass on what I think is helpful but even I’m not privy to everything.” Mr. Metcalf ran one hand through his wavy brown
            hair set over a long face. “Ever since the Duke became chummy with that Bedaux fellow, I’ve been all but shut out.”
         

         
         “I understand, but do what you can. We don’t wish to be caught on the back foot,” Sir Walter, the slender, bespectacled royal
            attorney with his dark hair parted in the middle and slicked down on either side, encouraged before noticing Amelia.
         

         
         Both men stood. “Mrs. Bradford.”

         
         “Please, carry on.” Whatever they were discussing, it wasn’t for her ears.

         
         She left them to their puzzle and climbed the curving stone staircase beneath a vaulted gothic ceiling. Large windows at the
            top let in the bright sun and offered stunning views of the poplars and willows surrounding the château.
         

         
         I suppose this is as good a place to work as any. It was better than the dirty, dank insurance offices she’d interviewed at where even the rotund men in their cheap suits had
            heard of Jackson and his crimes. They’d locked their cash drawers then told her she wasn’t suited for the position.
         

         
         I’m barely suited for this one, she mused, but she had to make it work. There weren’t any other options.
         

         
         “Good morning, Mrs. Bedaux.” Amelia stepped into a room of pale green walls and stately First Empire mahogany furniture.

         
         “Bonjour, madame, thank you for coming to see me,” Mrs. Bedaux greeted in an American accent tinged with a continental flair.
            She sat at a drop-front secretary, and wore an afternoon dress of cream lace over silk, her figure lithe and graceful like
            the black and gold Charles Lemanceau statue on the pink granite mantel.
         

         
         “I was going to come see you. Mrs. Simpson asked me to give you this.” Amelia handed Mrs. Bedaux the bill with more humility
            than Wallis had shown in asking her host to pay for it.
         

         
         “I’ll take care of it.” Mrs. Bedaux set it on top of the bill from Cartier beside her correspondence.

         
         “Mrs. Simpson also requests another laundress for her sheets, and lilies for Lady Selby’s room before her arrival tomorrow
            afternoon.”
         

         
         “Of course. I’ll speak to Mr. Hale about it. Nothing makes a guest feel more welcome and at ease than flowers.”

         
         Amelia thought of the flowers Mother used to fill their Baltimore home with after her marriage to Theodore Miller. There hadn’t
            been anything personal or inviting about those gaudy and overdone arrangements. All they’d done was block everyone’s view
            at the dinner table.
         

         
         “When hosting guests, personal touches and attention to detail should never be overlooked,” Mrs. Bedaux explained. “What are your favorite flowers, Mrs. Bradford?” 

         
         “Pale pink roses, but only two or three of them with some greenery.”

         
         “You have simple but elegant tastes.”

         
         No one had ever called her tastes elegant. Common, Mother always used to say, amazed her daughter hadn’t naturally adopted
            her opulent style. It’d never occurred to her to actually teach Amelia to appreciate her taste and fashion. She’d simply expected
            Amelia to magically develop them and she’d been disappointed when she hadn’t.
         

         
         Amelia waited in silence, expecting to be dismissed, but Mrs. Bedaux sat back in her chair and studied her. She was tall,
            with fine features beneath dark blond hair, her natural elegance enviably effortless. “How are you settling into your new
            position?”
         

         
         “Wallis is very demanding.” Amelia sighed before she caught her mistake. “I don’t mean to sound ungrateful.” This woman was
            Wallis’s friend, not Amelia’s confidante. She might tell Wallis what she’d said and then she’d be in for it.
         

         
         “You’re not ungrateful, merely young and out of your element.” She flashed a warm smile and Amelia let out a relieved breath.
            Her time here would be short if she didn’t lose the babe-in-the-woods smell clinging to her. “It wasn’t easy for me either
            when I first came to France. I wasn’t much older than your, what, twenty-four years?”
         

         
         “Twenty-one.” Although Jackson’s arrest and death, and the need to make a living, made her feel ancient some days.

         
         “Younger than me when I arrived in France. Grand Rapids high society did little to prepare me for European society. Let me offer you a little advice, a few rules to live by, as it were. First, watch Wallis and take note of her likes and dislikes, how she does things and prefers things done, then do everything that way. Learn to anticipate her needs and you’ll make yourself indispensable. The second is to be nice to everyone no matter what their station. You never know when they’ll be in a position to help you. Third is to read.” She gathered up copies of Le Temps and Le Figaro and Marie Claire and Vogue from the round table between the tall windows. “You’ll learn who’s who and how they’re acquainted or related. These will
            also inform you of artistic and literary trends, which will improve your conversation skills. I’ll have my maid deliver my
            newspapers and magazines to your room in the evenings. If you read about something or someone you don’t understand, don’t
            hesitate to ask me about it.”
         

         
         “Why is Lady Selby coming to the wedding without Lord Selby?” Now was as good a time as any to ask.

         
         “His Majesty’s Government has commanded their officials not to attend the wedding. Lady Selby may come as a friend but her
            husband may not.”
         

         
         “Why? His Royal Highness is no longer King. What does it matter who he marries or what he does?” Royal things were always
            so complicated.
         

         
         “Kings, like popes, don’t abdicate, they die, and there are never two at once. Now there are, and it divides loyalties. That’s dangerous to both men, but especially the one wearing the crown. His Majesty doesn’t want any reminders that he could topple too. The royal family is trying to ignore a very inconvenient reality.” 

         
         They aren’t the only ones. Wallis was trying to maintain the façade of a grand royal wedding worthy of an ex-king, and every declined invitation chipped
            away at that illusion. No wonder she was cross.
         

         
         “Another excellent way to discover who is who and what is what is to speak to those in the know. I’ll convince Wallis to have
            you join us for dinner tomorrow night to fill out the numbers. Mr. Randolph Churchill will be there and I’ll arrange for you
            to sit next to him. You’ll learn a great deal from him, including what he intends to write about the wedding for the Daily Mail. Wallis is worried about that, and if you can ease her mind, she’ll be grateful. Remember, Mrs. Bradford, your job is to
            always make her life easier. Do that and she’ll adore you.”
         

         
         That no one was interested in making Amelia’s life easier wasn’t lost on her. She must have frowned at the thought because
            Mrs. Bedaux clasped her hands in front of her, calm and serene in the way Amelia wished Mother had been. “One more word of
            advice, rule number five, you could say. Never chafe or look irritated at being told what to do, no matter how difficult or
            silly you think the request is. I know it’s hard at your age, but don’t complain or be churlish, always smile and treat every
            encounter as an opportunity to practice poise, speech, manners, and all the skills that will further your career.”
         

         
         This might be the most difficult advice for Amelia to follow.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         “I asked Lord Beaverbrook why he sided with His Majesty when everyone knows he’s against the monarchy and do you know what
            he said?” Randolph Churchill asked Amelia from beside her at the table. The party of eight dined in the wood-paneled dining
            room with its beamed ceiling and tapestry wallpaper. They didn’t use the Bedaux’s fine china but the shell-pink Wedgwood set
            Wallis had inherited from her Warfield grandmother, a doyenne of Baltimore society who’d taught Wallis the social graces and
            how to sit without her spine ever touching the back of a chair.
         

         
         “What did he say?” Amelia asked. Mr. Churchill liked to talk, especially about himself, but Mrs. Bedaux was right, he had
            a wealth of knowledge. She’d learned more about British politics and society in the last two hours with him than she had during
            the entire last week.
         

         
         “He did it to bugger Prime Minister Baldwin for forcing the Duke to abdicate.” Mr. Churchill chuckled into his champagne.

         
         “Who’s Lord Beaverbrook?”

         
         “Newspaper owner, quite influential. My boss, one might say. He sent me here even though he knows I’m not going to write much. Father loves the old king and won’t have me spilling the beans on his intimate affairs. Let the hacks outside the gates do it.” He glanced around the table then leaned close to her, taking a quick glance at her décolletage hidden beneath the satin sash that crossed her chest and tied in a much too large bow at the back. The pale pink chiffon dress was a leftover from her debutante season and the only formal gown she owned. It paled in comparison to the other women’s chic evening dresses, especially Wallis’s fitted gold lamé gown with the high neck. “His Royal Highness is the only one who looks as if he’s having a jolly good time. The rest appear as if they’re here for a funeral. No one wants to read about that.” 

         
         There’s a relief. Amelia could tell Wallis she had nothing to worry about from Mr. Churchill. She might even be impressed Amelia was the one
            who’d discovered it.
         

         
         “I understand you hail from Washington, D.C.” Mr. Churchill tucked in to the last of his roast guinea hen, pomme soufflé,
            and asparagus in cream sauce. He resembled his father through the face and jowls but he didn’t have his father’s bulldog look
            of ambition and hard work she’d seen in the newsreels back home.
         

         
         “Baltimore originally.” Amelia waved away a footman offering more champagne. “But I spent a few years in Washington, D.C.,
            after my mother remarried.”
         

         
         They’d been the second most miserable years of her life.

         
         “Your father was a senator?”

         
         “Stepfather. It was back in the late twenties. He’s in the clothing manufacturing business now, the Daniel Miller Company. They don’t do business in Europe.” Thank heavens or Theodore would probably break his shunning silence to send her warning letters about embarrassing him overseas. However, she decided to play up her lineage. She might be a black sheep, but in the middle of all these lords and ladies, pride demanded they know she wasn’t a complete nobody. “My father’s family owns the Baltimore Southern Railway but Father died in a car crash in 1931.” She’d been fifteen, and forced to watch Mother launch herself into society and land the very rich and well-connected Theodore. It’d allowed her to maintain her precious social standing, the one Amelia had threatened by eloping with Jackson. “My brother will take his place on the board of directors soon.” 

         
         “Lady Metcalf, tell me all the gossip from London that isn’t about me,” Wallis said to the woman who sat across from her.
            She wasn’t particularly loud but her crisp tenor always carried in even the most crowded room.
         

         
         “Then I may not have much to tell you.” Lady Metcalf laughed although she was half serious.

         
         “But you must have heard something,” Wallis insisted. “If you accept a dinner invitation, you have a moral obligation to be
            amusing. What about you, Fern? What does Charles write about Germany?”
         

         
         “He says their factories are impressive and if Britain and France weren’t so hostile to trade agreements, they’d all benefit
            from the new, industrialized Germany.”
         

         
         “Charles is right. We should embrace Germany instead of isolating it.” His Royal Highness handed pieces of guinea hen to the dogs, who sat patiently beside his chair. “If I could visit Germany and extend the hand of friendship, I’d do it and settle all this saber-rattling.” 

         
         “Germany isn’t interested in settling its aggressive talk,” Sir Walter pointed out to much nodding from Mr. Metcalf and a
            frown from the Duke. “Herr Hitler has done nothing to conceal his ambitions or his blatant breaking of the Treaty of Versailles.”
         

         
         “Herr Hitler has no designs on Britain, Denmark, Holland, or the Netherlands; he’s said as much in numerous speeches. He only
            wants to unite the German-speaking people and halt the communist spread,” the Duke insisted. “I say leave him to it. The Bolsheviks
            are a greater threat to the world than Germany. Someone has to stop them. My brother isn’t about to do it, and I don’t want
            to end up on the wrong end of a bolshie bullet like my cousin the Tsar and his family did. All we need to do is stay out of
            Herr Hitler’s way and he’ll see to Russia and save us a damned lot of trouble.”
         

         
         “What about his treatment of the Jews?” Mr. Rogers, Wallis’s old American friend who was here for the wedding, asked, exchanging
            a concerned glance with his wife across the table.
         

         
         “Those stories are communist rubbish, exaggerations meant to smear a man who’s accomplishing more for the working class than
            any other leader in Europe.” His Royal Highness rapped his knuckles against the table.
         

         
         “Sir, I advise you not to be so open in your admiration for Herr Hitler,” Mr. Metcalf cautioned. “Such remarks could easily
            be taken out of context to smear you.”
         

         
         The Duke pinned Mr. Metcalf with an off-with-his-head look. “One may suggest things to me but they may not advise.”

         
         “My apologies, sir, I didn’t mean to overstep. I’m merely trying to help.”

         
         “The Duke knows and appreciates how much you’ve done for us in the past, Edward,” Wallis soothed. “Don’t you, darling?”

         
         “Quite right.” The Duke picked up an asparagus spear with his fingers.

         
         Wallis slapped the spear out of his hand. “Use your fork.”

         
         Shock rippled down the table. Amelia expected the Duke to rebuke Wallis for embarrassing him but he wiped his fingers with
            his napkin and picked up his fork.
         

         
         The eating and conversation slowly resumed as if nothing had happened.

         
          

         “Is Sir Walter right about Germany’s ambition?” Amelia asked Mr. Churchill while they stood together by the fire in the library
            after dinner. Maurice Chevalier’s “Ma Pomme” played on the gramophone and settled beneath the low conversation of Wallis and
            the other women on the sofa. The clink of chips punctuated the French singing as the Duke, Sir Walter, Mr. Rogers, and Mr.
            Metcalf played cards at the table near the large Skinner organ, a showpiece of the library and château.
         

         
         “He is. I saw their armament factories when I was in Germany reporting for the Daily Mail. They’re running at full speed, and every able-bodied man has joined an army the Treaty of Versailles says shouldn’t exist. I’ve told people there’s more to worry about than Germany overrunning the Rhineland but they listen to me as much as the Greeks listened to Cassandra. His Royal Highness is quite mistaken if he thinks Germany and Russia will simply fight it out while the rest of Europe watches and waits for a winner.” 

         
         “Unless the Duke knows something we don’t. He must have seen all sorts of state secrets when he was King.”

         
         “None that he took seriously.” Mr. Churchill chuckled into his drink. “Statecraft was not his forte.”

         
         “I tell you, Sir Walter, it isn’t right.” The Duke banged his fist on the gaming table, making the chips in front of him rattle
            in their stacks. “There’s no legal basis for denying my wife the right to be styled Her Royal Highness.”
         

         
         “I’m merely His Majesty’s messenger, sir, not the decider of titles,” Sir Walter calmly replied.

         
         Wallis watched the conversation, her hand tight on her highball glass, irritated at the Duke for bringing this up in front
            of Sir Walter and the other guests.
         

         
         “Randolph, speak to Winston about it. He must have some pull,” the Duke commanded.

         
         “I’ll see what I can do, sir,” Mr. Churchill assured with the same deference everyone showed the ex-king.

         
         “There’s a good man.” The Duke returned to his card game and Wallis eased her tight grip on the glass and resumed her conversation.

         
         “I don’t understand the Duke’s concern with Wallis’s title,” Amelia said to Mr. Churchill. She barely understood all the titles and royal protocol and why everyone was so enamored with it, almost to the point of obsession. “She’ll be a duchess when she marries him. What’s so special about ‘Her Royal Highness’?” 

         
         “It makes her a recognized member of the royal family, and the King and Queen don’t want a jumped-up adventurer on the same
            footing as them or His Royal Highness’s sisters-in-law, especially since they think the marriage won’t last.”
         

         
         “She’s gone through too much to chuck him over.”

         
         “Except he isn’t the catch he was when she met him, is he?” Mr. Churchill sipped his Scotch. “If she’d respected the monarchy,
            understood the Crown and everything it means and stands for instead of spitting in its face, she wouldn’t be in this predicament.
            Neither of them would be.”
         

         
         “It wasn’t all her fault.” She understood Wallis’s position. Everyone had blamed Amelia for what Jackson had done, but until
            his arrest, she hadn’t known that every dime she’d spent on her house, clothes, and car had been stolen from someone else.
            Her entire life had been a lie.
         

         
         “She didn’t help matters either. Who was she before she met him? Nobody. He
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