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Chapter One

Wallis Simpson would never be a queen, especially not a queen of virtue. How a relatively unattractive woman with a flat chest and a plastered-down hair style, could unravel a monarchy, as she would soon do, baffled Bonnie Sheridan, newly minted reporter for the Boston Herald.

A Vassar graduate from a wealthy Boston family, Bonnie didn’t do what many of her classmates did, get married to “Mr. Wonderful,” have babies and settle down for life at the country club. Armed with her fine arts degree, Bonnie quickly joined the ranks of the unemployable. Realizing the irrelevance of her degree in the real world of work, she decided travel was the next best thing. 

Two years of globe-trotting was fun, of course, but Bonnie wanted to do something more with her life than attend cocktail parties at different American embassies and beat off wandering hands from her frequent male suitors.

While in Cairo, Bonnie looked at a position for a fashion reporter advertised in the Boston Herald. She sent a telegram to the newspaper and applied for the position. I’m nothing, if not fashionable, she smiled to herself. It shocked Bonnie to receive a positive reply and made plans to go home immediately. Maybe the high cost of a Vassar education was worth it after all, she mused.

The woman in charge of the fashion department at the Herald could have learned a thing or two on the subject but had not, in Bonnie’s view. The woman’s outfit was a decade out of style, but she was cheerful and seemed delighted to make Miss Sheridan’s acquaintance.  After only a few minutes, they offered Bonnie the position. 

She and wondered what had happened to her predecessor.

“Who had this job before?” she asked. 

“Why I did,” the woman smiled. “I just didn’t have quite the eye for it, I suppose.”

“I can’t imagine why?” Bonnie said, politely.

Two years later, Bonnie had tired of attending swanky events with her photographer in tow. Between too much cleavage on matronly women and passes made at her by the occasional gentlemen designer, Bonnie was ready to quit. A love affair in London would be her reprieve.

The editor of the Boston Herald, Barry Comstock, called Bonnie to his office on a Friday afternoon. He was a barrel-chested, overweight, cigar smoking man, who looked like a prisoner in his wide-striped navy suit. 

Despite appearances and his sometimes-gruff demeanor, his employees loved Mr. Comstock. He knew everyone by name, right down to the delivery drivers who dumped the increasingly popular newspaper on street corners in the early hours each day.

“Miss Sheridan, how lovely to see you. How long have you been on the fashion beat? About two years I’d guess?”

Bonnie answered in her refined manner of speech, which she had cultivated at school, to rid herself of all traces of a Boston drawl. “You are quite right, sir. How do you keep track of us all?”

He left the question unanswered. “How would you like to take a trip to London and report back on that mischief maker Wallis Simpson? The change of pace will do you some good.”

The prospect thrilled Bonnie, though she didn’t have a clue who Wallis Simpson was. “Why, thank you, sir. If I may ask, why me?”

“My instinct says you are the right woman for the job,” he smiled through a cloud of cigar smoke. “I’m rarely wrong about these things. I have already booked your passage, first-class, I might add. You leave on Monday, if you wish to go.” 

She recognized it was not proper, but Bonnie leaned forward over Barry Comstock’s desk and left a red lipstick mark on his forehead from an enthusiastic kiss. “You won’t regret it.” She promised. Seeing her kiss mark, she pulled out a handkerchief from her purse and handed it to him. “You won’t want to wander around with lipstick on your head. What would people think?” she winked.

Bonnie left the editor’s office and went immediately to the archives department to find out just who Wallis Simpson was. There were several recent articles, which convinced Bonnie that reading her own newspaper once in a while might not be a bad idea.

Apparently, Mrs. Simpson was a divorcee from Baltimore, Maryland, who had somehow ensnared the future King of England, known as David to his family, with her considerable charms. Judging from the pictures of the woman, she concluded he must be blind. At any rate, the Royal Family had their noses out of joint. One comment struck her as interesting. It appeared the British press could not cover the relationship as thoroughly as the Americans had. If this were happening in our country, she thought, it would be front-page news in every newspaper in America.  

Bonnie didn’t know how long she would be, where she would stay, and exactly what her readers would want to know. That suited her just fine. She was quite self-sufficient traveling.

Mr. Comstock was true to his word. She spread out her many fashionable clothes on the queen-sized bed in her luxurious cabin on the steamship RMS Carinthia on its return to London. It was a pleasant voyage, and they invited her to have dinner at the captain’s table more than once. Her employer, in terms of lodging, had not abandoned her, either. 

A cable was handed to her one evening on deck with the name of the hotel he had arranged for her upon her arrival. While not a top tier hotel, she recognized the name and was quite satisfied.

The concierge at the Cavendish was expecting Bonnie; her room was ready for her immediately. The bellboy almost fainted when he looked at how much luggage he had to haul to her room, but he was well rewarded.

As luck would have it, one of Bonnie’s roommates at Vassar lived in London, near the American Embassy. Bonnie resolved to see her the following day. After a good meal and a walk in the hotel’s garden, she went to bed early, wondering just how to approach her assignment.

Shelly Barker squealed with delight when she saw Bonnie standing in the doorway of her London flat. “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?” she smiled. After a long embrace, Shelly invited her friend inside. The flat was decorated in the most current art déco style, and oriental carpets covered every inch of the hardwood floors. 

“Where is John?” Bonnie asked. With a crestfallen expression, Shelly simply said, “John and I are no longer together.”

“What ever happened?” Bonnie asked with alarm.

“The love of my life found comfort in more than one woman’s bed after just two years of marriage. I kicked him out when I discovered a woman’s panties inside his briefcase.” 

“I always assumed he was smarter than that?” Bonnie said, hiding a smile.

“So, did I, but another part of his anatomy overrode his brain,” Shelly admitted. Suddenly brightening, she added, “the good news is that you have a place to stay as long as you want,” she offered.

“Actually, I am here on a job for my newspaper, the Boston Herald, and they have put me up at the Cavendish.”

“Don’t be silly. Come stay with me. It will impress your boss at how much money you will save him,” Sally insisted. 

The next day, much to the chagrin of the bellboy, her eight suitcases were brought downstairs and loaded in a taxi, destined for Shelly’s flat. She asked the concierge to send a cable informing Mr. Comstock of her new address and Shelly’s phone number in case he needed to reach her. “Tell him I am saving the paper a lot of money,” she added to her instructions. 

Later that night, Bonnie and Shelly stayed up late reminiscing about their Vassar days and drinking too much wine. 

Bonnie saw the sadness behind Shelly’s smiles and was determined to lift her out of her doldrums. When it came time for Bonnie to talk about her assignment, Shelly really perked up. 

“I understand a lot about your subject, Mrs. Simpson, and I even noticed her shopping once at Harrods. What the Prince sees in her is beyond me. He follows her around like a puppy,” Sally laughed. “There might even be a chance we can crash a party she is throwing at Fort Belvedere this weekend. It’s in all the papers.”

“How on earth can you make that happen?” Bonnie asked.

“As much as I hate to admit it, my ex-husband John is a big deal at the American Embassy and he gets invited to some of her parties. I guess having another American around suits her,” Shelly revealed. 

“If you are not on good terms, how can you convince him to get us in?” Bonnie wondered.

“I have kept my mouth shut so as not to jeopardize his position, so he owes me.” Shelly grinned. “I’ll call him right now, in fact, if you want to go?” 

“Are you kidding? I want the Pulitzer Prize,” Bonnie laughed. “Of course I want to go.”

After the call was over, Shelly gave Bonnie a thumbs up. 

“The only bad part is that John will be there as well.”

“Good,” said Bonnie. “I’ll just slip some poison in his drink and you won’t have to put up with him anymore,” she quipped. Perhaps I can arrange an interview with the wanton woman, Mrs. Simpson, Bonnie thought to herself.

The weekend was upon her before she realized, and Bonnie had not even written out the questions she wanted to ask Mrs. Simpson. The prospect of meeting the Prince of Wales and future king had captivated her thoughts. She learned he was quite the lady’s man, at least before he met Wallis, and wanted to see what he was all about for herself.

The opportunity came only a few minutes after she and Shelly arrived at Fort Belvedere. It was quite a sophisticated crowd, but Bonnie did not feel out of place in the least. Her low-cut black cocktail dress fit right in with what several other women were wearing. John came up to Bonnie and his former wife and offered them a glass of champagne from a passing tray. “It is good to see you, Bonnie,” he said graciously, “and you as well, Shelly. Let me introduce you to Mrs. Simpson and David, come with me.”

On approach, Wallis noticed John and his two companions and waved cheerfully to him. It was obvious to Bonnie that they were well acquainted. “Johnny dear,” Wallis said, offering him her cheek to kiss. “It’s wonderful to see you again so soon. And who are your lovely friends?” 

“This is my former wife, Shelly, and her friend from Boston, Bonnie Sheridan. Bonnie works for the Boston Herald and is here on assignment.”

“Two friends from home,” Wallis said. “We must visit later, when things settle down; perhaps after the dancing is over?” she added. 

“It would be a pleasure,” Bonnie said. 

Turning to the Prince who had just walked up, Wallis made the introductions. David lost no time in kissing the back of Bonnie's and Shelly’s hands. “It’s good of you to come,” he smiled. “It will be so wonderful for Wallis to have some Americans to talk to. We can be a little stuffy on our side of the pond.” He was about to leave when Mrs. Simpson, in an overly loud voice, said, “David, do get me another drink, without the ice this time.” Those within earshot couldn't conceal their horror at Wallis’s over familiarity with the Prince. Mrs. Simpson seemed not to notice in the least.

“That didn’t go over very well,” Bonnie whispered to her friend. 

“She can get him to do her bidding at any time,” Shelly responded. “That’s hardly the first time, from what I’ve gathered.”

Later in the evening, Wallis wandered over to Bonnie for a chat. “So,” she began, “what is it you do for the newspaper?”

“I am a fashion correspondent,” Bonnie smiled. 

“From the way you are dressed this evening, I can see why,” Wallis said. 

“You are quite a fashion plate yourself, Mrs. Simpson,” Bonnie smiled. “If I am not wrong, your dress says ‘Nina Ricci’ all over and it is quite stunning.”

“My, you do have a keen eye. David bought it for me in Paris last month. We should trade closets sometime,” Wallis laughed.

Taking a risk, Bonnie asked Wallis how she and the Prince had gotten acquainted. Wallis suddenly remembered that she was talking to a reporter and some of her charm disappeared. “Oh, you don’t want to mention that to your editors, dear. I’m hounded enough as it is. Besides, David and I are just friends.” Clearly, Wallis wanted to change the subject. “I see some other guests I need to speak with,” and she wandered off without another word.

Just as Bonnie was about to freshen her drink, she felt a touch on her shoulder and turned to see who it was. The man had impressively light blue eyes and wavy brown hair, and longer than the current style for men.

“I couldn’t help overhearing your conversation with Mrs. Simpson,” he said. “Not being a celebrity, I am surprised she would speak to a reporter at all.”

His comment surprised Bonnie. “And how do you know I am not the Duchess of Fiddlesticks?” Bonnie said, trying to conceal a smile.

“Forgive me, your ‘duchessness,’ my oversight. I didn’t realize that The Boston Herald can afford to hire members of the nobility,” he said with an exaggerated bow. “David Montgomery, Monty to my friends,” he smiled, introducing himself.

“Are we already friends, Monty? How is it you know so much about me? You have me at a disadvantage.”

“And here I assumed that everyone at the party knew me,” Monty smiled. “I’m on the beat too, with the London Times political department. Would you care to find a place to chat?”

It turned out that David Montgomery was four years Bonnie’s senior, making him thirty. He was from a distinguished family and his father was the British ambassador in South Africa. To satisfy Bonnie’s curiosity, he told her he learned of her identity through a friend of Shelly Barker, her new flat-mate. “And how do you know Shelly?” she asked.

“We dated on and off a while last year. She is a wonderful girl, but it turned out that we had quite different interests.”

“So, who dumped whom?” Bonnie grinned.

“It was a mutual decision, but we remain friends.”

“Part of my job here,” Bonnie confided, “aside from reporting on the style of Wallis Simpson, is to find out more about her and her relationship with the Prince of Wales.” I’m not sure why I just told him that, she wondered.

“You and every other reporter in London,” he nodded. “If you want to know the real story, you need to look at what it means politically and to the British psyche. We all know they are sleeping together, but for the British press, that is off limits. As an American, you have a lot more freedom to write about her. If you want my advice, it will cost you a dinner at the Ritz, my treat, of course.”

“Hopefully you are not talking about room service,” Bonnie laughed. “I’d be delighted. It’s been a while since I had dinner with an older man.”

“I prefer seasoned, if you don’t mind,” Monty smiled. Pointing across the room, Monty asked, “Do you see those two men talking near the bar?” After a moment, she nodded yes. 

“What about them?” 

“The man on the right is the Prince’s press secretary, Harry Spence. He is talking to Lord Snowden, a member of parliament. Tensions are running high between the Palace and Snowden.  If things between David and Wallis are not straightened out soon, we may have a constitutional crisis on our hands.”

“I'll go have a chat with Mr. Spence,” Bonnie declared, and handed Monty her drink. “I’ll be back in a moment.” 

“You Americans have more spunk than sense,” he said, as Bonnie walked away.

The conversation between the two men appeared to be over, so Bonnie gracefully inserted herself between the press secretary and his only clear exit. “Hello,” Bonnie said, offering her hand. Mr. Spence seemed put out at first until he noticed Bonnie’s lovely and daring decolletage. Why don’t you just stare a little longer, she thought. Oh well, if it gets me a story, she laughed inwardly.

Bonnie introduced herself, but when she mentioned the Boston Herald, Mr. Harry Spence’s expression changed from lustful to glacial in an instant. 

“You Americans need to stay on your side of the pond,” he said flatly. “Always making trouble, you lot.”

Bonnie was having none of it. “I suppose you lost the right to order us around, since you lost the revolutionary war.” The comment startled Mr. Spence, and he turned an exquisite shade of purple at her rebuke. The man took a deep breath and apologized. “Please forgive my poor manners. It has been a rather long day. You are about the tenth reporter I’ve had to deal with. How may I help you, Miss Sheridan?”

“Apology accepted. I admit we are perhaps not as polished in the States. Just be glad I don’t work for the Hearst papers,” she smiled. 

“Thank God for that,” Spence agreed.

“I’m in the fashion department at the Herald and was sent over here to report on Mrs. Simpson’s style. It’s rare, more like never, for an American woman to hobnob with royalty. So, forgive me
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It was time for dessert and David ordered a Crème brûlée for each of them. He felt the likely poor model would appreciate the dessert. From the smile on her face at the first bite, he saw he had hit the mark.
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