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prologue

How quickly Marie had become used to her new routine. Breakfast for two in the morning—porridge cooked on the hob with water since milk was already becoming scarce. On days when she wasn’t working, she would tidy up and do any necessary food shopping before a small lunch. And, without fail, just around two o’clock, she’d listen for the brass flap of the letter box to squeak open and the second post to drop with a satisfying thunk onto the polished entryway floor.

Now she sat wrapped in a blanket in the corner of the big rose-patterned sofa that faced the mews she’d come to think of as home. She’d somehow managed to forget everything—the war, her worries, her fears—and relax into the pages of her book, a Rosamond Lehmann novel she’d borrowed from the built-in shelf next to the fireplace. Forbidden at her aunt and uncle’s flat, it seemed less daring here, as though she were the sort of woman who read about divorce and affairs every day.

Marie was so caught up that it was only when the letter box flap rattled back into place that she realized the post had arrived. Setting her book and blanket aside, she slipped her stockinged feet into a well-loved pair of slippers and rose.

Shivering, she pulled her light blue cardigan tighter as she stepped into the corridor and crouched to scoop up the scattered letters. She began flipping through them, looking for her name. She may technically have been a guest in this house, but she still received a letter or two a day.

Marie set aside two brown envelopes on the little sideboard. Three large square envelopes followed those. Then she saw her neatly typed name on a slim white envelope. She ripped it open.

Her hand began to tremble even as she stared down at the cheap paper, willing the sentences to rearrange themselves. Desperate for them to say something else. But there was no denying the typed words.

Her legs buckled under her, and she crumpled to the floor.


SAMANTHA

Now


one

Samantha clutched her passport, shifting from foot to foot as the line inched forward. All around her, her fellow passengers from the redeye to London yawned, stretched, and blinked against the fluorescent light of the immigration hall. She hardly noticed the jostle of bodies, her attention fully fixed on the weight of the package and the half-scribbled notes in her brown leather shoulder bag.

She should have made this trip earlier. “Never put off for tomorrow what you can do today,” one of the posters in her third-grade classroom read. It was stuck above the dry-erase board so her students couldn’t miss the warning against procrastination. But teaching that lesson and actually living it were two very different things.

A series of dings sent her digging into her purse to retrieve her phone. She’d connected to Heathrow’s Wi-Fi as soon as she was off the plane, but her messages had only just come through. There were six: one from her best friend in Chicago, Marisol, and five from Dad.

She read Marisol’s first:

Saw U landed on flight tracker. U okay? How was the flight?

She fired back a quick message:

Long trip but I’m feeling okay. Just need to get my bag and figure out the Tube. I’ll let you know when I meet her.

Then she clicked over to Dad’s messages. Rather than send one long message, he always wrote a text a sentence, leaving a string of stream-of-consciousness messages in his wake:

Hope you aren’t too tired, sweet pea.

Your mother and I are waiting up to hear from you so let us know when you land.

Your mother says she’s proud of you for doing this for her mother. I am, too.

Love you.

She smiled and shook her head, sending him a quick message:

Just landed. The flight wasn’t too bad. Will you and Mom go to bed? I don’t want to throw off your doubles game for your tennis tournament tomorrow. Love you both.

She slipped her phone back into her purse and pulled out her passport as she approached the front of the line. A guard behind a high desk checked it without comment, and she couldn’t help but be grateful she didn’t have to explain why she was in the country. If she had, what would she say? This trip wasn’t business, but it certainly wasn’t bringing her any pleasure either.

After collecting her small suitcase, she navigated through the customs gate past immigration and out into the bustle of Heathrow’s Terminal 5. Even after the crowded passport line, the shock of all of those people almost knocked her back. Loved ones hung over the sturdy silver barrier separating the arrivals space from the restricted area. Clusters of drivers in crumpled white shirts and slim black ties looked bored as they held up names on iPads or hastily scribbled on pieces of paper. Everyone here seemed to know who they were waiting for. They had a reason to be there.

You have a reason to be here, too, and there’s no more ignoring it.

She shook her head to throw off the thought and focused on her first challenge: getting to West London. It shouldn’t be too difficult. She took the El from her Lincoln Square apartment to school every weekday. She could navigate the Tube. And then it was just a matter of finding the right combination of streets that would lead her to the house.

Maybe it had been a mistake to accept Nora’s invitation to stay with her. The woman was 103 years old—it was incredible she was still living at home—but Nora had been insistent from the moment Samantha called the number her grandmother’s lawyer had provided. Every email exchange between Samantha and Nora contained some variation of the phrase I won’t hear of my dearest friend’s granddaughter coming all the way from America and staying at a hotel. You’ll stay with me. And you must meet David, too.

Samantha tilted her head back to read the signs overhead. Trains to her right. She settled her carry-on higher on her shoulder and adjusted her grip on her suitcase handle, but then she spotted a tall, dark-haired man holding a sign that read Samantha Morris, Chicago. Her name. Her city. But she didn’t have anyone here to pick her up from the airport.

Unless …

“Excuse me, are you David?” she asked, stopping in front of the man.

“Samantha?”

She swallowed. “Yes.”

David will meet you at Heathrow, one of Nora’s emails had read. But she’d batted away the offer. Being collected by her grandmother’s best friend’s grandson was a step too far. She wasn’t helpless. Except now that he was here, she couldn’t help but feel the tiniest bit of relief.

“I thought that might be you. You look like your photograph.” His hand dove into the pocket of his jacket and out came a photograph, a little bent at one corner. He handed it to her. “My grandmother gave me this to make sure I’d be able to spot you.”

She stared at the photo. “This was taken when I was eighteen, just before I left for college.”

“I did point out that it might be a little out of date, but she insisted. She said that your grandmother hardly aged from eighteen to forty, and you wouldn’t either.”

“I had no idea Grandma had sent this to her,” she said, toying with a crease at the corner.

The left side of his mouth tipped up, showing the hint of a dimple in his cheek. “You should prepare yourself for Gran to know quite a bit about you.”

She pressed a hand to the center of her chest and the guilt that had lodged itself there. She should know more about this woman who had clearly been dear to her mother’s mother, but Samantha had learned of Nora less than a year ago. There was so much of her grandmother’s life that remained a mystery, and it was her own fault.

“We should hop on the Tube. Gran has been tracking your flight since it was over Ireland and calling me every ten minutes to make sure I haven’t forgotten that I’m to pick you up,” David said, taking her suitcase so gently she hardly noticed he’d done it.

“She sounds like quite the woman,” she said as they fell into step.

David’s eyes slid over to hers, and the corner of his mouth kicked up again as though he were enjoying a joke that only he knew the punch line to. “Oh, she is.”

Throughout the entire trip into London on the Piccadilly line, David carried the burden of the conversation as Samantha’s foggy brain tried to contend with being rocketed six hours into the future. He was just telling her about his work as a strategy consultant for a digital marketing firm when he paused.

“Let me know if you’d like me to stop talking. It’s just that I always struggle to stay awake on the train back after flying in from the States and find distraction helps,” he said.

“Do you work in the US often?” she asked.

“From time to time. It depends on the client and the project.”

“Well, please don’t feel as though you need to stop talking. If I don’t have something to focus on, I think I’ll fall fast asleep,” she said.

“Gran will help, too. She’s thrilled you’re visiting and will want to hear all about your family.”

She shifted in her seat, acutely aware of the notebook filled with halfstarted ideas and crossed-out lines that was wedged in her purse. “I don’t know what I’ll be able to tell her that she doesn’t already know. Nora said she wrote Grandma Marie letters right up until she died.”

He nodded. “Your grandmother was one of the few people she would still write to with pen and paper. She has arthritis in some of her fingers, and holding a pen can be uncomfortable. She mostly emails now, although she is a demon with texting, too. I taught her how to use dictation software about six months ago, and she’s better at it than I am.”

Samantha found that she liked the idea of a 103-year-old woman so effortlessly adapting to technology that stumped people fifty years her junior.

After they transferred at South Kensington and rode the District line three stops to West Kensington, David led her up the stairs and out of the train station to a large street he told her was North End Road. Black cabs, red buses, motorcyclists, and cars streamed by on the wrong side of the road. People lined up outside of a minuscule boutique coffee shop. A couple of schoolgirls in matching blazers and pleated skirts shrieked and ran, pursued by a pair of boys in maroon sweaters and navy trousers.

“They’re still in classes?” she mused out loud.

David glanced over. “What was that?”

“I’m just surprised. I’m an elementary school teacher, so my life has always been dictated by academic year. It’s actually the reason I’m here now. We let out the third week of June, but I gave myself a week off before traveling,” she said, trying not to think about how she’d also let the academic year serve as a convenient excuse to put off her trip until now.

“Then you have good timing. Schools don’t let out here until closer to the end of July, which is when most people with kids go on holiday. It can become a little hectic traveling,” he said.

They turned off the main road, and David led her down a couple of side streets before stopping in front of a three-story white Victorian terraced house. He pulled out a key, opened the door, and stepped back to let Samantha pass him.

“David, is that you?” called a voice through an open door off the hallway on her right. The voice was aged, but unmistakably strong. “Is Samantha with you?”

“In you go,” he said, nodding to the door with a smile of encouragement.

Keeping her left hand wrapped around her purse strap to hide its tremble, Samantha edged through the doorway and into a wide room painted in a soft white with two bay windows that looked out over the street. Generous deep blue curtains fell in graceful folds to the floor, and a black iron fireplace topped with an elaborately carved mantel on one end of the room emitted a sense of grandeur and comfort all at once. And sitting near that fireplace in a high-backed wing chair was an old woman who sported a carefully combed snow-white bob and cherry-red lips. Nora Fowler.

Nora, who Samantha could see was tall even sitting down, was swathed in a gray cardigan with a colorful silk scarf tied at her throat. Near at hand on a side table rested a late-model iPhone and a slim computer.

“You must be Marie’s granddaughter,” said Nora, nudging her glasses up her nose to study Samantha with sharp pale blue eyes.

“Hello,” said Samantha, the leather of her purse strap cutting into her hand as she gripped it even tighter.

“My word, you look like her. You have the same hair.” Samantha had to resist the urge to fuss with her shoulder-length blond hair.

“I’m glad David found you,” Nora continued. “I should’ve known when he didn’t text me.”

David, who’d just rounded the door, swooped in to give his grandmother a kiss on the cheek. “I should’ve texted you.”

“Yes, you should have. Come, sit with me, Samantha,” said Nora, gesturing to the sofa across from her.

Samantha sank down into the spot. “Thank you for sending David. He has been a great help.”

“I didn’t want you lost and wandering around London, although he very rightly pointed out that it’s difficult to become lost these days with mobile phones. Still, I couldn’t take the risk. Not when you said you have something for me.”

Samantha sucked in a breath. She had expected to have a little more time to … she didn’t know. Make small talk and drink tea? Wasn’t that how her grandmother had said Brits started every visit? But somehow Samantha doubted that small talk had ever interested the woman in front of her.

“When Grandma died, I found out that she’d made me the executor of her will,” said Samantha, pulling out the packet she’d carried with her from Chicago.

“Not your mother or your aunt or uncle?” asked Nora.

She hesitated. “I was surprised, too. If there was a motivation behind the decision, Grandma never shared it with anyone. She laid out her wishes, and she had three very specific instructions. She wanted a memorial service, not a funeral, and she was very clear that it should be celebratory, not sad.”

A soft smile touched Nora’s lips. “What’s left of my generation has seen too much sadness to want to invite any more somberness into the world.”

“She liked summer best, so the ceremony will be next month.” A sudden wave of longing for her grandmother’s soft accented words, brilliantly colored dresses, and orange blossom perfume came over her. She wanted to hear Grandma Marie call her mein Liebling again. Samantha cleared her throat around a lump of emotion. “The next request was that she wanted me to deliver this to you. In her will, Grandma said it had to be delivered by hand. She wanted to make sure that you received it.”

“What is it?” asked Nora, eyeing the parcel in Samantha’s lap. “I don’t know, actually. All the instructions said was that it’s meant for you. I’m sorry that it’s taken me until now to bring it to you.”

“She died last October,” said Nora.

“I’m a teacher. I couldn’t—” She stopped herself. “I could have asked for a leave of absence from my school. I could’ve made arrangements to come sooner, but I didn’t.”

“Why did you wait? I’m one hundred and three years old. Time isn’t something I have a great deal of,” said Nora, managing to sound teasing rather than sharp.

“It hasn’t been easy losing her. We were very close when I was a girl, but then I went to college,” she said.

“And life got in the way?” Nora finished for her.

Samantha nodded, the shame coursing through her.

“What was the third request?” asked David.

She started, realizing she’d forgotten he was there. “Oh, I’m supposed to give her eulogy at the ceremony.”

“Not an easy thing,” said Nora.

“No. I have a whole notebook of ideas in my purse, but nothing sticks. How do you eulogize a woman when all you really know about her is that she was a sweet grandmother who drank coffee all day and hummed Nina Simone songs while she mopped the kitchen floors? Her life was more than that.”

Nora smiled. “Much more. Remember, I knew her before any of us knew who Nina Simone was.”

Tell me! It was on the tip of Samantha’s tongue. Most of her memories of her grandmother were from her childhood. She remembered snowy winter afternoons hunched over a puzzle together at the dining room table. She recalled how Grandma Marie would sneak more marshmallows into her hot chocolate than her parents would allow. She could almost feel the heavy clack of the old antique typewriter as she pretended to interview Grandma Marie and write up little stories to proudly hand out to her family members, her own little newsletter.

Then the memories became more vivid but somehow less personal. Samantha breezing by her grandmother in the living room on her way to go out with friends. Begging off the early start to cooking Christmas lunch because she was in college and she was going to use every extra moment to catch up on the sleep she hadn’t gotten during the semester. Samantha had started to grow up, and her relationship with her grandmother had slipped to the background of her life.

Now, sitting in a living room more than three thousand miles away from home, Samantha lifted up the package her grandmother had entrusted her with. “So here it is.”

“Bring it here,” said Nora.

Carefully, she placed it in the old woman’s lap and watched Nora’s fingers glide over the thick manila envelope. They lingered on the address written in faded ink. “David, be a darling and help me with this.”

He stood and leaned down to peel back the flap of the envelope. “Would you like me to take the things out of it?” he asked.

“I’m not helpless, David,” Nora chided him.

Samantha watched as Nora began to draw out bundles of paper tied with string—six in total—and a velvet bag.

“What are they?” asked David, peering over his grandmother’s shoulder.

Nora let out a long sigh. “My letters from the war. I sent them from all over, but you’ll be able to tell the ones I wrote when I was on leave because I always marked that I wrote them from Cranley Mews. I was so proud of that house. I bought it before the war when young women did not own their own homes. David’s uncle Colin lives there now with his partner, Greg. And I had a job, too—quite modern, really.”

Nora picked up the velvet bag, undid the drawstrings, and tipped it onto its side. Out into her wrinkled hand fell a thin gold chain and pendant set with a deep blue stone.

“That looks like yours,” said David.

“David, will you go fetch my jewelry box?” his grandmother asked, her eyes still fixed on the pendant.

“Are you okay?” Samantha asked Nora as David slipped out of the room.

The old woman looked up, as though just remembering that Samantha was there, too. “Yes. Nostalgia has a way of creeping up on me these days.”

Samantha watched as she set the necklace aside, undid the ribbon on one of the bundles, and pulled the top letter out of its envelope.

“ ‘The twenty-sixth of February, forty-four,’ ” Nora read. “ ‘Dear Marie, I know if I tell you where I am the censor will only black it out, so all I will say is that I’ve never experienced a February day like this one.’ ” Nora glanced at her. “I had been dispatched to Afghanistan. I don’t think I’ve ever been hotter in my life.”

David came back, a black leather box fashioned in the style of a small steamer trunk in his hands. He set it down next to his grandmother’s laptop and waited as she opened the box and pulled out the stacked trays. Rings studded with gems of all colors caught the light, and rows of earrings sat like bonbons in a chocolate box. Nora lifted the lid of a little built-in box and drew out a necklace on a gold chain from which hung the pendant’s twin.

“I gave this to your grandmother, Samantha,” she said, gesturing to the necklace from the velvet pouch. Then she ran her thumb over the necklace she’d just retrieved. “This one was our friend Hazel’s. And this”—she reached into the neckline of her sweater—“is mine. It’s lapis lazuli. I had them made for us out of a bracelet I used to wear. I wanted to make sure that no matter what happened during the war, we would always have a piece of each other with us.”

“Did you say Hazel?” asked Samantha.

“Yes. Why?” asked Nora.

Samantha rummaged around in her purse until she found her passport. She flipped to the identification page and then held it out for the older woman to see.

“My middle name is Hazel. Samantha Hazel Morris. But all I know about her is that she’s a family friend I’ve never met. Who is she?”

“Was. She died about twenty years ago. You probably were too young to remember your grandmother coming over to visit Hazel and me every five years or so,” said Nora. For a long moment, she sat silent, but then she nodded, as though making up her mind. “David, will you go put the kettle on? I think we’re going to need fortifications for this, and I’m sure Samantha is tired from her trip. A cup of tea will perk us all up.”

“Now.” Nora turned her attention back to Samantha. “I met your grandmother in 1928, when she and Hazel and I were all put in a dormitory together. The Ethelbrook Misfits, we called ourselves that first term, although the name never stuck.”


MARIE

August 1939 to October 1939


two

AUGUST 25, 1939

The threat of war hung heavy in the air, refusing to dissipate with the fog each late summer morning. It was impossible to ignore as Marie shuffled around a newspaperman who stood outside the Hyde Park Corner tube station shouting, “Britain signs on to help Poland! Mutual assistance treaty!” as he hawked the evening edition.

Marie ducked her head and hurried on, knowing that buying an evening edition of the paper would only delay her more. She’d stopped at the shop around the corner from work to pick up two extra batteries after seeing the queue at lunch, and it had taken her twice as long as she’d thought it would to hand over her shillings. Still, her handbag was heavy with the batteries now, and she knew she’d made the right choice, because if war came there was sure to be a run on them.

If? When. She gritted her teeth and shoved the thought back as though that would somehow keep Hitler from grasping for any more of Europe.

She was nearly panting by the time the Harlan Club came into view, its proud redbrick face embellished with a cornice of white stone—a gem even on stately Mount Street. Wallace, the doorman, stood tall in his oxblood uniform coat, ready and waiting for the arrival of any of the Harlan’s ladies as they popped in for cocktails or a bit of supper before a Friday night at the theater. She may not have been a member, but she liked to think that she might one day be mistaken for the sort of woman who could walk up to this building knowing she belonged.

Wallace opened the door and, with a tug on the brim of his black top hat, folded into a half bow. “Good evening, Miss Bohn.”

“Good evening, Wallace. Has Miss Walcott arrived?” she asked.

“I’m afraid not, Miss Bohn, but I’m sure Mrs. Harper will make you comfortable while you wait.”

Drat. Mrs. Harper, the club’s receptionist, always glared at her as though Marie intended to filch the club’s silverware when her back was turned.

“Marie!” called Hazel from the club’s lobby with a cheerful wave that sent her strawberry-blond pageboy sweeping her shoulders. “I was just wondering where you’d gotten to.”

“Batteries,” she said, leaning over to brush her friend’s cheek with a kiss light enough that her cherry-red Tangee lipstick didn’t transfer.

“That was me last Saturday. Forty minutes to buy two tins of potatoes, one of peas, and six boxes of matches. None of the government’s warnings against hoarding seem to be making a bit of difference.”

“I suppose everyone’s afraid there might be rationing again.” The Harlan’s grandfather clock chimed the quarter hour. “Is that really the time?”

“At least you’re not as late as Nora. I feel as though we’ve been waiting for her to show up whenever we meet ever since we were at school.”

“Because we have,” said Marie.

“Well, Mrs. Harper and I have spent the last quarter hour becoming quite fast friends,” said Hazel with a grin.

The receptionist glared over the edge of the desk she sat behind. If the Harlan were a medieval castle, Wallace merely operated the drawbridge. Mrs. Harper was the true gatekeeper, always watching at her perch. The stout, sour-faced woman, who knew every club member on sight, had never really approved of their band of three’s habit of meeting at the Harlan on the last Friday of every month. Luckily, there was little she could do. Marie and Hazel were Nora’s friends, and while she may not have been able to guarantee them membership to the exclusive—and expensive—club, Nora had enough clout to make sure they would always be welcome as guests.

Wallace swung the door open again, and Nora rushed in, her color high and her black handbag slapping against her side.

“Is Scotland Yard after you? You’re practically running,” said Hazel.

“I know, I know. I’m late,” said Nora, her gasps of breath making her cut-glass accent even more pronounced as she stooped to kiss each of them on the cheek. “I’m sorry.”

“Marie was late, too,” said Hazel.

“No one likes a tattletale,” said Marie.

“Like the time you told Miss Burford that I was sneaking sweets in the back of math class?” Nora asked.

Hazel shrugged as Marie and Nora handed off their coats to Mrs. Harper. “In my defense, I was thirteen, and it was only because you never shared your sweets—a character flaw, I will point out, that has not improved with age.”

“If we’re going to start the evening by pointing out all of my bad qualities, can I at least be armed with a drink?” asked Nora.

The Harlan’s bar shared much of its design with the rest of London’s much older Clubland properties, most haunted by gentlemen whose father’s fathers had put their names down on the register the day they were born. The chandeliers were heavy brass and crystal, and gilt-edged mirrors lined three of the four walls. The pitch emanating from the room, however, was higher and altogether more distinctive, because the Harlan was entirely a woman’s domain. The Founding Few, including Nora’s grandmother, had started it in the waning years of the last century. Marie knew Nora relished telling the story of the ladies all sitting together in a Belgravia drawing room after a dinner party, talking about what an injustice it was that their husbands could swan off to their clubs whenever they felt like escaping the country or their families. Then one enterprising lady asked, “Why can’t we do the same?”

Determined and well funded, the ladies had drummed up a membership, secured dues, and signed a lease on a property in the space of three months. From its opening, the Harlan offered respectable rooms to distinguished ladies for whom staying in a hotel without a chaperone was simply too scandalous. By all accounts, it had been a little bit home, a little bit meeting place, but mostly it had been a sanctuary.

Now, decades later, the three friends claimed the small cluster of armchairs closest to the Harlan bar’s large iron-fronted fireplace. It would be some weeks before the weather turned cold enough for the staff to stack the grate with heavy logs and light a roaring fire, but Marie had always liked this spot, even in the warmer months.

“I swear the Underground is worse every day. I was stuck on a train that wouldn’t move for ten minutes,” said Nora, explaining away her tardiness.

“It’s only going to be worse if they decide to institute the blackout. Just think of it, not a single light allowed on the trains aboveground at night or in the stations,” said Hazel.

“We’ll be living by torchlight,” said Marie, increasingly glad for the batteries in her handbag.

“What does Nathaniel think of all this?” Nora asked.

Hazel rolled her eyes at the mention of her husband. “He thinks the whole world has gone barmy. That all of this is just Hitler grandstanding, and that the Munich Agreement will be enough to keep him at bay.”

The prime minister, Neville Chamberlain, had held off Hitler with the Munich Agreement almost a year ago, and much of Britain had breathed a collective sigh of relief. There would not be another war, they’d assured themselves. Now it looked less and less like a guarantee of “peace in our time,” even if many people, like Hazel’s husband, clung to it with all their might.

“But what of the Germans and the USSR signing a pact?” Marie asked, remembering a rather spirited debate a set of undergraduates were having earlier that week when she walked by them on her way to the German Department. “And the evening editions all have our treaty with Poland on the front page.”

Hazel sighed. “Nathaniel refuses to speak to me about any of it. He thinks I’m warmongering.”

“The thing that all of the girls in the Home Office can’t stop talking about is this new program out of Hamburg. The host claims to be a former British diplomat who’s seen the light and gone over to support Hitler,” said Nora.

“Henrik insists on playing that,” said Marie, her lips curling in disgust at the mention of her cousin’s favorite program.

“I’ve never heard of it,” Hazel said.

Nora leaned in, lowering her voice. “No one is supposed to be listening to it because it’s pure propaganda, so of course everyone is. I’m sure it sends the BBC into fits that it can even get through.”

“The man who hosts it is awful. He says the worst things about the British. Naturally, Henrik finds it hilarious,” said Marie.

“The host sounds like one of us,” said Nora.

“He sounds like you. Not me,” Marie pointed out. When she’d arrived in this country from Munich, she’d tried to lose her accent, but no matter what she did it lingered. Most days it was soft—but recognizable nonetheless—but if she was ever angry or drank one glass of wine too many, it came out in full force. Which is why she never let herself lose her temper or indulge in “just one more drink.” She’d learned over the years that it was best to make everyone around her more comfortable by being just that little bit less. Less German, less aggressive, less objectionable.

“Marie, have you had any word from your mother?” Hazel asked.

She dipped her chin, wishing her friends didn’t know her so well that they’d spot a lie from one hundred paces. “Yes.”

“But surely that’s a good thing,” said Hazel, always optimistic.

“What did her letter say?” Nora asked.

She unsnapped the top of her handbag and pulled out the letter, now soft from being read over and over. “Here. It’s in French.” All of her letters over the years had been in French. Hannah Bohn acted more like a nineteenth-century Russian princess than a German businessman’s wife, forsaking her native language for the elegance of French.

“You read it,” said Hazel, nodding to Nora. “Your French always was better than mine.”

“ ‘Dear daughter,’ ” Nora read, translating as she went. “ ‘We are well. The Schmieds asked after you yesterday evening as they always do, and Horst in particular was interested to hear that you had not been back to Munich in so many years. He says he misses you.’ ” Nora glanced up at her. “Who is Horst?”

Marie blushed and waved away the question. “Just a boy I used to play with. Skip down to the middle of the page.”

“Spoilsport,” said Hazel.

Nora skimmed down and resumed reading. “Here we are. ‘You know that nothing bores me more than these questions you ask about politics. We did not send you away to school for you to cultivate an interest in things that are no business of a young lady.’ Well, that is rich.”

“Keep reading,” said Marie.

“ ‘It’s fortunate for you that your father is more amused than insulted by all of this,’ ” Nora read. “ ‘He tells me to write that he would never do anything to sacrifice the health of the business or our life here in Munich. He doubts there will be any war at all, and that the very best thing for him to do is to remain a friend to everyone.’ So they’re taking a stance of neutrality?”

Marie leaned over and plucked the letter out of Nora’s grasp. “So it would seem.” Mutter acts as though the threat of war is a mild irritation, while it is all I can think about.

“What does the rest of the letter say?” Hazel asked.

“One of their neighbors’ daughters had her fourth child, and that same woman’s youngest has joined the League of German Girls and already has a half dozen boyfriends. She also asks when I’ll stop wasting my time in England and come home to marry. Of course, it would be a man carefully selected from an appropriate family—probably one in metal or who makes a part that Vatter could use in his engines.”

“And you still don’t think they would ever join the Nazi Party?” Nora asked. “There are all sorts of stories …”

“No,” said Marie firmly. “Vatter has too many foreign contracts at the factory to want Germany at war, cut off from the rest of Europe. It almost killed the business during the last war when my grandfather was still alive. He will not want that again. Honestly, can’t we talk about something else?” she asked.

Nora’s eyes darted over to Hazel. “Can I ask how you’re doing?”

The gentleness of Nora’s voice—usually so direct and forceful—belied the importance of the question. Marie could see Hazel digging her fingers into her thigh, grounding herself.

“I’m as well as can be expected,” said Hazel.

Marie glanced around to make sure no one was listening and lowered her voice. “Did you go to the doctor?”

Hazel bit her lip and nodded. “He says there’s nothing more that can be done. We just need to keep trying, but we’ve been trying for six years. Ever since …”

Moving in tandem, Marie and Nora each picked up Hazel’s hands.

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked,” said Nora.

Hazel shook her head. “I want you to ask. It’s just difficult. I should know by now not to become excited, but this one was almost three months along. I thought we might finally have a chance.”

The yearning in Hazel’s voice tore at Marie’s heart. She knew how badly her friend wanted a baby. How every month Hazel would tense with anticipation. How often she’d been disappointed. How elated she’d been the three times she’d realized she was pregnant. How each of the miscarriages had knocked Hazel back, threatening to plunge her into the darkness that had swallowed her when she’d lost her first baby, just weeks after marrying Nathaniel.

“Enough,” said Hazel, tipping her head back and blinking rapidly as though fighting tears. “There’s too much depressing talk in the world right now. It’s our Friday together. Let’s enjoy it.”

Pierre, the Harlan’s long-standing bartender, set down their usual drinks in front of them, and each of the women took a moment to sip from hers.

“Tell us what happened at the agency this week,” said Nora, leaning her chin in her hand so that her bangles—all gifts from her grandmother—clinked as they settled halfway down her arm.

A little glint lit up Hazel’s eyes, and Marie couldn’t have been more thankful for Nora’s ability to pull Hazel back into the light.

“You won’t believe me when I tell you,” said Hazel.

“This is promising,” said Marie, smiling gamely.

“The Repeater is back.”

Nora snorted as Marie groaned, “Doesn’t that man have any pride?”

“Clearly not, and this time he’s grown a mustache and dyed his hair raven’s-wing black,” said Hazel.

Tales of the Repeater had been a staple of their monthly suppers since the man had first shown up at the door of the Mayfair Matrimonial Agency, where Hazel worked as a matchmaker. The third son of a baronet with impeccable breeding but a serious deficiency of funds, the Repeater at first had seemed promising enough that Hazel suggested Nora might give him a go. Nora had laughed it off—just as she did all of Hazel’s matchmaking suggestions—and a good thing, too. Hazel soon learned that no matter whom she matched him with, the woman would never be good enough. The lady would be too talkative, too tall, too rosycheeked, too blond, too made-up, too stupid, too well read. The Repeater was impossible to please.

“If you tell me that you’ve set him up again, I’ll walk straight out of this bar,” said Nora.

“Then it’s been lovely seeing you, because I’m determined to find him a Mrs. Repeater,” said Hazel, her eyes narrowing at the thought of solving the puzzle of her troublesome client. “Although at this point I’m suspicious that he’s mostly interested in watching me jump through hoops like a trained circus poodle.”

“Perhaps he keeps coming back because of you,” suggested Marie.

Her friend scowled. “You say that every time I mention a difficult client.”

“And yet you still don’t believe us,” said Marie.

“Even after that grocer with two stores in Fulham who proposed with a cut-glass sapphire ring,” said Nora. “You said he wouldn’t stop telling you about his plans to expand his empire with you by his side.”

“Oh, stop teasing me. I have Nathaniel. I’m happy,” said Hazel with a sniff.

Marie caught Nora’s eye, but neither said a word.

“Well, God help the poor girl who ends up with the Repeater, whomever she is,” muttered Nora, adjusting her steel-rimmed glasses before taking a sip of her gimlet.

“Do you know, it’s funny, with all of this talk of war you would think that business would be slowing down. Instead, it’s never been better. I had three new clients at the agency today,” said Hazel.

“Anyone interesting?” asked Marie.

Hazel scrunched up her nose in thought. “One. A widower. Actually, Nora, you might know him. His late wife’s family runs with your mother’s set.”

“That is not necessarily a recommendation. What is his name?” asked Nora.

“You know I don’t share names,” said Hazel.

“What are Marie and I going to do with his name?” Nora argued back. “Plus, if I do know him, I might be able to help.”

Hazel sighed. “Mr. Richard Calloway.”

Nora cocked her head in thought. “It doesn’t ring any bells.”

“What happened to Mr. Calloway’s wife?” asked Marie.

“Cancer. He didn’t go into too much detail, but it all sounds very tragic,” said Hazel.

“Poor man,” said Marie.

“He’s good-looking in a quiet, elegant sort of way. Smart, too. A civil engineer,” said Hazel.

“Like Onkel Albrecht,” said Marie.

“Precisely,” said Hazel. “I think he’s going to be one of the considered ones. Hard to place, but when he knows, he’ll know.”

“That’s better than jumping into things feetfirst, I suppose,” said Nora.

“If you’re interested …”

Nora scowled at Hazel. “Don’t you dare.”

Hazel sighed. “I wish you would let me match you up. Either of you.”

“Not a chance,” said Nora with a firm shake of her head.

“Marie?” Hazel asked hopefully. “You know, I won’t simply pair you up with just anyone. I am actually quite good at my job.”

“You know we think you’re a smashing matchmaker,” said Nora. “It’s my skills as a prospective wife you should worry about. I’m hardly at home because I’m usually at the Home Office—”

“Working too hard for a boss who doesn’t really appreciate you?” Hazel filled in sweetly.

Now it was Nora’s turn to scowl. “All I’m saying is that I’m hardly domesticated myself. How could I possibly be expected to keep a husband?”

“A husband is not a dog. It isn’t as though you’d need to walk him every day,” said Hazel.

Nora shrugged. “Still.”

“Marie?” asked Hazel.

“Oh, no, thank you,” she said in a rush.

“Why not?” Hazel pushed.

“I—”

“Maybe she already has a man in mind,” Nora teased.

Marie’s mouth opened then shut again. Was she that transparent? She couldn’t lie to her friends, but there were things she kept from them—little bits of herself she wasn’t yet ready to share—and Neil was one of them.

“Don’t worry, Marie. You needn’t tell a soul until you’re ready,” said Hazel, leaning over to pat her arm.

“There’s no one,” Marie insisted before realizing she was fussing with the hem of her skirt for no good reason.

“Mm-hmm. Marie’s the kind of dark horse who won’t tell us that she’s seeing a fellow until two weeks before there’s a ring on her finger,” said Nora.

“And you’re the kind who would telephone the day before her wedding and invite everyone around without letting them know what the celebration is for,” Marie shot back.

Nora pointed to herself. “I’m not planning a trip to the altar, remember.”

Hazel slumped dramatically into her chair. “I don’t know why I bother.”

“Frankly, darling,” said Nora, “neither do we.”


three

The mornings were Marie’s favorite time of day. Rising an hour earlier than anyone else in the family, she could pretend that she had the flat to herself, except for Frau Hafner, who came before any of them awoke. Her aunt and uncle’s housekeeper would set out toast and pale yellow butter for Marie along with the tall, chipped stoneware coffeepot that radiated comforting heat. Even after years of school breakfasts and teas while boarding at Ethelbrook, Marie couldn’t understand the British devotion to the insipid brown water that was tea.

Steam curled up off the coffee as she poured it into her cup. A twinge of guilt gripped her, as it did every morning. Her aunt and uncle lived a comfortable life, although it didn’t touch the grandeur that Nora had given up when she’d left the family home after her father’s death. Still, Marie knew that if Neil ever found out that the Müllers employed a housekeeper to cook and clean five days a week, he’d disapprove.

So when Marie left her aunt and uncle’s home every day, she became a different woman. No longer was she the devoted niece who had spent months helping Tante Matilda work intricate lace for the antimacassars that covered the sofa and armchairs in the sitting room of their Bloomsbury flat. She became Marie the university secretary, and every other Monday, she would take the bus to Tottenham and become Marie the comrade. That version of herself could walk into a party meeting next to Neil, shoulders back and head held high. That Marie felt special.

Neil had asked her twice before she’d agreed to attend her first meeting of the Communist Party of Great Britain. Even then she wouldn’t have said yes if it hadn’t been for Anna, the secretary to the Russian Department. Her offices were just two doors down from the German Department, which Marie kept running in perfect order. Anna often came along for a chat at midmorning, cigarette hanging from her long fingers and cup of coffee in her other hand. But for all that Marie liked Anna, her friend enjoyed stirring the pot just because she could.

Anna had been leaning against Marie’s desk, speaking with great authority on the “reducing” effect of cigarettes, when Neil walked out of Herr Gunter’s office. As the graduate student who showed the most promise and seemed most likely to obtain the one vacant role in the department after completing his dissertation, Neil had the run of the place. The way he swaggered into the offices might’ve repelled Marie, except that she found herself drawn to the sheer charisma of him. At some point, she finally admitted to Anna that he was handsome. Anna had teased her but agreed, and Marie had felt a squeeze of jealousy in her chest.

On that day, he stopped in front of Marie’s desk, his hip leaning against the edge of the pressed wood. “Do you want to come see me speak tonight?”

“Speak?” Anna asked.

“At a meeting of the CPGB—sorry, the Communist Party of Great Britain,” said Neil.

“I know what the CPGB is,” said Anna, flicking a bit of ash into the tray Marie kept on the far corner of her desk.

“It’s just a party meeting, not a rally, but I could use the moral support all the same.” Neil grinned down at her. “I’ve been asking Marie to come with me for months, but she always says no.”

“Is that right?” Anna asked, casting her a sly look.

“It isn’t the easiest thing to get away on a Monday night,” Marie protested.

“I think what’s really the matter is that her aunt and uncle disapprove of radical politics,” Neil told Anna.

He was right, but that didn’t make Marie any less annoyed when Anna’s eyes narrowed—a sure sign she was about to do something mortifying.

“I’m sure Mr. and Mrs. Müller wouldn’t mind if you were to attend meetings of the Women’s Institute. Such a good Christian organization,” said Anna.

Marie stared at her. “You want me to lie to my aunt and uncle?”

Anna shrugged. “People do it all the time.”

That might be the case, but Marie didn’t. Not to Tante Matilda and Onkel Albrecht. How could she risk their disappointment, when they had done so much for her? They’d given her a home, a family, a life here in London. They’d welcomed her to stay when nothing waited for her back in Germany but empty days and hollow disappointment.

“I couldn’t lie to them,” said Marie.

Neil laughed. “You sound horrified, kleine Maus.”

Little mouse. It was the sort of endearment a man might bestow on his girlfriend—or a parent on a child. But there was something about hearing him say it that made her believe that maybe one day he, Neil Havitt, prodigy of Herr Gunter and one of Royal Imperial University’s bright stars, might see her as something other than the department’s diminutive secretary.

“I’ll go.”

Neil and Anna looked at her. “What will you tell your aunt and uncle?” he asked.

She pressed her lips together, unsure of whether he was teasing her or not. “I will think of something.”

“What about you, Anna?” he asked.

Anna’s glaze flicked between Marie and Neil, and then she blew a stream of smoke out of the corner of her mouth. “Another time, maybe. I’m engaged this Monday.”

“Then it will just be Marie watching, and I’ll consider myself a lucky man,” he said with a wink for Marie. He’d strolled off to the office he shared with another graduate student, leaving Anna holding back her laughter.

Faced with her commitment to Neil, Marie had, in fact, told her aunt and uncle the fib about the Women’s Institute. It was so little a lie that it wouldn’t hurt them, she’d rationalized. Tante Matilda had been delighted Marie had decided to join the thoroughly respectable group of do-gooder women, which had made Marie’s stomach clench, but she smiled through the discomfort. On the following Monday evening, she’d met Neil for the bus to Tottenham.

The party meeting had been a crush of people, all greeting each other and chatting. He seemed to know everyone and introduced her around as she hung close to his side until it was time for the speeches.

Neil had spoken fourth out of a lineup of six and had come off the stage wearing a light sheen of sweat on his brow and a triumphant glow.

“How was it?” he asked, dabbing at his forehead with a handkerchief.

“You were brilliant,” she said, although in truth his speech had been shorter than she’d expected. She was so used to Neil, the apple of the German Department’s eye, that she’d been a little disappointed when he hadn’t been the main speaker.

But before she could examine that thought any further, he’d leaned down and kissed her on the cheek, pausing long enough to say quietly, “Thank you, kleine Maus.”

She’d let him persuade her to come to the next meeting two weeks later, and then the next. That had been four months ago.

A door creaked open somewhere in the flat as
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