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Chapter One
Nancy Mitford

Mid-March 1931

Darling Evelyn,

There is no place more perfect to wear a divine coral tiara than one’s own fabulously
orchestrated book launch party. Especially when the evening crush is hosted by my own famous
younger sister, Diana, Lady Guinness.

Though I would have been happy to drink from a bottle running through the street dressed as
a character in my book, my sister—you know how she is—has insisted on throwing a soiree, and
will no doubt outdo herself. A sentiment felt deep in my heart since my parents have always
looked down their noses at my prose. But not you, my darling friend, not you.

Until then . . .

Love from,
Nancy

IN THE HOUSE ON Buckingham Street, a stone’s throw from the royal palace,
golden light dripped from every crystal chandelier. Gardenias, roses and
lilies overflowed from dozens of Waterford vases. An eight-piece jazz
ensemble played a mixture of the latest hits and older, less jazzy, favorites
sure to get even the elder generation dancing.

The posh four-story brick manse was elbow-to-elbow with amusing
people, grasping crystal coupe glasses from the champagne tower. Half the
guests were clever; the other half hoped to be photographed. All of them
were here for the free champagne and delicate canapés being passed by
footmen outfitted in Guinness livery—how patrician.

Upon first entry to the famed house, there were stacks of hardback
copies of Highland Fling with my name in bold across the jacket. Each
invitee would take home their copy of my first novel, my neat autograph
scrawled inside and a caption I’d brilliantly coined myself: For the
illusionists in us all, with love, Nancy Mitford.

Amongst the one hundred or so acquaintances in attendance, there were
only a slight few who would understand the meaning behind the words.



And oh, how they grinned like mischievous fiends.

While the guests and entertainment attested to my sister and her
husband’s joie de vivre, the house’s furnishings were stiff—and so were at
least a dozen old biddies—and dripped of my mother-in-law decorated.
How very miserable for my sister.

One piece leapt out—the abstract art from the hoax the lot of us had
played on society two years ago—where it hung prominently in the drawing
room. We still laughed about the creation of the anonymous and talented
artist “Bruno Hat” and subsequent bogus exhibition that had scores of our
friends bidding on a unique and quite hideous corkboard and rope-framed
piece.

There was only one thing missing from the celebration—my love,
Hamish St. Clair-Erskine. My sometimes fiancé and sometimes not. Right
now, we were not. Still, I longed for his return. Longed to laugh again as he
made me laugh. But after his latest debacle at uni, his parents had sent him
off to New York City. Oh, bother, why did they seek to destroy a perfectly
extraordinary man?

With the last of the books autographed, I smiled at those guests
hovering near the marble table I’d used to sign. I stretched my fingers, in
dire need of a champagne coupe, or maybe something a little stronger: a
cocktail with a dash of cherry.

Squeezing through the horde of bodies, I made my way to the tower of
bubbly only to be intercepted by one of my dear friends.

“Whyj, if it isn’t the brilliant Evelyn Waugh,” I gushed, tugging him into
my arms. Looking dapper and tan from his recent trek across the globe, he
seemed in good spirits after the not-so-unfortunate demise of his marriage
to that horrible cow who’d so sorely abused him.

“And if it isn’t my equal in clever articulation as well as good looks,
Nancy Mitford.”

I laughed, the first true one of the evening. We’d kept in touch over the
months through letters, and thank goodness for that. Evelyn encouraged my
pursuit from writing columns in The Lady to becoming a novelist.

“Have you thrown us all aside yet for a life of luxury and success?” he
teased.

“Never! It’s a silly book. Really, darling, I only wrote it because I
wanted one hundred pounds.” I laughed and tapped him on the hand clasped



in mine, as the sound of another champagne bottle being popped sent out
exuberant cries from the occupants.

“I daresay you will see a lot more than one hundred, and we will all be
insanely jealous,” Evelyn teased as our friend Nina Siefield joined us,
swirling an olive in her martini glass.

“As long as it keeps me dressing better, what more could I care for?” I
flashed a playful smile. I spoke the truth, but also not the truth. Writing
Highland Fling had been uproarious fun, and while I wanted to have the
same success as Evelyn for his novel Vile Bodies, 1 truly gloried in finally
having some extra funds.

Being from upper-class stock didn’t always bode well for pin money.
While Diana now lived a life of divine luxury with her new, wealthy
husband—heir to the Guinness fortune—our parents had always kept a tight
rein on what meager means their noble titles afforded them. We were cash
poor always, to the point where our mother sold eggs from the family hens.

“Indeed,” Nina mused. “You will be a literary star, darling.
Incomparable. Now, Evelyn, come dance with me, for I’'m growing bored as
sin.”

“I’'m next, Evelyn, darling. I want to hear all about your exploits in
Africa,” I called after them.

Evelyn took Nina’s nearly empty martini and guzzled the last dregs.

Nina flashed me a wink and dragged our friend toward the dance floor,
where the band struck up a rousing song full of trumpets and saxes blowing,
drums beating. The entire room was a veritable who’s who of Bright Young
Things, as the grouchy old set liked to call us. We were the prominent
youths born to aristocrats and socialites. That coveted set of young persons
who cared not a whit for being followed and photographed.

The grouches thought us wicked, an absolute disgrace to all the rules of
the older generation. We threw extravagant parties to excess, laughed a little
too vulgarly, traipsed about London in costume on elaborate treasure hunts,
drank an unhealthy amount of champagne and showed entirely too much
ankle and leg. In short, the Great War was over, and we were determined to
enjoy ourselves.

In need of air, I searched for an exit, my gaze scanning over another of
my good friends, who happened to be the cover illustrator for Highland
Fling. Mark Ogilvie-Grant waved me toward the floor, where the rest of our
friends tapped their feet and swung their arms in time to the music.



I turned away as if I’d not seen him at all. I couldn’t face his knowing
look of sympathy. Mark alone was privy to me putting my head in a
comrade’s oven last month, prepared to let the anesthetic sensation of the
gas take me away from a world that made me miserable. I’d not even had
the courage to share it with Evelyn.

Tears struck the backs of my eyes, but I downed my champagne,
reaching for another with the dazzling smile I’d been able to perfect since
birth.

“Darling Nancy!” a thick male voice said from behind. “Dance with me,
you gorgeous creature.”

With a smile I didn’t feel, I whirled into the outstretched arms of the
ruggedly handsome, and utterly dull, Hugh Smiley. Charming and rich.
Everything a woman should want in a husband. I almost said yes when he’d
asked me. But I could never marry another when I pictured myself with
Hamish. I had this vision of me penning passages in my latest novel, while
he regaled our growing family with stories of the hunt.

“Only because you look so dashing in your new dinner jacket.” I tossed
back all of my champagne and then gave him my hand.

“You are the very vision of glamour.” Hugh kissed my hand and placed
it on his muscled shoulder—Ilarger, I suspected, from his time as a grenadier
—our bodies rocked into the glee of a Charleston that Adele Astaire had
taught us one night out on the town a few years back.

“Glamour is but a dizzying illusion, darling.” I winked. “Don’t you read
the papers?”

Hugh laughed, though his eyes widened with the slightest hint of
befuddlement—witty chatter always did bog down the slow-grinding gears
of his brain. “Do you mean to say waking with a headache and blisters on
your feet is not the picture of opulence?”

“It is much more fun to imagine us all playing bridge until we’re sliding
under tables, too drunk to keep our seats. Or running amok through the
streets of Piccadilly dressed in royal costume.”

“Or gambling away our fortunes,” he followed with a toothy grin.

I laughed because I had no fortune to lose, and because Hugh was at
least smart enough not to do as he suggested. Poor lamb worked so hard to
prove he wasn’t a dullard. A big blond oaf with gobs of money. If I married
him, I could go about town in the latest fashions, ride in fancy cars and dine



nightly at the Ritz, but I’d much rather have my mind tingle in delight of
someone with a modicum of intelligence than a bursting purse.

“May I cut in?” Mark’s intelligent blue eyes sparkled, a touch on the
wicked side, with his blond hair a bit disheveled.

If only he had asked me to wed him, I might have been persuaded to let
Hamish slip away. Rakish and clever, he was a friend I could always count
on when I wanted to have a rollicking good time, or an ear to divulge my
darkest secrets.

Hugh flashed an irritated smile. “We’re not—" he started to argue, but I
took my hand from his shoulder and passed it to Mark.

“Now, darlings, there’s plenty of Nancy to go around.” A lie, a bitter lie,
for there was barely enough of me for myself.

“I’ve saved you from that half-wit,” Mark said in a conspiratorial
whisper.

“We are but a lot of beautiful butterflies.”

Mark looked about him suddenly, then turned back with a wicked grin.
“Apologies, for a moment I thought your father had walked into the room.”

“Oh, Mark, you are one of Farve’s favorites, not like the other puppies.”

“Now a question for the witty author. Tell me, dear, who is this hero in
Highland Fling based on?” Mark’s eyes skipped about the lively room,
coming back to me. “Or is he not in attendance?”

Was it so obvious? Hamish could always draw a crowd—ever the hero.
Flamboyant, loud and charming. He was as likely to down five brandies and
call for a game of charades as he was to announce they were all going
shooting at his family’s castle in Scotland.

Oh, how I missed him.

“Why would you think I’d based him on anyone?” I asked with a coy
lift to my shoulder. “My characters are all so unique, don’t you see? There’s
not one amongst our friends so ostentatious of style or mischievous of
humor.”

Mark laughed, the music quieting for a moment before a slower song
came on and he tugged me away from the dancers to find us fresh glasses of
Dom Perignon.

“This is why I shall always love you, my dear Lady,” he said using my
nickname. “You are just as truthful as you are not.”

k ok 3k



Dearest Mark,

My latest novel, Christmas Pudding, is a riotous jumble of words that can barely form a
cohesive sentence let alone elicit the humor and frivolity of my first novel which brought about
zero of the acclaim I’d hoped these six months since its release.

I bit my lip, pressing the point of the pen to the paper. A blot of ink
bubbled on the surface.

With a huff, I crumpled the letter and tossed it onto the banked fire,
where it lit into vibrant and desperately hungry flames with the other five
starts to the same letter.

Setting down the pen, I rubbed at my temples.

It was too hard to be funny and clever with this second book due to my
publisher when all I wanted was to curl up under my desk and never come
out again. I was deliriously miserable in my loneliness and thought often of
that night I’d put my head into the oven, wishing I’d seen it through.

I am so often surrounded by hordes of people, and yet none of them
make me happy. And here I’d inflicted yet another dreary letter upon Mark,
who seemed to be the only friend in the world who understood exactly how
[ felt.

Beautiful Nancy Mitford, though not quite as beautiful and clever as her
sister Diana.

Not quite as happy.

Not quite as married.

Not quite.

Oh, how I loved and despised her at the same time. She had everything I
wanted in life, and yet how could I begrudge her happiness?

At the sharp ring of the telephone, I hurried to the front hall of Rutland
Gate, our family home overlooking Hyde Park, to answer. “Mitford
residence.”

“A call for the Honorable Nancy Mitford.”

“Speaking.”

There was some static and a muffled “I’m putting you through, sir.”

“Darling.” Hamish’s voice came through the earpiece, endearing and
sending a wash of relief through my body that made my hands tremble.

“Hamish, is that you?” Feeling faint, I perched on the end of one of the
Victorian oak chairs that flanked the sides of the console table.

“The one and only.”

“Come back to London; it’s positively dreary without you.”



“Ah, but you see, sweet lady, I have returned.”

My heart skipped a beat, and I gripped the earpiece harder. “How?”

“New York City was vile. London is the only city for me.”

I couldn’t help but smile. “Never leave again.”

“As long as I shall live.” We both knew that was a lie, for as soon as his
father was fed up with him, off he’d be sent again to America or Canada.
“London seems drearier than when I left less than a year ago.”

I frowned down at my feet, the threadbare woven tapestry older than the
Rutland Gate house itself as he continued.

Hamish drawled, “Anyway, New York was a downright bore, and not a
drop of spirits in the place, unless you know the right people. Can you
imagine it? Being arrested for drinking a brandy!”

“Which of course you did.”

“Of course. Well, the brandy, not the arrest. So, tell me, darling, where
is everyone? I expected half a dozen invites the moment I walked through
the door.”

And when was that?

“The Ritz. The Café de Paris. The ballet. We are everywhere, Ham—
private parties are all the fashion. All one has to do is bring their favorite
bottle.” Of which I"d been imbibing steadily, out until two or three in the
morning, every day this week. Survival was paramount.

“Let’s go to the Café de Paris for lunch. I’'ll pick you up. Shall I invite
the usual?”

The usual meant the lot of the Bright Young Things were about to
converge upon the café and suck down large amounts of champagne and
brandy. We’d all have no care for any economic concerns, myself included.
Hamish had returned, and I desperately wanted to see him.

“Marvelous. They’ll all be glad to see you.”

“Not as glad as you,” he said.

The tone was teasing, and it struck me in a way nothing he’d ever said
before had. Almost irritating in its arrogance. Unaware I’d rejected all
suitors in favor of him. Why did it feel sometimes like I loved him too
much?

I swallowed around my doubts and pushed out a laugh. “Not nearly,” 1
admitted.

When the doorbell buzzed, I waited impatiently upstairs for our butler
to answer. I’d spent the entire last hour trying on one outfit after another,



curling my hair with tongs, and putting on fresh lipstick—scarlet red. My
nails were newly varnished in the same shade, partly because I thought it
pretty and partly because Farve hated it. Powder hid the dark circles
beneath my eyes, and a swash of blush on my cheeks kept me looking
healthy. Gold rings in my ears, bangles to match on my wrist and a pearl
necklace with a gold N charm dangling from the center that Hamish had
given to me the Christmas before.

His voice boomed in the entry hall. “Darling, Nancy! Come down from
your perch!”

I rounded the corner, waiting at the top of the stairs until he noticed me.
Dark hair styled to perfection, he stood straight in flannel trousers, a blue
shirt and black sweater. Casual and elegant all at once.

“There you are.” His eyes filled with merriment, a curl to his lips as he
scanned my dark blue crepe dress. “Brilliant. I have missed you so. You
have no idea what it’s like to be across the ocean from everything you
love.”

He loves me. My heart fluttered, and I somehow managed to keep my
face stoic as I glided down the stairs on surprisingly steady legs. At the
bottom, however, I dropped all pretenses and threw myself into his arms,
breathing in his scent of sandalwood, spice and a touch of lavender that
reminded me of France.

“You smell delicious,” I said.

He wiggled his brows. “I knew you’d love it—it’s French. A Krigler.”
He pressed a chaste kiss to my lips, which we’d never have done had my
parents been about.

Chaste as it was, it made me tingle all over. How I loved him.“Le
parfum est céleste tout comme votre retour.”

“Oui, ma chérie, I am in heaven being back on British soil. And I’ve a
gift for you.” He reached into his pocket, pulling out a small white box tied
with a light blue ribbon.

My stomach leapt into my throat. Was he about to propose again? I
could barely speak, and my hands shook as I reached for the white box, our
fingers brushing. I tugged on the ribbon.

His mother’s ring? Or had he chosen one for me that would speak to my
uniqueness, the very Nancy qualities he adored?

I grinned up at him when the ribbon fell to the floor, waiting for him to
join the blue slip there on bended knee, but he continued to stand,



mischievous dark eyes beneath slanting brows concentrated on me.

I opened the lid, realizing as I did that it wasn’t a ring box, and feeling
utterly foolish. Oh, how disappointing that he’d not come back from
America missing me so much and with the desperate need to make me his
forever.

Instead, inside I found a copper figurine of Lady Liberty, the symbol of
freedom, set on white tissue.

A tight smile crossed my lips for the impersonal gift given with such a
message from France to America as it was to myself. Was he setting me
free? Telling me with no words at all that he wished to break ties for good?

The pearls around my neck tightened.

“Well, isn’t that . . . divine?” I set the figurine on the table beside the
telephone and picked up my clutch, slipped on my mackintosh, taking the
offered elbow Hamish held out to me.

“I’m glad you like it.”

I hated it. “So kind of you to think of me.”

Hamish filled the conversation from my house in Knightsbridge to
Piccadilly with incessant chatter about the underground jazz clubs he’d
managed to infiltrate in New York City, and the night he’d run from police
after the whisky den had been exposed.

“That’s when I decided to leave the wretched place. How can it be
illegal to have a drink? Ridiculous.”

“Indeed,” I managed. Did Hamish not recall that his penchant for drink
was what had got him sent across the pond? Not that I held any place to
school him on his imbibing habit. I already planned to get properly sozzled
at the café if only to erase from my mind the humiliating excitement of the
pre-unveiling of Lady Liberty. “I should think I never want to go there.”

Hamish swung his car into place in front of the Café de Paris, causing a
screech from a passing mother pushing a pram. I mouthed sorry to the
glowering woman, while Hamish slid across the hood on his rear to open
my door. I stepped out onto the slick and shiny street, rainwater dotting the
tips of my shoes.

I raised my brows at him, which made him grin. “Learned that in
America.”

“You’re lucky not to have ripped your trousers.” I pressed my hand into
his and allowed him to help me out of the car into the dreary grayness of
London. “And they are very likely wet now.”



“Try not to be so dismaying, Lady, else you’ll wrinkle that fine brow of
yours.”

Taken aback, I readied a response, but he pressed a quick kiss to my
lips, and then dragged me inside before I could reply. We were instantly
overwhelmed by our friends. Any semblance of conversation was quickly
overtaken by the music and the shouts of those admiring the roller skaters
performing on the low stage. Two men dressed in black trousers and white
button-downs, and a female dancer in white satin and lace.

“Sit, sit,” said Mary, Hamish'’s sister, patting the chair beside herself.

I took the offered seat with Hamish on my other side. With the round
tables pushed together, we were joined by the usual crowd. All cheers and
questions for Hamish, who presided over his audience with tales of illegal
gambling and drinking in underground clubs he guessed were run by the
American mob. Either proper rubbish or another terribly convincing
argument as to why I should never venture there.

“Anyone catch the eye of the infamous Hamish?” a friend asked with a
wiggle of his brows.

I took a long sip of champagne trying to find humor in that idiotic line
of questioning. Was it hard to imagine that Hamish might have pined for
me?

Hamish put his arm around my shoulders and pulled me close, his
French cologne making me dizzy. “Nancy is the only woman I’ll ever hold
dear.”

Though I didn’t want to admit it to myself, there might have been literal
truth to his words. Both my brother and Evelyn had been adamant that
Hamish was more inclined to the masculine sex, and I was loath to believe
them. That couldn’t be the reason we’d not yet wed.

One of the male skaters veered off from stage and approached our table.
He pointed at me, and I shook my head, but Mary waved her hands
enthusiastically.

“Me, pick me!”

The skater beamed. “You, miss.”

“Divine!” Mary scrabbled over our laps amongst laughs until she freed
herself.

Another round of champagne was poured, our glasses raised in Mary’s
direction. The band struck up a rousing song as she appeared onstage,



skates on her feet, and imitating the Charleston of the skating performers,
nearly losing her balance more than once.

Hamish ordered a brandy, and I wondered if he had the pounds to pay
for it or if he would ask me to spot him as he usually did.

A squeal from the stage caught all our attention as Mary was flung high.
A wrist was clamped in one of the performer’s hands and her ankle in the
other as he swung her so high above his head and in so quick a fashion, I
could barely make out which end of her was what.

“Extraordinary,” murmured those at the table, while Hamish looked
increasingly worried, and a beau of Mary’s exclaimed, “Dear Lord!”

At first Mary appeared to be quite enjoying the belly-roiling act, but her
squeals of laughter turned quickly sour, and both Hamish and her beau leapt
over the table to run for the stage in hopes of saving her.

Longer in the leg, her beau reached her before her brother, and good
thing, because the skater lost his balance and sent poor Mary flying through
the air. Amidst screams and shouts, a table tipped when the partygoers
lurched forward to be of help. The gallant suitor leapt toward Mary,
catching her in his arms before she could be decapitated by a nearby flying
table.

I let out the breath I’d not realized I held. Every last drop of Dom
Perignon I’d drunk threatened to come up.

“Dear Heavens, that was mad,” Nina sighed beside me, clutching her
neck.

“Dreadful,” T muttered, letting go of the table I’d been clasping hard
between my fingers. “Never trust a skater who’s likely had more spirits than
all of us combined.”

A few friends joined Hamish at the front, holding him back from giving
the skater a beating, not that it might have hurt all that much given
Hamish’s slighter build. And since when had he started roughing up the
entertainment? America had not done him good.

Across the table from me, Peter Rodd rolled his eyes. “Should have
embarrassed himself as he did at Eton when he tried the same on me.”

I pursed my lips. “Were you swinging around his sister?”

Peter snorted. “No.”

“Intent on harming some other female?”

Peter shook his head, a knowing curl to his lips that I didn’t quite
understand. “Not my place to share why he got the beating of his life;



suffice it to say we are not the closest of friends.”

I raised a challenging brow. “Shame.”

Peter was rarely serious, and a bit of a know-it-all. I found his arrogance
cast a shadow on his handsome face. Mary sobbed as her beau escorted her
outside for air, his arm protectively around her shoulders.

“I do not find it to be a shame at all,” Peter said, “save for whenever I
want to ask you to dance, he is right there.”

I folded my arms over my chest and then flashed him a wide grin.
“Hamish has not been in town for many months, Peter. Find another way to
flatter me than your pretty and insipid lies.”

“You’re stunning,” he said. “Even with that blistering tongue.”

Heat rose to my cheeks as I took note of his wicked handsomeness. No
dullard like Hugh, and he lacked Hamish’s immaturity. Yet he was also a bit
too arrogant.

“What do you think of America?” I asked.

“Loathe it.”

“Fascinating. We might yet be friends.”

“I thought we already were.”

Hamish slid into the chair beside me, glowering in Peter’s direction.

Peter smirked and turned his attention back to the stage, where the next
set of skaters had assembled. Hamish ordered a sidecar and offered one to
me. Suddenly sensing the need for air myself, I shook my head.

“I’m going to go check on Mary.”

Walking away, I felt several pairs of eyes on me but didn’t turn around
to see who watched my exit—fearful that none of those eyes would belong
to Hamish. I kept my back straight and my hips swinging gently. I might be
nearing thirty and getting close to spinsterhood, as my mother liked to say,
but I still drew the eyes of everyone I passed. Cecil Beaton continually
asked me to sit for his photographs. Plenty of people took notice.

Just not the one who mattered.



Chapter Two
Lucy St. Clair

London, Present Day

LUCY HAD EVERY INTENTION of ordering the vegetable breakfast roll and a
cappuccino, but what came out of her mouth was, “Bacon roll and a white
chocolate mocha, please.”

The Caffe Nero, down Curzon Street, was teeming, and the scents of
coffee, bacon and sweet confections were just too tempting.

She’d arrived in London yesterday after accepting a special
collaboration project from her boss, Mr. Sloan, at Emerald Books in DC,
working with the marvelous Mayfair bookshop Heywood Hill. She loved
her job as a special library curator. The chance to prove herself with a
prestigious client—Miranda Masters—was going to open so many doors for
her future career, including a possible promotion.

It was a dream come true every day to help shape the home libraries of
private collectors, picking out amazing books that some clients would
appreciate, covet even, while visitors to their homes might only gaze
admiringly at the spines and wonder what they cost. Rare books to a curator
or collector were a gem, but to an outsider, they were a status symbol of the
elite.

This morning was her first day at Heywood Hill, one of the oldest
bookshops in London, having opened in the 1930s. What really drew Lucy
was who had worked there—famed author Nancy Mitford.

Nancy’s book The Pursuit of Love was Lucy’s all-time favorite, and that
of her mother—the pain of whose recent loss still caused Lucy’s heart to
seize. The opportunity to stand in Nancy’s footsteps was one she couldn’t
refuse. Years ago, Lucy had cut out an article about the bookshop and glued
it to her vision board. It was still on her bucket list of amazing bookshops to
visit. And there was a mystery her mother had pondered over the years



regarding Nancy Mitford that Lucy herself had been dying to solve. This
trip to London might provide the answers.

Not to mention learning a little more about her family history.
Originally from England, someone emigrated to the US in the mid-1950s.
Lucy had heard plenty of stories of the Bright Young Things—the
champagne-drinking bohemian aristocrats and literary darlings of the age—
from her mother, especially when Lucy had been in college and partied a
little too hard. Nancy Mitford had been a part of that set—going from one
house party to the next, traipsing around London dressed in costume and
treasure hunting. They were the talk of the town, their pictures and exploits
splashed in the tabloids. Oh, what fun that must have been.

The two weeks in London Lucy had to curate the special library project
would also provide her with plenty of time to delve into the mystery her
mother had been tracing—the identity of Iris. While she waited for her
breakfast order, Lucy pulled out the well-loved copy of The Pursuit of Love
by Nancy Mitford, and read the scrawled handwriting on the inside flap.

My dearest Iris,

Without you, my path might have followed a less elegant trajectory than Anna Karenina. I will
be forever grateful not only for your lack of pity, but for your friendship. For pulling me back
from the tracks and setting me on a path that pushed me to pursue love, happiness. To leave the
darkness behind and really live. No truer friend could have ever been found.

With much love,
Nancy

In all the texts, letters, biographies, those named Iris didn’t match up
with someone who’d been close to Nancy, nor had they revealed how she
saved Nancy’s life. Together Lucy and her mother had pondered what
answers about the mysterious Iris might be revealed in London. Now Lucy
had the chance to find out.

“Order for Lucy.”

Lucy put the book back into her oversized purse beside another curious
package. She’d found it in her mother’s safety deposit box, just before
taking off for London—Iletters from Nancy to various people. There was no
receipt or note with the package to let Lucy know how her mother had
come across them, but she hoped they might provide her with additional
clues, and bring her closer to the mother she missed so much. She planned
to read one each night after work.



Breakfast in hand, Lucy skirted morning commuters on Curzon Street,
her eyes over their heads, tracing the perfectly polished bronze number 10
on the bookshop’s black door. A door that was literally going to open up
opportunities for her. Then a blue circular plaque caught her eye.

ENGLISH HERITAGE
NANCY MITFORD
1904-1973
Writer
Worked Here
1942-1945

Lucy’s heartbeat leapt up a notch, and for a moment she saw her mother,
smiling down at a younger Lucy with another Nancy Mitford tale.

Beneath it was a second plaque: the British royal crest. Heywood Hill
Ltd was a bookseller by appointment to Her Majesty the Queen.

Lucy took a deep breath. She was about to step into a place that held so
much history. If anyone had asked her last week if she’d be stepping into
the queen’s favorite bookshop today, or a shop frequented or run by famous
writers, she would have said, In my dreams.

“Today is the first day of the rest of my life.” She gripped the cold metal
door handle and pushed.

Announced by the tinkle of a bell over the door, she froze a moment,
taking in the euphoria that was Heywood Hill.

A calm quiet permeated the shop. Lucy smelled paper and glue,
doubtless the result of thousands of volumes on polished wooden shelves
and stacked on tables—familiar scents backed by a faint hint of something
herbal. Crystal chandeliers illuminated the shop’s treasures, and over soft,
background music, Lucy could hear the subtle sound of pages being turned.
What a satisfying euphony. Anyone who said a bookshop wasn’t heaven
was just crazy.

Lucy stepped farther into the long and narrow shop, the sounds of her
shoes muffled by the blue carpet. The first room opened into a second,
framed by two elegantly polished marbled-wood columns with gold
scrollwork at the top. Mounted above an empty fireplace in the left corner
was a gilded frame that bespoke of London 1920s. Lucy thought she caught
a trace of the comforting wood smoke from decades before. Rich history



hung like magic in the London air and whispered to her like faint
conversations from the past, redolent of chic perfume and pipe smoke.

Beyond, there was one more room, boasting bright red polished wood
shelves. Apparitions of literary figures floated between them in her mind’s
eye—Ernest Hemingway and Evelyn Waugh. Daphne du Maurier and the
mysterious Nancy Mitford. She gave a deep sigh—it felt like home. Two
weeks wouldn’t be enough. She could stay forever.

“Can I help you?”

The voice came from the room just behind her—where a desk was
cleverly tucked from view by a midrise bookshelf. Turning, she saw a man
she’d walked right past without even noticing.

“I’m Lucy St. Clair.”

He unfolded his lanky body from a chair that seemed too short for him.
His cropped salt-and-pepper hair was in disarray, as though he spent a lot of
time tugging on the ends. Round spectacles slid down his nose, but he made
no move to push them back into place. “Ah yes, we’ve been expecting you.
I’m Oliver. We spoke on the phone. I presume you have settled in, and your
room above stairs is satisfactory?”

“It’s lovely.” The one-bedroom flat over the bookshop was incredibly
cozy, with a perfect view of the street.

“Brilliant.” Oliver smiled widely, showing off a gap between his two
front teeth. “Curating offices are downstairs. I’ll show you the way.”

They descended a narrow flight of stairs into the offices, past several
people wrapping books carefully in paper—finishing off the packages with
blue-and-white Heywood Hill ribbons and stickers. In addition to these
workers sat a blonde woman reading what looked like a special edition of
The Iliad, with two others behind computers.

“Your desk.” Oliver indicated her workstation. “Everyone, this is Lucy
St. Clair, from Emerald Books in DC. She’s on loan to us for a couple of
weeks. Or rather, we are on loan to her.”

Lucy shook hands before setting down her coffee and purse and offering
a smile to the woman positioned beside her.

“I’m Ash,” the blonde said. “I run the subscription service.”

“Fun.” Lucy knew the satisfaction of receiving an email from a client
saying a book suggested on their behalf had been a hit.

“Barbara and Louisa work with the subscription service too.” Ash
gestured. “The pair packing the books are Mabel and Harry. Best get to it



and not let your coffee get cold. If you have any questions, just ask.”

Lucy offered Ash another smile, then settled into her desk, taking the
list of first-edition books she wanted to locate for the Masters’ library from
her purse.

The primary place to look was in the shop’s database. She was fortunate
to immediately locate signed first editions of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz
by L. Frank Baum, Dracula by Bram Stoker, Rebecca by Daphne du
Maurier and To the Lighthouse by Virginia Woolf held in the rare-books
section.

Lucy paused mid—triumphant stride as she scanned the shelves, her gaze
falling on a display of books by Nancy Mitford—as well as several written
by other members of the Mitford family. Hons and Rebels by Jessica
Mitford was another of her mother’s favorites, and in fact Lucy had been
named for Jessica, whose middle name was Lucy.

She pulled out Highland Fling, one she and her mother had read
together half a dozen times.

She cracked open the familiar volume, reading the first few lines of
Albert’s rather humorous journey of self-discovery.

“I see you’ve got a Mitford novel,” Oliver said, approaching.

Lucy stared down at the canvas cover, threadbare in the corners, the
pages yellowed. “She’s one of my favorites.”

“Were you aware that the owner of Heywood Hill is Ms. Mitford’s
nephew?”

Lucy nodded. “I love the family tie.”

“Agree. The Duke of Devonshire is a bibliophile to be sure, whose
father was married to Nancy’s sister Deborah.”

“But they weren’t the original owners, right?”

Oliver shook his head. “No, but the late duke and duchess had a great
fondness for it. In the early nineties they endeavored to become part of its
legacy. The original store was actually down the street at number seventeen.
They moved a few years after opening.”

Lucy stared at the Mitford display again, her eyes this time alighting on
a black-and-white picture of two young women outside of the shop. Was it
too much to hope that the girl beside Nancy was Iris? “Who’s that with
Nancy?”

“Anne Hill, the wife of Heywood. Nancy helped Anne during the war,
when Heywood was shipped overseas. A lot of literary greats have filled the



shop.”

Lucy’s skin prickled. To be sitting in the very place that a famous writer
might have plotted out their books, or discussed a particular scene, was
exhilarating.

“If you’re interested in Nancy and her family, perhaps I could arrange
for you to visit Chatsworth House and have a look at more books and
letters?”

Lucy flashed Oliver a grateful smile. This was too good to be true; the
answers to the questions she and her mother had pondered for years might
be within reach. “I’d love that.”

“Of course, it will have to be when the house is open to the public. We
wouldn’t want to disturb them.”

“That would be amazing. And not just because of the Mitford
connection. What bibliophile wouldn’t want to see one of the grandest
personal libraries in the world?”

“I’Il make the arrangements.” Oliver walked away, leaving Lucy in a
state of shock.

Day one on the job in London, and she felt incredibly productive. If
only her mother were still alive to help her uncover the truth of Nancy’s
past, her mysterious friend and the letters.

Later that night, curled up in a chair with a glass of wine, she untied the
twine that wrapped around Nancy’s letters. Rather than have to decide
which one to open, she simply picked the one on top, smoothing her thumb
over the scrawl on the front of the envelope addressed to acclaimed author
Evelyn Waugh.



Chapter Three
Nancy Mitford

August 1933

Darling Evelyn,

Do you recall this past May, when Hitler’s followers hurled thousands of books into bonfires
while giving the Nazi salute? Burning ideas that were deemed “un-German.” Such great
authors and brilliant minds as Albert Einstein, Helen Keller, H. G. Wells, Jack London.

London’s book White Fang was the only novel my father claims to have ever read, having
loved it so much he never need read another again—absurd, no? I can’t decide if I believe him,
but I honestly can’t recall having ever seen him pick up a book to read.

Burning books with ideas that don’t align with the Nazi regime is only the beginning of a
dangerous censorship, don’t you agree?

For that matter, burning any book for any reason. Well, unless it’s one of mine. I'm fairly
certain there are a number of people who want to toss my prose upon the flames.

Speaking of books, I am dying for a new bookshop. If only I had the money to set one up. I’d
be an amazing bookseller.

Love from,
Nancy

DIANA STUDIED ME WITH her sapphire eyes over the gold rim of her yellow-
primrose-painted teacup. Our sister Unity perched across from me on the
slope-backed settee beside Diana.

We sat in the drawing room of the tiny cottage on Eaton Square she’d
recently let—the Eatonry, we’d named it. The walls were painted a soft
butter yellow, and the furniture was equally muted and elegant, with pops of
color on the fringed pillows, and flowers that adorned the mahogany side
tables.

Diana, beautiful and cigarette thin, had seemingly lost her mind at some
point in the last year. She’d left her handsome, rich husband and taken up as
a lover of Oswald Mosley—the leader of the British Union of Fascists. Why
Diana had left the privileged life of being married to Bryan to become a
mistress who waited for her Fascist paramour to sneak over boggled the
mind.



I’d never understand why Diana disrupted her whole family instead of
having a quiet daffaire d’amore behind her husband’s back like any other
respectable lady in society.

To help Diana stave off a modicum of social gossip, and keep myself
from living at Swinbrook—or Swinebrook as I liked to call it—I’d rented a
room from her. There was an air of nostalgia about us being under the same
roof. Though I suppose we’d never been complete bosom buddies in our
lives. As Mitford sisters go, we would fiercely protect one another from
outside sources of pain, but behind the safety of our walls, we might be the
one employing a well-placed smack.

From somewhere within the dwelling came the screech of two little
boys, and the muffled call of their nanny.

“We’re going to Germany. Should you like to join us?” Diana asked.

“We?” I raised a brow and poured milk into my tea.

“Bobo and I,” she said referring to Unity’s nickname.

“Oh, the kindness of you.” I took a dainty sip and put on a good shop
front.

Unity was lucky to be here with us at all. Muv forbade Jessica and
Deborah from visiting this vulgar house of iniquity—or at least that was
how our mother viewed Diana’s new residence, sans husband, but
frequented by a paramour. Funny enough, our sister Pamela, clever hen,
moved to a cottage in Biddesden, where she managed Diana’s ex-husband’s
farm.

I think Muv would have forbidden everyone from visiting Diana if she
could, considering her beautiful daughter was the center of the scandal of
1932. Salacious affairs and divorce would do that to a gal. C’est la vie. She
was in love.

Being the elder, wiser sister, I warned Diana that her social standing
would be nil if she went on about getting in wrong with the world, but that I
would always be on her side. As would anyone who cared about her. Muv
would come around, along with the rest of society.

“Oh, come now, Naunce.” Diana’s lip curled sweetly. “I know you
prefer travel to boring, old, dirty London.”

Unity bit into a blueberry scone and then chimed in, “We’re leaving in a
few weeks. I’'m going to meet Adolf Hitler.”

I tried not to show my horror at such a statement. The man was a
monster, yet posters of Hitler lined Unity’s walls, whereas normal girls her



age might have gummed up fashion prints or at the very least a profile of a
picture star like Laurence Olivier or Cary Grant. The idea of Hitler being
her crush was absolutely batty. How exactly did she plan to see her desire
come to fruition?

I opened my mouth to ask Unity what she was thinking, but Diana cut
in.

“One could be so lucky,” Diana quipped. “We’re merely going for
distraction.”

Lucky? The madness . . . Poor Diana. Mosley didn’t seem bent on
monogamy and had gone off to Paris with his other mistress. A distraction
was most definitely what she needed.

Diana tapped her teacup with a perfectly manicured nail, hesitating in
something she wanted to say.

“What is it, Honks?” 1 asked Diana, referring to her childhood
nickname.

“I received an invitation from Putzi Hanfstaengl, who happened to be at
a party I attended, and also happens to be Chancellor Hitler’s foreign
secretary. He says we should come and see for ourselves the truth of which
is mangled in our British papers.”

“Indeed, it can’t be as bad as all that.” Unity gave an exaggerated roll of
her eyes.

I tried to keep the horror from my face. I shook my head, having
unquestionably no interest in joining my sisters on this particular tour. For it
wasn’t going to be exploring Neuschwanstein Castle or to stun our parents
by a trip to Sylt beach, where sunbathers and sea swimmers did so in the
nude.

I loved my sisters with every breath, to the deep marrow of my bones.
However, I also knew Diana was willing to risk everything for Mosley, and
her new lover was part of something dark and sinister.

His views on the world, on humanity, aligned with a Germany that
seemed from the outset horrifyingly wrong. If Diana could prove to me that
this visit would show otherwise, I’d be happiest to hear it. But I didn’t
doubt for a minute she would make this trip, not for the distraction against
her lover’s infidelity, but because she hoped to strengthen her ties with
Germany as some sort of gift to him.

I sipped my tea, wishing I could add something a little stronger as I
pondered my sisters’ choices.



Unity had always followed at Diana’s heels, lapping up the crumbs she
dropped as if they were gold nuggets from the mining camp Farve once
owned in Canada. Now in this instance, the tables had turned with Diana
suddenly following in Unity’s fanatical footsteps. Unity’s extremism
regarding the British Union of Fascists, and her latest craze about Hitler,
appeared to be hitting new excesses, and appealing to Diana for some
reason.

So often in our family I felt like the odd woman out. A voice of reason?
I’m not so certain, but at the least, a varying voice on absolutes.

My gaze skimmed the pamphlet on the table with the announcement of
the annual rally in Nuremberg, Germany, where Adolf Hitler’s Nazi Party
had seized power, banning all other political parties and destroying
democracy in the country. With the Nazis having ultimate rule, Hitler
wanted to speak to his people about their victory. A rally my sisters planned
to attend.

“Why not go somewhere far more interesting, like Inverness?” I
suggested. “We can see if all the hubbub about the Loch Ness monster
sighting a few months ago has merit. Maybe convince Nina to have a house
party. Muv and Farve can watch your sons. Perhaps teach them the ways of
the child hunt.”

I laughed softly, remembering Farve’s favorite game of sending us out
into the Cotswold landscape and how he’d come after us on horseback,
hounds baying at discovering our scent. An elaborate, and rather eccentric,
game of hide-and-seek.

Diana had lost interest in being a socialite the moment she’d left her
husband, and Unity had always been a bit shy around our friends, and they
a little unnerved by her considering her penchant for keeping rats as pets.
And so I wasn’t at all surprised when they shook their heads.

Diana settled her teacup on the tiny matching primrose dish. “We’re
headed to Bavaria. Munich first and then Nuremberg. The arrangements
have been made, but as I said, there is room for one more should you
change your mind.”

“While the invitation holds some fascination for me, I’'m afraid I must
decline.” I smiled sweetly and picked at a blueberry on my scone, the fruit
ready to burst from the womb of baked flour.

“Oh, Lady.” Unity gave a slight scowl. “What better have you to do?”



The question stung, but I brushed it off, never showing a sign of
weakness, especially with my sisters. “Well, silly, I have a wedding to plan.
Some of us have to set our expectations on reality rather than fantasy.” It
was a low blow, a dig at Unity’s imagined meeting with Hitler, of finding
her own Fascist lover.

“Is it truly going to happen, do admit?” Unity countered, a brow raised
in challenge. “Already your arrangements have shifted from October to
November.”

I waved away her comment with a flit of my hand. “Why rush
perfection?” In truth, I was rapidly approaching thirty years of age, and
whispers of spinsterhood grew to near-shout levels. The worst of them came
this year when Muv and Farve suggested I return to Swinebrook and settle
into country life as if I’d already dried up. “I’ll be a Mrs. before the year is
out. Besides, another book idea has very recently come to me.” In the last
few minutes, in fact.

“Oh, do tell. You know how much I enjoyed reading Christmas Pudding
aloud to Kit.” Diana had been kind enough to share the book widely with
her friends, and her lover, Oswald—Kit.

My second book, Christmas Pudding, had done only slightly better than
Highland Fling. Though neither were the huge successes I’d hoped for, they
both brought with them a minor bump in societal status, along with a few
ego-stroking reviews.

Today, a new idea began to stir. A satirical tale I thought my sisters
might find flattering, as an opus to their recent conversions to Fascism—
which I abhorred. What was sisterly love if we couldn’t poke fun? Was that
a bridge I was willing to cross?

“You shall have to wait like the rest of the world, for I’'m far too busy
writing for The Lady and Vogue, and the wedding, of course.”

“Lady is a tease.” Diana flashed a mocking smile. “Well, if you change
your mind, you know where to find us.”

Indeed, I did—at the closest Fascist rally.

“I do adore you,” I said. “And thank you ever so much for thinking of
me, darling. I hope the both of you have a most marvelous time.”

The small drawing room grew quiet, but only for a second before Unity
filled the silence with the discussion of a new hairstyle she wanted that
would give her the look of a crown of curls, and how she’d acquired a



number of black shirts to wear to rallies. Oswald’s band of Blackshirts
certainly were a bundle of rods, and not in the way they believed.

Diana smiled, nodding, happy to have someone else as consumed with
the changing tide.

“Black does bring out the blue of your eyes,” Diana said smoothly to

Unity.

“I much prefer you in a dull beige,” I teased, to which I received two
identical tight smiles. “Or perhaps white, or rose. Black is so . . . harsh, do
admit.”

Unity’s chin notched up. “I like black best.”

“I look good in anything.” Diana’s voice was cool, but the hint of a
smile gave way to the humor of it, and I laughed.

“Of course, you are wondair,” 1 said in the exaggerated accent I’d used
when we were girls and I played a doctor preparing to operate.

A laugh elicited from both before Unity ruined the conversation with
another round of ovations about Hitler. I pretended to listen while
composing a list of books I should like to read, and then pondering just how
Oswald had wooed my sister into scandal. What young woman in her early
twenties left her wealthy husband, a stable marriage, with two young
children in tow, to become the mistress of a notoriously controversial, older
politician?

There was something in the way the Poor Old Leader, as we
sarcastically called him, wooed Diana. Was it that he supported women’s
rights, evidenced by the number of suffragettes who’d joined his
movement? Or maybe because he positioned himself as the only one who
could save Britain from economic ruin. There was some hint of Hitler in
him too, believing in a purer race and British superiority. I found all of it
repulsive. And he wasn’t even good-looking.

I’d attended one of the meetings at Diana’s hopeful insistence, a clear
intent to gain support from her older sister. While Oswald was a great
orator, the men he surrounded himself with were bullies, railing on anyone
who coughed or sneezed to keep quiet.

“In other news,” I said, taking the August second issue of Tatler from
beneath my seat. “Do you recognize this Hon on the cover?”

Diana and Unity both squealed, ogling the portrait of me taken in the
perfect light by Madame Yevonde. I wore a wide-brimmed white hat with a



dark blue bow to match my blue-and-white-checked frock with double-
layered capelet sleeves sewn by our longtime family seamstress and maid.

“A beautiful portrait of you.”

“The hat is divine.” Unity examined the hat closely. “I should like to
borrow it.”

Diana took the newspaper and read the caption. ““The Honorable Nancy
Mitford is not only charming to look at but also extremely intelligent and an
entertaining conversationalist.’”

“As we all know.” I cocked my shoulder coyly. And yet, surprisingly, I
felt oddly at a loss for more words.

A cold wash of apprehension had stilled my tongue. For while I headed
for inevitable marital bliss, my sisters were diving headlong into dangerous
obsession.

December 4, 1933

“I am a happy bride.” T whispered the words to myself, in the looking
glass in the dressing room of St. John’s Smith Square church.

My face appeared pale against the backdrop of my dark curls. I pinched
my cheeks to bring in color, the rouge standing out even more starkly as put
on rather than the natural happy glow of someone about to wed for love.

My groom would be at the altar, elegantly dressed in a black tailcoat
with a white gardenia pinned to his lapel, waiting for me to appear in the
white chiffon gown with narrow frills and a veil of lace and gardenias.

A crowd packed into the church like smoked oysters in a can, ready to
watch me glide down the aisle, a happy bride eager for her perfect future.

For wasn’t that what every bride was on their wedding day?

Unhappiness before marriage meant that when the proverbial vows were
exchanged a sudden blessing of joy would radiate from within, like the sun
beaming down after a lifetime of cold rain.

My groom was that beam of light at the end of a nearly thirty-year
period of darkness. Soon I would have my bliss, at least I hoped.



The low rumble of voices mingled with the organ music coming from
the other side of the door. To stay and remain in despair, or open the door to
a whole new world of uncertainty? Diana had not seemed miserable in her
marriage, only dispassionate. Was love a disillusionment?

I gazed toward a small window, gauging how long it would take to
climb through.

“I must stay. I must get married today,” I muttered to myself.

I’d worked hard over the last few months, if not the last few years, to
appear as jovial as a young woman of my circumstances might. I emulated
Diana and her beaming expression, the smile that got whatever she wanted.
Picking up the pieces of one’s broken self was difficult when everyone
waited for you to shatter.

“I am a happy bride,” I repeated, curling my lips into a winning smile.

A knock sounded at the door, and Farve stepped into the small room,
resplendent in his black tailcoat. “Your groom awaits, duck.”

“We shan’t want to keep him.” I smoothed my hands down the front of
my gown, the silken feel against my damp palms soothing.

Farve grunted and tugged on the end of his mustache. “You look
beautiful.”

“But do I look happy?”

“Every bit.” There was a flash of something in his eyes, as though he
understood the struggle. He held out his arm to me, and I threaded mine
through.

Ahead of me eleven pages dressed in white satin Romney tails walked
as stoically as their energetic, wiggly little bodies allowed.

The only thing missing on this day was the man I’d professed to marry
for five years.

Today, I was not marrying Hamish, as I’d fooled myself into believing
would happen.

Instead, the Honorable Peter Rodd, the untitled younger son of Baron
Rennell, stood in his place. Gorgeous and wild. He lit up when he saw me,
standing there so godlike in his black tailcoat. The smile said he’d been
expecting me, would have waited another hour. With the subtle incline of
his head, he said I didn’t disappoint. The smile promised a lifetime of
laughter, of dancing under the stars.

Peter was not rich. He was not titled. And I didn’t particularly like his
family.



However, a peculiarity whirled in the center of my chest, a thrilling and
exotic emotion. I thought it was love. Or at least I hoped. I noticed the way
the sun glinted off his golden hair, and how my belly flipped when his
warm lips brushed mine. His soft palm sent a shock through me, and when
he spoke, I was enthralled.

I fancied myself so in love, so incredibly full of bliss, that I might
explode with it. Peter, wild and handsome, had become my world.

There was no one in this room who might think otherwise. Peter had
told me the very same thing. Gushed in every letter his adoration and bent
over my hand, his lips triumphant as they grazed my knuckles.

We don’t speak about his proposal to me at a party when he was deep in
his cups and joking, nor that I was the third woman he’d asked that night.
We don’t mention that I said yes in desperation after Hamish broke things
off over the telephone. Or that we both clung to the idea of wedlock as a
lifeline.

Our union would change our lives. For the better. A more vigorous and
exultant partner I could not have imagined. Our great happiness would be
the story poets wrote about. A story I could write about.

Genuine heat filled my cheeks now as I stared down the aisle, a
tremulous smile on my face. At the end, Peter grinned, chin thrust up,
forever confident, a short flutter of fingers beckoning me forward.

How had we not been introduced sooner? Did not anyone realize what
joy we might bring to each other?

We couldn’t have it any other way.

Xx ok 3k

January 1934

Dearest Evelyn,

I’ve decided that I hate Rome, and I plan to write all about it in The Lady unless you stop me.
Perhaps my next book will be about a heroine who goes on campaign to boycott the great city
with its uneven cobblestones, copious amounts of garlic and tomato.

What I wouldn’t give for one of Muv’s simple dishes, and a walk in the Cotswolds in my
wellies.

Love from,
Nancy

P.S. Dont tell Peter how much I hate Rome; he is entirely enamored.



“Let me carry you.” Peter scrambled from the cab in front of our new
house outside London at Strand-on-the-Green just past Kew Bridge. A rush
of crisp winter wind flew in, snaking its way down the Astrakhan fur collar
of my charcoal wool overcoat.

On the other side he leaned in to take my hand, which held my purse, to
pay the driver since Peter had once more conveniently forgotten he should
be responsible for such things.

“I can walk,” I insisted, shooing away his hand and passing the cabbie
the fare. Our honeymoon had officially ended, though I may wager it was
over before it began. We’d been bickering most of the trip, and my nerves
were at an end.

“Mrs. Rodd,” he contended, “isn’t this what they do in the storybooks?
The handsome groom carries his bride over the threshold?”

I sighed and took his outstretched hand. Peter had a way of smoothing
prickles. I could almost pretend there had been nothing sour in Rome.

Also, I was glad not to walk. My ankle still smarted from getting the
heel of my shoe caught in a cobble in Italy, and then pretending all was well
as Peter dragged me from one major or minor basilica to the next, lecturing
all the way. Besides, I was still weak from the stomach upset I'd endured
throughout our trip.

Nevertheless, a happy bride was 1.

Lifted into his arms, I squealed and clutched my cloche hat.

“Oh, do stop a minute. Our own house.” I wrapped my arms around his
shoulders, giving a little squeeze.

“Not as grand as someone else might have given you.”

Peter was referring, as he had on several occasions throughout our
honeymoon when I complained of my pinching shoes, that he was not Hugh
Smiley—who had laid his gingerbread house and gobs of money at my feet
and I’d rejected thrice. So once more I found myself consoling Peter, who
suffered from fits of jealousy.

Oh, the tedium of being a wife!

“This life is all I have ever wanted.” I kissed his smooth cheek, then
tipped my head to the sky. There weren’t as many stars here as in Rome,
and there was the scent of snow on the air.

I drew in a deep breath, taking in the view of our cozy cottage. Starting
tomorrow I would begin my life as a housewife.



Rose Cottage, our little abode at Strand-on-the-Green in Chiswick, had
a panorama facing the infamous river Thames. It was rather modest in size,
the pink bricks warm, and the large first- and second-story picture windows
faced the river, affording a magnificent view. The cottage was not sizable,
nor elegant, but it was ours, and it was so very fine.

A house of my own. No sisters or brother underfoot. No Muv or Farve
telling me what to do. I was mistress of this place, and it could have been as
diminutive as a hatbox for all I cared.

From the doorstep, the view was spectacular, reminding me so much of
the country with its walled garden of roses and the gentle sound of lapping
water. Hard to believe that at some point in history it had been a smuggler’s
cottage, where runners hid from the law with their contraband. The
quirkiness in that appealed to me greatly.

A mere eight miles from the center of London’s bustling, busy and
belching stink. We could go to the city if we wanted, or remain here in
relative, peaceful quiet, without the prying eyes of those who wrote about
us in the papers. Our eccentricities and the company we kept were so
exciting to everyone for some reason.

Here, we’d be alone, save for the few neighbors lining the Thames, who
though a smidge too close for comfort were hidden with the walled garden.
Standing in the fading sun as we were, Rose Cottage felt much more private
than even the Cotswolds in the country. I could almost pretend I was back at
Batsford Park, my favorite childhood home. A pity Farve sold it, and so
many of our other residences, for economic reasons.

Peter carried me over the threshold in a most dashing manner, and I
gasped with happy laughter. In the days he’d waxed on about tollgates or
Roman war strategy and other such things that made him too dull for words,
I’d forgotten his propensity for romantic gestures.

The reception area of our cottage opened to the dining room and
kitchen. Diana’s wedding gift to us, an elegant Jacobean mahogany table
and matching chairs with gold silk upholstered seats, sat prominently in the
dining room. The gold-rimmed porcelain china set we’d received as a
wedding present had been laid out with the linen napkins embroidered with
our monogram folded neatly in the center on table. The aroma of stewing
meat and onions reminded me of how long it had been since I’d eaten last.

Footsteps sounded from the back of the house reminding us we were not
alone.



I hastily scrambled for Peter to put me down, smoothing out my cream
wool jersey skirt, which had ridden past my knees. Though we’d only a
modest income between us—poor by both the standards of our friends and
family—with Peter’s upcoming job at the bank, my writing, and allowances
from our parents, we’d live comfortably. We’d even managed to hire a
single servant—and I’d taken a play from my mother’s book, hiring an
experienced female housekeeper. Gladys Bruce was a sturdy woman with a
kind smile and soulful brown eyes that missed nothing. Half Jamaican and
half British, she’d been eager to join my household after the death of her
father sent her mother back to the island—and Gladys wanted to remain in
London. She’d been recommended as not only meticulous, but discreet as
well.

She greeted us with two glasses of champagne and a knowing smile.

“Welcome home, Mr. and Mrs. Rodd. Your dinner is nearly ready.
Should you like to rest your feet in the drawing room, I’ve started a fire.”

“That sounds delightful, thank you, Gladys.” There was nothing so good
as champagne bubbles on your tongue.

“You are delightful.” Peter led me through the house to the drawing
room, all charm.

I plunked down on the sofa, longing to kick off my shoes and curl them
beneath me, but instead, sat straight, legs crossed, and contemplated what
color paint would be perfect for the walls.

The three-hundred-year-old fireplace crackled, emitting the comforting
scent of wood smoke, mingling with a home-cooked meal. Oh, what a
perfect place to read. I had a sudden moment’s nostalgia for the barn at
Asthall Manor Farve, converted into a library.

Peter rested his glass on the chimneypiece and turned to face me,
looking rather drawn and serious. After weeks in Rome, I saw now why my
father said: Peter talks like a ferret with his mouth sewn up. 1 bit my lip,
trying not to laugh. Poor Peter! He was blissfully unaware; I hoped to keep
it that way.

I grinned back at him over my champagne as a happy wife should,
putting aside the nagging ire wishing to break free.

“What is it, darling?” I asked.

“I will begin my position at the bank tomorrow.” He slid his fingers
over his lapel as if preparing for how he would straighten his jacket when
he woke.



“You will be brilliant.” T had no real inkling of this. If I were to examine
his previous states of employ, I’d be inclined to think it was quite the
opposite. In essence, Peter had never been able to hold a job, for reasons I
didn’t know. But he’d made overtures to Farve that being married changed
things.

Certainly, his family made similar arguments, even going so far as to
agree on an installment well below what would be necessary to live in
consideration of his occupation.

“Indeed.” He drained his champagne and walked to the Queen Victoria
cellaret that belonged to my grandfather to pour himself a healthy dose of
brandy. “Shall I pour you a glass?”

“No, thank you, darling.” I lifted my half glass of champagne.

“Suit yourself.” Peter turned back to me and took a rather long sip of his
brandy. “I should like to invite my boss and his wife to dinner, as a thank-
you for hiring me.”

“I’ll prepare a menu.” I immediately began mentally running down the
most popular items that Muv used to make when we had guests. Lettuce
and pea soup, perhaps a smoked haddock a la creme, or maybe celery soup
followed by boeuf braisé, and instead of pudding we’d have ice cream.
French wine and—

“No, no,” Peter mused. “I think the Ritz is a better idea.”

Oh, how unfair!

A meal there for four would cost a week’s wages or more if Peter tossed
in a bottle of their finest, which he most assuredly would. I’d hoped his
reckless abandon for spending in Rome was merely the excitement of being
newly wed, but clearly that wasn’t the case.

“Darling.” I set down my glass upon the side table, folding my hands in
my lap, hoping for demure, as I put my foot down. Not for the first time
since exchanging vows. “Do admit, a fine dinner here would be more
intimate and welcoming. And perhaps your boss would believe an invitation
to your residence more modest of someone in his employ.”

Peter scoffed, narrowing his eyes at me as if I’d snatched the last of his
pudding. “I plan to make a name for myself at the bank, Nancy. Modesty is
the last thing I need to show if I’'m to prove myself capable.”

Showing off with pretentious overtures one could not afford was not a
way to prove oneself capable of success either, but I kept to myself such
criticism.



Not that any of it mattered when the following morning, Peter was late
for his first day.

I hoped it wasn’t indicative of the future of his career and our financial
stability, though I had my doubts.



Chapter Four
Lucy

THE THREE-HOUR DRIVE TO Derbyshire country with Oliver was pleasant,
especially as the bustle of London gave way to more rural landscapes of
patchwork hills and cottages nestled in dales. Along the winding country
roads, they passed crumbling ruins, ancient forests and grand estates. They
talked mostly of books and which were their favorites. Besides The Pursuit
of Love, Lucy admitted a deep attachment to both Frankenstein and Pride
and Prejudice. Oliver remarked, with a raised eyebrow, how summarily
different they were. But Lucy argued not at all, because both inflicted a
deep emotional toll upon their readers.

“What about you, then, Oliver?”

“I’m a fan of Orwell. Particularly, 1984. Partly, I’ll admit, because I’'m
fascinated at his writing the book on a remote isle in Scotland while sick
with tuberculosis, and partly because the book makes him seem a bit of a
psychic.”

The car approached gilded wrought-iron gates flanked by two
gatehouses, and Lucy sat up straighter. Imagining in a flash when men in
armor might have protected them. As the car rolled to a stop, a guard
stepped out, glanced at Oliver, then pressed a button and the gates swung
open.

Oliver rolled down his window to wave thank you to the guard as they
moved through.

A moment later, Lucy let out a long breath as Chatsworth came into
view. Her pulse sped up, even if a collection of sheep grazing in the grass
were utterly unimpressed by the gloriousness behind them.

“And here we are,” Oliver said, matter-of-factly, as though they’d
arrived at the local Tesco.

To think that people still lived in places like this. The stone edifice was
beautifully carved with wide columns etched into the face. Long gold-leaf-
edged windows stacked across the front, sun glinting off the glass. A show



of tremendous wealth from a time when windows were taxed. The outer
edges of the roof were lined with grand palisades, topped with sculptures of
figures she didn’t recognize.

She’d expected to see a number of cars as they parked, given the house
sold daily tour tickets, but they were alone.

As if sensing her confusion, Oliver said, “They are closed to the public
today, but I got us special permission. Thought it would be more fun for
you to see it without a gaggle of tourists.”

How thoughtful. Lucy’s heart leapt. “Fantastic.”

As they climbed out of the Volkswagen, a man in black livery stepped
out of the house.

“Mr. Pratt.” He gave a slight wave to Oliver.

“Boswell! Good to see you,” Oliver called back with an obvious
familiarity.

“And Miss St. Clair, I presume.” Boswell held the door for them.
“Welcome to Chatsworth House.”

“Thank you.” Lucy was unsure if she should try to shake his hand.

Boswell solved the issue for her by stepping back and beckoning them
into the house.

“Mr. Pratt will serve as your guide, Miss,” Boswell said, “but should
you need my assistance, I am merely a bell away. And of course, the library
gallery is open for your perusal.”

Oliver leaned in as if telling her a secret. “We get to go where the public
does not”—she almost expected him to wink—*“and you’ll get to climb the
secret staircase.”

Lucy flashed a brilliant smile. This was the sort of adventure a
bibliophile dreamed of, and certainly, given the Mitford materials she hoped
to peruse, more than either she or her mother could have imagined when
they’d talked of discovering the identity of Iris.

While she was at Chatsworth on her own quest, the tour of the house
would not be without benefit to her client. Tucked into her purse was a
notebook so she could mark down any books in the family library that
might make good parallel additions for her assignment.

“Gorgeous, isn’t it?” Oliver spread out his arms in the main entrance
hall, which offered a set of red-velvet-covered stairs in the center, thick
marble columns and sculpted Roman figures.



The wall to the right of the stairs boasted a granite fireplace with a
gilded framed painting of what looked like a goddess in a grove surrounded
by nymphs. On the left wall, a matching fireplace was topped with a
centuries-old market scene. The ceiling yielded yet another impressive
piece of art. The only thing marring the notable space was the ticket desk,
topped with plastic holders filled with brochures—a stark reminder that
Chatsworth was also a museum.

“Shall we start in the library?” It wasn’t really a question, and Oliver’s
chuckle said he knew as much.

“Yes! And if we see nothing else, I won’t mind. I’m afraid I’ll not have
enough time to see every book as it is.”

Oliver motioned for her to follow him. “Given there are over thirty-five
thousand in the house, I’'m afraid you’re right. But there are some you
mustn’t miss, like Henry VII’s prayer book and the Duchess Georgiana’s
‘The Passage of the Mountain of St Gothard.’”

Lucy took everything around her in as they walked. So much so that she
nearly trod on Oliver’s heels when he came to a stop.

“The Painted Hall,” he said with a gesture.

It was enormous—shining white marble floors beneath, and above . . .
Turning in a circle, she took in the upper walls and ceiling, both covered in
fantastic and oversized images from the life of Julius Caesar. Busts of
Roman figures rested on pedestals, and a dozen feet up on the four corners
of the hall were golden balconies. Lucy imagined the Devonshires of the
past standing there and peering down at their guests for a fancy-dress ball.

She followed Oliver, climbing the grand staircase flanked by an ornately
carved gilded balustrade and passed through the immense stone archway
carved with foliage into the Grotto, where Lucy stilled. Perched before her
was a sculpture she remembered quite well from the Pride and Prejudice
movie starring Keira Knightley. Seeing it in person, Lucy found it a little
harder to breathe.

The veiled Vestal Virgin. Sitting on her knees with a bowl of fire held in
her hands, she looked serene and peaceful. What was most fascinating,
however, was that the folds of the veil over her face looked so fine they
could have been made from tulle rather than marble. Lucy had to resist the
urge to reach out and run her fingers over the smooth white stone.

“Amazing, right? The sculpture is actually created from four separate
pieces, though it looks to be seamless,” Oliver said.



“It’s incredible.”

“The late duchess often teased she put the Virgin here as a reminder to
have a good and pure heart after being teased so mercilessly by her sisters.
Nancy Mitford was the biggest teaser of them all.”

As they passed through the house, Oliver pointed out various pieces of
art.

“How many brilliant minds have walked in these very halls,” she
mused.

“Thousands,” Oliver replied. “In fact, if we continued down that way,
we’d reach the Mary Queen of Scots apartments where she was held
prisoner for a time. Though the rooms have since been renovated.”

They passed through a gallery of artwork, and again Lucy found herself
stopping before a beautiful painting of a woman, white gown fluttering,
who looked to be coming down from the sky, like an angel.

“That’s Duchess Georgiana.” Oliver stood beside her, arms crossed.

“She was beautiful.”

“And scandalous,” Oliver chuckled. “Rumor has it she and her husband
lived with her best friend—as their lover. When she died, he married the
woman.”

At last they reached the two-story library. There was a glorious wall of
floor-to-ceiling windows flanked by books, while the others were books in
their entirety, including a gallery level. Ornate sofas and chairs were placed
throughout the room, beside tables displaying small sculptures, opened
books and manuscripts. There was a grand piano with music set out as if
someone had only just left their seat. But the focus of the room was clearly
books, and to protect the sacred contents, the lighting was dim, provided by
vintage chandeliers harkening to the early days of electricity, with lamps
perched on tables and desks. The lingering scents of leather and paper were
everywhere.

A woman, perched on a wooden ladder, holding a book and dusting it
from the spine out toward the pages, offered Lucy a smile. How many
books could she clean a day? With thirty-five thousand volumes in
residence, it had to be an endless job—finished in time to start again.

“This is wondair.” Lucy murmured the Mitford idiom with a smile as
she strode to the center of the space, gaze roving from the yawning
fireplace, across the myriad of towering bookcases. She’d been in some



fantastic libraries in the United States—perks of the job—but never had she
been inside one with such a stunning amount of storied history.

“How many of these books do you think the current duke has read?” she
asked.

“Over his lifetime? I have no idea,” Oliver replied with a half shrug. “If
I lived here I’d never leave this room, not even to sleep.”

Lucy nodded in bibliophilic agreement, then set her purse down on a
cushioned chair. “Can I take pictures?”

Oliver nodded.

She tried to capture it all: a panorama of the entire room, shots of the
ceiling, the fireplace and of course the massive shelves.

“Where are the secret stairs?” she asked.

Oliver led her toward a shelf. “Some of these are fake titles,” he said,
pointing out the volumes. “Like this one.”

“Inigo, On Secret Entrances,” Lucy read with a smile. “Whoever
installed this secret door had a wonderful sense of humor.”

Some of the other obviously fake titles were equally comedic: Abel N.
Willing, Consenting Adults; Aygood-Mausser, Minor Rodents. Lucy
laughed to herself then turned her mind to searching for titles or authors
mentioning Iris—she had not forgotten her more personal reason for being
in the library. No luck.

“Ready?” Oliver asked.

When Lucy nodded, he twisted an old-looking key that stuck out from
between two books, and the whole case swung open, revealing a circular
stone staircase. He gestured for Lucy to go first, and she climbed as eagerly
as child in a candy shop, emerging onto the gallery overlooking the library.
Snapping a few photos, she turned to let her eyes wander over the various
leather-bound volumes with gilded titles. Dickens, Austen, Shakespeare,
Voltaire—the great and famous were there, but so were the lesser known.
There were editions in Latin, French, Italian. The fiction and poetry titles
were greatly outnumbered by volumes of political writings, histories,
mathematics, botany, science. A veritable university treasure trove of
anything a person might choose to read or learn about.

Then there was the Mitford collection . . . at least that was how Lucy
thought of it as she stood looking at the shelf. It would seem most of the
Mitfords had tried their hand at writing. Nancy’s sister Deborah, late
Duchess of Devonshire, had penned a book about Chatsworth, as well as a



cookbook, and two memoirs. There were books by Jessica and Diana too,
and an older volume by their grandfather on their father’s side titled Tales of
Japan. Bound copies of the magazines The Lady and Vanity Fair, that
Nancy’s writing appeared in, sat beside original volumes of Nancy’s books.
Lucy picked up each in turn, looking for written inscriptions, but found
none.

The next few hours were all about books. Lucy focused first on
compiling ideas for her project, but found herself every so often straying
with thoughts of Iris. In the end, she made a deal with herself. Every twenty
minutes of work was rewarded with skimming through some of the Mitford
collection for clues. So far, she’d discovered that Nancy had an aunt named
Iris, but she was fairly certain this was not the same person, for in the
inscription Nancy had specifically mentioned a friend.

Then Oliver looked up from a large book about birds and said, “Lunch
in the café?”

Lucy agreed, and they wandered down to the stable courtyard, where a
café occupied a converted carriage house. It smelled delicious, and Lucy
opted for a chicken-and-mushroom pie.

As they reentered the library after lunch, Oliver asked, “Would you like
to see something special?”

“Yes,” Lucy replied eagerly.

Oliver led her to an antechamber off the main library and steered her to
a glass-topped display table full of handwritten notes and books.

“Are those original letters?” Lucy peered down in fascination.

Oliver nodded and unlocked the case and the double-doored cabinet
supporting the glass top. “And original volumes. There are more
underneath.”

For the next two hours, Lucy pored over letters passed between the
Mitford sisters. She felt twinges of nostalgia for her younger sister and only
sibling, Maya, whom she rarely saw, given she lived on the other side of the
US. But mostly, she was sucked into the lives and relationships of the
Mitford women.

They offered vivid details of their lives, and Lucy began to adjust to
their period and personal lingo, except for a few things written in a
language of their own making—which reminded her when she and sister
used to speak in pig Latin to each other. As the letters moved forward, the
women matured, each coming alive in Lucy’s mind.




Still no specific mention of anyone named Iris.

Lucy paused in her perusal of the letters, turning to the photo albums.
They spanned years, from awkward childhood pictures to confident,
glamorous adult poses. The six sisters were incredibly beautiful, and their
brother, Tom, dashing. The occasional serious or haughty looks couldn’t
disguise the often laughing eyes. Lucy got the sense that in some of the
more formal shots they were working to conform to what was expected, and
barely succeeding in containing the explosive personalities revealed in their
letters. Their parents, David and Sydney, made occasional photographic
appearances—still striking, if in a more composed and mature way. Leafing
through the albums it seemed no wonder the entire family had occupied the
society pages, noted for their accomplishments, scandals and beauty.

Nancy, with her dark curls and eyes that were described as green and
that seemed to sparkle even in sepia-toned photos, stood out from her
lighter-haired siblings.

What would it be like to be standing with them? To know their secrets?
To be in Nancy’s confidence? It was said they’d shocked much of society.
But somehow, Lucy thought she’d be on the Mitford side of things. Well,
Nancy’s, anyway.

Looking back at one of the first letters she’d read, Lucy marveled about
the reference to Hamish there . . . Nancy mentioned, with confidence, she
expected to be soon engaged to him. Yet Nancy had married someone
entirely different. She paged through another binder of letters scanning for
the name again. Yes! In a letter to Nancy from her sister Diana. Diana made
some rather biting remarks about Nancy’s beau—and they appeared to be
well-earned. Hamish St. Clair-Erskine. Lucy grinned. He was her great-
great-uncle. A connection her mother had spoken of a few times as she’d
grown up. Seeing it there in writing seemed to make it all the more real.

It was too bad that through all the perusing she’d yet to come upon
anything that satisfied her curiosity about Iris.

“I hate to break into your personal time.” Oliver startled her from
behind, causing her to jump a little.

“It’s all right.” Lucy’s face heated.

“Time to wrap up and head to the inn. Never fear, Boswell will be ready
for us bright and early in the morning, for you to return to your perusing,
but, alas, we’ll have to head back to London after lunch tomorrow.”

“Thank you for arranging this; it really has been amazing.”



“Always happy to help a fellow book lover.”

Lucy carefully replaced the letters, making a note of which volume she
was on so in the morning she could pick up where she’d left off.

A few hours later, Lucy fell into the soft bed at the inn, listening to the
gentle rain falling. She thought about the Mitford sisters, and how they’d
seemed so close even in the face of misunderstandings and downright
despising one another’s views.

As had become her nightly ritual, she pulled another letter from the
package, her thumb rubbing over the script on the front addressed to
Nancy’s sister Diana. She caught the faintest scent of lilies, and wondered if
her mother was there with her, patiently encouraging her to open the letter.

Darling Diana,

Are you ready to meet E.U.G.E.N.I.A.? And better yet, Captain Jack, who you may find yourself
falling in love with given the Leaderteases I’ve conjured. Poor Leader, what’s he to do if you
leave him for a character in my new book? Enclosed are a few chapters, and I am dying for you
to tell me what you think.

Our brother, Tom, is teasing that he might marry Tilly Losch in a double ceremony with the
royals if she gets divorced. Can you imagine? Oh, do admit the horror that would be.

Thank you for the lovely present—you are too kind.

Much love, darling,
Nancy

P.S. Do come to Heywood Hill’s bookshop Saturday next! I’ve conjured up quite the guest list
for a literary salon.



Chapter Five
Nancy

May 1934

Derling-Diane:
A BUMBLEBEE CRAWLED ON a pink flower petal on the magnolia tree outside
my window at Rose Cottage, drunk on nectar, perhaps needing a moment of
respite. After a week of rain, there was a break in the clouds, and the sun
shone. Blooms burst open in thanks, truly welcoming spring.

I tapped the end of my pencil on the blank piece of paper atop my
Sheraton writing desk, a plate of cold scrambled eggs forgotten hours ago
on my right, and life passing by outside the great windows of my sitting
room. My French bulldogs, Millie and Lottie, lounged lazily on the
Aubusson carpet I’d bought secondhand with the help of Mark, waiting for
the moment I’d finally take them for a walk.

Beside me, to the left, was a stack of papers and their carbon copies of
the first fifteen thousand words of my new book. But this blank, yawning
sheet . . . this was to pen a reply to my sister, Diana, in response to her terse
correspondence.

Oh, but the bee was infinitely more interesting.

I shuffled Diana’s letter into a drawer, not wanting to see the accusation
in her words, the desire for me to quit this book. In defiance, I shifted the
last paper I’d written on to the center of my desk. Having left off in
midscene when the mail arrived, I intended to finish it this afternoon.

A breeze from the Thames blew in from the open window, ruffling the
burgundy swaths of curtain. The grass, branches and flowers outside waved,
as if beckoning me to abandon my desk. To take a walk. To pretend I wasn’t
doing what desperately needed doing.

Peter and I were broke.

Which I refused to believe demoted us from the ranks of aristocracy in
which we’d both been born. While the notion of us working horrified our



friends and family, we needed every pound.

I contemplated having to cut Gladys’s hours by half, but feared we’d
lose her altogether as her position was the reason she’d stayed in London.
So I found a friend in need of a part-time housekeeper, and Gladys had been
gracious to split the time between both residences. Now she came in the
mornings to clean, wash and press, run errands and then help me to prepare
dinner, of which I was a miserable student. By the time I settled in to write
at noon, she’d left. Which was all well and good because the bell typically
rang then, as if unwanted guests waited until I was alone.

At any moment I expected a knock at the door, another bailiff come to
collect on Peter’s debts. Would they accept my cup of tea today instead?

We needed me to write this book. Yet my family needed me not to,
afraid of the backlash on themselves. Every day was an effort to write. This
book in particular had been a trial on my patience. The words poured from
my brain in either manic bursts or as slow and lethargic as Millie rolling
onto her back for a belly scratch.

Diana’s words came back to me. You cannot write this book unless you
pose to hurt the Leader and myself. This is not the same as “Two Old
Ladies from Eaton Square.” This is our livelihood and it is not a jest.

The Leader—or the Ogre, as I preferred—had continued to keep my
sister on a string as his mistress. Diana would abandon everything, risk
anything, for him. That much was clear. What difference did this book
make when she’d laughed at my gentle teasing of Mosley as the Little
Leader armed with weapons and chocolate laxatives in the “Two Old Ladies
From Eaton Square,” an ongoing story I'd penned for the two of us when
we were living together the previous year?

What had changed other than the increased passion for Mosley’s
fanaticism? How had he been able to utterly possess Diana’s brilliant mind?

Love was an illusion.

I had learned that plenty in the past decade. Loving first Hamish and
then Peter. The romances I’d read in Jane Austen’s work, the Bronté sisters
and poets past were artifice in words. Even I spun tales that would leave
readers with an impression of feelings that were illusory.

The very definition of fiction. A spinning and weaving of conjured
events and people. Never mind most of mine were based on those people I
knew and experiences I’d had. I was paid to spin those tales, to stir emotion.
Indeed, love was a misconception, just as was happiness.



There was something freeing about fiction, about fantasy, that there
wasn’t when I wrote articles. I quite enjoyed living in the depths of my
head. In any case, it was much better than keeping house.

I sat back heavily in my chair, chewing the end of my pencil.

The sound of a motor rumbling to a stop outside the garden wall
signified an arrival. The way Lottie leapt from her nap and yapped meant it
was Peter. Why had he returned so early?

He banged into the house as I came around the corner in time to see him
toss his briefcase to the floor and tear off his tweed jacket. I reached for it
as he tossed it, and hung it on the rack, noting the heavy scent of smoke.

“What’s happened?” I didn’t bother with niceties when he was clearly
distraught.

“I was promised a raise; now my boss has insulted my assiduous work
ethic and claims never to have agreed. The man is deserving of a slap. I will
quit before there are wigs on the green,” he sputtered, insinuating there’d be
a fight. “Not enough sots in the damn building to pull me off the old goat,
and I’d rather not be fined for misconduct.”

It was on the tip of my tongue to ask if he’d truly gotten near to
brawling with his employer, which would blackball him from any other
bank in London, but then he knelt to swipe a steady hand over Lottie’s
wriggling body, and tapped her nose.

“You’re going to have to get another book contract.” Peter didn’t bother
to look in my direction. “I can’t possibly keep searching for jobs when they
won’t pay me what I’m worth. Don’t they know who I am?”

I feared that was exactly the issue—they knew all too well.

More stunning was his insistence that I be the one to pick up his slack.
In what false world did my husband live that he thought it perfectly fine to
shirk his duties, lobbing them at me as he had his tweed? Peter had
struggled so far with his first job, and it was a miracle, honestly, that he still
held it. Not for the first time I wondered at what role his father played.
What power did Lord Rennell have to see that his son maintained his
position?

I swallowed away the rising bitterness, just as I’d tucked the letter from
Diana into my desk. I wanted to ask Peter the same question he’d posed.
Didn’t he know who I was?

Swallowing away bitterness was a lot harder than hiding accusatory
words written on paper. Was a woman’s place to smooth over her husband’s



indolence and lack of economical acumen? Farve had his own set of money
troubles, and Muv always made do, even selling eggs and chickens in the
village to pay for our governesses. I frowned. In that respect, books were
my chickens.

That helped smother my resentment.

At least a little.

Instead of admonishing him, I tried smiling and asked if he’d like me to
pour him a drink.

“No. I’m going to the club.” He waved me off, and started for the back
of the house.

A knock sounded at the door. Peter turned, looked at me accusatorially
as if to ask who might be coming round. If there were going to be any
straying eyes in Rose Cottage, they belonged to my husband.

“Might be your admirers, the bailiffs,” I quipped, gaze steady on my
husband who didn’t care on any given day for the stack of bills piling up or
those demanding payment. Nor for the humiliation I endured when they
doffed their caps and stared at me with pity.

How he hoped to pay for another bout of drinking was a good question.
As it was, the only way I'd been able to stave off the bailiffs with their last
visit was a quiet slip of a few pounds from Peter’s father. Lord Rennell was
a lifesaver sometimes, but the man would not live forever, and then his
fortune would go to Peter’s older brother Francis. Likely Peter’s allowance,
which barely paid for the gas in the motorcar, let alone the lamps in the
house, would end there.

“Being a nag is not very becoming,” Peter sniped back.

“Neither is a husband who cannot care for his wife.”

I walked past Peter to put the kettle on, giving him the onus of
answering the door.

If only it weren’t a wife’s duty to sweep her husband’s nature under a
rug and present to the world a prettier portrait.

As water filled the kettle, his earlier words rang back to me. Wigs on the
Green. A possibly wonderful title for the book I was working on. Boy,
wasn’t Peter great inspiration for the character Jasper Aspect. ..

x ok 3k

Dearest Mark,



I never imagined the expense of running one’s own household. I’'ve never had such
responsibilities before, and it gives me a renewed respect for Muv, which I’ll never tell her, of
course.

Peter and I have had to scrimp and save in order to throw a bridge party, of all things. 1
delight in being a host, and am very much looking forward to the chance to have all of our
friends over under our roof—you of course will come, won’t you?

I’m looking forward to a night of pleasure and leisure—without the bickering that comes
between a husband and wife when going over accounts. I won’t bore you with those miserable
details.

Instead, let us reminisce on the old days when we used to race through the streets of London
on a scavenger hunt, and then loll away the rest of the night at one of our friend’s houses. Or
take off in the morning in a motorcade bound for the country, where someone’s parents would
begrudgingly allow us a weeklong house party.

I long for those days now as much as I longed to be a wife back then.

All my love,
Nancy

A rhythmic urgency played from the gramophone, sending a wave of
swaying cheer through Rose Cottage, jammed with people. Tables and
chairs borrowed from guests had been set up in the reception hall, the
sitting room and bedrooms. Glasses clinked, people laughed.

I stood, having presented the highest trump trick at the table, and
headed down the stairs to mingle, when Peter cornered me on the landing.
He had a look on his face I’d only seen occasionally since we wed. One that
promised sinful flirtation. How many glasses of brandy had he sucked
down?

He made a pretty picture with his blond hair tousled, blue eyes locked
on mine, a lopsided confident grin. I’d not seen a man who could cut a
better figure than Peter in trousers and a trellis-patterned pullover. Casual
yet elegant.

“I’ve a jest for you, my darling wife, just told downstairs by one of the
chaps.”

His fingers danced over my arm, and some of the ice chipped away
from my heart. “I love a good joke,” I said.

He smiled, and I couldn’t help returning a smile, a giddy, girlish
excitement curling inside me.

Peter leaned against the wall, one ankle crossed over the other, his
fingers still tracing circles near my elbow. “I know, which is why I had to
find you straightaway. Are you prepared to laugh?”

I nodded, praying no one came around the corner. I wanted this
moment, so fleeting, to last forever. “I should hope I am prepared to laugh



at any given moment.”

“Then I shall tell you about the man held up by the police.”

“Was it you?”

Peter feigned a pout. “Oh, do be sorry for me,” he teased, then let out a
laugh. “I got it wrong. We’ll start over, and this time you say no.” By now
his words were slurring a little, but his mood was light, and I so wanted this
to be funny.

I rolled my eyes. “All right.”

“Do you know about the man who was held up by the police?” he
asked.

“No,” I said with mock astonishment, my hand fluttering to my chest.
“Do tell me more.”

“They told him, anything you say will be held against you.” He pressed
his finger to my lips before I could reply. “The man asked: ‘Anything I say
will be held against me?’ The police said yes.” Peter stepped closer, the
laugh gone from his lips, taken over by a look that made my blood hum.
“And the man said, ‘Right you are, sir,” and then: ‘Mrs. Nancy Rodd.’”

The punch line of the joke made me giggle, to think of a man asking for
me to be held up against him, but Peter’s mouth quieted the sound while he
kissed me. I sighed into him, thoughts of illusion fading into reality.

Oh, how I longed for this moment to last. The intimacy of our marriage
had come in fits and starts, a bewildering physical affair that oft left me
wondering if I’d missed it. There had to be more. Something that his kiss
promised, but that Peter failed to deliver, not unlike most things with my
husband. He was a constant project starter, but not a finisher. Just once . . .

Footsteps on the stairs pulled us apart. It simply wouldn’t do to be seen
in such a position, even if he was my husband. We passed friends as we
made our way down. In the reception room, a round of applause sounded at
our entry.

“Your Peter has cleaned us out,” said Mark, standing up from the table.

I shot a look at Peter. “You were playing for money?”

He raised his arms in a noncommittal gesture, and a guilty smile as
though I’d caught him with his hand in the till. The same look I’d see when
he pulled money from my purse. “High stakes make the game more fun.”

Thank goodness he’d won, else we’d have been begging for scraps at
Rutland Gate, my parents’ house in London.



“Dance with me, for old times’ sake,” Mark said, when Peter took a seat
for another round.

I allowed him to pull me into his arms as another punchy song played
over the gramophone. Several other guests joined us, and I fell into the
familiar comfort of my dear friend. Mark had helped me decorate Rose
Cottage, to give this house a bit of Nancy flair. He also kept me calm when
everything around me felt as if it might burst into flames and melt away to
ash.

My determination to make this marriage work was exhausting, and yet
SO very important.

“How are you?” Mark murmured.

“Why, my dear old boy, I have found a promissory note for bliss I
intend to cash in if I can find where I put it, and I daresay I'm a fine
housewife when our housekeeper is in attendance,” I teased.

Mark snickered. “To be sure, my dear old lady, you are the picture of
absolute happiness.”

“Then I have succeeded.”

“Oh, what has Prod gotten up to now?” he teased, using the name my
family had given to my husband before we’d wed, a combination of Peter
and Rodd. “I cannot wait to read about it.” Mark winked, having picked up
on the none-too-subtle hints of my discontent.

“Soon you shall.”

When the music ended, Diana and Mosley approached with Peter.
“Naunce, darling, you and Rodd simply must come to Oswald’s rally in
Olympia. It is going to be the pinnacle of the BUF movement. We’re
expecting nearly ten thousand.”

It was on the tip of my tongue to decline when Peter spoke up. “Sounds
like a jolly old time.”

Diana eyed him coolly. Mosley slapped him on the back in the way of
old friends and returned him to the tables.

Why had Peter agreed? We’d had conversations about our ideals, and
none of them aligned with Fascism.

I supposed it would be good research for Wigs on the Green to see
Fascism alive and bullying. I’d not been to a rally since the year previous
that Peter and I attended, which cemented in us all the more our own
political views, which were decidedly not so fanatical and in clear
opposition. I had the feeling Mosley hoped to one day be Britain’s Hitler,



and one was already too much. For a time, it appeared the majority of
England felt the same way. Over the months since that rally, there’d been a
subtle shift in not only the country, but my family as well.

Unity resided in Germany with several other young ladies, learning the
language with aspirations of meeting Hitler, befriending men in his ranks,
and Diana was still the lover of Mosley, which had become so widely
accepted it wasn’t really taboo to have them here together at the party. Even
my brother, Tom, was leaning Fascist. Muv too. Farve held out, going so far
as to admonish Diana for having taken Unity to Germany the year before
for the rally. Furious he’d been at that turn of events, and yet he’d agreed
for her to go and live in the dreadful country, which was puzzling.

“I’ll buy your black shirts,” Diana said as she kissed my cheek that
night when they left, referring to the uniform of the BUF members.

The idea of wearing black was ironic, for to me it meant mourning,
perhaps grieving the death of my ideals should I ever side with my sister’s
politics. Not to wear them would make us stand out unnecessarily. “No,
please, we can do that ourselves.”

“A gift,” she said.

I smiled tightly, remembering Diana had a two-thousand-a-year
settlement from Bryan, easily four times what we had. “Thank you.”

True to her word, the following morning a parcel arrived, holding
within it two black shirts and two BUF pins. Placing them on my dressing
table, I stared at them for what felt like hours. Peter and I had only spoken
briefly after our party about attending, and he thought it a great joke. I
suppose I could look at it that way too. The black shirts were hideous, and
one could only see them as silly.

When Peter arrived at the cottage from work that evening, I wore my
shirt and a teasing smile as I handed him a glass of brandy.

“What do you think?” I asked, spinning in a slow circle. “Do I look as
though my morals are corrupt?”

Peter let out a low whistle, and pulled me in for a dance. “You look
positively criminal.”

“Try yours on. Gladys ironed it.”

When he emerged wearing the shirt, I too let out an appreciative
whistle. “Why, Mr. Rodd, you look dashing in black. Should I check you
for weapons, or perhaps you have a signed portrait of Hitler in your back
pocket?”



“Do I look as self-important as the Leader?” he jested.

“More so, for I find you a hundred times handsomer. But I must say I’d
rather see you out of it.”

“Would you leave your husband for me?” he asked.

“Blessings for me I don’t have to make that choice, for I'm the lucky
duck who’s wed you.”

We changed back into our regular clothes, and I eyed his broad back
before it disappeared beneath his cotton shirt, wanting to run my fingers
over his skin, the way I imagined a lover might. To kiss the center of his
spine and breathe in his familiar scent. When Peter lay with me, it was
sweet yet perfunctory, and swiftly at an end.

Married half a year, and no results. It was just as well; a baby would
only be one more mouth to feed. We couldn’t afford a nanny either.

Instead, I turned away, tightening the belt at my waist. “Dinner is
ready.”

“I’'m starved,” Peter said enthusiastically, and I wondered how that
could be, considering the bill I’d received from his having lunched at his
club nearly every day this month.

Reminding myself to be the happy homemaker, I pushed his
transgressions from my mind and, with a smile, served the dinner Gladys
had helped me to prepare of leek soup and cottage pie.

Peter poured me a glass of wine, and when I sat, he took my hand in his
and brought it to his lips, kissing the back. “We’re going to be all right,” he
said, in answer to a question I never asked, but thought nearly every
moment of every day.

For, truly, how would we keep getting on like this?
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Darling Evelyn,

You asked me to tell you about the rally, and so prepare yourself for the horror of which I am
about to fill you . . .

The crowd in Olympia was a bloated mass of humans from all walks of life, most of which
wore the same dull black shirt Peter and I had teased each other about relentlessly, finding a
common ground in the way fanaticism had somehow brainwashed intelligent people into joining
the ranks of absurdity. Do admit, you would have commented on the banal fashion.

Anyways, there was a bit of that fervor in Peter, which gave me a fright. He looked on
Mosley with something close to admiration—a stark change. I was tempted to knock him over
the head with my purse. He even attempted to join in the Fascist song of “Britain, Awake!” I



couldn’t decide if it was all for show or if Peter had somehow fallen for Mosley’s charm. I
daresay, charm is a word I most certainly would not use in the same sentence with that ogre.

So, with the trumpeting fanfare and cheers from the crowd, everyone welcomed their Leader.
Mesmerized in almost the same way one might slow to watch an accident about to happen, or an
argument escalating in the street. Eyes wide, gawking, one cannot look away. Dozens of
Blackshirt standard-bearers marched toward the rostrum, Mosley proudly straight-backed
behind them, waving to the crowd as though he were the king. If I were Diana I would have been
mortified, but she smiled on like he was God’s gift to her.

The stadium at Olympia was filled with an incredible number of influential people, along
with thousands of boots-on-the-ground members. Diplomats, businessmen, members of the
aristocracy, journalists stood side by side with farmers, merchants, laborers.

I tell you, it was the stuff of nightmares. If you don’t believe me, try one for yourself—I warn
you, though, do not wear red.

Love from,
Nancy

Diana stood beside me, doe-eyed, watching her lover approach the
rostrum as though he were a god, his disciples proclaiming their fealty
loudly behind him.

When the ballyhoo died down, Mosley started to speak.

From somewhere in the crowd, a man wearing a red shirt shouted,
“Fascism is murder! Down with Fascism! Down with Mosley!”

“Damn Jew Communists have come to crash the party; they’ll not get
away with it,” said the man on the other side of Peter.

I shouldn’t have been stunned by his anti-Semitic bias, yet I was. To
hear it spat so violently, so close to my ear. I opened my mouth to say
something when Peter shook his head. The room exploded with shouts from
other BUF members, in reaction to cries of “Down with Mosley.” A mass
argument in a sea of black and red.

Mosley started again, asking for order, only to be interrupted. Over and
over this happened, and each time he paused, eyes on Diana, waiting as a
patient father would while his wayward child was dealt with. Blackshirt
guards quickly seized upon the protestors, but as soon as they did, others
spread throughout the crowd repeated his mantra, causing more disruption
—and the signal for more Blackshirt guards to react.

Fisticuffs broke out from all angles, causing the people surrounding us
to shuffle, an elbow to be thrust into Peter’s ribs, and he shoved back. I
feared a riot.

The Blackshirts were swift in their brutal domination. Some of the
protestors were dragged limp and bleeding from the stadium, while others
fought their way out to the end. My entire body trembled with fear. All the



while Mosley stood with an almost gleeful glint in his eyes, as if he’d
wanted this to happen. Wanted the protestors to be trampled, to show his
might, his power.

I stared at Peter wide-eyed to see such violence at a political rally. My
eye was caught too by a shouting Esmond Romilly, my young, naive
Communist cousin, calling Mosley a pig from a row near the front. Diana
and Mosley seemed oblivious. As if the brutalization of those who would
protest his politics was normalized.

My stomach twisted, and every bit of me longed to flee. However, to get
up and leave would not only alienate my sister, but also possibly cause me
some harm from the brutes ready with knuckle-dusters.

Discreetly I reached for Peter’s hand, clutching it in mine, relieved
when he didn’t pull away, but held on just as tightly.

Hundreds of protestors were taken out covered in blood. Every single
one did not earn a glance from Diana. She’d grown so used to violence, but
how could she condone it?

There would be repercussions if I wrote this in my book. What would
be the repercussions if I didn’t?

The protestors, Communists if our neighboring BUF member could be
believed, were against Fascism, and to shout about it was their right, as it
was every Fascist’s right to shout about socialism. But drawing blood
seemed a step too far.

If men were to lower themselves to such base and degrading antics, the
House of Lords would be a madhouse, with every man against a bill
bloodied. His wig torn off as he was hauled from his green bench. Wigs on
the Green took on another meaning then, one very political. My mouth went
dry.

I feared England would become another Germany. Attending the rally
had been a terrible idea.

I shuddered, and Peter squeezed my hand.

“We shall be victorious,” Mosley shouted from the podium. “Or at least
we shall return upon our shields.”

We declined to join Diana and the Leader for victory drinks, claiming I
had a headache. When we arrived at our quiet, peaceful cottage, we tore off
our black shirts, tossing them in a heap in the corner. I clung to Peter as he
made love to me, more tenderly than he had ever before. Desperate to feel
his skin on mine, the comfort of closeness. The safety of being human. For



the first time in our marriage, I actually felt as though we were one in mind,
body and spirit.

Lying in bed, staring up at the ceiling, I turned to face Peter. “I worry
for my sister.”

“I worry for anyone who goes against her.”

“Maybe I should tell Hamilton I can’t finish the book.”

“You’d have to return the advance, which we do not have.”

I nodded. We had no money. Spent the advance, and desperately needed
the royalties it would bring.

The next day, in a complete turnabout, the Daily Mail put out a scathing
editorial of the Olympia rally. A letter ostensibly addressed to Mosley
himself, in which Lord Rothermere, founder of the paper, withdrew his
support of the BUF and Mosley, stating, “I have made it quite clear in my
conversations with you that I could never support any movement with an
anti-Semitic bias, any movement which has dictatorship as one of its
objectives . ..”

Still shaken by what we’d witnessed, I fled the house, with Lottie and
Millie, taking them on a brisk walk along the Thames. They sniffed through
grass, snuffled at flowers, while my brain sifted through what I’d seen.

Two of my sisters had fallen for men bent on dictatorship. Two of my
sisters had fallen for men who hated members of the human race simply for
the ethnicity that ran in their blood.

When I returned to the cottage, I started a letter to Diana, needing to get
my thoughts, concerns down on paper. Needing her to listen. To rethink this
path she’d chosen. She was in danger. We all were.

Dearling,

I feel compelled to write and tell you of my fears. I fear for you, for your darling kits. The
violence at the rally—

I tore the letter into shreds and tossed it in the trash.

Around three o’clock in the afternoon, a courier knocked at the door,
and, expecting it to be a letter of debt, I was surprised to see Peter’s father,
Lord Rennell’s, seal.

The letter was addressed to me, and written in a hurried hand. Somehow
he’d found out Peter and I attended the rally in Olympia.

Can you not persuade him to stick to the business in hand and not to advertise himself in these
Fascist demonstrations? . . . Things are manifestly taking a wrong direction . . .



I swallowed hard, agreeing with everything in the letter. Both of us
knowing it already. But who was to tell Peter anything? Peter did what
Peter wanted.

Before Peter arrived at the cottage for dinner, I went to our bedroom to
freshen up, only to see the black shirts we’d tossed into the corner had been
pressed and hung back in the closet by Gladys. I swiftly closed the door
against them.

After finishing our haddock and potatoes, I presented Peter with the
letter from his father.

The muscle of his jaw ticked with irritation, and he set it down, staring
at me.

“I’ve no intention of going to another rally,” he said. “And I don’t need
my father’s permission if I so choose. Nor do I need yours.”

“You wouldn’t go out of spite,” I said.

“No, not even to rile the old goat.”

I nodded slowly, relieved. “Gladys pressed our shirts.”

“I’1l not wear that rubbish again.”

Thank God. “Shall we toss them in the Thames?”

“I’ve a better idea.”

We sat on the soft sofa in our sitting room, sipping brandy, watching the
shirts burn beneath the ornate chimneypiece.

“You need to finish your book,” Peter said.

Immediately I bristled. “Perhaps you should get a better job,” I sniped
back.

He let out a long-suffering sigh. “Not because of the money, though we
do need it, and what’s wrong with a wife keeping her husband?”

I ignored his question. “Why, then?”

“Because people need to see the ridiculousness of Fascism. You’ve a
way of penning tales that come off as light. Your sisters cannot take offense
if it’s satirical.”

That showed how much Peter knew about my family. He was wrong in
that we took offense at everything. But he was right because my sisters
would eventually forgive me.

Three weeks later, in the middle of the night, Hitler ordered his SS men
to murder the SA Nazi leaders and hundreds of his opponents, purging the
party of anyone who would go against his leadership. Men were dragged



from their beds and shot. In the papers, they were calling it die Nacht der
langen Messer, the Night of the Long Knives.

Unity wrote a long letter about it, detailing her glee at the murder of
Ernst R6hm. Apparently, she’d rushed down to Hitler’s Brown House to
visit her beau, a Brownshirt lad, and get the news. Muv and our sister
Jessica were in Germany for a visit during all this. Farve must have been
horrified. I couldn’t find the words within me, nor the heart to write the next
chapter in my book. Not when there was so much violence happening
abroad. Not when my sister wanted to be in the center of it all. Instead, my
pen found a home in an article for the Vanguard, in which I decried
Britain’s decaying democracy, mocked Mosley and his Fascism and waited
for his Blackshirts to come knocking at my door.

Over tea, at Eaton Square, Diana showed me a letter Unity sent her
regarding that long, murderous night. How flippantly she wrote about it,
calling it exciting, terrific and horrifying all at once. Expressed her concern
for Hitler, and that several of the SA men had been rumored to have killed
themselves, when in fact they’d been murdered. Oh, the brainwashing of
my sister!

Then came Unity’s letter to me. At first it was pleasant, wanting me to
throw a party for her when she returned to Swinbrook later in the month,
and how she needed to get her dress altered. Then it took the turn I’d been
dreading.

Now, seriously, about that book . . . I warn you, you can’t possibly
publish it, so you’d better not waste any more time on it. Because if you did
publish it, I couldn’t possibly ever speak to you again . . . Followed by her
fury at my article in the Vanguard. How she had over three hundred
postcards of Hitler she must show me, certain of my delight. Delusions. She
left off her letter with a Heil Hitler, and a postscript of how she’d not
fumbled with one of Hitler’s men in the SS house because he preferred
men. Who was this girl?

Did I still have to throw a party for her?

I thought I might vomit.

Compounding all this was Peter . . . Ever since the rally, he came home
later each night. Smelling of liquor and perfume. In the cottage, he walked
around in a daze, drinking heavily and claiming a flu in the morning to get
out of work. Did he not understand a hangover was not the same as a flu?

Did he not understand I could smell her perfume?



I feared for the state of my marriage.

The following month, Hitler horrifyingly claimed total power of
Germany, with the vote of his people. And now I feared for the state of
Europe.



Chapter Six
Lucy

OLIVER TOOK THE REST of the day off after their long drive from Chatham
back to London, but Lucy headed straight to the bookshop, determined to
translate her visit to the magnificent house into an action plan for the
Masters’ library. Given it was only midafternoon, the shop was still bustling
with customers.

In the twenty-four hours that she’d been gone, the shop had been
transformed for Halloween. The front window housed a large spider in a
silken web with a message about stocking up on chilling reads for All
Hallows’ Eve. Amidst glittering pumpkins and miniature skeletons dining
at a gloomy table were several spooky children’s books, bestselling thrillers
and creepy classics like Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, Shirley Jackson’s The
Haunting of Hill House, Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Tell-Tale Heart” and Ira
Levin’s Rosemary’s Baby.

Lucy loved the atmosphere—boosted by haunting music. Too bad she
wouldn’t be here on Halloween. A sign on the register desk explained that
every child who came into the store in costume would receive a free treat.

Halloween was a favorite holiday for Lucy. Growing up, she and her
sister had loved to coordinate their costumes, outfits usually based on
literature. They’d been Glinda and Dorothy from The Wonderful Wizard of
Oz and Coraline and Other Coraline from Neil Gaiman’s novel, and as they
grew older, handmaids from Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale. But Lucy’s
favorite looks were probably the year they’d dressed up as Pennywise from
It and one of his victims. Maya had been the clown, chasing Lucy from
house to house.

That reminded her of how Nancy in her letters had mentioned how
much she loved to dress in costume and parade around London. What Lucy
wouldn’t give to go back in time and dress up with Nancy.

Pushing her nostalgia aside, Lucy headed downstairs to her desk. She
had dozens of book orders to put in based on her Chatsworth list. An hour



later, after entering her information into the database and making
preliminary phone calls, Lucy leaned back and rubbed at her eyes. She was
exhausted. Not only because she hadn’t quite gotten used to the time
change, but also because she was working her butt off to prove to Mr. Sloan
she had what it took to warrant a promotion—a feat she was fairly certain
she was accomplishing with flying colors.

“How was Chatsworth?” Ash arrived at the nearby desk and took a seat.

“Amazing. Could have stayed there another week.” Lucy made a note
on her list to add some classic horror books to the library project.

“Isn’t the library to die for?” Ash leaned closer. “What was on display?”

“Three gorgeous leather-bound first editions of Jane Austen’s that
would’ve made a perfect edition to my own personal library.”

“You wish.” Ash chuckled. “As do I. .. Beyond Austen, what did you
find most exciting?”

Barbara and Louisa came back into the office, passing everyone
cardboard cups of tea.

“Thank you,” Lucy said, breathing in the scent of caramel apple. “I
adored the secret staircase, but on a personal level, reading letters that
related to Nancy Mitford’s ex-fiancé, who I’m distantly related to.”

“Hamish?” Ash sipped her tea.

Lucy raised her brows. “You’ve heard of him?”

Ash laughed. “You can’t work at Heywood Hill and not know your
Mitford history. Besides, I'm an avid Nancy lover.”

“As am I.” Lucy was reminded again how much she loved working with
people in the book business who were as obsessed as she was about all
things literature, including the lives of authors. “Speaking of Nancy, do you
know anything about a copy of The Pursuit of Love that she might have left
here for a friend to pick up?”

Ash’s brow wrinkled. “I don’t think so. Do you mean something that
would still be about the place? If so, you could look through the shelves.
But I don’t think we have any first-edition Mitfords in storage; they’re all
out on display.”

“No, I know where the book is now—my mother bought it probably two
decades ago. We’ve had it in our home ever since. But apparently,
originally, Nancy left it here for a friend.”

Ash and Louisa shook their heads.



“You might ask Oliver,” Barbara pointed out. “If anyone will know
about that, it’s him. Or he may at least be able to point you in the right
direction.”

Lucy was halfway out of her chair, but her cell buzzed. Her boss calling
for an update on the library account.

“Well done, Ms. St. Clair; you’re well on your way,” Mr. Sloan
remarked as the call wrapped up about an hour later.

Hanging up the phone, Lucy let out a long, satisfied sigh and smiled.

“Some of us are heading to a pub for dinner, want to come?” Louisa
asked, glancing up from her desk to ask.

“Absolutely.” Lucy swung her bag over her shoulder and followed a
handful of her new British bookworm friends into the crisp autumn air.
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ARRIVING EARLY THE next morning, Lucy was on the lookout for Oliver.
Spotting him hoisting boxes of newly delivered books, she picked one up.
“So, Oliver,” she said, following him down the narrow steps. “Do you know
anything about a copy of The Pursuit of Love that Nancy Mitford
apparently left here? My mother purchased the volume years ago, and
we’ve always been intrigued by the inscription inside to a woman named
Iris.”

Oliver wiped the sweat from his brow. “There was a rumor decades ago
about a book that Mitford left for someone that was never picked up. But I
always assumed it was a reader. What makes you think it was a friend?”

“It’s quite an intimate inscription.”

“Ah, so blatant.” Oliver nodded knowingly, and opened the first box,
handing a stack of books to Lucy and then gesturing for her to follow him
to the computer to catalogue the titles.

“I haven’t heard of Iris, but my understanding is that Nancy left copies
of her work for various friends and readers over the years. She was a staple
at the shop even before she worked here.”

Lucy nodded, not bothering to hide her disappointment. “Well, it’s a
mystery I mean to solve. So any help you can give would be much
appreciated. I’ve already pored through letters and articles looking for
clues. No luck.”



“My pleasure. Nancy was and continues to be a bit of a mystery, doesn’t
she?”

“Yes.” Lucy paused. “She offers so many details about herself in her
letters and in her public writings, but do you ever get the feeling that it’s all
a facade? Or at the very least like she’s hiding something? Or maybe hiding
from something. I mean, she had so many friends—I can’t even keep all of
their names straight—it’s as if she never wanted to have a moment alone.
She spent as much time as she could with nearly a hundred different
acquaintances, but was she really always laughing, bright and carefree—or
was she making sure she never experienced a moment of quiet?”

“Quiet can be tough—alone with one’s thoughts. I mean, can you blame
her?” he asked with a shake of his head, returning to the box for more
books. “With family like that, would you want to be alone with your
thoughts and disappointments?”

“Good point.” After helping Oliver with the rest of the box—and
discovering one of the boxes was full of books she’d ordered for the special
project—Lucy wandered to her desk, intent on sending her sister an email,
or maybe she’d even call her. The more she dug into Nancy’s lonely, and
yet not alone, past, the more she found herself needing that sisterly
connection.

“I found something you might have an interest in.” Oliver approached
with a stack of threadbare log books. “These were in the back storage room.
Logs from the years that Nancy worked here. She kept notes about nearly
everything in here, including the salons she hosted. Maybe you’ll find
something about Iris.”

“Incredible! Thank you.” Lucy gathered the books from Oliver and set
them on her desk, slowly opening the first one.

Nancy’s familiar scrawl stared up at her from the pages. There were
notes on books that needed to be ordered for certain customers. Records of
books and other items sold. Questions Nancy needed to run past Heywood
Hill, such as if they could shorten Sunday hours, and if they could increase
the number of French books on hand. There were lists of those who
attended various salons, which included the names of literary greats. There
were notations on which books should be sent to soldiers overseas.

Then Lucy’s eye caught on a note near the end of the record. Need to
hire assistant. Iris?



The note ended there, and the last pages didn’t reveal anything else
about Iris, nor whether or not she was hired.

Even though it felt like Lucy had made a discovery, only to be turned
back around empty-handed, this was one step in the right direction. Iris was
real.



Chapter Seven
Nancy

March 1935

SPRING WAS A TIME of rebirth. Time for the earth to awaken itself from a
frozen winter and breathe in great gulps of warming air as foliage
brightened from brown to green and bulbs unfurled into dazzling petals.

While nature’s great awakening was beautiful, mine was only a
disappointment.

Prod and I had celebrated our first-year anniversary before Christmas
with a tense dinner at the Ritz, joined by Diana and Mosley and several of
our friends. The overpriced but oh-so-decadent meal was followed by a bit
too much champagne. So I was relieved when the bill was miraculously
paid by an anonymous benefactor. We’d spent the night at Rutland Gate so
we didn’t have to make the trek back to Rose Cottage. I'd woken with a
headache that had me quite understanding Prod’s insistence on calling it a
morning flu.

The difference was I could brush it off with a mixture of my mother’s
fabulous elixir—raw eggs, Worcestershire sauce and a sprinkle of pepper—
whereas Peter was content to wallow in self-pity.

As our fruitless marriage rolled into its second spring, my own
awareness blossomed to encompass many things I’d have happily left in
winter. Chief amongst them that my husband was not only a disappointment
but a philanderer.

Fascinating what a girl would do on the rebound when pushed.

Where might I be, I wondered, had I said yes to Smiling Hugh?
Cuddling the baby he’d fathered with my friend Nancy Beaton, whom he’d
married instead, no doubt. Certainly not sitting as I was now at one of four



bridge tables in my parents’ London town house, watching my husband
stare lustfully at another woman. A woman I’d considered a friend. Now I
stared daggers at her spoon-faced visage, dressed as though she’d come
straight from raiding the auction house’s castoffs.

Mary Sewell, married to a stockbroker more boring than Prod, had been
sleeping with my husband for weeks, if not months.

We’d come to Rutland Gate to host our party instead of dragging
everyone out to Rose Cottage. At least, and rather embarrassingly, that’s
what I said, when the truth was in part because the Sewells lived next door.

Prod wasn’t subtle. Not only was the party conveniently close for his
mistress, but he’d made certain I was not playing at his table. The weasel.
He’d forgotten about waking me at four in the morning yesterday by
knocking drunk on the door with three friends, demanding scrambled eggs.
I’d made them with a smile, not wanting his friends to see me for the
sniping, sour castoff I’d become. But now, when I looked in his direction,
he had no smile for me—not even a fake one.

My stomach clenched as Prod’s attention went back to his losing hand.
Drunk, he shouted loudly about being robbed. The players at his table got
up to escape him—save for Mary, who cooed over his bruised ego. Any
minute now they would doubtless sneak out to the garden for an
assignation.

The only saving grace in my marriage, at least for the moment, was
Prod’s employment. I’d not had to entertain the bailiffs in weeks, though a
reunion was bound to occur between those well-mannered collectors and
ourselves soon.

Clearing my throat, I stared down at my own cards. The red and black
suits faded into each other as tears welled in my eyes. I pursed my lips,
drew in a heavy breath and kept my tears at bay. Everyone waited for me to
make a move—both in the game and in life.

“I’ll pass.” I set my cards down, glancing at Mary’s husband, Anthony,
who happened to be at my table. “Can I get you another drink?” Do be
sorry for us both.

Anthony glanced up at me, brow furrowed, appearing ready to decline,
but then his gaze shifted to the canoodling pair, and he gave me a hard nod.
Poor fellow looked as dejected as I felt.

As much as I tried to act French about it, watching my husband flaunt
his mistress was a bit much for even me to take. I wasn’t my sister Diana,



whose poise in the face of her lover’s lovers should have earned her an
award of some kind. How does she do it?

I stood, smoothing my hand down my flat abdomen as I walked to the
cellaret. That level plane of my belly was another endless source of
torment. How could life quicken inside me when Prod planted his seed in
another garden?

My hand shook as I poured the drinks, but I had enough sangfroid left to
purposefully fail to offer my husband a refill. All of my failures tumbled
into the glass with the ice I added. How extra-order. A little over a year ago,
all of my dreams were still naively intact. I'd expected to be a mother by
now. Instead of cradling this whisky sour, I should be cradling a baby.

Instead of flirting with Mary, Prod should be flirting with me.

What did she have that I didn’t? Money. A baby. A better-selling book. A
fine demeanor.

Returning to the table, I handed Anthony his drink, which he greedily
swallowed. I feigned interest in the game, all while draining my own glass.
My gaze kept drifting to Prod. To his lover.

When I could take no more, I stood stiffly. Swaying on my feet, I
gripped the table, steadying myself. What would happen if I fainted right
now? Would Prod care? Would he shove Mary aside and rush to me? The
very idea was ridiculous, childish even, I knew that. But it was no use. |
wanted to fall. Wanted Prod to turn his attention to me.

Dragged down by the weight of my heavy heart and inhibitions lowered
by one too many whisky sours, I made up my mind. Giving a little gasp, I
carefully folded myself onto the Turkish rug in a pretend faint. As I lay on
the floor, with Anthony calling to Prod, I could hear my husband’s words,
brisk and dismissive: “Let’s not make a fuss of it; she’s only trying to get
attention.”

He lifted me, carrying me from the drawing room just as he’d lifted me
from the cab over a year before to carry me across our cottage threshold.
Then he had been attentive, joking, eager. This time he merely deposited me
without ceremony onto the bed, and stepped away.

“Don’t go, darling.” I tried to keep my voice meek, but it came out
brittle. I leaned up on one elbow, hoping to look as enticing as a juicy Mary.

Peter narrowed his eyes and took another step backward. “Try not to
embarrass yourself—or me—again.”



I sat straight up, blinking at him. “I’m the embarrassment? I’m not the
one cavorting with my lover in front of our friends and all London. You
could at least keep your affair behind closed doors like a gentleman. Or is it
so hard to hide your true nature?”

Peter scoffed. “Don’t pretend you care, Naunce; no one would ever
believe the Queen of Ice had an ounce of sentiment in her stony heart.”

Except I had, and I’d gotten attached to the idea of being in love with
him. I took exception to his referring to me as Stony Heart, a name I’d
created and bestowed on my sister Unity, as a result of her Nazi leanings.
To have it thrown back at me—and by Prod . . . While I sifted through cruel
insults to lob at him rather than a lamp, Prod presented me with his back,
and walked to the door.

“You bastard.” Angry, hot tears welled in my eyes, hands fisted at my
sides. “You would leave me here for her.”

Peter turned slowly around. “Give me one good reason to stay.”

“You’re my husband. I’m your wife. We have a duty to each other.”

“That’s not enough.”

I gritted my teeth, forcing myself not to say the angry words I wanted,
but the other ones. The ones I kept locked in the safe. Words that were
reserved for no one but me. Words I screamed inside every month when my
flux presented itself. “I want a child.”

“I’m”—he jabbed at his chest—“not the problem.” The way he said it,
so arrogantly, gave me cause to wonder how he knew that with such
certainty.

“And you’re positively no one’s idea of a perfect father. Yet I cannot
conceive on my own.” My voice cracked. I had a ridiculous sensation of
shame for presenting him with my raw emotions.

“Lift your skirt, then.” He marched forward a few steps, hands as
angrily fisted at his sides as mine were.

“What?” I gasped.

“You want a child.” His voice was low, angry, as he tugged at the buckle
of his belt. “Lift up your bloody skirt.”

I shook my head, tucked my legs beneath me, thighs pressed tight. A
massive pressure weighed on my chest, as though a boulder landed on top
of me. “No, not like this.”

“Then not at all.” Peter stormed from the room, leaving me crying into
my pillow, wishing to rewrite the story of my life.



To run away.

Away from London. Away from Prod. Away from my failures.

Leave it all behind . . . Even my childhood—{filled with rivalries,
discord and resentment, of always wanting but not having—was a far cry
from the hell I found myself in currently.

Xk ok 3k

Dearest Mark,

I long for the summer days of our youth, when we’d all gather at Swinbrook and drive Farve
mad. He loved you most, I think, of all our friends, because you would wake up early and hunt.
Whenever I lift a lid from a silver dish at breakfast, I can still hear Farve tell you that it’s brains
for breakfast. Oh, how we shrieked at that!

My siblings and I used to get up to all sorts of collective mischief with Nanny Blor here at
Swinbrook. I do miss those times as I walk through the rooms now, and chance a peek into the
old cupboard where we held our hen meetings.

Soon I’ll be back at Rose Cottage. Pam will return to the country, where she manages Bryan
Guinness’s farm, though she’s considered resigning, which I would have done ages ago. I cannot
imagine how awkward it must be to tend his flock with our sister having jilted him.

Jessica’s reluctantly preparing to bounce from one deb event to the next, and poor Deborah
will be all alone, left to her own devices, unless Muv lets her tag along.

Tom is off doing whatever it is you young men do, a mystery to me, to be sure.

Unity has remained in Germany—is it any surprise? Nothing could tear her away from her
beloved Fiihrer. I tell you, Mark, the strangest thing. When she came home for a short visit this
past winter, she brought with her his signed portrait, setting it on her bedside table, where she
no doubt gave it a kiss each night. I was sorely tempted to steal it and burn it in the hearth.

Diana often visits Unity for company in Germany, rubbing elbows with those in Hitler’s
circle in order to gain a lead in for Mosley. I don’t know how they stomach it. Unity continues
asking me to visit, to meet her mustached, “charming” Fascist. I have to fake my delight for a
future visit, while declining and contemplating burning the paper I put such words to. Last week,
in the letter I wrote to Unity, I drew a crude scribble of her. Head of bone. Heart of stone. Do
you think me harsh? I simply couldn’t help myself.

Fortunately for me, Unity is too conceited to think it might mean anything other than a great
tease.

Love from,
Nancy

“Do you think Bobo has introduced Hitler to her pet rat?” I teased my
sister Jessica about Unity.

I watched a seamstress put pins in fabric while Jessica stood on a stool
in her bedroom. Her presentation at court was around the corner, and it was
time for her final dress fitting.

Mother was an ocean away in Germany, expected home in time for
Jessica to curtsy before the queen and then begin whirling about London as



was customary for debs. I was all too happy to keep Jessica company and
give the dress an appraising eye, because it kept me away from Prod. We’d
barely spoken since bridge night a week before. And yesterday I opened a
bill from a little Italian restaurant where he must have wined and dined
Mary, for it had not been me imbibing three bottles of Chianti.

“Do you suppose a rat would clamber to meet the Fiihrer?” My sister
Pam’s words pulled me out of my melancholy line of thinking.

“Muv wouldn’t allow that,” Jessica piped in.

“But how do you suppose it would go if she did?” I asked. “Fiihrer, old
boy, glad I have run into you on this jolly good day. The Osteria is serving
onion soup. Might I make this fine Ratular part of your acquaintance? Go
ahead, give his soft head a stroke.”

Jessica doubled over laughing, busting several neat pins in her gown
and earning a tutted admonishment from the seamstress.

“Careful, Decca, you’ll prick yourself, and you don’t truly want
Communist red on that pretty gown,” I teased.

“Oh, do be sorry for me that it has to be white.”

That brought out another round of laughs, which caught the attention of
the sweetest of us Mitford girls, my youngest sister, Deborah, who stuck her
head round the door frame to see what the fuss was about. She joined us
with two of Farve’s dogs trotting alongside her. Millie and Lottie perked up
their heads where they lay beside me, letting out little warning snuffles as
French bulldogs do, reminding me a bit of myself when Prod’s gaze
followed the swaying hips of some tart.

“Shh,” T warned, stroking their heads, then motioned Deborah to the
seat beside me. “Soon it will be you on the stool being trussed up for your
coming out.”

“I’m not far behind.” She offered me a cherubic smile. Ah, to be so
innocent of all the vile things life would soon bring . . .

“Not at all.” T forced a smile, and used it to push away my bitter
thoughts. I lifted some of the extra tulle and plopped it on top of my head,
standing up to do a pirouette.

“Do I look like our darling Honks?” I batted my lashes and struck an
angelic pose, emulating Diana, who’d modeled as Venus for a series of
photos by Madame Yevonde a few months ago.

“Oh, Lady, do be kind,” Pam said. “Those portraits were absolutely
stunning.”



“Really stunning,” Deborah parroted.

What a hard job to be the youngest of seven, and with five older sisters
who were quite opinionated. Poor, sweet Debo. Only our brother, Tom, had
the dubious gift of managing to be double-faced—of playing a chameleon
as company demanded. Happy to be an obliging Fascist with Diana, while
behind her back calling Mosley an Ogre and Hitler a tantruming baby.

In the looking glass, Jessica studied me silently. Meeting her lovely,
shining, blue eyes, I hoped her joy wasn’t ruined by a man the way mine
had been, twice over now, by both Hamish and Prod.

“Darling Decca,” I said. “You’ll be the belle of the debs when you go to
Buckingham. And for certain a wondair to every bachelor.”

My sisters agreed, Diana’s beautiful portraits forgotten, and Jessica
smiled wide, looking down at the white satin fabric of her dress, in which
she’d greet the queen.

I tossed the tulle aside, thinking of December and the last time the seven
Mitford siblings had been together at a ball thrown at Rutland Gate. The
guest list had included a parade of the important, including the Churchills—
and thankfully not the Sewells. Once the evening ended, all of us had gone
our separate ways.

Again, I struggled to push my gathering dark thoughts away. Perhaps
some air? I rose. “I’m going to take the hounds out for a walk before we’re
summoned to dinner.”

“I’ll join you.” Pam was always game for a walk despite the fact that
one of her legs had never regained full motion from a childhood bout of
polio.

“I shall be glad of the company.” Though I'd teased her mercilessly
since she’d been born, that she’d ruined my only-child life, I was glad for
her company. The darkness of my mind was not always a welcomed abyss.

Out in the yard, one of the maids turned over a washtub to dump out the
contents.

“Do you remember all those years ago when Unity used to climb atop
the washtub and shout orders as though she were the Queen of Swinbrook?”
Pam asked, laughing.

“Yes.” I laughed too, so hard tears came. Pam couldn’t know it yet, but
that particular memory had given me a great addition to the speech in the
opening chapters of Wigs on the Green in which my character Eugenia, the
embodiment of Unity in every way, shouted at the injustices of the people,



praising the Union Jackshirts and their leader. I’d put Eugenia on the
washtub. Oh, the spoof was quite comical, and surely my sisters would find
it funny. To be certain they recognized the tease, I could add Eugenia’s
nanny, tugging on her skirt and demanding she come down, as our Nanny
Blor had done when Unity was young.

Xk ok 3k

Darling Evelyn,

The day has come—June twenty-fifth. The pinnacle of my career? I think not. Wigs on the Green
has released to some good reviews, and others not so nice, which I prefer to ignore, given your
good advice. Release days are always filled with both trepidation and exhilaration. How do you
manage?

After I lay a finished book at the feet of the reading public, having labored months and
months on prose that wrung blood, sweat and tears from my body, rendered blisters on my
fingertips and caused my sleep-deprived eyes to cross, I am filled with equal parts relief and
edgy discomfort. Alas, the fate of us literary types, no doubt.

Then the questions come. Will it sell? Will it flop? We writers want each subsequent book to
do better than the last. If a novel doesn't live up to that mark, then one’s entire career might be
on the line. Do pity me, old boy, for I’'m in quite a state.

With love,
Nancy

The giddy social whirl of the summer provided a wonderful distraction
from my failed marriage.

On the day of Wigs’s release, I visited bookstores in London, pointing
out the cover to customers who didn’t recognize me (which were few) and
hiding between stacks, dancing on tiptoes as they paid. Would readers like
it? Tell their friends to read it? Would I be taken seriously, or would the
novel be derided as meaningless, silly drivel? I wanted readers to
understand the context, to get the teases, to think more deeply about the
state of our affairs, about the rise of Fascism and how it affected all aspects
of our communities and our homes. I worried I expected too much. Of
course, I was fully aware that not everyone would like Wigs. That even
those who’d adored Christmas Pudding might find it too acerbic.

Despite the tensions between Diana, Unity and myself with regards to
the book, I hoped they would be supportive. That they would see Wigs for
its design—satire, with an underlying message that might resonate.

But Diana wouldn’t return my calls. She wouldn’t return my letters
either. Muv, acting as a go-between, reported that the Ogre was extremely



displeased with the book and refused to let Diana have any contact with me.
Further proof he was exactly as I’d named him.

I'd signed a copy to My Dear Heart of Stone, for Unity, and given it to
Tom to take with him to Munich when he told me he planned to visit her. I
prayed she wasn’t as angry as Diana, but having misread the less-Fascist
sister I had a sinking feeling that the more fervent Unity would be extra
incensed.

Several days after my book release, I went to a house party at Lord
Beaverbrook’s. It was a lark and a distraction but something more as well.
His Lordship owned several newspapers, and I hoped attending the party so
soon after Wigs went on sale might gain me a review in one or more of
them. Perhaps a favorable review if I hobnobbed with the baron myself.

Sitting in His Lordship’s morning room hours after sunrise, with scones
and toast, boiled eggs and bacon on the sideboard, I felt satisfied all had
gone well. I’d made a memorable impression. I was surrounded by fellow
guests who had also stayed over after the late-night party ended. I lifted my
cup of tea, stilling when my eye fell on a copy of our host’s Daily Express
—graciously provided for his guests to read over breakfast—Ilying under
Prod’s hand. A familiar face stared out from the front page.

Unity.

I looked closer, reading the headline. Peer’s Daughter Speaks at Nazi
Rally in Hesselberg as Guest of Streicher.

Oh, dear God . . . I shrank into myself and, for a moment, wondered,
had Lord Beaverbrook intended the supply of newspapers as a humiliation
to me rather than a courtesy to his guests? Because, with this headline, this
terrible coverage of my own sister, my satirical Fascist novel, Wigs on the
Green, was doomed. I was surprised since up to now I thought we’d got on
well.

Looking about, I realized there was a newspaper in the hands of a
majority of those present. My cheeks grew hot. Everyone at breakfast was
reading about my sister standing before a crowd of two hundred thousand,
praising Hitler and his Nazis. I looked at the picture again and felt sick. She
stood before a podium, her arm outstretched in the Nazi salute. This was no
mere infatuation, a girl stalking a boy she had a crush on. This was . . . I
couldn’t. ..

“Oh, darling, did you not know?” Lady Diana Cooper, Beaverbrook’s
mistress, and a dear friend of my own sister Diana, must have seen my



blush. She shook her head with pity in her eyes. I couldn’t tell if she was
being sincere or deliberately cruel.

“Of course.” I gave a soft, forced laugh and then picked up my toast,
hoping to convincingly dismiss the article.

“Have you read her letter to Julius Streicher in Der Stiirmer?” Lady
Cooper asked, looking a bit more stricken than pitying this time.

“I have not.” I knew of it, from a letter Jessica had sent to me, but I
hadn’t been able to bring myself to read it. My sister had given me the gist,
however . . . how Unity had claimed to be a Jew hater, and given her full
support to the Nazi Party.

Diana Cooper retreated into a polite smile. “Well, do give Unity my best
next time you see her.”

I nodded, trying not to choke on the dry, flavorless toast.

The ride back to Rose Cottage was quiet, with no sound other than the
clunking of our car, which had seen better days. I retreated from society,
hiding from the world, not caring what message they took from that. For the
next week, started and stopped a letter to Unity so many times. In the end it
took me a week to write something I was willing to send. All T could do
when the ink finally soaked into the paper was to make a joke of it all.

Then we fled to the continent, where I hoped my holiday with Prod in
Amsterdam and Italy would alleviate some of the emotional pain and
turmoil I struggled with. But it was not to be.

After lunching under the awning of Prod’s father’s palazzi with friends,
the Adriatic glittering aqua in the background, I was lounging and reading a
book when Prod interrupted. “This came for you from your mother.” He
held out a yellow telegram, his brow wrinkled.

Bad news often came in the form of a telegram. I snatched the paper and
read it quickly. DIANA INJURED AUTO ACCIDENT. AT HOSPITAL.
DOING FINE. MUV

If Diana had been in an automobile accident, badly injured enough to go
to the hospital, how was I not to worry?

“Oh God.” Much as we’d not been talking, I still worried for my sister.
Blood is blood, after all.

“Perhaps we should invite Diana to come to the palazzi while she
recovers.” Prod said it with an air of largesse that was remarkable given it
was not his offer to make but his father’s. Still I had to concede there was



kindness in it—and a sense of duty to me because Diana wouldn’t come
alone. After all, she’d been headed to meet Mosley for holiday.

“Perhaps.” I folded the telegram and put it in my pocket.

“Do you want to try making a telephone call?”

“No.”

Prod passed me the glass of sherry in his hand. “Thought you may want
this when I saw the contents of the ’gram.” A rare show of affection,
particularly coupled as it was with a pat on my shoulder.

I sipped slowly and offered him a grateful smile. After my escape to
Swinbrook and subsequent return to the cottage, my husband appeared to be
working more. He had spent less time with Mary, or at least less obviously,
and eased up on his drinking. We’d even managed to make love a few
times, in hopes of creating a child. It almost felt like early days, or at least
close enough that I could pretend.

“Life can be so fleeting,” Prod mused. I prepared to hear a lengthy
lecture laced with theology, religion and the mundane all muddled together
—because that aspect of his personality never changed. But for once, he sat
down quietly beside me and put his arm around my shoulders.

The heat of his body, the warmth of the sherry, the emotional toll of
hearing bad news, had me sinking in. Had me forgetting that back in
London his lover waited for his return. Because right now, right here, he
was mine.

November 1935
Dearest Mark,

I’m fleeing from home—and Peter—for a few weeks of peace in Paris with Muv, Jessica and
Deborah. I plan to spoil myself with a holiday away from my troubles. What could a wondair
like myself have to worry over, you may ask? Well, I shall tell you, with the promise you burn
this letter after reading. Remember when I wrote to you of my happiness at the prospect of
marriage? I take it back. I’ve decided happiness must be an illusion.

On top of that, I’'m convinced I am a failure as a novelist. There have been so many critical
reviews of Wigs on the Green that I am thoroughly depressed and wondering if I should quit
writing altogether. Should I? Do be honest with me.

My book sales have plummeted into the abysmal dark of the Thames. Speaking of that river,
I have come to an all-new low. Rather than writing, I spent an entire afternoon last week at
home in London staring at the Thames waiting for a body to float past so I could call the
boatman whose job it was to collect them. Did you know that was a job? I only found out by
accident. When at last on Monday, a body finally appeared—facedown and bloated—I waited



until it floated to the other side of the river, reasoning that the collector got eleven shillings
instead of ten if he had to cross the Thames. This is also true, and I think well worth the extra
coin.

In any case, my darling friend, that was the moment I knew I needed to escape to Paris.
Though I tell you honestly, I doubt being there will make a difference.

With love,
Nancy

“Are you feeling all right?” Jessica touched my cheek with the backs of
her fingers. Her brow furrowed.

“Just the travel.” I lied with a smile, pushed her hand away and walked
further into the rented Paris flat with its high ceilings and butter-yellow
walls. The heels of my shoes clicked on the wood floor. “I need some
water.” My mouth was suddenly dry. The way it gets right before your
stomach decides to let loose.

“Whisky is what you need,” Muv said.

I tugged off my jacket and flung it onto a chair before collapsing onto it.
The sitting room smelled of fresh flowers, which were in vases everywhere.
Gardenias, roses and all manner of pretty things.

“Perhaps a whisky soda, then.” I rested my head against the back of the
chair and, breathing in slowly, let my eyes close for a minute.

I’d never been one to get travel-sick, and typically, since I’d been a
bright-eyed adolescent girl, when I arrived in Paris all of my troubles
melted away. But it wasn’t the travel that had me feeling ill, and my current
state would not simply vanish into thin air.

I felt Jessica’s breath as she leaned over me. “Are you going to die,
Naunce?” she teased, and I managed a smile.

“Not today.”

Muv pressed the whisky soda into my hands. “Have you eaten? The
good body needs sustenance to keep itself healthy.”

“I have,” I lied.

Muvy, pursed her lips. “I’ll ring for something.”

I sipped my whisky and soda, but it soured in my gut. “I can wait until
we go down for dinner.”

“Some fresh air, then.” Muv took my hand and tugged me out of my
chair and toward the open window with a gorgeous view of the Pont Neuf.
Across the Seine I could see the Louvre and Jardin du Palais Royal. A
gentle breeze caressed my skin.

I gulped in the air, pretending it was summer.



“You look like I did before I left Germany a couple of months ago,”
Jessica mused. “Unity and Diana asked me to stay for the Nuremberg rally,
and meet Hitler, at some grand dinner. No, thank you.”

Unity’s and Diana’s faces had been splashed in the paper after that rally.
Thank goodness Jessica had avoided that fate, and the rest of the family had
been spared the shame of a third Mitford girl associated with Hitler and his
band of thugs.

I took another greedy gulp of air. The pain in my abdomen, and my
heart, started to ease.

Before arriving in Paris I’d been certain. So certain that this time,
nearly two years since I’d wed Prod, something had stuck. I’d been wrong.
The curse had reared its soul-crushing head a little less than a week ago, a
month later than it was supposed to, heavy and painful. I wondered if I'd
miscarried.

Knowing there was no baby, I’d hastily agreed to join my sisters and
mother in Paris rather than face the anniversary of my wedding to Prod at
home. Why should I celebrate a mistake?

Our brief holiday last summer had been fleeting in so many ways. Back
in England, Prod had taken back up with Mary and was very public in his
misbehavior. Friends who before had been keen to ignore my situation now
had difficulty hiding their pity. The letters I got from my dearest friends in
the world, Mark in particular . . . oh, how the sympathy that dripped from
their pages pained me.

Deborah came through from the adjoining room, exclaiming, “I’m so
glad you came. What a great bore it would have been without you.”

“Are you suggesting I’'m as dull as the Tollgater?” Jessica asked, in
reference to Prod.

I winced inwardly. It was one thing to be aware your husband was a
boring fool and another to endure others saying it aloud—or perhaps
especially, where the other was a beloved sister.

“God, no, you’re not as boorish as that! But if I have to hear you prattle
on about the division of labor and wealth one more time, I might just toss
you out that window.” Deborah joined me at the sill, pulling me into her
slender arms, her head tucked beneath my chin.

“Now, girls, ladies do not toss other ladies out windows, nor do they
compare themselves to men who wax on about tollgates.”



There was the old Fem—something I liked to call Muv when she was in
a mood—again, disapproving as ever. She eyed me coolly, no longer asking
when Prod and I were going to start a family, and I couldn’t decide if that
hurt or was a relief. “Clean yourself up now, dearlings.”

A relief, I decided. Muv’s pity wasn’t always kind.

Xk ok 3k

Dearest Mark,

To have returned from Paris at such a time. England is in mourning, and so am 1. Not simply for
the death of King George (Long live the king!), but for what feels like the beginning of the death
of everything.

I think back to that time, it feels like ages ago now, when I put my head in an oven over
Hamish. If I'd let the gas take me that day, I wouldn’t be going through the pain I am now.

I wonder, will Prod grant me a divorce? I fear not. I think he likes taking money from my
purse too much. Besides, old habits are hard to break. Both his and mine.

Everyone knows about Mary Sewer, and every other social climber who’s allowed herself to
be taken by his charm. Mary remains—which I must say I do not understand. For once the jokes
and winks wear off, there is nothing left but a dullard with a blank stare. Perhaps some women
like it that way.

Prod’s infidelities are so well-known that there would be no need for an elaborately well-
played scheme like the one Bryan Guinness created for the divorce from Diana. All he had to do
was make certain he was seen with a woman who was not his wife, and the court was content to
believe it was he and not my sister who desired a divorce. Perhaps, then, it will be easier for me
to get a divorce. Yes, I will remain hopeful, though it will take some convincing on Prod’s part,
and he is so stubborn.

There was a time not too long ago when I believed marriage was everything. That it was my
duty to make it work. Now I know that sometimes there are things broken that cannot be fixed.
And I can sense that death knell ringing.

I do apologize, my dear Mark, for ever suggesting you marry. I hope you can forgive me for
wishing you ill.

Very best love,
Nancy

P.S. Burn dfter reading.

August 1936

“MRS. RODD.” THE BAILIFF handed me a stack of letters. “We met your
postman outside.”

I nodded, allowing him and his partner inside. The windows were
thrown wide, and a breeze blew in, mostly sweet from the garden, with a
hint of something sour doubtless from the Thames. The bailiffs doffed their



caps, looking less embarrassed than they had when we’d first started
meeting under such circumstances two years ago.

“Have you any of those scones?”

I nodded. “Shall I put the kettle on?” What I wanted to say was they
could find Peter either at his club or Mary Sewell’s, and would they please
go round and arrest him. Haul him away to debtors’ prison long enough for
me to pay down his debts and start over.

“Indeed, ma’am, indeed.”

I left them in the drawing room, and hurried into the kitchen with the
letters. After setting the kettle on the stove, I sifted through the stack, when
one particular envelope caught my attention, my name scrawled out in
pretty script.

I broke the seal and opened the thick folded vellum.

You are cordially invited to the opening night of
G. Heywood Hill Ltd
Presented by Heywood Hill and Anne Gathorne-Hardy
17 Curzon Street, London

They’d done it. I wanted to rush to my desk in the drawing room, where
my diary was kept, to mark the date and time, but could not show my
excitement for the event in front of the bailiffs. That would have to wait.

Perhaps not all of 1936 would be so bleak. The kettle whistling its ear-
piercing cry was a warning not to think it possible, but I refused to believe
such forewarnings. To be amongst those in literary society once more would
be a dream.

“I’m terribly sorry to be visiting you again, Mrs. Rodd,” the bailiff said
as I brought the tea service.

I smiled as brightly as I could. “I’m sorry that Mr. Rodd is not here to
welcome you.”

The reminder that it wasn’t my debt I paid always seemed to soften the
bailiffs a bit, so I never failed to offer it.

“Sugar?” 1 asked, pouring out the tea. “So, tell me how your wife is
faring with your son. Is he still coloring on the walls?”

The bailiff laughed and took a scone.

Before he left, I gave him as much money as I could spare from my
purse. Being a good fellow, he pretended to be satisfied with the meager



amount—tucking it away and apologizing for disturbing me.

As soon as I shut the door, I rushed to my desk and marked the day of
the Heywood Hill bookshop opening, and then I retreated to my bedroom. I
pulled open my wardrobe and began searching for the perfect dress. One
that was chic but not too ostentatious. Smart but not stuffy. Nothing
satisfied. And I certainly didn’t have the money for anything new.

Fortunately, by the evening in question I was gorgeously clad in an Elsa
Schiaparelli, on loan from my dear friend, the photographer Cecil Beaton,
who’d just done a shoot for the Paris designer. The floor-length dark crepe
with bands of gold braid down the front gave me both glamour and
confidence as I glided into Heywood Hill Ltd, my arm linked through
Prod’s, who appeared at least as excited as I about attending.

The bookshop was filled to the brim with a veritable guest list of who’s
who in the literary world. I received a cordial welcome as if I was one of
them. Maybe I am, or maybe I still can be.

Prod’s reception was a bit cooler, and there were several awkward
moments when acquaintances appeared pained to see him. Or more
uncomfortably looked as if they might want to shove him out the door. He’d
burned so many bridges, my husband. Not only with how he’d disrespected
our marriage, but in the way he played and drank and embarrassed everyone
at the club or parties.

The shop was narrow, but elegantly appointed, and soft classical music
played from a gramophone tucked out of sight.

“The shop is marvelous, darlings.” Anne, Heywood’s business partner
and fiancé, looked gorgeous with her hair styled to perfection, and Hey was
dapper in a new tweed jacket. I leaned forward to kiss each on the cheek in
turn before accepting a glass of champagne. “Heywood Hill Ltd will be a
favorite of literati everywhere,” I predicted with a knowing look. “In fact, I
think I shall do articles spotlighting you in The Lady and in Tatler.”

My dear friend Mark made his way toward us, with Harold Acton and
Evelyn Waugh at either elbow.

“What glory to have us all back together in the same room.” Mark
brushed a kiss on my cheek.

“Who brought the costumes?” I asked. “I’ve a feeling we’re all in need
of tearing up the town.”

My friends laughed as we each shared stories of our carefree youth.
When Cecil approached with his camera, we posed as if we’d been having



the time of our lives. A perfect photo for the articles I’d write. There was
nothing wrong with wanting to help myself as I gave Anne and Hey’s new
business a bit of a boost. No doubt those who’d followed our rollicking a
decade ago would drool for a glimpse of us at it again.

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught sight of my brother, Tom, flirting
with a younger deb across the room. Dark-haired and dashing, he cut a
brilliant figure. When he was done being a ladies’ man, he would make
someone a good husband. For though he was often called a womanizer, he
was exceedingly honorable and intelligent. The best of us seven.

Inside I gave a wistful sigh—wishing my once-a-staple-of-the-social-
circuit sister Diana were present. Wishing so many things were different.
But her divorce from Bryan and taking up with the Ogre—well, who
wanted Nazi sympathizers at the launch of their dream bookshop?

“Evelyn signed his books we have in stock; would you do the same?”
Anne asked.

The idea struck me by surprise, but I was also delighted. So often I felt
like an imposter in my own skin, and here was a reminder that I was not
simply a woman playing at being a writer. I was a writer. A published
author. Warmth bloomed in my chest, a sense of belonging, of hope.

I was adrift most days, floating from one task to another. Coming here
tonight, I’d hoped it would thrust me from the fog threatening to suffocate
me, and now I knew it had been for the right reasons.

“Of course.” I let go of Prod’s arm in favor of Anne’s as she led me
toward a table in the back room that had a display of Wigs on the Green and
Christmas Pudding.

“You really have done a stunning job with the shop,” I said, admiring
the floor-to-ceiling shelves, and display tables with their clever
advertisements.

Anne waved away my compliments and handed me a pen. “A dream of
Hey’s, and as I do adore books, it has become a dream of mine too.”

I nodded. Anne and Hey were so very much in love.

An exuberant voice boomed from the front of the shop, drowning out
the low hum of conversation. Hamish.

“I should have mentioned he’d be here.”

“Why?” 1 feigned nonchalance as I continued to sign the remaining
books. “There are no ill feelings between us.” I tightened my grip on the



pen, which had started to tremble, causing me to accidentally make an extra
dot over the i in Mitford.

Prod, having spotted Hamish, moved swiftly to my side. While he might
not be jealous, he was territorial. Heaven help me, but I wanted to roll my
eyes. He had nothing to worry about where Hamish was concerned.

Several friends trailed Hamish as he drew closer—whether to offer
support or hoping for an entertaining interaction between my husband and
former fiancé, I couldn’t be sure. Cecil had his camera poised in our
direction, and I could read the headline now—Fisticuffs Fly from Mitford
Girl’s Lovers inside Swanky New Bookshop.

Though I admitted internally I’d get a kick out of whatever word-
weaving a reporter might be able to make from such nonsense, I was not
going to provide the drama they sought. Deftly, I maneuvered the
conversation into the banality that was summer plans.

“We’re going to Brittany,” Prod announced.

Since this was the first I’d heard this news, I looked at him sharply,
wondering where in heaven he thought the money would come from. But I
couldn’t articulate that question in front of friends.

My brother, Tom, arrived in time to hear Prod’s pronouncement. “Decca
told me she fancied a holiday this summer; might she go along?”

I had enjoyed my time with Jessica in Paris. From what she wrote in her
recent letters, she was already growing quite tired of her London season.
She’d never been one for deb culture.

“Fabulous idea!”

Prod’s eyes widened, and I wondered if he’d been bluffing about the
whole thing. Well, that would teach him to discuss such things with me first
before announcing to the world.

Then Prod nodded enthusiastically, which only made me suspicious.
“Ah yes, it would be grand for Jessica to join us.”

“What about you, Tom?” I asked.

Tom grinned. “I fear my days are about to become much busier.” He
wiggled his brows and inclined his head toward the pretty young thing
trying to keep up a conversation with Evelyn Waugh, who’d slinked over to
check out Tom’s new conquest.

I nodded, once more maneuvering the conversation, this time back to
more comfortable literary topics, which were unlikely to have Prod
involved. How wonderful it felt to be surrounded by books and writers once



more. I could for a moment forget about the failures, and dream of my
future as a novelist. Whether it was the champagne, the joy of seeing so
many of my friends, or just being in the presence of so many bound books, I
was invigorated.

The evening ended all too quickly, and as we climbed into a cab, a hole
began to open in my chest—an aching for the old days, when we would
have stayed out all night getting up to mischief.

Perhaps Prod’s impromptu decision for us to holiday in Brittany would
offer a carefree interlude reminiscent of the old days. With Jessica there,
we’d be sure to laugh.

Except I didn’t.

When we arrived, the Sewells were staying in our very same hotel. A
handful of other “old friends” were checking in as well.

“What a jolly old good coincidence,” Prod said.

But I knew better. I resented my husband’s underhanded ruse. If I was
smart enough to figure out what was going on, our friends surely would.

It took every ounce of willpower I possessed not to cause a scene right
there in the hotel lobby, surrounded by plush velvet chairs and gorgeously
kept potted palms, as Mary drifted over to greet us with her suffering
husband a few steps behind. Took tremendous self-control, as Prod offered
Mary a falsely appropriate peck on the cheek in greeting, not to murder
them both where they stood.

Had I been there alone—or with only the set of folks responsible for this
travesty—I might well have let myself fly into a rage. But I didn’t want to
ruin the holiday for Jessica. I didn’t want her to realize how deep my
mortification ran. To expose myself as a cuckolded woman holidaying with
her husband’s lover. So I held my tongue and decided to try to make the
most of the holiday for Jessica’s sake.

By the third night it was evident to everyone, except my sweet sister,
what was happening. Prod and Mary Sewer were up before everyone else,
walking along the beach. I gave up trying to enjoy my evenings, going
directly to bed after dinner every night, much to Jessica’s chagrin. I felt a
twinge of guilt at not making sure my sister was having fun, but the
crushing blow to my heart, my ego, as I watched my husband with his
paramour and caught the pitying head shakes of others was too much to
bear.



Then one dawn as I sat on the balcony overlooking the ocean, watching
the sunrise, my blood as cold as the ice in my drink, something snapped.
Why should Prod and Sewer be the only ones to enjoy the beach so early?

Donning a summer dress and carrying my sandals, I walked out of the
hotel onto the beach. My bare toes felt glorious in the cool of the satiny
gold-flecked sand. I wiggled my toes just before the waves swept over my
feet. Standing on the beach, staring out at the sea, my hat was lifted off my
head by a sudden gust of wind. I should have grabbed for it, but instead I
watched as it danced in the air, then fell light and free into the water. It
floated on the frothy surface, coming toward me in a tease with the lapping
sea, and then flowing back out a little farther each time.

I was achingly envious of that hat. Envious of it being able to float away
freely, no ties binding it to my head.

What if I walked into the water right now? Joined the hat?

I took a step forward, and then another, a wave wetting the hem of my
sundress, beckoning me onward. The warm ocean stroked my calves, and
the pull of the tide rushing round tugged against my dress.

“Naunce!” Jessica’s singsong voice reached me, breaking the spell. I
snatched my hat off the surface of the water. She ran toward me, cheeks
pink. “What are you doing out here all alone?”

Thinking about dying.

I plopped the wet hat onto my head, rivulets running like the tears I
longed to shed down my face. Then forced a laugh as Jessica flicked a
droplet of seawater away from my nose.

“I was only thinking.”

“About your next book? Will it take place by the sea?”

“No, I don’t think it will. Something in London. I’m contemplating a bit
of mystery this go-round. Something to thrill my readers.” Rather than bore
them as Wigs on the Green had.

“Oh,” Jessica gushed. “I just read the most fascinating thriller, Jamaica
Inn, by Daphne du Maurier.”

“Lucky you. I haven’t read it yet, but have heard marvelous things.” Du
Maurier was brilliant, and though we didn’t run in the same social circles,
we did share a literary agent. I would be delighted if that connection
someday led to a téte-a-téte.

Jessica continued to chatter about the novel, which did sound very
entertaining, and I did my level best to make amused noises.



As I dusted the sand from my feet and donned my sandals, I spotted
Prod and Mary heading toward the hotel. Jessica must have caught sight of
them as well, because her gaze sharpened. She opened her mouth to say
something, but I stopped her with a question. “Fancy a Bloody Mary,
darling?”

Jessica’s eyes widened, and she smiled mischievously. “Why, yes. Muv
never lets me snag one at her brunch parties.”

“Well, I am not Muv, so come on and let’s see if you like them.” I led
her inside, glad to be spared my sister realizing my husband was a rogue for
the price of a cocktail.



Chapter Eight
Lucy

LUCY PICKED UP THE cardboard carrier full of coffees and a bag of scones
from Caffe Nero and hurried toward the shop, her mind still reeling from
the Nancy letter she’d opened this morning.

On a night after too much champagne, toasting to life the only way we knew how, we peeled the
paper in our favorite corner of the shop and signed our names. I wonder a hundred years from
now if someone will come along and find it? A jolly sur prise or a confused conundrum? Will
they know our names or will they wonder what silly ducks had done such a stupid thing?

The weather was gorgeous, and Heywood Hill had its door propped
open, a low-sounding beat of music playing out into the street. Had music
played like that in the shop when Nancy worked here?

Lucy headed downstairs to her office, passing out the coffees to her
grateful coworkers, and then plopped into her chair. She needed to find
what Nancy revealed in her letter.

In the few days she’d worked from inside the shop, any initial
awkwardness had melted away, and Lucy hoped even when she returned
home that she’d remain friends with the Heywood Hill team. But she still
thought they might think she’d lost her head if she started peeling back
random corners of wallpaper.

Lucy bit into her scone, relishing its divine tang. How was she ever
going to eat mundane blueberry muffins after these heavenly scones?

“Oh, a box was delivered while you were out,” Ash said.

“Excellent!” Lucy laid down her scone and rose to slit open the box on
a table nearby. It contained a selection of books she’d procured for her
project. There was a first edition of Georgette Heyer’s debut novel, Regency
Buck, as well as Vile Bodies by Evelyn Waugh, and signed original copies
of Betty Smith’s A Tree Grows in Brooklyn and Toni Morrison’s Beloved.
She slid the latest arrivals onto a nearby shelf next to another box
containing half a dozen collector’s magazines—Vogue, The Lady, Tatler,
Lilliput—with articles inside written by Nancy Mitford. The magazine



covers were destined to be part of the library décor Lucy had planned—
each would figure in a shadow box with the corresponding featured articles
inside.

“I found something else your client might enjoy.” Ash handed Lucy a
printout with an item circled. Featured on the page was a collection of
twelve special-edition classic fairy tales, leather-bound with gilt pages and
satin ribbon markers.

“Gorgeous.” Lucy ran her finger over the pamphlet, imagining instead it
was the embossed leather.

“They are going on auction at Sotheby’s later this week. Do you want
me to get you a seat?” Ash offered.

“Yes, thanks.” Every day she was grateful a job like hers existed. How
else was a bibliomaniac supposed to live than by book after book?

Lucy updated her list for the Masters’ library account based on the new
arrivals, pleased to see that she’d curated nearly half of what she needed.

She emailed her updated list to her boss. Including an additional design
suggestion for the library she’d been pondering since visiting Chatsworth: a
secret door with bogus titles leading to a hidden staircase. There was
certainly enough space for the feature.

Within a few minutes, Mr. Sloan messaged her back saying he loved the
idea, and gave her the go-ahead for the addition.

Mood elevated, she nabbed her scone and walked upstairs to the shop,
staring at any exposed wall space that wasn’t covered with books. If I were
Nancy Mitford, where would I sign my name?

She went to the back room, but every inch of the walls was covered in
books or wood paneling or paint.

“What’s got you puzzled?” Oliver asked as she passed by where he was
shelving books.

“Something I read in a letter. Have you seen a place where Nancy
Mitford and her friends might have signed the wall?”

Oliver let out a short laugh. “No, I don’t think so. We’d have framed
that if we did.”

Disappointed, Lucy stepped outside for a bit of fresh air. The contents
of the letter felt authentic. Maybe she’d read it wrong. But Nancy had
written our favorite corner of the shop. There was no mistaking that.

What if they’d done so at the original shop? With this in mind, Lucy
ambled down the few buildings to 17, which housed a modern-looking



bank. Any flavor of the past was long gone. How did Iris figure into this?
Would she have been one of the friends signing the wall?

Lucy would probably never find the spot with Nancy’s hidden signature,
and that was a bummer. The letter had been to Evelyn Waugh, and filled
with merriment and silliness. The next letter she’d read had been one to
Hamish wishing him a happy birthday. It had been a restrained Nancy letter,
with her usual joviality and jesting greatly curbed. Perhaps it had pained her
to write it.

After reading that birthday note last night, Lucy had done more reading
on Nancy Mitford’s life, mostly her love life and her terrible marriage.
Nancy had experienced heartache for years. Why hadn’t anyone told Nancy
to beg off Peter and Hamish too? The way Hamish strung Nancy along in
the prime of her life, and then the harsh way in which he’d broken up with
her over the phone with a new fake fiancée had Lucy almost embarrassed
they were related. If only he’d been honest and told Nancy that he preferred
men, it could have spared her a lot of heartache.

Lucy’s phone buzzed. She was pleasantly surprised to see her sister’s
name flash on the screen. “Maya, I’'m so glad you called me back. How are
you?”

“Not as good as you being in London—what a dream!” Maya sounded
genuinely happy for her.

“You have no idea. I’ve been more focused than I have in forever. A
breath of fresh air, really.”

“No doubt.” Maya grew quiet.

Lucy could guess she was thinking of their mother’s death only a few
months ago, which had hit them both hard. “How are you, really?”

“Work keeps me busy, we started a new program at the library”—Maya
was a county librarian in California—“Mark is doing well, and just got a
promotion.”

“Yes, but how are you doing?”

Maya was quiet a moment, and then the breath she let out, Lucy could
feel an ocean away. “I’m hanging in there. Hard to believe she’s gone.”

“Yeah . . . Have you talked to Dad?” After their parents’ divorce a few
years ago, their father had bought a horse ranch in Montana, doing
something in his retirement that he’d always dreamed of.

“He’s good. Talked a lot about stallions and special oats, all nonsense to
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me.



Lucy laughed. “Same.”

“So, do you think you’ll make this a permanent thing?”

Lucy paused a moment, unsure what Maya was asking.

“I mean, London.” Her sister filled the void with the clarification. “Do
you think you’ll stay in London?” Maya said it as if it was a very real and
logical possibility.

Lucy whirled in a slow circle, staring at the display of books in the
window of Heywood Hill and the charming twilight-lit street around it.
Permanent . . . “I hadn’t thought about that. I’'m not even sure I’ll have that
opportunity.”

“Don’t you remember what Mom always said? We make our own
opportunities. Even Dad followed that advice. And you’ve always said you
wished you lived in London.”

Lucy smiled. “I remember.”

The idea of moving across the Atlantic started to percolate in her mind.
It seemed crazy. After all, she was here trying to get a big promotion. And
she didn’t even know how getting a visa would work. Besides, one didn’t
simply pick up and move to another country, leaving everything behind, just
because it sounded like fun.

Back in the shop, Lucy stared at all the walls, imagining peeling away
the layers and finding a gaggle of famous monograms. What other pieces of
herself did Nancy leave behind?

Just for fun, Lucy spent the next hour examining the corners of the
rooms, digging behind books, running her fingers over the wood paneling,
but all to no avail. Yet another Nancy mystery she was likely doomed to fail
in figuring out.



Chapter Nine
Nancy

November 1936
Dearest Mark,

I am sending you my change of address. We’ve left our little Rose Cottage behind for 12
Blomfield Road. It is a beautiful Victorian, though I like to call it a Victoriana on account of its
diminutive size. In any case, I hope you’ll come by for a visit soon; I could use your direction in
decorating. You do have such a good eye for detail.

Best love,
Nancy

CHANGE IS NEVER EASY for anyone. And yet we do not ever remain the same,
do we? Every moment, every hour, of every day of our lives is a stumble
from one variation of our existence to the next.

Constantly revolving, one can find it hard to adjust. Difficult to put one
foot in front of the other without tripping over one’s own well-polished
shoes.

Deciphering whether the change was good, or better still, deciding that
it must be good—or rather ignoring the unacceptableness—was a strength I
possessed. So I preferred to view our new residence in London as a victory.

There was a quirkiness to the building. Windows so wide they promised
to show the soul of the rooms inside to those without and the soul of
London to those within. A garret perfect for all the writing I was
determined to do. The crumbling shingles on the roof would soon need
replacing, and there were a few neighbors of ill repute I would ignore. The
door was bright red, as were the shutters. The stone facade was sprinkled
with moss, and the gate that opened to the short, cracked stone walkway
was rusted. But we were so much closer to the center of London.

Peter wouldn’t be carrying me over this threshold. Letting him do so
last time was, in retrospect, the beginning of yielding to all of his



indulgences and indiscretions. If he wasn’t going to change those habits,
then I had to stand up to him in some way.

Large trees lined Blomfield Road, a street several of our friends found
less than savory for those of our class, but to me London represented
freedom. Beyond the busy sounds of London, I could hear the trickling
sound of water in the Grand Union Canal, which fed into the Thames, at the
rear of the Blomfield house.

Our new neighborhood of Maida Vale was a short walk to Paddington
Square, and a brief amble from Regent’s Park and Hyde Park. Practically a
skip from Heywood Hill bookshop, and the Ritz. With the train at
Paddington, we could go anywhere we needed. I’d no longer be stranded in
Chiswick with an automobile that barely ran. No longer too far from friends
to pop down the street for lunch, or tea. It’d become tiresome, constantly
having to carefully plan a trip to Harrods, or decline an invitation because
we’d have to make arrangements to stay overnight with either our guests or
at Rutland Gate.

I breathed in the London air. Feeling good about this step forward.

A change worth embracing. Peter maintained a steady job for most of
the year, and I conceded I likely had to thank the Sewer wench for that.
How could he impress his mistress if not with fancy dinners and gifts?
Perhaps he’d grown tired of the guilt clogging his veins after borrowing
from my purse. Or maybe he simply didn’t enjoy the company of bailiffs
once he’d been faced with it. I’d made sure he was there to greet them,
hinting when they’d come round that Prod would be home at a certain time.

Brushing that aside, I determined this move was for me, that for once I
would make something about me.

Living in this little Victoriana on a not-quite-chic street suited me
admirably. It was home, and all mine. Well, Prod’s too, but never mind him;
it wasn’t as though he did the decorating, or like he’d be here all that often.

A snuffling snort drew my eyes down to the two furry, scrunched-up
bulldog faces at my feet. “Ah yes, we’re all done now.”

Lottie tugged at the leash. I walked her and Millie up the stone steps to
the wood door on which I’d hung a small wreath decorated with dried pink
roses from Rose Cottage. A parting gift from our housekeeper, Gladys,
who’d set out for Jamaica to care for her ill mother.

Inside was quiet only for a moment before Lottie rushed to her two little
pups at the back of the house who’d not yet been weaned.



I walked through the dining room, which I’d recently wallpapered in
shimmering pink moiré with swags of beribboned roses cascading over
magnificent urns. Peter balked for only a moment at the feminine design,
understanding that allowing my splurging on a little décor was the least he
could do given he himself arrived at our new home completely sozzled and
smelling of another woman.

“Oh, you sweet darlings.” I knelt beside the small blanket where Lottie
lay with her two pups, their faces squinched up as they scooted closer to
their mother. I’d keep Dollie for myself, and the wee lad, Munch, would be
a wedding gift for my sister Pam.

Pam was marrying Derek Jackson, renowned scientist, longtime family
friend and an aspiring jockey. The latter of which always made me laugh.
Deborah fancied herself quite in love with Derek for a long time, but
conceded when Pam showed interest. I gave a small sigh as I picked up a
pup and cuddled him to my chest. Most of us Mitford girls seemed prone to
being unhappy in love. Perhaps Pam would break the pattern. At least she’d
chosen a man who wouldn’t embarrass her . . .

I had Prod gallivanting around town half-drunk with a floozy on his
arm. Though Diana had yet to marry Mosley, her association as his not-so-
secret mistress was bad enough, not to mention his BUF band of thugs
whose battle in the East End rivaled the Great War. What a shameful
ruckus.

I maintained that Fascism ruined not only our country but all of Europe.

Shuffled footsteps from down the hall alerted me to the approach of our
new housekeeper, Sigrid. I snuggled the puppy back with its mother, and
stood.

“The tea is ready in the drawing room, my lady.”

I missed Gladys, but Sigrid was calm and efficient. She reminded me of
Nanny Blor in both demeanor and look, her dark hair pulled back in a
responsible bun, but not so severe as to make me think she might be
experiencing pinched pain at the temples.

“Excellent. I’ll wait there for my guests.”

Muv, Jessica, Deborah and Violet Hammersley, who was Muv’s dearest
friend, arrived shortly after.

“Aunt Vi.” I embraced the older woman, offering her the honorific that
all Mitford children bestowed on her. I gave her soft, wrinkled cheek a kiss.
“It’s been an age since we’ve seen each other.”



“Oh, dear, you are trying to add years onto my life—pray take them
back.”

I giggled, then greeted the others. Once they were settled, I poured the
tea. Surrounded by familiar, beloved faces, it almost felt like the days back
in Swinbrook when we’d had tea and gossiped. I offered Muv a smile, and
when she returned it, some of the strain of life smoothed off her brow.

Since the publication of Wigs on the Green, I’d not seen or spoken to
Diana or Unity, but Muv, who politically sided with my sisters, continued to
make an effort to see me. In a group such as this, the conversation was light,
full of jest and gossip, rather than politics.

“What are you writing next, dear?” Aunt Vi asked. She doubtless meant
well, but the question made my palms a little sweaty.

I set down my tea, not ready to share what I’d been contemplating for
my next project—or the lack of confidence I had of late. “I’ve not yet
thought of anything in regards to another novel,” I said airily, hoping she’d
drop the topic. “But I am still writing for The Lady and Vogue and Tatler,
and an occasional piece in other magazines or newspapers.” Fluff pieces
mostly, enough to give me some money to pay our bills, and perhaps a new
hat.

“Naunce,” Muv broached carefully. I wondered if I was about to get a
dressing-down. “Have you ever considered perhaps nonfiction?”

“No,” I drawled out. I raised the teapot and gave Aunt Vi a smile. She
nodded at me. Pouring her a second cup, I watched my mother from the
corner of my eye as she tried to figure out the best way to broach a new
subject.

“Well, I’ve been speaking with your cousin Edward, Lord Stanley of
Alderley,” she said at last. “He asked me if you’d consider a commission
from him.”

I perked up, setting the teapot down rather than topping off my own cup
as I’d intended. “What sort of commission?”

“There’s a collection of some ten thousand letters between various
members of the family dating back decades all tucked away at Alderley
Park. Edward hoped you might be able to edit them and perhaps pull them
together in a suitable fashion to have them published. He believes they are
quite extraordinary.”

I took a sip of tea, letting the warmth coat my throat as I considered. I
doubted the family letters were as interesting as my cousin believed. Most



people’s family history was a yawn. Editing letters would be quite a step
away from fiction. However, doing so could earn me some money, which
my cousin could afford to pay. Those few clambering for another Nancy
Mitford novel could wait, I supposed.

“Oh, Muv, why would Naunce want to spend her days editing a bunch
of old letters? Sounds incredibly drab.” Jessica rolled her eyes, and Deborah
nodded in agreement.

“Oh, T don’t know about that, Decca.” I waved my hand. “Maybe a
hundred years from now, someone will want to read our letters. I think the
project sounds fascinating.” 1 was half jesting, but half curious to get a look
at what my cousin found so interesting—not to mention the nice bank draft.

“Oh, I’d read those letters.” Aunt Vi winked. “Think of the gossip.
Maybe even the scandal.”

Muv looked a little less keen about the project than she had a moment
ago, but I grinned, and offered everyone a scone. “I’ll write to Cousin
Edward and tell him I am willing to have a look.”

Muv nodded approvingly. I could hardly remember the last time I’d
earned that particular nod.

Aunt Vi picked up a biscuit and dipped it into her tea. “I heard a vicious
rumor this morning. Some nonsense about King Edward considering
abdicating the throne in order to marry the American Wanda Simpson? Or
was it Wendy? Absolutely absurd.”

“Wallis, I believe.” I recalled the masculine nature of the name when
my editor asked me to write a piece about Mrs. Simpson for The Lady.
“Indeed, very ridiculous.”

Absurd felt like an understatement to think of the king giving up his
throne in order to marry an American socialite divorcée. It was unheard-of,
and quite delightful in at least one respect. This scandal would drive any
discussion of my Nazi-leaning sisters from the minds of London’s gossips.

“Naunce, have you and Peter replied to your invitation from
Ambassador von Ribbentrop for the soiree at the German embassy?” Muv
caught me off guard with the change in subject. No doubt the approval
she’d granted me was about to be surrendered. “Anyone who is anyone will
be there.”

“Oh, do say you’ll go.” Jessica had a desperate look in her eye.
Obviously Muv and Farve were dragging her along.

“I’m terribly sorry to say we have a previous engagement.”



In a rare show of humor, Prod wrote our response, declining the German
ambassador’s invitation in Yiddish, and afterward we’d celebrated this bit
of cleverness with a champagne dinner at the Ritz.

There were some days when I could still see the brilliant, handsome and
hilarious young charmer I’d fallen for peeking out from underneath the man
Prod had become. Quite unfortunate that moments like those often ended
with me watching him walk away arm in arm with the Sewer.

“Anyone care for more cucumber sandwiches?” I held up the tray,
trying to distract myself from the downturn of my thoughts.

Xx ok 3k

February 21, 1937
Dear Lady,

Decca has run away with our cousin Esmond Romilly. I suppose Muv and Farve ought to have
paid more attention to her socking away money in her running-away account. Though I admit I
myself did not think she was so serious . . .

Much love,
Debo

The letter was delivered to me from Rutland Gate, setting my head
spinning with confusion. Jessica was supposed to be touring Dieppe,
France, with the Paget twins. How could she have run away with Esmond
Romilly? As far as I knew, they weren’t particularly well acquainted.
Esmond was our second cousin on Farve’s side and the nephew by marriage
of Winston Churchill. Though, truth be told, we all speculated that
Churchill fathered Esmond, given his affair with Esmond’s mother.

This was not the state of things I’d hoped to return to, only recently
back from a trip to Rome with Aunt Vi in which I’d sought distance from
my misery-inducing husband. When I'd left in January, I informed him I
might not be back, and he had a choice to make between me and Mary
Sewer. At first, Prod thought I was joking. However, after a few weeks he
must have sobered up, because I received a letter from him, begging me to
come back and claiming he’d broken things off with Mary.

Since I’d arrived home, Peter was attentive in a way I didn’t recognize.
In a way I’d wanted for so very long. Now he walked into the room and
noticed me, took in my drawn brows and pale cheeks.



“What has happened?” Prod drew closer.

“Decca’s run away.” I held out the letter.

“To where?” he asked without glancing at the page.

“I don’t know.”

“Any word from your parents?”

I shook my head, wondering what I’d missed. I’d been so occupied with
my own problems, and with the drama surrounding Unity and Diana.
During the frenzy of Pam’s wedding a few months ago I’d not thought to
pay attention to Jessica. Had she been acting differently? Plotting? If I’d
noticed, would she have confided in me?

“I’ll call for a driver.”

Crossing the threshold at Rutland Gate, I immediately sensed disruption
and sorrow. Ordinarily the gramophone played softly, but it was
oppressively quiet, save for the tick of the grandfather clock.

The housekeeper whispered a greeting as she took our coats, and we
hurried to the drawing room, where Muv sat with Deborah and Pam on
either side of her.

“Farve’s in his study with Tom.” Muv’s voice was monotone. “Diana is
on her way. We’ve sent a telegram to Unity.”

I left Prod in the drawing room and headed toward the study. My father
sat in the high-backed leather chair at his wide oak desk, with a full snifter
of brandy, eyes on the telephone and a few opened letters before him. Tom
nodded at me, his face grim, and then he quietly exited.

A fire crackled in the hearth on two measly logs, and the window
curtains were drawn halfway, giving the study a darkened, somber
ambience.

Farve glanced up at me, but the usual brightness in his eyes was dulled.

“She’s eloped,” he said. “I didn’t know she was so unhappy. What a
grand scheme of a lie those two developed.”

Farve gestured toward the letter on his desk from Nellie Romilly,
Esmond’s mother. Apparently, on February seventh, when Farve and Muv
thought they’d dropped Jessica off at Victoria Station to embark on her trip
with friends, she’d instead met Esmond and they’d headed to Spain, which
was in the midst of a civil war.

What a young fool. 1 hoped she’d not truly married Esmond yet. If not,
there was still time for us to control the social damage.



The destination showed there’d been advanced planning, because the
couple would have needed visas for Spain. Yet the letters she and I
exchanged during my sojourn in Rome contained no hints of plans to run
away, nor any trace that she’d fallen in love.

Quite impressive, actually. How does one hide infatuation sufficient
enough to induce elopement? What a romantic whirlwind it must have
been: hearts beating full of desire along with the fear of being caught.
Jessica had not wanted to be left out of so many things growing up, and it
appeared the spotlight was one of them. Well, she’d have that now. If it
wasn’t quickly contained, this elopement would be a major scandal by
marrying underage to a Communist.

I returned the letter to the stack.

“Is it impossible for a single Mitford girl to lead a quiet life?” Farve
asked, taking in a long sip of his brandy.

“Pam,” I said with a rueful smile, bending to kiss him on the cheek.

“Jessica is too young to wed, and to that impulsive rascal, it will be the
death of me.”

“We’ll get her back, Farve. I’'ll go to Spain and get her.”

“You can’t possibly go alone, dear.”

“I can, and I'll drag her back here for a good dressing-down. Maybe
Nanny Blor should come with me, now that I think of it.”

“Why not Prod?” Farve asked.

I was taken aback by the suggestion. We’d not been abroad since the
disastrous summer trip, which I tried not to recall. Generally, Farve thought
my husband a perfectly filthy rat, which he’d written in pencil in his copy
of Wigs on the Green—right beside my dedication to Prod.

“He is your husband,” Farve said as if he was passing sentence.

“He is.” I straightened.

A knock sounded at the door, and Peter slid into the room. “Pardon the
interruption, but I think I may have a way for us to force Jessica’s return.”

We waited in silence, permission for Prod to go on.

“Sir, you can have her declared a ward in chancery. Legally extradite
her home under court supervision.” Prod looked completely assured.

I’'m sure I looked completely surprised. After all, when was the last time
Prod had come up with an effective or useful idea of any kind?

Yet his notion of making Jessica a ward of the court could work. A silly
part of me pictured him as Mr. Darcy, determined to win my affection by



saving my sister as the hero had in Pride and Prejudice. That part of me
was a fool.

“She is not of legal age,” Peter continued, “therefore her marriage is not
legal.”

Farve nodded. “That might work.”

When we left Rutland Gate, I sat close to Prod in the taxicab, my
fingers entwining with his. “Thank you,” I said.

Peter’s gaze fell to mine, and he smiled. The smile was genuine, I
hoped. My skeptical mind warred with my heart, after so many instances
when I’d fallen for his false charm. “I meant what I wrote in the letter I sent
to Italy, Nancy.”

“What, precisely?” I wanted to hear him say aloud he wanted our
marriage to work. I think my running off to Rome had put a fear in him that
I wouldn’t always be there. Maybe he’d failed to consider that point when
he’d sashayed out of our marriage with Mary and any number of his other
mistresses.

“I want us to be happy again,” he said.

Looking at him in the half-light of the moon through the taxicab
window, I had a startling thought: I still believed in love.

But should I believe in love with this man?

There was only so much pain a heart could take.

A few minutes later, the night stars tinkling overhead, music blaring
from one of the houses down the road, we were walking hand in hand up
the stairs to our front door. My foolish heart pounded. The moment the door
closed, Peter slipped his fingers under the collar of my fur, sliding it over
my shoulders and down my arms, kissing my neck as he did it with intent.

“You’re so beautiful,” he murmured. “So delicate.” He lifted my hand to
his mouth, blue eyes searching mine.

I swallowed hard. Wanting to sink against him, but at the same time,
worried he might push me away.

Peter tugged me closer until my body was flush against his. Sensations
I’d nearly forgotten churned, melting the ice of so many months of
disappointment. My skin tingled, and my heart raced as if trying to leap
from my chest.

When he leaned in to kiss me, I welcomed it. When he led me upstairs
to our bedroom, I followed, steps still hesitant. But when he undressed me,
told me how much he’d missed me, kissed every inch of my skin, I melted.



The outside noise of the world disappeared. We made love twice that
night. Each of us giving away pieces of ourselves, until I experienced the
same girlish wonder of our wedding night. I drifted to sleep allowing
myself to dream of happiness, long deferred and forgotten.

Several days later, we received an urgent telephone call from Farve.
Reporters swarmed Rutland Gate. Deborah was in a frenzy because the
Daily Express named her as the runaway instead of Jessica in their article
titled Peer’s Daughter Elopes to Spain. Tom threatened to sue anyone with
a camera, and at the same time tugged Farve, who promised them all bodily
harm, back in the house.

The mistaken article about Deborah added to a growing avalanche of
terrible gossip—joining headlines like Another Mitford Anarchist and
Consul Chases Peer’s Daughter.

Worse still, Esmond Romilly refused to surrender my sister, defying the
order to send Jessica home. Thankfully, with the help of Esmond’s uncle
Churchill, arrangements were made with the foreign secretary to secure the
two runaways on the HMS Echo, along with nearly two hundred Spanish
refugees. At first the waywards, as I now referred to them, tried to refuse,
but the ambassador informed them if they did not board, the refugees would
not be saved, and it would be their fault.

Prod and I were to meet the rebellious couple in Saint-Jean-de-Luz,
France, when the HMS Echo docked. We hoped we would be able to make
some sense out of things before bringing Jessica home safely, and Esmond
too, though I really didn’t care a fig about Esmond.

Standing dockside as their ship arrived, we waited for the young couple
to disembark, doing our best to ignore the dozen reporters and press
photographers who stood not far off, peppering us with questions.

When the waywards came down the gangplank, I waved a glove in their
direction, shocked to see how bright and beautiful Jessica looked. In fact,
I’d never seen her so vibrant. Her arm was slung through Esmond’s, who
walked down the plank like a cocky prizefighter who’d won the round.

Bubbly and laughing, Jessica approached us at a half run, and flung
herself into my arms, as though she’d just returned from her honeymoon—
which it had clearly been despite the lack of legal wedding.

The press screamed questions, and cameras flashed.

“Darling,” I said. “You look positively divine.”



“Love will do that,” Jessica simpered, gaze sliding toward Esmond, who
smiled back at her as though he were a hound who’d caught a kitten.

The semblance of a grin I managed likely looked more like someone
being boiled alive than enjoying a reunion. The wayward chit almost
destroyed our parents with her lies. Jessica knew the scandal her elopement
brought, knew it would gut our parents to have her run away. Not to
mention the political upheaval that had been necessary to bring her back.
Despite how I felt about her actions, this was a public moment, and I’d hurt
my family further if we didn’t paint the right picture for those bloody
cameras.

“Romilly.” Prod stuck out his hand toward him in a manner meant to
intimidate. For once I didn’t mind his tough posturing. Esmond needed to
be put into his place.

The nineteen-year-old lad stared down at Prod’s hand long enough to
make the group uncomfortable, but finally took it for a shake that escalated
on both sides until it was rougher than necessary.

“I’ve taken rooms for us all at a hotel down the street. Taxi’s waiting,”
Peter said. “Let’s get you settled in before these nags eat us alive.”

We rushed away from the press, taking refuge in the taxicab.

But Jessica and Esmond were not pleased to learn we’d gotten them
separate rooms. Jessica would be housed in a two-bedroom suite with Prod
and me, while Esmond had a room of his own.

“You’re not married, dear,” I reminded her as Peter unlocked the suite’s
door.

“When did you turn into a pinch-faced old dower?” Jessica crossed her
arms over her chest, her tone nasty and defiant, which caught me off guard.
Then I remembered she’d also surprised me by eloping. “I thought you’d be
on my side through thick and thin.”

“I’ve not changed. I am on your side, believe it or not. The entire reason
I’'m here is because you attempted to elope.”

“I didn’t attempt anything.” Jessica’s stomping foot reminded me of her
youth. “I was quite successful.”

I pressed my lips together, determined not to fling cruel words back.
The nitwit didn’t know the half of it. She was too young and naive to
understand, reminding me much of myself when I’d dreamed of a life with
Hamish. The thought softened my ire somewhat, making it easier for me to



keep my temper. “Well, in any case, you’ll be staying with Peter and me,
and we shall discuss the next steps over dinner.”

I tried to slide my arm through hers and draw her across the room’s
threshold, but Jessica backed up a step.

“I don’t think you understand, Nancy.”

Her retreat from using my nickname was doubtless purposeful, and I
experienced a sharp shot of pain as her barb found its mark.

“I would love for you to explain it inside the suite.” I side-eyed a
chambermaid moving past us, wondering if she was clever reporter in
disguise, hoping to get details for whatever rag she wrote for. Oh, what
juicy morsels she got as she set down her little cleaning basket and tied her
shoe.

“I have no intention of going into your suite.” Jessica squared her
shoulders, grabbing hold of Esmond’s hand. “As far as I’'m concerned,
Esmond is my husband, and nothing you say can change that.”

“I need not say anything,” I replied, “for no matter how often you
proclaim he is, you are not, in fact, legally married, and you shan’t be until
we return to England.”

“Now, see here,” Esmond started, but Prod’s hand clamped on his
shoulder stilled his tongue.

“I think it would behoove the two of you to consider there have been
and will be more serious consequences to your behavior.” Peter’s face took
on a pinched look that reminded me of Farve delivering a childhood
reprimand. I rather enjoyed seeing the paternal side of him. “Of immediate
concern,” he continued, “as you observed at the dock, there are prying eyes
lurking. Unless you want to have your picture flashed all over every paper
in Europe and England with unflattering headlines suggesting you abducted
and soiled the reputation of a young lady, this needs to be handled with
discretion.”

Esmond and Jessica clamped their mouths closed, but the fiery glower
in their eyes spoke volumes. Gone was the friendly, joyful mood in which
Jessica had come down that gangway. In the place of my smiling sister was
a staunchly stubborn young woman, staring at me as if I was a traitorous
enemy to be reviled.

I had a very bad feeling we were not going to win this fight.

Jessica and Esmond refused to return with us to England. No amount of
prodding, nor the promise of Farve giving them a yearly stipend, convinced



them.

So Prod and I returned to England alone, having failed in our mission.

For the next two months, every family gathering, phone call or note
devolved into a discussion of the waywards, as bitter debates roiled the
family. Farve categorically declared he would not see Jessica until she’d
come to her senses. Mother took a different approach. So on the eighteenth
of May, just under a week after King George VI and his wife, Queen
Elizabeth, held their coronation, Muv and Nellie Romilly traveled to
Bayonne, France, with a silk dress for Jessica from Harrods in their
luggage, prepared to witness an exchange of vows between Jessica and
Esmond.

Not a moment too soon either, for by summer my scrappy sister was
already with child. Jealousy overwhelmed me when I first heard. How was
it fair that two children, poor as mice, who’d run away, worrying so many
and inconveniencing the British military, had been given this gift? How
unfair that despite the many times Peter and I tried since reviving our
marriage, my womb remained stubbornly empty. The sting of this injustice
was particularly hard to bear because Peter was again losing interest in me
and our marriage.

On top of perhaps losing my husband again, I was not willing to lose a
sister, even a wayward one. I feared Jessica would always see me as the
enemy who sided with the “adults” in her time of need. So I wrote her
playful letters, trying to regain her affection. Every word I inked was
painful, but I hoped they would bear fruit.

With the family drama once more out to tide, leaving the shores of my
sanity dry for a moment, other forms of writing were retaking my time and
attention. I was able to concentrate more on my Ladies of Alderley project,
taking a trip out to Alderley Park in Cheshire for a few days to study the
aging family letters my cousin had been so keen for me to edit and
assemble. Most of the massive manor house on the three hundred acres had
been destroyed in a fire in 1931, and my cousin had moved into the
farmhouse. Lucky for him, the letters were not destroyed. Now he planned
to sell off the estate piecemeal, so I supposed he needed a way to
consolidate everything. And perhaps to make a few coins with the
publication.

There were thousands of letters between the ladies of Alderley, and at
first, I was skeptical—how was one to decide which should go into a



volume? Would I ever be able to read them all? Almost as soon as I dove in,
I was engrossed. My mind started to tick. The writings of my distant
relatives came alive. Characters peeled themselves from the caverns of my
brain, like walnuts coming loose of their shell.

The experience gave me an epiphany of sorts. I wrote immediately to
my sisters, all of them—hoping Unity and Diana would not burn my
missive on receipt—suggesting we each save our own letters. What fun it
might be for us to live on in their pages, and what entertainment for some
future readers to encounter the Mitfords, rising up from a massive ship of
crumpled paper.

Fairly early in my sojourn, I agreed wholeheartedly to the commission
my cousin offered. The letters were fascinating. For once I didn’t struggle
with finding the right idea and words needed to formulate an enticing
narrative. It was wonderful to lose myself within the art of writing.
Additionally, it was a relief to know what I edited and presented was
history, and would not bring a rift in my family as Wigs had.

As I worked, my thoughts occasionally strayed to Peter, whose
communications waned with each day. Though he professed to miss me, I
sensed an air of dismissal both of me and my new work. It dawned on me
he’d enjoyed me hopeless—having given up on writing—and now felt
betrayed I’d renewed my passion for the pen once more. Was he jealous?
Had he resumed his own extramarital passions in answer to those feelings?
I tried to distract myself from wandering too far down a path of paranoia,
images of him lying drunk in Mary Sewell’s lap, spending my evenings in
Cheshire listening to the radio and drinking cordials with my cousins.

On one such evening, an announcement came across the wireless that
Neville Chamberlain had replaced Stanley Baldwin as prime minister. Oh,
how I disliked Chamberlain, as did so many. He was a timid, milquetoast
sort of man with no talent for leadership. I suppose the silver lining as such
was railing against Chamberlain would give my fellow Brits something
political to rage about that had nothing to do with any member of my
family. A welcome relief at this point, because there seemed to be an innate
need amongst us many Mitfords to become the talk of London, and indeed
much of Europe. Was there anyone in Germany, France, England and now
Spain who didn’t know our name?



Chapter Ten
Lucy

“I GOT THE FAIRY tales!” Lucy burst into Heywood Hill bookshop after the
Sotheby’s auction.

Oliver grinned from behind the register, pumping his fist in the air. “I
bet you’re chuffed.”

“Beyond chuffed,” she replied, the very British lingo rolling off her
tongue as if she’d been in London for longer than a week. Now if only she
could be as successful with her Iris quest, she’d really celebrate.

A handsome man stood beside Oliver. He was about her age, give or
take a couple of years, and his startling blue eyes unabashedly took her in,
causing heat to creep up her neck toward her cheeks. He leaned an elbow
casually on the counter, the sleeves of his blue-and-white-striped oxford
shirt rolled halfway up his forearms. One ankle of his chino-clad legs
crossed over the other, revealing shined brogues.

“I’m sorry.” She laughed, glancing back and forth between Oliver and
the newcomer. “I didn’t realize you had a customer.”

“Oh, Gavin isn’t a customer. He’s a book curator, used to work for us
but he’s gone off on his own, cheeky bloke.”

Gavin stepped forward and held out his hand. “Gavin Thacker. Pleasure
to meet a fellow bibliophile.”

Lucy was surprised by his pleasant Scottish accent. “Lucy St. Clair.”
She put her hand in his, warmth in his sure grip.

“Exactly what fairy tales did you get?” Gavin nodded toward the slip of
paper in her other hand.

“First editions in pristine condition, leather-bound. They’ll be delivered
later today. I’ll show you if you’re still around.”

“I may have to come back to see them.” A lock of his dark hair fell
across his forehead.

Oliver cleared his throat. “Gavin, here, is working on a library for a bird
lover. I was just telling him about the bird book at Chatsworth.”



“It was gorgeous.” Lucy turned toward Gavin. “Worth a look if you
have the time.”

“Sounds as if I need to make the time,” Gavin said.

“Have you considered Ackerman’s The Genius of Birds for your client’s
collection?” Lucy offered.

Gavin’s smile returned. “Aye, I’ve only just finished reading it. One of
my new favorites, along with Stryker’s The Thing with Feathers. And a
definite ‘must buy’ for my client’s library.”

Lucy smiled back. “My mother was a fan of birds.”

“And you?” Gavin asked, a brow raised.

Lucy gave an exaggerated shudder. “The poor creatures were ruined for
me after reading Daphne du Maurier’s The Birds.”

Gavin chuckled, the sound a low scrape against his throat that she found
oddly calming. “And here I thought we could be friends.”

The shop phone trilled, and Oliver picked up. Lucy found herself
hoping that didn’t mean Gavin would head out the door. She didn’t want
their conversation to end.

“So, your client is looking for older bird books?” Lucy hoped to keep
the Scotsman talking and therefore in the shop.

“Yes. We’re creating a library-menagerie combination.”

“Fascinating. How will you do that?”

“I am going to incorporate various birdcages into the shelving, and I
also plan to make the rails along the stairs and balcony into extended tree
limbs.”

“Ingenious. I’d love to see the finished product.”

“It will be one of a kind. If you’re still in London perhaps Oliver can
bring you out for the unveiling. Of course, it will also be in Vogue.”

“Impressive.” Lucy rocked back and forth on her heels. “That’s the kind
of coverage that will yield more clients.”

Gavin nodded. “I am a lucky bugger this go-round. What does your
project entail?”

“A private library in Midtown Manhattan. Aiming for five hundred
volumes to start, with a focus on classics and first editions, including a
Mitford collection. But my client is quite eclectic, and so I'll be assembling
a mix of nonfiction and coffee table books, as well as bestsellers from over
the years.” Lucy leaned her hip against the register desk. “And you’ll



appreciate this: in a nod to Chatsworth, I’'m creating a secret door with
bogus titles.”

“Enchanting.”

“Here’s hoping. And maybe I’ll be lucky to get some nice coverage as
well.” For a moment they just stared at each other. Then Lucy flicked her
gaze deliberately away, trying not to blush. Gavin was handsome,
charming, intelligent. She carefully folded the auction paper and tucked it
into the folder she had under her arm so she could put it with the other
records.

“What’s the prize?” Gavin asked. “I mean in the collection,” he
clarified, clearly realizing that she might have missed his meaning.

Lucy felt a blush creep over her cheeks. “Right now, I’d say the
volumes I snagged today, but a signed copy of Dracula will give them a run
for the money.”

Gavin blew out a low whistle. “Impressive. If you ever find yourself in
Scotland, the ruins of Slains Castle are rumored to have inspired Stoker.”

“I had no idea. I would love to visit Scotland.”

Gavin grinned. “Perhaps on your next project.”

“If I am lucky . ..”

“Sometimes we have to make our own luck.” He winked, not in a flirty
way but more conspiratorial.

Lucy laughed. “You and me both.”

“Well.” He straightened up where he stood, and waved at Oliver, who
was now taking notes on whatever the person on the other end of the phone
line was saying. “It was nice to meet you, Ms. St. Clair.”

“Lucy, please. And it was lovely to meet you as well.”

Gavin ambled toward the door.

Lucy bit her lip, watching him and wishing she had an excuse to call
him back, although even once he was gone, she’d be surrounded by fellow
professionals with whom she could discuss books and library designs.

Just as he reached the door, she called, “Gavin, wait.”

He turned slowly, curiosity knitting his brows.

“Do you want to get a cup of tea? I have a list of books I’ve been having
trouble locating. I mean, I know we’re competition, but maybe you’d have
some leads.”

“I’d love to. There’s a great place around the corner.”

Lucy shoved her notebook back into her purse. “Excellent.”



Less than five minutes later, they were sitting, mugs in hand, at a table
by the window in a cozy tea shop.

“You know we’re not really competition, right?” Gavin eyed her with
interest.

“Maybe not on this side of the Atlantic, because you have more
connections than I do.” She smiled and did a mock eye roll.

He shook his head, laughter crinkling his eyes. He dipped his spoon into
his tea, stirring in a drizzle of honey. “No, not at all. Because rare-book
experts have to stick together. Help each other. We’re in the business of
spreading book love, right? And when we do it well, everybody wins.”

What a breath of fresh air. His sentiment mirrored her own views on
other curators and rare-book experts as colleagues not competition, a unique
find himself considering the environment she’d left behind at Emerald
Books. He was a respectful fellow professional. Not to mention he was
friendly in an endearing sort of way.

Remember, this is about business. After all, she needed to finishing
procuring the list of books remaining for this project. Gavin could be a
useful contact for future curation projects as well.

They pored over her list, with Gavin graciously offering leads on
several items.

“So,” Lucy hedged, taking a sip of her remaining tea. “I am here on
business, but I am also trying to solve a bit of a family mystery.”

“Do tell.” He leaned in, eyes full of genuine interest. Was there anything
more appealing in a man?

“Years ago, my mother bought a book at Heywood Hill—one of Nancy
Mitford’s novels. There’s an intriguing inscription in it that reads: ‘My
dearest Iris, Without you, my path might have followed a less elegant
trajectory than Anna Karenina. I will be forever grateful not only for your
lack of pity, but for your friendship. For pulling me back from the tracks
and setting me on a path that pushed me to pursue love, happiness. To leave
the darkness behind and really live. No truer friend could have ever been
found. With much love, Nancy.’”

Gavin’s cocked his head, seeming interested. “Wow. That’s powerful.”

“Isn’t it? My mother and I always wondered who Iris was, and whether
she saved Nancy’s life, literally or figuratively. And why did she never
collect the book from the shop? Or was she even aware that it was there?
Anyway, I’ve not been having very much luck answering any of those



questions, even now that I’m here in London.” Lucy shook her head with a
sad sigh. “I know it’s a long shot, but have you heard anything about it?”

“I can’t say as I have. But I am sure you know Nancy worked in the
shop during World War I1.”

“Yes.”

“Did you know she was an active contributor to the war effort?”

“I’ve heard that.” Lucy paused, trying to tie together the strings of
information in her mind. “I think I read that she joined the Air Raid
Precautions unit.”

“That’s right, and you’re in luck: there’s a temporary women’s ARP
exhibit at the Imperial War Museum right now, highlighting lesser-known
female volunteers. Might be a chance something on this Iris lass could turn
up.”

“Fantastic.” Lucy set her cup down and offered him a grateful smile.
She was reminded of Gavin’s earlier comment about making her own luck.

“We could . . . go together,” he suggested. There was a hesitancy in his
tone that suggested he was unsure she’d agree.

“I’d love the company. Besides, two heads are always better than one.”

“Tomorrow, lunch?”

“Yes, that sounds good. What time do you eat lunch?”

Gavin chuckled. “Whatever time you do.”

As the sun set that evening, Lucy poured a glass of wine and settled
down to read another letter from the package. The envelope was unmarked
by the post, having never been sent. Splotches of something spilled marred
the name and address of who it was meant for. Lucy slipped out the single
folded page and carefully opened it, a gasp on her lips.

Darling Iris,

I ordered several charming music boxes for the bookshop. The dancing girls remind me of Adele
Astaire. They aren’t ballerinas, but flapper girls, down to the red of their lipstick. The music is a
jazz piece that you and I danced to at the canteen just before the blitz.

Everything was so surreal then. All of us preparing for what felt like nothing, only to find
our heads nearly blown off. I think maybe it feels a bit like that now. I’m sitting in the shop. The
sun is shining outside, a few customers are meandering past. There’s no whining alarm. No
horns blaring. No wardens rushing past. And yet at any moment, I know the tranquility of what I
see can be destroyed.

I’ve got to go over the numbers so I can let Heywood know how the shop’s doing. How he
can even want to know such things while he’s facing the enemy in the trenches is beyond me. I’ll
write again.



But the letter stopped there. Why didn’t Nancy finish it? Why didn’t she
send it?



Chapter Eleven
Nancy

December 1937

DearestPeter;

THE MONTH OF DECEMBER found me ensconced in the attic of my cousin’s
farmhouse at Alderley, buried beneath piles of dust and crumbling letters,
completely immersed in the Victorian era and my great-great-grandmother’s
life. I adored the details of the Victorian upper class. Every day seemed so
much easier back then. A story of leisure and riches. Their lifestyle laid out
on the pages like a golden age compared to 1937 Britain. How I wished to
sink back in time, even if it required wearing a bustle. To take a walk on the
grand park, or gossip over tea.

The ladies of Alderley reminded me so much of my own sisters, with
their passion for quarreling, their differences in opinion and one thing we
Mitfords seem to excel at no matter the generation—finding the weak
points in one another’s armor. We have improved upon their eyebrows,
however, 1 thought, gazing at the women depicted in pictures with brows
thick and dark, much in need of a tweeze.

The lamp beside me flickered, then fuzzed out, making a sentient hiss
that sent chills racing along my arms. The attic was entirely black.

When had the sun set?

I’d been up here since after breakfast, wiling away the hours in another
world, absorbed by the history, the fascinating life.

Standing up, I tried to get my bearings in the dark, lest I fall attempting
to remember where the stairs were, what stacks of letters and artifacts I’d
left out, what trunks I’d left open. Arms out, I moved forward, tripping not
once or twice but three times on my way. Next time I’d need to remember
an electric torch.

At last I found the railing, breathing a sigh of relief that I hadn’t
tumbled down the stairwell, cracking my head open. Though I supposed in



such a case one of the staff would eventually find me before I bled out, or at
least I hoped. They’d ring the newly minted 999 emergency number, and
the doctors would rush out, only to phone my family telling them I’d lost
too much blood and died on the way to hospital.

Muv and Farve would mourn me, of course. My sisters too. Deborah
most of all.

Prod, however, was a conundrum. Half of him would probably rejoice at
finally being free of me; the other half would miss my wit, and my purse.
Things between the two of us had fallen ever more steadily into a grave we
each held a shovel for, one of us digging and the other putting the dirt back
in. Never in sync, never reaching the completion of our goal—perhaps
never sharing the same goal. I had a duty to salvage my marriage, didn’t I? I
couldn’t quit, not like Diana. But, oh, how I wanted to at last put down that
shovel.

Back in my room, I found a cold dinner on the small round table by the
window. Thoughtful of the staff to leave it for me. This wasn’t the first
night I’d missed the evening meal, and cousin Edward assured me he took
no offense.

I sipped the glass of wine left beside my plate and glanced at the clock.
Nearly ten. Collapsing into the chair, I picked at the cold chicken.

Our housekeeper at Blomfield Road often fed me such dinners on nights
Prod was out gallivanting, or on holiday somewhere. I never dined alone at
my own table, finding it too depressing a prospect.

I took another sip, letting the aroma roll around my tongue. Alone like
this, with only the sound of the ticking clock, I could think more on the one
word evading me and thus ruling my entire existence: happiness.

A dangling carrot. Keep chasing dfter it, keep shedding bits and pieces
of yourself. One day you might be able to grab hold and tug it close enough
to feel a spark of joy.

My eyes lit on the telephone on the side table in my room. I lifted the
receiver, asking the operator to dial Blomfield. I waited long enough that I
thought he wouldn’t answer when I finally heard Peter.

“Nancy? Is everything all right?”

“Yes, just fine. I only wanted to hear your voice.”

“Why?” Prod sounded confused. “Are you certain you’re all right?”

“Yes, and my project is going well.”



“When will you be home?” He sidestepped my comment on my work,
as usual. So much for my attempt to start a meaningful conversation.

He’d been so discouraging of late, and his moods irked me. At one
minute he was encouraging, the next, dismissive, thinking my commission
made me less serious than other writers, the pay abysmal.

“Soon.” The single word felt like giving up in a way. Like the letters I’d
penned to him about the project while here and subsequently burned
without sending. Although he did want me home.

“Good. Well, I’'m going to go back to bed.”

“Sorry for waking you.”

“I thought you were having an emergency.”

At least he was worried, which had to imply some level of care. “No,
I’'m fine, honestly. Just missing you.” The admission was difficult. With the
concern in his words, perhaps he missed me too. “Maybe you could come
here? Get away for a day or two and we can travel home together?”

Prod huffed on the other end of the line. “I’ve got a lot going on,
Naunce. I don’t have time to gallivant in the countryside.”

“Is that what you think I’'m doing? Gallivanting?” How I wished I’d not
given him the satisfaction of saying I missed him.

Another drawn-out, exaggerated sigh. “I think your time would be
better served elsewhere. Doing something you can respect yourself for.”

“Good night,” I managed to say around my strangled tongue, anger and
disappointment a bitter pill to swallow. My self-respect wasn’t the problem.

Every time I opened up my heart, he cut a piece off, chewed it up and
spat it back out again. I was reliving my mistake with Hamish all over again
—so0 desperate for a man’s love I put up with the indefensible.

I believed part of his dismissiveness, his lack of respect, was that we’d
been unable to conceive. The doctor had performed a rather painful
curettage on me the year before, scraping away at my insides. He’d
declared me fit to conceive, but still my womb sat empty, a hollowness
eating away at the parts of my soul Prod hadn’t already devoured.

I wanted a baby. A child to stare up at me and smile with wholesome,
unconditional love. Someone to love me, even if my husband did not. I
wanted very much to feel a love so strong I’d die for it.

I set down the receiver and went back to my wine, staring into the half-
empty cup.



Jessica was due to give birth any day now. Though Esmond tried to
forbid her to see me, I’d managed to navigate my way to their tiny flat in
the East End of London. She was big as a house now. House . . . |
shuddered to think of the squalor of their tiny, dirty one-room habitation.
My future niece or nephew might contract some illness if it survived being
birthed there.

My heart skipped a beat. Surely Muv wouldn’t let anything happen to a
grandchild. She’d spoiled Diana’s two Guinness boys. East End
notwithstanding, any child born to Jessica and Esmond would be her
grandchild and therefore well cared for.

The jealous demons I tried to keep locked away swirled in my wine-
drenched gut.

Jessica, who’d defied everyone in running away, and Diana, who’d
shoved her husband aside and stuck up her nose at societal conventions to
become a man’s mistress, both had babies. Where is mine?

“Do be sorry for me,” I whispered to no one.

Xx ok 3k

January 1938

Dearest Evelyn,

Please find enclosed, my introduction to the volume of family letters I’'m editing. As always,
your impeccable advice is most welcome.

Much love,
Nancy

Ice and misery slicked over the London streets, kept me inside, deeply
enthralled in the Ladies of Alderley. 1 was so close to the end. Ready to
hand it over to Edward to be published.

It’d been two weeks since I’d rung up Jessica proposing a visit with her
and her new baby. I feared her wastrel husband continued to feed the lie that
I was not to be trusted.

Putting aside my edits, I hopped on the tube, braving a mugging rather
than riding in a taxicab that would slither about the frozen streets to 41
Rotherhithe Street in the East End.

The four-story, half-dilapidated building looked as joyless and wretched
as on my first visit. The windows were scummy, with one on the bottom



broken. A man sat on the ground outside, drinking from a dented flask and
looking as though he’d been there for at least a decade. Ignoring him, I
looked up, half expecting to see a cradle hanging out the window as
Deborah told me it was on her visit, the baby girl happily swinging in the
wintry breeze, but there was none.

Jessica answered the door after half a knock as though she’d been
waiting in the entry for me. Her hair was a bit in disarray, her clothes
wrinkled and stained, but there was color in her cheeks, and her eyes shone
with happiness.

“Esmond’s gone to work, so we have a little bit of time to visit.” With a
nervous smile, she reached for my arm and tugged me inside.

“Good.” I took off my overcoat, shivering in the cold. The flat’s heater
must have been broken.

I placed a small cake Sigrid had baked onto the table, shuffling papers
aside to make room. Then I gathered my sister in my arms. She smelled of
sweat and sour milk. I wanted to pluck her from the shabbiness in which
she insisted on living and take her home for a soak in the tub. “Where is
Julia?”

Jessica nodded toward a bassinet. “Sleeping.”

I was relieved not to see the baby yet, knowing how much it would hurt
to hold her in my arms. “Let’s have tea.”

Jessica put on the kettle, then settled at the table, opening the cake tin
and breathing in the sugary confection. “Smells heavenly.”

I rummaged in a drawer, finding a crusty knife, which I wiped off on a
towel and brought over with two forks and plates. As I cut our slices, Julia’s
cry pierced the frigid air.

“Oh, she’ll be hungry.” Jessica alighted from her chair and lifted the
tiny, punching bundle from the bassinet in the corner. “Do you mind if I
feed her?”

“No, not at all.” My heart ached. Seeing the infant snuggled against my
sister was going to be painful. I poured the tea while Jessica lifted her shirt
and quieted her hungry baby against her breast.

“How are you doing?” I hoped Jessica would be honest with me.

“Tired and exhilarated all at once.” She peeked at Julia, smiling with
pride. “She’s such a little beauty. I can already tell she’s got a bit of Mitford
cheekiness in her.”



“I’d expect nothing less.” I almost added of a baby born while her
parents were on the run, but stopped myself. “How is Esmond?”

“Just fine.” Jessica did not expound. But I was doubtful, glancing
around the tiny, dirty, overburdened flat.

“I could send Sigrid for an afternoon, if you like, to help out a little
while you are busy with Julia. Treat for the new mother.”

“If Esmond came home to find her here, he’d be displeased. Muv
offered Nanny Blor, but Esmond says that’s a complete contradiction to
what we believe in.”

I wondered what that was exactly and if those beliefs were shared by
my sister or imposed upon her. I wondered how much their lifestyle
affected him given Esmond was off working, and not trapped all day in
squalor.

“While he’s at work, then.” I winked. “What he doesn’t know won’t
hurt him, and it might help you.”

Jessica laughed, scooping a bit of cake onto her fork. “If he came home
and everything was tidy, he would definitely know. Besides, I like the idea
of tending house.”

Vaguely disappointed she would not allow me to help, I let the matter
drop.

“Have you heard about the children’s transport?” Jessica changed the
subject. “Resistance fighters in Germany are sending Jewish children here,
trying to get them away from Unity’s murderous boyfriend.” She shook her
head in disgust at our sister’s infatuation, and then pushed a newspaper
across the table toward me.

Though she hated Hitler as much as, if not more than, anyone, Jessica
still retained a soft spot for Unity, despite our sister’s horrifying attachment
to the monster.

I took a sip of tea, reading the first paragraph of the headline story. The
first of the refugee children would arrive in Britain today.

I was proud of our country’s show of compassion, but it was a chilling
development nonetheless. For parents to surrender their children to
strangers, to be shipped who knew where—how dreadful things must be
across the channel. Once the children arrived in England, where would they
go? Would anyone I knew with a country house take in the ravaged
children? Our family had not been asked. Nor had Muv volunteered—she
would have mentioned it.



“I can’t imagine being separated from Julia. It must be devastating.”
Jessica tucked baby Julia against her shoulder and patted her back until she
was rewarded with a loud belch. Such a sound seemed impossible for so
tiny a body.

My sister lifted Julia into the air and passed her to me without warning.
The baby was nearly weightless. Tiny toes poked out from the bottom of
her gown, and tiny fingers plucked at the collar of my shirt before I settled
her in my arms. The warmth of her was terrifying and comforting all at
once. So small, so frail, her head wobbling on a delicate neck—with the
slightest movement I might break her. Her wide blue eyes stared into mine.
Innocent and trusting. The back of my throat grew itchy along with my
eyes. I blinked and smiled until the tears dissipated.

“I heard a rumor today.” Jessica stirred cream in her tea. “You won’t
believe it.”

“Try me.”

“Diana is pregnant with the Ogre’s baby.”

I felt as though I’d been punched in the gut. Years ago, before she’d
been divorced from Bryan, but already the lover of Mosley, Diana had had a
secret abortion. Nobody but I knew of it, so I didn’t mention it now.

“How did you hear?” I asked.

“Muv let it slip on her last visit Diana hadn’t been feeling well because
of her condition. I asked what condition. Muv paled, ruffled like the
feathers of her hens, and blamed the stress from travel back and forth to
Germany and the Ogre’s position in government.”

Julia grabbed at my shirt, and I stared down into her pretty eyes. What
an angel. Then came a rumbling in her undercarriage, and I quickly passed
her back.

“Oh, come now, don’t you want to learn to change nappies?” Jessica
teased.

“Next visit, I’'m bringing Sigrid as my companion.”

Jessica laughed and changed the baby, then she looked about nervously.
“Esmond will be back soon.”

My cue to leave. I cleaned up the table, turning on the tiny sink to rinse
the dishes. No water came out. “What’s happened?”

“The super turned it off. We’re a bit behind.” Jessica shrugged as if it
was completely normal.



Perhaps it was. I’d come to know the bailiffs at Rose Cottage on a first-
name basis, they were around so often. Sliding into my overcoat, I opened
my purse, pulling out five pounds. It wasn’t much, but for Jessica it would
be enough to help. Besides, it was better for Jessica to have it than for Prod
to take it from my purse later for a night of booze at his club.

“I can’t take that.” Jessica tried to shove the money back into my purse.

“You can, and you will.”

“You and Prod are nearly as poor as we are.”

I laughed. “On some days, yes, but not today. Besides, consider this a
payback with interest.”

“For what?”

“I stole a pound from your running-away account ages ago. Needed it
for taxi fare.”

“No, you didn’t.”

“I did.” I didn’t. But it was the only way Jessica would take anything I
offered.

“All right, if it’s true.”

“It is.” T kissed her and the baby, then wandered out onto the crowded,
stinking East End streets. On the bumpy tube ride home, I couldn’t get far
from the memory of Julia in my arms. Despite her poor situation, Jessica
oozed happiness. Practically glowing with vitality and love. Was it better to
be poor and happy, than wealthy and disappointed?

I was neither.

But perhaps I’d been looking for all the wrong things.

Xx ok 3k

March 12, 1938
Dearest Mark,

The headlines on the Daily Express this morning were most terrifying—

Germans March into Austria: Britain Makes Protest “In Strongest Terms”

Hitler is intent on his expansionism, and the Treaty of Versailles is not going to hold him
back. How dare he eschew the sacred agreement between Germany and Britain and her allies?
Are we to live through the Great War all over again?

But I tell you, what I fear for most is all of Europe, but second is Unity. Though we are
estranged, I hope one day she comes to her senses and returns home. If not for her own sake,
then for the sake of Farve’s heart.

Oh, do let’s have lunch soon. I miss your good cheer.



Love from,
Nancy

“Ah, so you’ve seen.” Prod came up behind me at the breakfast table,
resting his hand on my shoulder. He set another paper down beside the one I
held. The Daily Herald’s headline was more dire: Germany Invades
Austria: Hitler Sends Ultimatum, Schuschnigg Defies Him.

“There will be another war.” I worried my lower lip. “How can there not
be? How far will he take his Nazis?”

All the way to England . . . I could hear Unity’s voice in my head telling
me how fond her Fiihrer was of England, how he admired the country and
wanted to visit but feared the British government would turn him away.

Prod moved to sit down heavily opposite me, plucking up a piece of
toast and slathering it with butter. I was proud not to have burned all the
pieces this morning, and from the look on his face, Prod was pleased.

“An invasion is certainly not good news.” Prod bit into his toast and
mused as he chewed. “Hitler’s sent one hundred thousand troops. France is
worried. I know the British Cabinet plans to hold an emergency session this
morning. So much for their warning to Germany not to use force against an
independent state. Hitler doesn’t give a damn.”

Perhaps it was a surprise he’d not chosen to do so sooner considering in
1936 he’d invaded the Rhineland. It was only a matter of time before the
German army moved on to another sovereign state. Now Nazi flags flew in
Austria. Where will they be next?

By teatime, news on the wireless stated Germany had rejected the
demands of Britain and France and would not pull out of Austria.

“Does this mean war?” My fingers shook, sloshing the tea in my cup. I
set it down. The bit of scone I'd eaten sat like a ball of lead in my belly.

“Chamberlain says we’ll not declare war for now. He prefers sanctions.”
Prod shook his head.

I nodded, hating the world of politics, the confusion of it all. But at least
there was the chance we’d not go to war.

What I wouldn’t give to return to Alderley, and the piles of letters that
kept me shut out of reality.

And yet a part of me still yearned for the next great idea. One that
would propel me from obscure novelist, a lady playing at being a writer, to
a well-respected literary talent. A dream that rested just out of reach, and
I’d not the energy quite yet to rise to the challenge.



May 28, 1938
Bsrtgfovotens:

My curse was late. Never regular, I’ve often gone a month without. But
something felt different this time. I clutched my breasts, which were
heavier, achy. Could it be I fostered a fetus? Pregnant, at last?

The latest curettage my doctor had done months ago might have
actually worked. Oh . . . what I wouldn’t give if Prod and I were finally
blessed with a child. Everything would change.

Sitting at my dressing table, preparing to make a trip to Heywood Hill
bookshop for a literary society meeting, I stared into the looking glass at my
belly, imagining it swelling with the growth of a child. A hot flush crept
over my chest.

Me, a mother?

Prod, a father. ..

If it were true, I hoped it was a little girl, because two Prods in one
house would be too much. Oh, how I could have shrieked with laughter at
that, and instead picked up my lipstick, spreading a vibrant red along my
smiling lips.

My silent pleasure was pierced by the ringing of the telephone. I hurried
from my bedroom, down the stairs, to answer.

“You need to come to Rutland Gate.” Farve’s voice on the other end of
the line was very serious. “Muv needs you.”

My mind raced as to what this could be about. Unity? Muv’s health?
“What’s happened?”

Farve let out a long, tortured sigh. “It’s Julia.” There was a lengthy
pause as I imagined Farve pinching the bridge of his nose and trying to find
the words. His voice was thick when he finally managed, “She’s died.”

I lost my balance, clutching the table tightly. The antique brass-and-
crystal lamp on top wobbled then fell. But I didn’t care. Jessica’s baby had
died? I couldn’t have heard correctly.

Both Jessica and Julia had been sick for weeks with the measles
epidemic, which had struck her East End neighborhood hard, but Jessica
had been on the mend . . . and I thought Julia too. Oh, Julia. Tears ran down



my face, and I gave a hitching sob. My greatest fears and premonitions
upon seeing their sad, cold and dirty flat had come true. All of our family’s
concerns about the squalor in which my sister and niece lived . . . Guilty
thoughts riddled me. If only I’d somehow been able to get through to her
before.

A clinic had refused to inoculate Julia when my sister asked at the
beginning of the outbreak, simply telling my sister to breastfeed Julia and
that would give her immunity—even though Jessica had never had the
measles herself. How could she hope to transmit immunity?

It had been a disaster, which Muv and Farve had railed about for days.
They offered to send help, but Esmond refused. If only Esmond hadn’t been
so damned proud . . . Julia would be alive and well, tucked in the nursery at
Rutland Gate with Nanny Blor to fawn over.

The nurses Esmond managed to hire (too late) to care for my sister and
niece had not been enough. This was Esmond’s fault. Not mine. Not anyone
in my family’s. But Esmond. If only he’d heeded my warnings at the dock.
If only he’d listened to reason the countless times anyone had spoken.

I gasped in a wretched breath. Sweet baby Julia, who I’d held in my
arms only months ago, warm and wiggly. I squeezed my eyes shut to the
world, frozen in place, trying to force out the image of my darling niece
lying cold in her bassinet.

Farve cleared his throat. I’d forgotten I still held the receiver.

“I’1l be there soon.” My voice cracked. I hung up the receiver, and sank
into the chair beside the table, staring at the floor, the mosaic of the woven
carpet blurring as I cried. I tried to call Jessica, but no one answered.
Rising, I grabbed a jacket and headed for the door.

I walked the two miles to Rutland Gate, hoping the fresh air would help
sweep away my tears and clear my mind.

The house was somber. Curtains drawn. No music. Much as it had been
when Jessica had first run away little more than a year before. What sadness
had been wrought on our family since the day she’d run off with Esmond
Romilly.

Muv squeezed me tight, her body trembling. “I wanted to drive straight
to the East End, but when your father spoke to him on the telephone,
Esmond refused us.”

Farve cursed under his breath. “Bloody damn fool.”



“He knows we blame him,” Muv said. “We asked them to stay at
Rutland Gate at the start of the outbreak. I offered the services of Nanny
Blor.” She sank down on the settee, wiping her tears with a handkerchief.
“We all feared this. Now it’s come to pass. I suspect he’ll never forgive us
for being right.”

“Esmond’s own mother also offered,” Farve growled. “Think the fool
will blame her too?”

“I’m not sure he’ll ever recognize that his juvenile stubbornness cost his
daughter her life.” I couldn’t wrap my head around the idea that while a
pandemic ran rampant through the streets of their dilapidated neighborhood,
Esmond refused all help.

I regarded Farve, looking defeated and slumped in a chair. He felt he’d
failed Jessica, and in turn failed Julia. Guilt pinched the creases of his face.
How much he’d aged when Jessica ran away. Now this.

My anger rose, despite my efforts, and turned toward Jessica. She’d
been so selfish. Jessica wanted to torment our parents for whatever
perceived injustices she’d suffered growing up in her privileged life. From
the moment Jessica could walk, she’d tried to run. Tried to outdo her sisters
in all things, including the tabloids. As a family, what more could we have
done?

Tucked in a corner on her favorite reading chair, Deborah sniffled, face
in her hands. Muv sobbed openly into her handkerchief, and Farve paced
angrily. I couldn’t bear to be in the room a minute longer.

“I’ll see about tea,” I said firmly, glad for an excuse to disappear
downstairs to the kitchen.

But I only made it as far as the stairwell, then, pressing my hand to my
womb, I sucked in a sob. The cool veneer I’d been able to maintain cracked.
Sadness for my sister mingled with a sharp and sudden fear for my own
child’s survival. I slid down to sit on the stairs, crying until I had nothing
left inside me.

August 1938

Dear Evelyn,

I’ve accepted an invitation to visit West Wycombe. I do hope you’ll come for a visit while I’'m
there. Your company does more to cheer than all the sunny days in summer.



Best love,
Nancy

With Jessica gone for two months now to Corsica with Esmond to heal
from the loss of their child, the fetus and I were swept to the Palladian
Dashwood residence in the country—West Wycombe Park—home of my
good friend Helen.

Prod had gone off with a friend—male—to France on a holiday. I was
supposed to be with him, but in my current state of misery I’d chosen to
remain home. Likely for the best. I had no patience for his antics, and he
none for mine.

Pregnancy was not for the faint of heart, or the hearty, I decided.
Anyone who thought it easy was either lying to themselves or not altogether
human.

The oppressive heat in London without the slightest breeze from the
Thames made it all the worse. The stench of summer in the city made me
want to gag. Familiar and ordinarily pleasant odors, such as the onions
Sigrid cooked, did too. The baby demanded foods I wouldn’t dare touch
before it was inside me, and then made me toss them back up, the little
tease.

The very slightest bit of annoyance had me ready to hurl whatever was
nearest me in whatever direction the displeasure was coming from. Often
this was Prod and whatever book I was reading.

My moods shifted as often as the contents of my stomach. I could be
dancing with Prod, as if we were the two happiest people in the world. Then
he’d say the wrong thing . . . God, Prod always said the wrong thing.

Of course, that wasn’t exactly true. Poor Prod. He probably had no idea
how tedious he was. When I advised him of his tiresomeness, rather than
take my counsel, he called me a cruel, bitter woman. I was not too proud to
admit my pregnancy wasn’t a happy time for us. Little wonder when he
skipped off to France.

A soft knock sounded at my borrowed bedroom door before Muv poked
her head inside. I gathered up the Alderley letters I’d begun taking with me
everywhere, having convinced my cousin a second volume was in order.
Muv approved, hoping I’d given up my aspirations of being the female
version of Evelyn Waugh. She couldn’t see that abandoning my literary
dreams tore me apart.



“My plans are arranged for Germany,” she said, still halfway in the
room and halfway in the corridor. “You’ll be all right?”

Unity was sick with pneumonia, currently in the care of Hitler’s favorite
doctor in a German hospital with Farve by her side. Muv was going to
Bayreuth to take her turn. The very idea of my parents being in such close
proximity to the Nazis, and beholden to Hitler, was nauseating.

“I’ll be fine. Do make sure to wish her a speedy recovery.” It sounded as
though she’d been at death’s door. After the loss of Julia and the near loss
of Jessica, Muv and Farve were taking no chances in losing another.

“We’ll leave in the morning for the cottage,” Muv said, speaking of the
home in Swinbrook she and Farve had bought after having to let our larger
childhood manor home go due to expense.

“I’ll be ready.” I went to my dressing table, picked up the ornate brush
from Prod and ran it through my hair, watching the dark curls sheared into a
short length bounce back.

“You’re certain you’ll be able to take care there?” Muv asked.

“Muyv, Debo is nearly a grown woman now. How hard can it be?”

Muv stared at me a moment, lips pursed, head cocked to the side. “Do
you recall nothing of when you were her age?”

“Are you trying to point out that I’m thirty-four?”

Muv scoffed. “Don’t remind me. It is only a reflection of my own age.
To know I've still a girl at home is positively 