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      “Ware once again proves she can weave fact and fiction to create an entertaining and harmonious whole.” Publishers Weekly

      

      [Ware’s Spy Sisters thrillers are] a magical combination of brilliant plotting, achingly real protagonists, and an emotional roller-coaster of danger and courage, all set during a chapter of World War II that is little known…I’ve been haunted ever since I got to The End. CYNTHIA WRIGHT, New York Times & USA Today bestselling author

      

      “Vibrant and exciting…” Literary Times

      

      “A story so fascinating it should come with a warning—do not start unless you want to be up all night.” Romantic Times

      

      “A mesmerizing blend of sizzling romance, love, and honor…Ciji Ware has written an unforgettable tale.” The Burton Report

      

      “A romantic tale of intrigue…A compelling storyline and fascinating characters.” The Natchez Democrat

      

      “Ingenious, entertaining, and utterly romantic…A terrific read.” JANE HELLER, New York Times & USA Today bestselling author

      

      “Oozes magic and romance…I loved it!” BARBARA FREETHY, #1 New York Times bestselling author

      

      “Fiction at its finest. Beautifully written.” Libby’s Library News

      

      “Thoroughly engaging.” Booklist

      

      [“A Spy Above the Clouds] is a rich, wonderful historical war novel and love story. As Ragtime set the gold standard for historical novels, this book includes real life characters and events co-mingled with the author’s well-researched imagination to lend a verisimilitude of intrigue, romance, and history.” Rick Friedberg, TV/Film Director, Friedberg Productions/Hollywood Pictures

      

      “[Landing by Moonlight]…has excitement, betrayal, romance…what more can you ask for! I highly recommend this book.” Mary Kay, verified purchase, 5-Star Amazon Review

      

      “From the first chapter, I was caught up in [Landing by Moonlight]…Not only was this novel well written with an exciting plot, the author researched, thoroughly, the time period and the actual settings in various parts of France. I recommend this novel to anyone, who is interested in [WW II] and loves spy stories.” 5-star Bookbub review

    

  


  
    
      Dedicated to

      

      Ellie Cabot, a reluctant Boston deb who invited

      this Californian to her coming out party, loaned me

      a beautiful blue satin ballgown and a pair of long white gloves,

      and remained my beloved Harvard College classmate

      forevermore

      

      … and to

      

      Lacy Williams Buck, a treasured friend who let me borrow

      her first name for the heroine of this book and with whom

      I shared a childhood in creative Carmel-by-the-Sea

      

      … and to

      

      Charles Webster Downer, Boston bon vivant, polo player,

      barge captain of the Adrianne on the Seine, and the guy

      you’d want next to you in the trenches.
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      February 1944

      The penetrating gaze that Victor, 3rd Baron Rothschild, directed at Lacy Forbes told her more than any words could convey.

      Rothschild has never seen a German incendiary like this one before! she thought, her heart accelerating as it always did when they got that close to a Nazi killing device.

      Standing mere feet away from the wooden crate of onions containing the bomb, Lacy felt the bitter winds sweeping cross the barren field outside the village of Kettering, some hundred kilometers north of London. Suppressing another shiver, she steadied her voice.

      “Milord, how lucky no one was hurt, given the crate was shipped from the Liverpool docks all the way here to Northamptonshire.”

      “Quite amazing, really,” agreed the tall, marginally handsome but slightly balding thirty-four-year-old aristocrat peering at the deadly explosive nestled among the plump golden-hued onions.

      The director of MI5’s Department of Explosives Research and Counter-Sabotage section handed Lacy the field telephone. Along with his insect-dissecting tools from his zoology lab at Cambridge University, he brought the leather-encased EE-8 to all missions like the one confronting them that overcast February afternoon. Powered by its hand-cranked dynamo, the phone had a maximum transmission distance of only seven miles. Rothschild’s number-one assistant, Tess Mayor, was on the other end of the line a safe distance away in a hotelkeeper’s office in Kettering, standing by to take his dictation chronicling every step he took to render the incendiary harmless. Tess was a rare fellow female graduate of Cambridge University, where Rothschild, too, had been an undergraduate.

      Glancing overhead, the baron declared, “We’d better get cracking before rain or snow makes this an even trickier exercise than it already is.”

      Exposed as Lacy and Lord Rothschild were to the frigid elements, Lacy placed the phone in its caramel-colored satchel on the planks of a wooden farm cart positioned near the onion crate.

      Rothschild, with his degree in zoology and fine motor skills, was accustomed to dissecting tiny insects and frog eggs. As war loomed, the budding millionaire scientist had been judged by this superiors in the War Office to be dexterous enough to handle the more complicated cases of in-country bomb deactivation himself.

      And here we all are four years later, Lacy thought ruefully, glancing across the open field at an ambulance standing-the-ready, part of a high-security bomb-defusing squad called in, all because of a bunch of lethal onions.

      “Everything in readiness?” questioned Rothschild.

      “Yes, sir,” Lacy replied, hearing Tess’s rapid breathing at the other end of the telephone line.

      Lacy knew that if her Grandmother Farrington or her Beacon Hill friends back home had any knowledge of what she was doing today, those Boston bluebloods would consider it pure German propaganda.

      Staring down at the bomb nestled in the crate, she felt a familiar frisson of fear and fatigue, no longer able to calculate how many of those special cases had been tossed to Lord Rothschild by then.

      His eyes were once again fixed on the piles of pale onions stored in the crate’s three compartments. It had been part of a shipment of produce from Spain, a supposedly neutral country. But Lacy and the colonel were well aware that Nazi secret agents, armed with bribes and strong-arm tactics, often persuaded dock workers abroad to look the other way when okaying imported crates to Britain that spies had spiked with all manner of mischief.

      “Well, well.” Rothschild chuckled quietly, staring down at the onions.

      “Behold their latest ruse, buried beneath this pile of allium cepa,” he declared with a smile, wryly employing the vegetable’s scientific name.

      “You’ve never seen this type of detonator before?” Lacy asked, confirming her earlier suspicions. Out of the corner of her eye, she noted a group of townspeople standing beside the ambulance with its driver stationed on the other side of the field for safety’s sake. “It’s a miracle this didn’t go off en route like the one that exploded aboard the same convoy from Spain and sank one of the tankers,” Lacy observed.

      The baron pointed a finger at the crate. “It probably failed to ignite because of a mechanical fault with the timer.” He chuckled again. “Those Nazi chaps aren’t always as clever as they think they are.”

      The enemy’s sheer malevolence had never ceased to astound Lacy—considering all the diabolical bars of booby-trapped bath soap, tea thermoses, chocolate bars, toxic children’s toys, fake coat hangers, and bogus silver whiskey flasks packed with TNT and plasticine that the Bosch lobbed at Britain’s citizenry.

      Lord Rothschild gestured toward the field telephone, ordering Lacy to turn the crank hard to power it up.

      “Is Tess ready to take my dictation?” he asked with his usual sangfroid that still amazed and unnerved Lacy, even after more than three years on the job.

      She raised the phone’s black mouthpiece to her lips and inquired quietly of  Victor’s top assistant, “Tess? Just confirming you’re set to start typing?”

      “I-I’m here, hands on my keyboard,” was the instant reply.

      From the tremor in Tess’s voice, she sounded even more anxious than Lacy was. Tess also clung to a belief that Rothschild’s previous experience dissecting not only insects but also specimens like trout carcasses and sea urchins had given him a seemingly magical touch when it came to the intricate and dangerous art of defusing Germany’s latest deadly blasting agent.

      Rothschild dispassionately surveyed the empty, frosty field. He eyed the waiting ambulance with a deadpan look.

      “Does it strike you that the presence of that emergency crew over there expresses a certain lack of confidence in our efforts today? Well, never mind,” he declared cheerfully. “Let’s get this bloody exercise underway.” Then he chuckled. “And let’s not take that too literally, shall we?”

      Lacy, having cranked the field phone the requisite rotations, did her best to ignore the eerie quiet enveloping the two of them. Her heart gave another lurch as Rothschild indicated he was ready to proceed with the next phase of business.

      She suddenly recalled the first time she’d accompanied him on an assignment like that, asking with the naiveté of the neophyte “sabotage investigator” she’d been back then whether he didn’t find his acutely hazardous job utterly terrifying.

      “When one takes a fuse to pieces,” Lord Rothschild had said that day with an absent wave of his hand, “there is no time to be frightened. One becomes absorbed in the detonator’s beautiful mechanism, rather like an exquisite Swiss watch.” Then he had cast her a sardonic look. “I do confess that the first few of the hundred or so bombs I’ve dismantled made me a bit nervous.”

      That particular afternoon, Lacy couldn’t help but notice that Baron Rothschild’s gaze narrowed in a show of intense concentration, signaling to her that the task confronting him did, indeed, present something new and perhaps more spine-tingling than usual. Lacy’s throbbing pulse slowed only slightly when a faint smile slowly crossed his lips.

      He announced matter-of-factly to Tess at the other end of the phone’s receiver, “Please note for the record that this crate the dock men unloaded and sent to Kettering’s greengrocer has three compartments. The right side, as we were informed earlier, has onions in it,” he pronounced, his smile almost a grin.

      Lacy nodded, extending the phone receiver as far as she was able so Tess could hear more distinctly. The clatter of her keys was sharp and clear as she took down every word he uttered to create documentation of the perilous operation—the detachment of each wire, the step-by-step moves he made—were that bomb to cost him his life.

      “And I can see,” he continued serenely, minutely noting each observation of the innocent-looking crate, “the middle compartment also has onions in it.”

      Rothschild cocked his head toward the other end of the field. His abrupt nod was Lacy’s signal to place the phone receiver, its mouthpiece facing him, gently upon the empty farm cart positioned nearby. A second nod was the command to remove herself for safety near where the ambulance was parked on the road.

      Lord Rothschild pointed in the direction of the explosive device he would soon attempt to render harmless, declaring to the phone receiver in his strong, calm voice, “Duly note that the left-hand compartment of this wooden crate has already had most of the onions removed, but I can see at the bottom, there is a block of German TNT the size of which I reckon was sufficient to blow up the other ship in the convoy.”

      Lacy, who had moved some meters away from the cart, halted mid-step. “And the fuse is still attached?” she asked over her shoulder, realizing she was holding her breath.

      With mild amusement tingeing his voice, Victor replied, “I would imagine that’s why we’ve been sent for.”

      He gave another sharp nod of his head, and Lacy hastily set off for the opposite end of the field. Still within hearing range, Lord Rothschild’s next words rang in her ears.

      “Let the record show that Miss Lacy Farrington Forbes, our delightful American debutante from the wilds of Boston in America, has left the immediate area. I will now proceed to defuse this latest and rather nasty bit of German engineering that’s so recently arrived on our fair shores.”

      Not for the first time, she wondered how she had gone from a skinny, rebellious, dirty-blonde expat American kid, dragged around Europe by her bohemian-but-Boston-Brahmin mother and certifiably crazy stepfather, to land the position of second assistant to the head of counterespionage for the Brits.

      As Lacy continued across the uneven, frost-covered ground as directed, she kept her back to Lord Rothschild. Finally, catching her breath, she slowly turned around to stare at the man in the distance whom she admired more than any she’d ever known—except, perhaps, for a young doctor whose life she had saved on a Nazi-infested train traveling from Bucharest to Venice.

      Do not think of him now! Focus!

      Standing the required distance from Hitler’s latest attempt at sabotage, Lacy petitioned a God she wasn’t convinced was real that the 3rd Baron Rothschild’s insect-dissecting skills might save his life yet again.

      Lacy gazed through the binoculars strung around her neck, focused on Victor Rothschild, and sent up one final prayer.

      And may my brother find a path far from those Irish rebels and …

      Her mind went blank. It was hard to know what to pray for when it came to Theodore Farrington Forbes. Instead, she forced herself to concentrate on the figure of Lord Rothschild standing at death’s door two hundred meters across the field and waited to see whether the baron’s luck would hold at least one more time.
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      May 11, 1938—five years earlier

      Lacy Forbes stared at her mirrored reflection in the guestroom assigned to her at the residence of the U.S. ambassador to the Court of St. James. Gazing critically at herself in her frothy white debutante gown, she was barely conscious of the motor traffic whooshing by on Kensington Road below her second-story window at Number 14 Prince’s Gate. She took appreciative note of her elaborate caramel-colored chignon created out of her formerly mousy blonde hair by her host’s in-house stylist. The pearl choker around Lacy’s neck had been an early gift from Grandmother Farrington for her upcoming twenty-first birthday in August.

      She took a step back from the mirror, taking in a view of her full-length gown filling the looking glass with its tulle skirt, tight ivory satin bodice, and lengthy organdy train, a purchase that represented three week’s salary as a copy girl at the London Bureau of The Baltimore Sun.

      Do you suppose this ridiculous rig might double as somebody’s wedding dress?

      She could only hope that she could sell it at a charity shop after the blasted court presentation since money was suddenly no longer easily forwarded from her trust-funder allowance in the States. She was fast learning what it meant to “live within your means,” her Grandmother Farrington’s words in a long-delayed letter from Boston that had been held up by the threat of war hovering over all of Europe.

      That balmy May evening, Lacy was being “presented” at court on Diplomats Night courtesy of Granny Farr’s waving her magic wand at American-born Lady Nancy Astor, who’d agreed to be her sponsor. Granny’s wand had also been sharply pointed at fellow Bostonian Rose Kennedy, the wife of America’s newly appointed ambassador to Britain, Joseph P. Kennedy Sr. The result was an invitation to stay at the ambassador’s residence the week of the court presentation.

      And thus, Lacy found herself dressed to the nines, contemplating what a fortuitous fluke it had all turned out to be. Lord only knew she was definitely not on the prowl—as most of her contemporaries certainly were—to nab some youthful, aristocratic specimen, late of Oxford or Cambridge, who might make her a titled lady. In fact, she had no desire to marry anyone ever. Why would she, given her insane family situation on America’s East Coast?

      No, the “British Debutante Year of 1938,” as London’s society pages had dubbed it, was proving to be Lacy’s salvation, much to her relief. Certainly, she’d had to attend all the endless events that went along with being a deb in England, but crucially, it had allowed her to remain in Britain and not be forced to return home by certain members of her family.

      Tugging on her long white leather kid gloves, which reached exactly four inches above her elbow, Lacy began to worry about the organdy train attached to her shoulders. It stretched exactly 2.7 meters long and, if one counted in American measurements, fifty-four inches wide, as specified by the lord chamberlain’s strict, written requirements. The daunting prospect of having to make agonizingly slow curtsies to King George VI and Queen Elizabeth in turn without swaying off the mark or falling flat on her face and then backing away from the throne, not tripping over the damnable train, didn’t bear thinking about, and⁠—

      “La-cee!”

      A voice from down the hall abruptly cut into her apprehension concerning the impending evening’s obligations.

      “Come in!” she called.

      The door opened cautiously, revealing Kathleen Kennedy, an acquaintance from Boston and, now, almost a friend. Kick, as she insisted on being addressed, stood in her own silk and lace finery, her slight tendency to plumpness corseted to a fare-thee-well.

      “Ah, you’re already dressed,” the ambassador’s daughter declared, looking relieved. She entered the room and closed the door. “Can you give me a bit of a zip? Mother and her maid are fussing over my sister Rosemary, so I took a chance you might help.”

      “Of course,” Lacy replied. “Come near the window and let me see.”

      Regarding their two reflections in the room’s tall mirror, Lacy surmised that her Grandmother Farrington must have called in every marker she had stockpiled in Boston to get Lacy included, with Kick and her older sister, on the list for that year’s royal presentations, sharing the limelight with the Kennedys. The added bonus of also having Viscountess Nancy Astor to call on for support had most likely given Granny’s efforts the final push required to include Lacy in the Kennedy coterie heading for Buckingham Palace within the hour.

      This entire scheme of mine to stay in Britain would never have worked without Gran, bless her! thought Lacy.

      She flashed a smile at Kick and signaled for her to turn around.

      “Ah … now I understand what needs doing up,” she noted. “Ready to take a deep breath?” She placed her hands on Kick’s metal fastening. “Here we go.”

      Kick inhaled as Lacy firmly began to tug the zipper.

      “Oh, golly, it’s tight!” Kick exclaimed as Lacy tugged harder.

      “No problem,” she murmured reassuringly. “Just a half inch more of track to go.”

      Once the zipper was in place, Kick took a step closer to the mirror, pleading in a quiet voice, “Do you think you have room in your evening bag for a chocolate bar? I’m absolutely starving, but Mother forbid me to eat a morsel after lunch. At this rate, I might faint in the anteroom!”

      “Of course,” Lacy assured her and opened her small, beaded purse before taking the contraband candy from Kick and tucking it in next to her lipstick, a handkerchief, and a five-pound note.

      “Always have some mad money in case you need to escape any unpleasantness,” the wise Cecilia Holmes Farrington had cautioned her favorite granddaughter early in life.

      Snapping the bag shut, Lacy could only wonder at such strange bedfellows the Catholic Kennedys and the Anglican Astors made. Lady Astor was notoriously both anti-Catholic and antisemitic, while the Kennedys and their nine children were famously fans of the Pope, which only illustrated how politics, even in a world threatened by possible war, could take a back seat to the burning desires of American socialites plotting to launch themselves, their progeny, and their close friends into London’s high society.

      But for Lacy, the social jostling seemed trifling set against what had occurred two months earlier. The appalling fact that Hitler, in March, had invaded and swiftly annexed Austria, where she’d attended boarding school, rendered the night’s female frenzy over court presentations utterly frivolous, and she felt a pang of guilt for being part of it all. But what choice did she have if she wanted to remain in Britain?

      Granny Farr agreed that the one thing that would silence her family’s insistence that she forego enrolling in the London School of Economics, quit her job at the newspaper, and return home was participating in England’s social whirl. Thus, there she was standing beside Kick Kennedy, a fun-loving, lively American likely to be named one of the “Debs of the Year.”

      The simple fact was Europe felt like home. She’d lived longer at the posh finishing schools her mother had banished her to in England and on the Continent than she’d ever spent time with either of her parents or various stepparents. Truth to tell, she felt more at ease in London and Paris than either Boston or New York.

      Lacy patted Kick on the shoulder as a sign she was safely encased in her gown. Once more, the younger woman gazed appraisingly at herself in the mirror.

      “Well, I suppose this is about as good as it’ll get,” Kick declared.

      “You look wonderful!” Lacy replied—and meant it.

      The dark-haired young woman wasn’t a bit of a conventional beauty, but she had turned out to be a winning companion, ready for anything the nobs flung her way. With brilliant blue eyes and a dimple in her cheek when she smiled, which was often, Kick always seemed to exude an attitude of happy expectancy that had put Lacy at ease from the minute she’d entered the ambassador’s residence to prepare for the big event.

      Kick glanced at the clock on the wall. “Mother said that Debo is due any minute downstairs. She and her mother, Baroness Redesdale, will be traveling to the palace in another car driving directly behind us.”

      Deborah Mitford, the youngest of a pack of six sisters, lived around the corner at Rutland Gate. She was also a deb being presented at court that very night and a newly minted friend of Kick’s since the ambassador’s daughter had arrived in London a few months earlier. Lacy could see that the two girls had become close friends during the frenzied lead-up of multiple cocktail parties, tea dances, and all-night balls that had already taken place during that year’s social season.

      Through Kick and Debo, Lacy had, in recent weeks, been introduced to several other young contemporaries whom she’d come to like immensely, including the whip-smart, Cambridge University-educated Tess Mayor.

      “I’m just sorry Tess isn’t part of all this tonight,” Lacy commented, reaching for her evening wrap.

      That first night she’d met Tess at the 400 Club, the petite, chestnut-haired Miss Mayor had loudly declared to one and all that she had no interest whatsoever in making a debut.

      “And besides, my poor academic parents plainly can’t afford it,” she had added with a grin, addressing many of the friends there, including Victor, the young zoologist and recently ascended 3rd Baron Rothschild with whom Tess had attended university. “Let it be known, however, I have absolutely no objection to attending all the fancy balls, tea dances, and nights out at the 400 Club with you toffs, so thanks for inviting me!”

      Victor had suddenly grown serious, commenting within earshot of Lacy, “Your very presence, my dear Tess, raises the caliber of all this foolishness by leagues.”

      Kick, with a final glance at her corseted waistline, nodded her agreement with Lacy at what a pity it was that Tess wasn’t part of that year’s court presentation.

      “It truly is too bad that Tess won’t be with us tonight for the big show.” Kick grimaced, then added, “Frankly, she has the best of both worlds … joining us in all the fun but not having to be trussed up like a Thanksgiving turkey or make a wobbly curtsy and possibly humiliate one’s entire family if a single mistake is made in front of the cream of London!”

      Lacy, grateful to think the audience in the Throne Room would hardly take note of the origins of a Miss Forbes of Beverly Farms, Massachusetts, asked, “Do you think Tess will join us later?” Kick had included Lacy in her plans to head for the 400 Club once the event at Buckingham Palace concluded.

      Kick nodded. “Oh, I imagine she wouldn’t miss seeing us after all this is over. She’ll want to hear every juicy tidbit and then dance all night, the lucky duck.”

      Tess had danced throughout many nights, not only with Victor Rothschild but also with their mutual Cambridge University mates Kim Philby, Guy Burgess, and the Cavendish brothers, the eldest of whom would one day be the Duke of Devonshire. Lacy had kicked up her heels those past weeks, along with the other “bright young things”—the sobriquet their group had been labeled in the society pages.

      Recalling the first fun she’d had with people her own age—like Tess and Kick and the rest—in eons, Lacy pointed to her unsteady headdress.

      “I’m sure our friend Debo is a whiz at all this, but how are we to manage these blasted things?” she demanded, giving her de rigeur trio of quivering ostrich feathers a slight shake to show how they were tilting dangerously to the left on top of her head.

      “Push their comb into your hair at an angle as tightly as you can,” Kick advised. “Mine seems to be fastened fairly well, but poor Rosie …”

      Lacy had already sensed that the inner circle upstairs and down at Prince’s Gate recognized that there was something noticeably odd about Joe Kennedy’s eldest daughter, Rosemary. Earlier that day, Kick had described her to Lacy in a whisper: “She’s terribly sweet but a little … uh … backward. ‘Slow,’ I guess you’d say. It’s best to just smile at her and ignore it when she has one of her … outbursts.”

      Shifting from the touchy subject of the decidedly off-kilter member of the Kennedy clan, Lacy gently smoothed Kick’s train back into place.

      “There you go. You’re all set.” Lacy hesitated, then asked, “Are you feeling as nervy as I am about tonight? Especially those curtsies and the backing up part with our wretched trains.”

      “Not so much for myself,” Kick replied slowly. “But Mother insists that I’m in charge of getting my sister through all this in one piece, and actually, that’s what’s terrifying me. If either of us trips or even sways in the wrong direction, there’ll be hell to pay.”

      “You’ll be a sensation!” Lacy reassured her. “I guess the trick is just keeping our concentration focused on exactly what we’re supposed to do at each step of the ceremony.” She hesitated, then ventured carefully, “But does Rosemary seem ready for all this … pomp and circumstance?”

      Kick bit her lower lip. “This morning, I’ve said a rosary for her, so let’s hope it will see her through.” Lacy’s new friend heaved a heavy sigh and reached up to give her brown curls a final pat. “Mother said we’re to go downstairs as soon as we’re dressed. Both cars are already waiting out front.”

      “Well, if this stupid headdress stays put, I guess I’m as ready as I’ll ever be,” Lacy replied, giving a final tug to each of her long white gloves. “Let’s get this show on the road. Lead on, Miss MacDuff!”

      Kick grinned back. “May I remind you that I’m a hundred-percent lace-curtain Boston Irish, not Scottish like you posh Beverly Farms Forbes types—but I forgive you.” She flashed her dimple and pointed to the bedroom door. “Now, let’s go meet the King and Queen!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      Emerging from the front door of the embassy residence, Lacy recognized Deborah Mitford and her mother seated in the back of their chauffeur-driven Rolls-Royce parked beside Prince’s Gate.

      Kick waved at the Mitfords’ motorcar and smiled as the window rolled down. Lacy took in the sight of both women awash in white satin and lace and organdy finery, their white feather headdresses bobbing securely on their crowns.

      Kick had confided to Lacy as they’d hurried downstairs to greet them, “Just so you know, Debo’s parents produced six daughters and one son, but Debo’s the only sane one of the entire bunch.”

      Deborah declared through the window, “Brava! You two Americans look perfectly wonderful!”

      “You do too!” Kick replied, gaily waving her thanks as she followed her sister Rosemary into the back seat of the embassy’s enormous Cadillac 452 A-V. Mrs. Kennedy and the ambassador got into the lead car, a twin to the one Lacy entered after the two sisters had settled themselves in the back seat. Kick’s eyes were sparkling with excitement. She swept her hand to include the well-appointed leather upholstery and the small drinks unit nestled in one door.

      “Welcome to my father’s in-your-face American answer to all the Rolls-Royces, Bentleys, and Daimlers you’ll be seeing driving down Pall Mall tonight.”

      Lacy could almost hear her straitlaced Grandmother Forbes’s cutting comments about Joe Sr. and his extended family’s rampant desire to keep up with the Protestant Joneses.

      “Those Kennedys are nothing but shantytown Irish barkeeps—and probably bootleggers on top of it all!” her father’s grim-faced matriarch declared any chance she got.

      Lacy carefully shifted her weight on the limousine’s jump seat and marveled at the differences between the two sisters sitting across from her, their gowns creating an elegant froth of fabric on the vehicle’s plush carpeted floor. Kick was aglow with excitement. Rosemary, in contrast, kept darting her eyes nervously around the car’s interior while clenching and unclenching her hands in her lap. Lacy guessed the poor girl’s palms must have been dripping wet inside her long kid gloves, her lips remaining tensely clamped shut.

      The two embassy vehicles flying small American flags on their fenders, along with the Mitfords’ Rolls, drove slowly down Pall Mall in a parade of expensive automobiles as crowds of London onlookers lined the road. The throngs waved and leaned forward, squinting at the limousines’ windows to get a glimpse of the debs and their finery.

      “Mother said to wave politely at the crowds as we go by,” Kick declared. She turned to Lacy, adding, “Don’t you just feel like a princess or something?”

      But Lacy thought, No … I feel guilty as hell, considering what’s happening in Austria right now!

      When she considered the array of young men she’d observed at the parties that had preceded tonight’s presentation, she’d not been impressed. An unsettling number had been callow youths clearly in pursuit of “a little girl with a little money” to refill the post-Great War family coffers of their cash-strapped parents. Since the Great War, the British elite had been struggling to keep their grand houses from literally crumbling or being sold off to pay crushing Death Duties. If an all-out war came to Europe again, she wondered what would they do?

      Lacy forced herself to push such gloomy thoughts aside as their cavalcade pulled up to the tall wrought iron gates adorned with gilded royal crests fronting Buckingham Palace. A uniformed official swiftly waved the twin Cadillacs forward and across the broad esplanade leading to the entrance that the two hundred debutantes and their sponsors were to use. A double phalanx of liveried servants in white wigs, red coats, white gloves, and knee-length buff breeches lined a long red carpet, which the new arrivals were to traverse.

      Lacy managed to smile and nod, but all she could think was it all seemed a little crazy. Even so, if curtsying to the King and Queen meant she could stay in London and learn to be a genuine journalist, she was willing to play that silly game.

      Once they exited the vehicles and entered the magnificent palace itself, gentlemen-at-arms, also in scarlet coats and sporting plumed helmets, directed them up the red-carpeted Grand Stairway, where the ambassador was instructed to take his place among the diplomatic corps. The women were escorted into a large room packed with nervous debutantes and their sponsors.

      Lacy immediately spotted Nancy Astor standing in statuesque splendor among the other aristocratic patrons and their charges. Tall and slender, with the noble features and expressive eyes that had seduced a viscount, she was clothed in an elegant pale-blue evening gown, minus the train plaguing Lacy and the others. Three regal white feathers were balanced perfectly on the viscountess’s head, encircled by a diamond coronet.

      Lacy was frankly amazed that Granny Farr’s long-distance machinations had resulted in Nancy Langhorne Astor, the second woman ever to be elected as a member of parliament, agreeing to be her sponsor. But then, Lacy imagined that if the social lioness wished it, she could probably get Adolf Hitler’s mistress on the list of young ladies to make their bows to society.

      “Ah, there you are!” Lady Astor declared, striding across the richly carpeted room. She glanced appraisingly first at the three Kennedy women and then at Lacy. “Well, you all appear in fine fettle,” she addressed the young women, then turned to Mrs. Kennedy and remarked, “Rose, you and I must soon abandon our charges and go with the other chaperones to the Edwardian Ballroom.” To the debutantes, she explained, “We will meet again at the door to the Presentation Chamber and drift behind you at the proper distance while you run the gauntlet, making your curtsies to Their Majesties—alone.”

      Rosemary looked positively stricken, and Lacy barely suppressed a groan.
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        * * *

      

      At 9:20 p.m., the Buckingham Palace usher, resplendent in his Saville Row suit, white shirt, and silk tie, scrutinized the line of debutantes edging toward the entrance to the Grand Hall as if he expected gatecrashers to disrupt the proceedings.

      When Lacy approached the ballroom, he said in a clipped, oh-so-posh voice, “And you are?” and waited for her response, his eyes glued to the card she’d handed him with her particulars.

      “Lacy Farrington Forbes, Boston, Massachusetts, Amer⁠—”

      Interrupting her, with just a touch of disdain, he looked up and said, “And your sponsor is?”

      Annoyed by his tone, given that the information was plainly in front of him, Lacy replied more sharply than she’d intended, “As it says on that card in your hand, sir … I’m sponsored by Lady Nancy Astor, along with the wife of the American ambassador to the United Kingdom, Mrs. Joseph Kennedy.”

      So stop treating me as if I’m some kind of imposter! she felt like adding, but of course, she did not.

      She was rewarded with an expression just slightly short of a sneer.

      “Yes, I’m quite aware of who Lady Astor and Mrs. Kennedy are, miss.”

      She could practically hear him thinking, “Cheeky Americans!”

      The usher’s snooty attitude was one of the things Lacy liked least about the Brits’ attitude toward her country, and she knew full well that anyone working for the palace must not have thought kindly of Joe Kennedy or anyone associated with him.

      The rough-around-the-edges senior Kennedy had been a major donor to the reelection campaign for FDR’s third run for president, and the ambassadorship was clearly the payoff. Upon his arrival early that year, Kennedy had made it abundantly clear that, as the newly installed U.S. ambassador to Britain, he sided with the fervent isolationists back in the States who wanted no part in yet another European war that might be in the offing.

      Lacy felt like an invisible observer among the swirling crowd of white-gown-clad debs, her mind on the fact that any sensible person dreaded the thought of another conflagration like the Great War that had ended barely twenty years earlier. But while studying at a ghastly school for young ladies in Germany, she had seen for herself the deliberate cruelty of the current Hitler regime since German troops had overrun Austria, and⁠—

      Don’t think about that now, she scolded herself. Concentrate on getting through this.

      Her attention was quickly brought back to the present when, at precisely half past nine, the King and Queen entered the immense gold-red-and-white ballroom. The Presentation Chamber’s gilded entablature and grand portraits on the walls were equaled only by the large golden chairs positioned side by side on a raised, red-carpeted dais.

      Lacy’s heart began to accelerate as she and her two companions joined the crowd of debutantes inching their way in line toward the broad doorway. As each deb approached her magic moment, Lacy saw that the court ushers gave the next deb in line the eagle eye, seizing the trains that the girls were holding over their left arms and placing the lengths of fabric on the floor, where they trailed behind each young woman as she made her grand entrance.

      Speaking for the first time since their arrival, Rosemary tugged at Kick’s arm and whispered, “Oh gosh, we’re almost next! I don’t want⁠—”

      “It’s all right, Rosemary!” Kick replied in a hoarse whisper. “I’m right here. Hold my hand.”

      One by one, the cluster of mostly eighteen-year-old daughters representing the cream of British aristocracy extended their pink cards of command to a head usher. He, in turn, handed each card to the lord chamberlain, who then called out their individual names in stentorian tones. Beyond and to the left inside the Grand Hall, Lacy glimpsed rows of guests, including a large array of distinguished men resplendent in all varieties of uniforms, gold epaulets, and rows of medals pinned to their chests. Ambassador Kennedy had foregone the traditional buff-colored knee breeches and, instead, dressed for the occasion in a white tie, tails, and a pair of black trousers similar to those worn by some of the less important waiters.

      Kick gave a nod to Lacy over her shoulder as she and Rosemary were motioned to pass over the threshold and advance into the Grand Hall. Lacy followed suit, moving up a place as a small chamber group played softly in the background. Gazing through the broad doorway, she took a moment to absorb the hall’s soaring cream-colored walls and elaborate swirls of gold plaster filigree decorating the pillars and towering ceiling arching overhead. Kick risked one more glance back at Lacy, offering a tremulous smile.

      Why, she’s more nervous than I am! Lacy thought.

      She shot back an encouraging grin. A second later, a booming voice abruptly returned her to the reality unfolding in the Presentation Chamber. The lord chamberlain called out, “Miss Rosemary Kennedy and Miss Kathleen Kennedy … presented by the honorable Mrs. Joseph Kennedy of Boston and Hyannis Port, Massachusetts, United States!”

      Lacy crossed her fingers, hoping that Kick’s sister would make it through her presentation without mishap. Before she could silently wish them both the best of luck, Lacy heard her own name called out.

      “Miss Lacy Farrington Forbes, of Boston and Beverly Farms, Massachusetts, United States … presented by Lady Nancy Astor, the Right Honorable 2nd Viscountess Astor.”

      Lacy inhaled one more deep breath to steady her nerves, glancing at the sour expression on the lord chamberlain’s face as she passed by. She returned a plastered-on smile, then strode into the hall, looking straight ahead at the King and Queen.

      Following a stately thirty paces behind the Kennedy sisters as they traversed the grandly ornate room, Lacy admired how kind and considerate Kick always was around her sister. The younger Kennedy gently bumped Rosemary’s gloved elbow with her own in a gesture of reassurance as the pair approached within feet of the monarchs.

      The two stopped precisely on the little gold crowns woven into the carpet a meter from the seated King George and Queen Elizabeth. Lacy watched as the king, a slim figure attired in his scarlet-and-gold field marshal’s uniform, offered the duo a faint smile. The queen, dressed in a gown of silver lamé embroidered with silver pearls and sequins, inclined her head ever-so-slightly in their direction. Lacy judged the expressions on their faces to be the well-practiced ones of royals doing their annual duty but perhaps not particularly engaged in the process.

      Lacy held her breath when the Kennedy sisters smiled prettily and, amazingly enough, made equally deep curtseys without so much as a quiver. She could see Kathleen give a swift kick to her train in order to back up gracefully, as required, but Rosemary, attempting to glide backward and off to her left, tripped on the fabric of her train, a debutante’s worst nightmare. In a flash, Kick reached out and barely arrested her sister’s fall but not before a muffled gasp rippled through the hall.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    

    
      Just as Lacy reached the gold crowns woven into the carpet in front of the royals, she saw out of the corner of her eye that the Kennedy girls had made it out the door. Miraculously, she, too, managed deep curtseys before each monarch, smiling as best she could at the King and Queen in turn. Her relief to have made it thus far collided with a rush of adrenaline flooding her body. As a consequence, she gave a none-too-gentle kick to her train but succeeded in navigating backward without tripping. After pausing on her satin pumps for a few moments, she then executed a reasonably graceful exit from the crowded chamber.

      To her astonishment, when the three young women rendezvoused with Rose Kennedy and Lady Astor in another grand hall where light refreshments were being served, not a word of Rosemary’s near disaster was mentioned. In fact, Rose Kennedy treated the court ceremony as a complete triumph during which nothing disastrous had nearly occurred.

      Even so, Lacy noticed that the eldest Kennedy daughter was soon whisked back to the ambassador’s residence with her parents. At an acceptable moment, the second of the U.S. Embassy’s limousines set off for the 400 Club carrying Kick, Debo Mitford, and Lacy, along with a close friend of Tess Mayor’s a few years older than they were, Pat Rawdon-Smith, whom Lacy had also met during deb season. Sitting up front with the chauffeur was an embassy employee acting as chaperone.

      Kick let out a long sigh as she leaned back on the mammoth vehicle’s leather upholstery.

      “Well, thank heavens that’s over!” She smiled broadly at her fellow passengers and declared, “I’m now officially out, and I intend to dance all night, don’t you?”

      “Hear! Hear!” agreed Deborah Mitford.

      Pat Rawdon-Smith, a recently divorced friend of the group, nodded and held up her index finger to get their attention.

      “But … before we get to the club, let’s discuss letting a flat together with Tess Mayor on Gower Street.” To Lacy’s surprise, Pat had leaned forward, her broad smile including the newcomer. “The place is in Bloomsbury, with room for a maximum of four or five flatmates, Lacy, so it’d be ripping if you could join us.”

      Kick declared in hushed tones, “I’ll be lucky if I’m not sent to Hyannis Port before the summer’s over. Everyone at the embassy is worried about war breaking out at any time now. Daddy says there’s talk of Britain passing a military training act for single men between age twenty and twenty-two.”

      Pat Rawdon-Smith blurted almost in a wail, “Why, that’s practically every boy we know!”

      “Well,” Debo scolded, “l doubt that’s news that should be broadcast until it’s official, so let’s not think about all that tonight, all right?” She adroitly guided the conversation back to sharing living quarters: “I’d love nothing better than to share a flat with all of you, but there’s not a chance in my family. We six sisters are to live at home until the knot is tied with someone in trousers, more’s the pity.”

      Kick’s tone was wistful. “Lacy here is a good roommate prospect, though, aren’t you, Lacy? She’s got an actual job at a newspaper.”

      Lacy’s thoughts immediately fled to the diminished state of her personal account at her London bank. Going in on a flat with Pat and Tess was bound to be cheaper than even the lowly hotel where she currently lived.

      To Pat, whom she barely knew, she replied with enthusiasm, “I think Tess is super. I’d love to talk to you both about sharing a place.”

      Just then, their vehicle pulled up at the curb.

      With the sound of band music filtering out into the street, the foursome emerged from the limousine and hurriedly made their way past the uniformed majordomo guarding the door.

      “Aren’t you excited?” Kick whispered to Lacy. “All those dreamy boys we’ve met will be inside, just waiting for us.”

      Lacy gave her hand a squeeze and whispered back, “Waiting for you, you mean.” Before Kick could shake her head in denial, Lacy said with a smile, “Kathleen Kennedy, my friend, you are definitely a contender for Deb of the Year.”
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        * * *

      

      The atmosphere at the 400 Club in Leicester Square was all blue lights and Art Nouveau architectural style, with a tiny, dimly lit dance floor and an eighteen-piece band playing soft, seductive music. Within the chic, sheltered walls, threats of war seemed far off. From the looks of it, Lacy imagined a girl could get in a lot of trouble, given the minuscule space where revelers’ swaying bodies were “pressed together like sardines,” as Kick had forewarned her.

      Pat, who’d assumed the role of their leader, headed for a long, linen-covered table at the back, where Tess Mayor jumped up from a seat next to Victor, the twenty-eight-year-old 3rd Baron Rothschild. They were surrounded by a number of other young men in formal attire, all former classmates at Cambridge University whom Lacy had briefly met at various social events during the spring.

      Gilded chairs were soon found for the new arrivals, with Lacy placed between Lord Rothschild and Tess. Victor’s young wife, Barbara Hutchinson, sat next to him on his left side. Glasses of Veuve Clicquot champagne soon appeared, with Kim Philby, another of the young blades, raising his flute.

      “To the debs of ’38—may they dance long into the night!”

      “To the debs!” everyone chorused, with the sole exception of Victor’s wife, Barbara, a debutante in a previous year, who merely sipped from her glass, looking bored.

      As various orders of food began to appear at their table, Kick leaned in and said to Tess, “You must tell Lacy about your job working for Jonathan Cape.” To Lacy, she explained, “Jonathan has opened his own publishing firm.” Kick turned back to Tess, announcing proudly, “And I’ll have you know that our American friend here now works at the London bureau of the Baltimore Sun newspaper!”

      Both Tess and Victor regarded Lacy with increased interest. Lounging across the table sat a rather dissolute-looking young man named Guy Burgess she’d met once at another party. He peered blearily at the new arrivals, a nearly empty glass of whiskey in his hand.

      “Fancy that …” he said, slurring his words, “a Yankee news hen in our midst who’s somehow gained entry to the 400 Club.”

      “Guy!” Tess reprimanded. “Be nice. I know Lacy, and I like her very much. In fact”—she smiled brightly—“Pat and I hope she might consider sharing a flat.”

      “My, my,” Burgess replied, toning down his sneer but only just. “Our Tess and Miss Divorcee, Patricia Rawdon-Smith née Parry, working for that Olympic athlete and Labor Party toady. What a rooming group those three would make, don’t you imagine, Victor?” He downed a half glass of whiskey, adding with a laugh, “But then you Jews are known for your tolerance of the lower orders, aren’t you, Vickie boy?”

      Tess jumped up from her chair and pulled Burgess to his feet. “Come now,” she ordered firmly, gesturing to the bottle of whiskey on the table, “you need to work off some of that Glenlivet. Let’s dance!”

      Pat whispered in Lacy’s ear, “I never could understand how Tess stays chums with him, but I guess she remembers when he was actually amusing during their Cambridge years.”

      Lacy, appalled by Burgess’s antisemitic zinger directed at Victor, turned and determinedly changed the subject, asking the youthful baron about his work as a scientist at a lab connected to Cambridge University.

      “Yes, I’m a zoologist. But I’m much more interested to hear of your newspaper work. Tell me about it.”

      In the course of his close questioning, Lacy felt forced to admit that thus far, she’d found it difficult to get her editors to take her journalistic efforts seriously.

      “And what would you wish to write about if they gave you a green light?” he pressed. Lacy sensed he was actually interested in her answer and wasn’t just being what she’d come to call “British polite.”

      “I want to write about the tensions between Germany and the rest of Europe through the lens of being an American. An outsider. Someone who has lived nine-tenths of my life in Europe.”

      “And how do you feel about the possible conflict threatening to blow up our Continent?”

      Lacy paused and took a sip of her champagne. “I think most Americans are ignorant of the true situation on the ground in Europe.” She hesitated once more and then continued, “I went to school in Germany and Austria and saw what was bubbling up over there … how Jewish businesses were ransacked and the local police did nothing to stop it. I want Americans to know the truth … to know⁠—”

      Lacy looked at him, suddenly unable to speak for the lump that had risen in her throat at the memories of the casual cruelty she had witnessed there. Her mind was suddenly filled with a vision of a little girl standing beside her weeping mother, whose Jewish husband had been hustled into a police van while bystanders threw rocks through the windows of their kosher butcher shop.

      Victor lowered his voice. “Well, Miss Forbes, I hope those in charge at your newspaper are smart enough to let you write what you witnessed.” His smile was melancholy when he asked intently, “Did you learn to speak German when you lived there?”

      “Yes—and also French when I was sent to schools outside Geneva and in Paris. I managed to speak tolerably well enough to attend the Sorbonne for two years.” She laughed. “You know how snooty the French are about foreign speakers. For some reason, my German accent has been more acceptable.”

      “I did much better with German as well,” he agreed, which wasn’t surprising, Lacy considered, given that his family originated from Frankfurt’s Jewish ghetto. “What brought your family to Europe?” he asked.

      Lacy summoned her usual reply when that question was asked of her. “My stepfather thought he had the talent of a Keats or Shelley, so when I was six, he and my mother deserted stuffy old Boston and filed me away at various boarding schools so they could live in the Lake District and, later, France, embracing what they fancied was the poet’s life.”

      Victor’s expression telegraphed the sympathy of a fellow sufferer. “Six years old …” he said slowly. “That’s rather a young age, even for our set’s ritual child abandonment.”

      “At least my younger brother was with me at some of the schools,” she said, flashing on the memory of the night Teddy had run away from their school in Switzerland and been found sleeping in a barn, curled up next to a farmer’s dog.

      “And was he?” Victor asked.

      “Who?” she said, forcing her wandering thoughts back to Victor.

      “Your stepfather. Was he a budding Keats or Shelley?”

      “The boy wonder, Remington Rowe?” Lacy offered a short laugh. “Eventually, my mother thought not. After I spent twelve years at various schools all over Europe—but before I could apply to the London School of Economics—my mother and Rem abandoned the Continent and moved to New York, where he has family.” She paused. Then, for some reason, she felt compelled to confess, “I was abruptly summoned back to the States to make a debut at Delmonico’s, so I must admit that tonight, I feel a bit like a poseur.”

      Victor raised an eyebrow and offered wryly, “You have good company here, I’ll wager.”

      Lacy smiled her thanks. “Once I found my way back to Europe, I went to the Sorbonne for those two years and then landed my job as a copy girl at the newspaper to pay my own way—which was probably a better choice than my previous plan to attend the London School of Economics. It turns out I’m dreadful at maths,” she admitted with a laugh, then added, “At least that school admits women.”

      “Ah, yes, but I sense you were a good student, like my friend Tess here.”

      Victor’s wife, Barbara, who hadn’t said a word all evening, shot him a frigid look and abruptly entered the conversation, declaring, “Wasn’t Tess more of an actress in the Marlowe Society than a scholar at Cambridge?”

      Just then, Tess quit the dance floor and brought over to the table a few more of the Cambridge crowd Lacy had met before, thereby cutting short an exchange that had suddenly grown tense. Tess unknowingly filled the awkward moment by introducing Lacy to an elegant figure named Anthony Blunt, who was attired, as most of the men were, in white ties and tails. Standing next to him was a tall, handsome Scot named Donald MacLean.

      As the men nodded politely and then greeted their other friends at the gathering, Pat whispered in Lacy’s ear, “Tony Blunt knows oodles about eighteenth-century art, and Donald … well, he just mostly tags along.”

      The newcomers quickly joined those lounging at their large table and immediately began downing more champagne while trading both witticisms and insults at lightning speed.

      At a little after half past two in the morning, the embassy chaperone arrived at Kick’s side, bending close to her ear and whispering loud enough for Lacy to hear above the music, “I’m instructed by Mrs. Kennedy to see you and Miss Forbes home now. The car is waiting outside, miss.”

      Kick sighed and looked apologetically at a tall, spare young man she’d introduced as Billy. Pat leaned forward once again and informed Lacy quietly, “That’s William Cavendish, who just became the Marquess of Hartington and thus heir to his father, the 10th Duke of Devonshire. Billy and his younger brother, Andrew Cavendish, both like Kick, so I wonder who will win her heart?”

      Kick, who was ignoring the ambassador’s emissary, said to her companion, “Let’s at least have one last dance.” She jumped up from her seat and boldly led the young marquess onto the dance floor where they immediately began to glide gracefully cheek to cheek. Lacy glanced at the frowning embassy chaperone and then back at Kick, who had tilted back her head and locked intimate glances with her clearly enamored partner.

      “From the way she and Billy look at each other,” Lacy murmured back, “I’m betting on the marquess over his brother.”

      “That’s probably all for the best,” Tess noted cheerily, “for I think Debo Mitford has her eye on Andrew Cavendish.”

      The music ended, and Kick reluctantly drifted toward their table, hand in hand with her partner.

      “Please, miss,” the embassy escort urged Kick, almost pleading, as if his very employment depended upon it—as it probably did—“your mother insists that you two arrive safely inside the residence before three.”

      “Well, at least I didn’t turn into a pumpkin at midnight,” joked Kick.

      Guy Burgess, who by that time had consumed the remaining bottle of Glenlivet, declared loudly, “No need to worry about any pumpkins, Miss Kennedy … You already look like one in that rig you’re wearing.”

      “Guy!” Tess said sharply.

      Everyone in their group fell silent, with only the quiet music playing discreetly in the background. As the deadly pall grew ever longer, Lacy could tell Burgess had gone too far, even for him. She was well aware that during the deb season, the others present had become extremely fond of Kick. They all exchanged looks that mirrored their discomfort as Billy put his arm around Kick, declaring softly, “Come, my lovely lady. Let me walk you to your car.”

      “Oh, now, Billy boy,” Burgess complained, “don’t go gallant on us and—” Before Burgess could expand on his rude barb, the young marquess turned and said, tightlipped, “Enough!”

      A startled silence descended on the group. Burgess slouched back in his chair. Lacy stood up, anxious to escape the presence of “Burgess the Toad,” as she had privately dubbed him. Debo and Pat, apparently shrugging off his behavior as “typical Guy,” decided they’d stay a while longer.

      Once in the back seat of the limousine, Lacy waited while Kick said her goodbyes to Billy, who seemed to Lacy a very decent young man. Leaning back on the plush upholstery, she closed her eyes while their chaperone took a seat next to the driver in front. Her mind drifted to the invitation to share the flat on Gower Street with Tess and Pat, and she found herself smiling.

      I so love London … and my job … and now I’ll have a place to live with two people I think might become good friends!

      Lady Astor would expect Lacy to attend many more social events in the coming months, and by the time the London social season of 1938 was over, perhaps Lacy would have saved enough money to tell her mother and Grandmother Forbes to go to hell!

      Despite the threat of war, she was staying.
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        * * *

      

      The night sky had a faint pink glow on the horizon when they pulled up in front of 14 Prince’s Gate. Kick put her finger to her lips, quietly hissing, “Shhh … Let’s see if we can make it inside without a fuss.”

      A Marine guard opened the front door as they approached. Kick and Lacy tiptoed into the foyer and were about to climb the stairs when the guard pointed to a telegram on a silver tray resting on a highly polished mahogany table near the door.

      “It’s for you, Miss Forbes,” said the guard. “Mrs. Kennedy told me to be sure you saw it when you came in.”

      “Thank you,” Lacy murmured anxiously.

      Telegrams, in her experience, only heralded bad news.

      “Let’s take it upstairs,” Kick urged. “You can open it in my room.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Four

        

      

    

    
      Nodding to the guard, they lifted their gowns’ long skirts, hoisting their trailing organdy trains over their left arms, and trod carefully up the carpeted steps and along the hallway to Kick’s room.

      “Well, do you want to open it, or do you want me to?” Kick asked as she closed the door. Her worried expression warmed Lacy’s heart.

      Kick may be a friend worth having.

      “You’re a dear,” Lacy replied, “but I’d better open it.”

      Lacy sank down on the feather duvet cloaking Kick’s four-poster bed. Slowly, she peeled off her long white gloves, setting them to one side. Then she slit open the envelope and stared at the bold black print.

      
        
        DEATH IN THE FAMILY. STOP. RETURN IMMEDIATELY. STOP. TICKET ARRANGED ON PAN AM CLIPPER MONDAY. STOP. JUNE

      

      

      Since the moment Lacy’s mother, June Farrington Forbes, had married her second husband, Remington Rowe, who was seven years younger than she, June had demanded forthwith to be addressed by her first name only “and certainly not by that vulgarity, ‘Mom!’”

      As Lacy stared at the cable, her mind went numb except for wishing she could, indeed, “stop” June from inflicting the pain she had routinely caused so many. Given their outright parental neglect of both her and Teddy, Lacy had long since ceased thinking of either her mother or her stepfather as parents in the normal sense.

      Kick peered over Lacy’s shoulder at the telegram, murmuring, “It doesn’t say who has passed away.”

      The same question was already whirling through Lacy’s brain.

      Who died? she wondered. Please, not darling Granny Farr! Her heart clutched at the thought of the one person who’d cared about her welfare having left her world. Or perhaps the “death in the family” referred to her late father’s warhorse of a mother, Abigail Gardner Forbes, who invariably emphasized the “Gardner” when introduced to newcomers, as it was a surname ranked in the top echelons of Boston society. Lacy felt the fatigue of the long evening settle over her like a shroud prepared for whoever had died.

      “Well,” she said with a sigh, “in true Forbes family form, I guess I’ll find out who departed this life when I get back to the States.”

      Kick patted her shoulder sympathetically. “At least if I’m sent home to Boston at the end of the summer, we can take a train to see each other.”

      Lacy managed a weak smile. “Believe me,” she answered, “that is about the only good thing I have to look forward to.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As it turned out, the person whose funeral caused Lacy to fly across the Atlantic Ocean from abroad was not anyone she had expected.

      A haggard woman Lacy hardly recognized opened the door to Remington Rowe’s Fifth Avenue apartment. Her mother appeared utterly unlike the beautiful woman Lacy had always envied, with her classic cheekbones and startlingly translucent skin. Lacy peered past June’s right shoulder at the
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