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Dedication

To all who believe in the magic of Christmas.

And to Lucia Macro, for everything.





Epigraph

“I will honour Christmas in my heart, and try to keep it all the year.”

—From A Christmas Carol, by Charles Dickens
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1952

“Wherever you are, either at home or away, in snow or in sunshine, I give you my affectionate greetings, with every good wish for Christmas and the New Year.”

Queen Elizabeth II, Christmas Day 1952





Queen Elizabeth II

Buckingham Palace, December 1952 

December arrives with a blanket of thick fog and a flurry of activity as the staff begin their preparations for Christmas. I am reassured by the familiar traditions—the arrival of the trees, the planning of menus, the many cards to be signed—and yet even in these well-worn tasks there is change.

I feel my father’s steady hand guiding me as I carefully sign my name beneath the Christmas wishes. Elizabeth R. My new signature feels as strange and unfamiliar as the person I have become.

Elizabeth Regina. Elizabeth II. Queen. 

I glance at Grandpa England’s coronation photograph on the desk, and then at Papa’s beside it, and imagine the weight of the St. Edward’s crown on my head. I smile lightly, remembering the time Papa let me try it on. I can hardly believe he won’t be with us this Christmas, can hardly believe such a vibrant happy life was taken by the cruelest of illnesses, leaving me, his eldest daughter, on the throne far too soon. “You can do this, Lilibet,” I hear him say. “And you will be wonderful.” 

I dip my head in silent acknowledgment. I can, and I will. 

A light knock on the door catches my attention, and one of the groundsmen steps inside. “They’re here, ma’am.” 

I put down my pen and stand. “Jolly good. Do they look nice?”

He smiles. “Rather splendid this year, ma’am.”

A sense of childish anticipation washes over me. “Come along then, Susan, Sugar! Time to inspect the trees!” 

My dear corgis stir from their slumber beneath the desk at the sound of their names. I rub their velvet-soft ears and take a treat from my pocket as they follow me along the corridors. I hum Tchaikovsky’s Nutcracker Suite under my breath, the music still in my ears after a recent trip to the ballet. How can one not be infected by the magic of Christmas, even when one is filled with sorrow.

Downstairs, we are met with a bustle of activity. 

The trees are, indeed, magnificent. Three noble firs, grown on the grounds at Windsor Great Park, ready to be decorated in lights and colorful baubles. Holly boughs, fragrant evergreen wreaths, and garlands already drape the fireplaces and the grand staircase. Soon, stuffy old Buckingham Palace will glow with Christmas cheer and sparkle with hundreds of glittering ornaments. A smile crosses my lips.

Philip arrives in a burst of cold damp air, arms full of books on flight and air travel.

“There you are, Lilibet.” He plants a kiss on my cheek. 

“Yes. Here I am.”

“This bloody fog is exasperating,” he says. “Damned impossible to fly.”

“Dangerous, too.” I frown as I walk to the window. The government has issued an instruction to the public to remain indoors as much as possible, but many have ignored the plea. There have already been a number of horrible accidents. “I do hope it blows over soon.”

“They expect it to last until the end of the week, at least.” He sighs as he drapes an arm around my shoulders. “Might as well get on with it then, I suppose.” 

I look at him. “With what?”

“Your speech, darling.” 

My stomach cartwheels at the prospect of the message I am to deliver over the wireless on Christmas Day. I am far more nervous about it than I thought I would be. How truly awful it must have been for poor Papa every year as he tripped and stumbled over his words. “Won’t Tommy handle all of that?”

“Given half a chance, yes. He’d probably read out the bloody thing, too.”

“Philip!” I scold, but I can’t suppress a smile. My husband is wary of certain members of the household staff that I have inherited from my father.

“You must write your own message, before your private secretary puts words in your mouth. Say what you want to say, not what the establishment thinks you should say.”

He’s right. As usual. “Very well,” I concede. “But perhaps a spot of lunch first. I work better on a full stomach. Speaking of which, I still need to decide on the Christmas menus for Sandringham.”

“What’s the decision? Powdered egg or Spam? How many dishes will be comprised mostly of potato?”

I laugh. Rationing is still making formal meals and menus very tricky to plan. The kitchen staff certainly have their work cut out for them. “I think we can do a little better than that. We have some new staff joining the Sandringham team apparently. Maybe they will find something inventive to do with whatever supplies they can acquire.”

Philip laughs. “Inventive? At Sandringham? I’m not sure they’ve even heard of the word. Anyway, come along. I’m famished.”

But that is precisely what we all need to be now: inventive. Traditions may lend us comfort, but as I look out again at the fog obscuring the view of London I know so well, I am also aware that traditions will have to change as we navigate our way through the unfamiliar path that lies ahead.





Chapter 1

Jack

London, December 1952

Sandringham! 

I stared at the word written on the kitchen calendar, circled with a heart, and smiled. Only one more week and we’d be there. I couldn’t believe I’d soon be working in the royal kitchens for Christmas. Though a temporary position—and a risk—I’d taken my wife’s feverish encouragement to heart. It was a chance for a fresh start, a new world of possibilities, she’d said with that effervescent enthusiasm of hers that I could never resist. I knew she was right.

We’d both come to resent my dead-end position at Maison Jerome with little chance to move up, a poor salary, and a boss who berated me every time the chiffonade of herbs wasn’t chopped to his liking. Andrea frequently reminded me that I was an excellent chef and deserved much more. A head chef position, or better yet, my own restaurant. That was the ultimate dream. For now, if I did my best work for the royal family, perhaps the temporary position would become something more permanent, at least until the next door opened. 

I whistled merrily as I dipped a teaspoon into the rich gravy boiling on the stove and scooped it into my mouth. It was as silky as it should be, with a fullness that meant I’d gotten the fat-to-flour ratio perfect, but it needed a healthy dash of black pepper. I never, ever skimped on the pepper. My grandpa had taught me that. I smiled as I pictured him at the stove in his beloved restaurant back home in the French Quarter in New Orleans. It felt like only yesterday that we were cooking side by side, tasting another of his new dishes. 

I churned the pepper grinder over the pot, gave the gravy a good stirring, and turned off the burner. Sometimes it was hard to believe it had been eleven years since my beloved grandpa had passed away and I’d left New Orleans, or that I had spent seven years in London, married to the woman I loved, with the beginnings of a new dream.

I glanced at Andrea, her head bent over a shoebox filled with postcards, letters, and photographs. Wrapped in a green woolen sweater, a red scarf tucked artfully beneath her chin, my lovely English wife looked like a Christmas present.

I grinned as I walked over to her.

“Why are you smiling?” she said, brushing her lips against mine.

“No reason, darlin.” You look like a Christmas present is all.”

“‘Darlin’.’” She mimicked me with a grin. “I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to your sweet southern accent.”

“I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to how beautiful you are.” 

“Flattery will get you everywhere, Jack Devereux!”

I was rewarded with another lingering kiss, and I felt like a foolish young buck again, falling in love with his English rose. 

“I thought you were packing anyway? Looks more like you’re unpacking,” I teased. 

She stuck out her tongue, eyes filled with mirth. “My suitcase is ready to go. But I’ve just found this box of old photographs tucked away with our jumpers.” She smiled as she flipped through them. “Look at this one,” she said, laughing. “It’s the old gang! I wonder what everyone is doing now. We seemed to drift apart as quickly as we’d come together.”

I studied the photo. Andrea had taken it on Victory in Europe Day. As I looked at our old group of friends, it seemed like only yesterday. My best friend, Ryan; Peter Hall, whom I’d never been close to and, frankly, didn’t miss; Rosie May, the life and soul of the party; and there on the end, in a lemon-yellow dress, Olive Carter. I remembered her most of all. “Look how young we were,” I said, pushing Olive and her bright smile from my mind.

Andrea returned the photograph to the shoebox. “We were children who thought we knew it all, but knew nothing.” We both laughed at that. “Speaking of children, I have some last-minute shopping to do.”

“What can you possibly have left to buy? There are already a hundred packages under the tree.”

She swatted my arm playfully. “I need a few more things for the boys. And some of those peppermint lollipops they love.” 

Andrea doted on our nephews. She wanted nothing more than to have a large, rowdy family of our own, but after several early losses, we’d almost given up hope. 

“I also need to stop by the shop to drop off a gift for Mrs. Howard,” she continued. “It was so kind of her to let me take the next few weeks off at our busiest time of year. You can’t imagine how many Christmas arrangements I’ve made this week.”

“I can.” I scooped her hand in mine and kissed her battered fingertips. “All of those rose thorns leave their mark.”

“Indeed,” she said with a sigh. “But what could be more romantic than making beautiful bouquets and putting a smile on someone’s face?” She pulled on her coat. “I’ll only be gone an hour. Promise.”

“I’ll finish making lunch and start the Christmas pudding while you’re gone,” I said. “We can bring it with us to Sandringham.”

Andrea reached for her handbag. “Do you need anything?” 

“Another bottle of brandy wouldn’t hurt.” A good Christmas pudding required tending, as if it were a living creature. Feeding it every so often with a splash of brandy or rum was the key to its moist, dense texture. 

“Done.” She planted a ruby-red kiss on my cheek and pulled her scarf up over her mouth.

“Be careful out there,” I said, as we stood on the doorstep amid the persistent gray mist shrouding the street. It was what the English called a real pea-souper: a yellow fog with a foul odor, the air heavy with soot. It still showed no signs of lifting. I ran my fingertip across the glass panel on the front door, leaving behind a clean streak amid the grime. There were reports of cows choking in the fields, and people becoming ill in the East End where the factories were greatest in number. The government advised everyone to stay inside as much as possible, but that hadn’t stopped anyone from doing their usual holiday chores—least of all Andrea. Her nephews would be waiting for firecrackers and toy trucks and the big striped peppermint sticks they loved, and a fog wasn’t going to keep her from making her nephews happy. 

“We survived a war, remember?” she said with a wink. “I think I can handle a little fog.”

I watched from the doorstep until she disappeared into the murk, her bright red hat the last I could see of her.

While Andrea was gone, I busied myself with the Christmas pudding: dried fruits soaked in brandy mixed with flour, sugar, and breadcrumbs, that would later be steamed. It would take weeks to mature properly, and I was already starting it much later than usual. When the day’s work was done, I’d wrap the pudding snugly and let it rest until Christmas Day, when I’d flambé it and serve it with a rich brandy butter. 

I wondered what Grandpa would have to say about my pudding. It was so very English. For the hundredth time, I wished he was still alive, that he could meet Andrea. At least I had become a part of her very large, fun-loving family. I was an only child, an “oops baby,” as Mom had always called me. She’d gotten pregnant after one night with a man she’d never heard from again and who I could never call a father. My grandpa had been my hero instead. With a smile, I added my recipe for the Christmas pudding to the pile of Grandpa’s recipes and notes. 

Once the pudding was steaming, I moved on to lunch, and soon lost myself in the cooking, as I so often did. When the mantel clock chimed, startling me from my thoughts, I realized it was getting late. Andrea had been gone for nearly two hours. I frowned and peered out the window at the pernicious fog, searching for her familiar red hat in the dim light.

I glanced at the clock again and turned off the oven, leaving the roast inside to keep it warm. Perhaps I should walk toward the market, catch Andrea on the way home. 

Outdoors, I was assaulted by the fog. It coated my face and hair and chilled my hands. It was even worse than the day before, if that were possible. I looked ahead to where I’d normally see a cherry-red telephone box standing like a sentinel at the edge of the sidewalk. It was invisible now, shrouded by a curtain of gray. 

Wrapping a scarf over my nose and mouth, I walked quickly past the grocer’s and the bookstore, past a couple of pubs and a pharmacy, and on to Richmond Street, where I paused, as always, to admire a two-story red-brick building. Our building, one day. The “For Sale” sign had been up for months, and still it sat empty, the windows shuttered, the painted trim peeling. Soot stained the roof near the trio of chimneys.

But I could see past the grime to a new slate roof, imagine window boxes bursting with flowers in the spring, white linen and candlelight. One day, Andrea and I would run the place together; she’d take care of the front of the house while I ran the kitchen. The menu would be exciting and fresh, not the usual predictable classics I’d been forced to make at Maison Jerome. It was nearly impossible to become head chef there—or anywhere—unless you’d attended one of the prestigious culinary schools—at least, that was what I was told over and over again. But I would change the game. We would change the game, Andrea and me. 

Mrs. Howard, the elderly woman who ran the florist’s next door where Andrea worked, waved to me through the window as she took a few sprigs of holly and a cluster of mistletoe from a display. “It’s still for sale,” she said, peering around the door.

I smiled. “And I’m still dreaming about buying it.”

“Make a wish,” she said. “It’s nearly Christmas. Who knows what magic might happen.”

“I’ll need a miracle if I’m ever going to afford this place, never mind magic! But no harm in dreaming.”

She smiled and passed me the mistletoe. “Here, for Andrea. She stopped in earlier and forgot to take it with her. But first, let me steal a kiss.” She dangled the sprigs above her own head and puckered up her lips. 

I laughed and pecked her on the cheek. “You’re a saucy one, Mrs. Howard!” 

“Andrea got everything she needed, did she? I told her she was mad going shopping in this.”

“I’m headed to meet her now. I’ll surprise her with this mistletoe on her way back. Happy Christmas, Mrs. Howard. We’ll see you in the new year.”

As I turned away, my smile faded. I sounded more confident than I felt. No doubt Andrea had simply met someone she knew, or was waiting in a lengthy queue somewhere, but still, I couldn’t help worrying. 

I tried to push the unease away and headed back out into the fog. 





Chapter 2

Olive

It was three weeks before Christmas, and I was determined to retain my enthusiasm for my favorite time of year despite the less-than-festive weather. I’d always felt there was something magical about London in December. Like roast goose and stuffing, or Christmas pudding and brandy butter, it was the perfect combination. There was nowhere I’d rather be when the shop windows gleamed with toys and decorations, and frosty breaths were lit by the low winter sun that painted the Thames golden. London at Christmas was a Dickens novel, a Turner painting, and a Victorian Christmas card all rolled into one, and I adored it.

Except that it was none of those things as I rubbed my glove against the bus window and peered out at the awful fog that hadn’t lifted for days.

I turned to the woman beside me. “Excuse me. Do you know where we are?” 

She smiled. “Not sure the driver even knows, love.”

The bus crept along at a snail’s pace, headlamps seeking the right direction on a usually familiar route. It was as if all the London landmarks had simply disappeared—the Houses of Parliament, Big Ben’s clock tower, the dome of St. Paul’s—concealed behind the miserable gray gloom. We’d all seen pea-soupers before, but this was different. According to my mother, who now considered herself an expert on the weather, as well as any number of other topics, something called an anticyclone was causing the fog to hang over the city, suffocating everyone below. “They should declare an emergency and force everyone to stay indoors before we all drop dead,” was her cheerfully optimistic opinion on the matter. 

Fog or not, I was eager to get to work. After several years in the typing pool, I’d recently started a new position as a trainee reporter in the BBC home affairs department, and I couldn’t wait to be given some proper assignments of my own. At least the fog gave us some interesting stories to cover. It was all anyone seemed to talk about.

“Oxford Circus, next stop,” the driver called. “Or, at least, I think it is.”

“Excuse me,” I said to the woman beside me as I stood up. “This is my stop.”

She swung her knees to one side so I could get past. “Good luck, love. I hope you find what you’re looking for out there.”

“Oh, I’m just heading to Broadcasting House. Straight up Regent Street. I think I could find my way blindfolded from here!”

“I meant, what you’re really looking for.” She smiled. “Happy Christmas, love.” 

I hesitated for a moment, puzzled by her words. I wished her a happy Christmas in return before I jumped off the back of the bus. I stood for a moment as I watched it pull away, the lights quickly swallowed up by the fog. 

I was looking for something, all right. I was looking for excitement and new opportunities. And, of course, I was looking for someone, too. Life always ended up messy and complicated when I was with a man, and yet I lived in hope that there was someone out there who was neither messy, nor complicated, and wouldn’t mind too much that I was both. I’d been on my own for so long I could hardly remember what it felt like to fall in love, and Christmas felt like the perfect time to do exactly that.

I pulled my scarf over my mouth and nose and made my way tentatively along Regent Street, past the familiar facade of Maison Jerome, toward BBC Broadcasting House. I could barely see my feet. The intermittent sounds of car horns, police whistles, ambulance bells, and my own coughs broke the muffled silence. It was confusing and disorienting, and absolutely freezing. I hurried on, as quickly as I dared, glad to eventually see the lights of Broadcasting House looming through the murk. 

People were easily impressed by my job, especially my mother, who liked to brag about it to her friends at the bingo. “Olive works for the BBC! With Charlie Bullen!” But the reality was far from the glamour they imagined. Even as a trainee reporter, I spent most of my time at my desk, in front of my sage-green Royal typewriter, writing up the reports of more senior staff, and attempting to write something of my own that might, one day, make the bulletins. 

As for Charlie Bullen, he was the BBC’s senior royal correspondent, reporting on state banquets and official engagements and royal tours. My mother’s generation adored him. To me he was an ancient relic, part of the old guard from a generation of stuffy old kings; completely out of touch with our new royal family. Our young Queen Elizabeth was an unfamiliar species to people like Charlie. He had no idea how to talk about her in his reports, no idea that women were as interested in what she was wearing as they were in whatever ceremonial event she was attending, and above all, far more interested in what she had to say. What I wouldn’t give to step into his shoes, but, like the fog, Charlie Bullen was going nowhere. He was a permanent fixture, a toxic threat to everyone in his path.

I darted through the office and hurried to my station, bumping my knee painfully against an open filing drawer and hobbling the rest of the way to my desk. I was glad to see that Alice, Bullen’s secretary, wasn’t at her desk, ready to snigger at me with her perfectly painted red lips and haughty ways. 

“Late again, Carter?” My manager was onto me like a hawk stalking a mouse.

“Detour, Mr. Maguire. The fog’s as thick as bunions this morning.”

“Thick as what?”

“Bunions. You know, those horrible hard lumps old people get on their feet. My nana had them. It can be very painf—”

“Yes, yes. I know what bunions are.” He waved me on, his dislike for bodily descriptions outweighing his fondness for reprimanding me.

Rosie laughed as I took my seat beside her. “Calamity Carter strikes again! You’d get away with actual murder, you would!”

I glanced back at Mr. Maguire, with his thin lips and sharp elbows. “Don’t tempt me.” 

I took the cover off my typewriter, pulled my notepad from the desk drawer, rolled a piece of paper onto the drum, and clicked the ribbon back into place with a sigh. 

“Oh, dear. The siiiiiigh is back. What’s wrong?” Rosie asked.

“Nothing.”

“Liar!” Rosie May was one of my oldest friends and could read me like a book. We’d started at the BBC within a few weeks of each other several years ago and had both recently escaped from the typing pool, our sights set on bigger things. “Everything all right at home?” she asked. “Is it Lucy?”

“Lucy’s fine. Everything’s fine, apart from Mum and Dad.”

“Still not getting on?”

I shook my head. “Bickering like a pair of old fishwives. I’m not sure they even like each other anymore.”

“That’s what thirty years of marriage will do to you. It all turns sour in the end.”

I glanced at the wedding band on my finger and lowered my voice. “Yes, well, I wouldn’t know about that, would I?”

She offered a sympathetic smile. “No. I suppose not.”

Apart from my parents, Rosie was the only person who knew my true story: the unplanned pregnancy, the shame of being an unmarried mother, the imaginary deceased husband to cover my sins. Rosie had never judged me about any of it. It wasn’t unheard of for a married woman to work under her maiden name, so I went by Miss Carter at the office, and, with a fake wedding ring on my finger, most people didn’t ask questions if I mentioned my daughter, which I was mostly careful not to. But it was always there—the trail of lies and pretense, waiting to trip me up.

Rosie offered me a mint imperial. “Chin up! It’s payday. I’ll take you to the pub later. We could do with a bit of Christmas cheer in this bloody fog.”

I was glad of Rosie’s understanding. She saw life in simple straight lines, never questioning or complaining. I wished I could be more like her, but that wasn’t my way. 

“Daydreaming again, Carter?”

I stirred from my thoughts as Mr. Maguire passed me a note. 

“This is a priority,” he said. “Have it on my desk in ten minutes.”

I picked up the handwritten note. “But this is from Mr. Bullen. Won’t Alice type it for him?”

“Alice is off sick. Along with everyone else, it seems. Ten minutes.”

I began to type, hardly taking any notice of the words.

May it please Your Majesty,

I regret to inform you, with my humble duty, that I will not be able to travel to Sandringham to report on the Christmas preparations, as has been the tradition for many years now. This dreadful fog has left me feeling rather unwell, and my doctor has advised me to spend some time with my sister on the Sussex coast. 

I was very much looking forward to seeing you and the Duke of Edinburgh (and the corgis), and I wish you all the very best as you prepare for your first Christmas as our sovereign. I will be listening keenly to your inaugural Christmas message. You will do marvelously well. I know your father would be very proud.

I have the honor to remain, Your Majesty’s most humble and obedient servant,

Charles Bullen

I read the typed page to check for mistakes, and then read it again, and once more, as an idea lodged in my mind. A ridiculous idea. An exhilarating idea. It stayed with me all morning, long after I’d dropped the letter onto Mr. Maguire’s desk, until I couldn’t bear it any longer.

I found an excuse to take some paperwork to the boss’s office and, heart in my mouth, took my chance. 

“Where are you going now, Carter? Doesn’t anybody do any actual work around here?”

“Lavatories, Mr. Maguire. Got my monthlies early.”

He waved me on, a mortified flush blooming in his cheeks. “There’s no need to announce it to the entire office.”

I hurried up the three flights of stairs and knocked on the boss’s office door. Mr. Harding waved me in without even looking up.

“Sorry to interrupt, Mr. Harding. Olive Carter. Trainee reporter.”

“How can I help you, Carter? I’m afraid I’m rather busy. Is there something for me to sign?” 

Tom Harding was an old softie, a veteran of two world wars who everyone loved. He’d appointed his son to run his newspaper, the London Daily Times, and had joined the BBC’s home affairs department just after the war.

“I hear Charlie Bullen can’t go to Sandringham,” I said, keeping my voice as casual as you like.

Mr. Harding ran his hands through his hair and glanced up at me. “Yes. Bloody unfortunate, and everyone else is ill or has left the city to get away from the fog. And with this being the queen’s first Christmas and everything . . .”

“I can do it.”

He rummaged for something in his desk drawer. “Do what?” He stopped rummaging and looked at me. “Have we met before?” 

“Yes. You hired me last month. I was in the typing pool previously.” He nodded, although I wasn’t entirely convinced he remembered me at all. “I can go to Sandringham. Cover the royal Christmas piece for Mr. Bullen.” I sat down in the chair opposite him. “I mean it, Mr. Harding. I can do this! I adore Princess Elizabeth—Queen Elizabeth. I’ve been fascinated by her for years. I know it sounds silly, but I feel like I understand her.”

He laughed. “Those are not exactly compelling journalistic credentials.”

“I mean that I understand her as a woman, not just as a queen. I can look at her differently. See another side to her. A more feminine side. Who is the young woman beneath the jewels and tiaras? What does Christmas mean to her as a wife and a mother—and a grieving daughter—besides all the formal business of being a queen?”

That got his attention. He leaned back in his chair. “Hmm. That might be an interesting angle, I suppose.” He paused for a moment as he studied me. “It’s a very important piece, Carter. Listeners look forward to it every year. I’m just not sure you’re . . .”

“Ready? I am, Mr. Harding. I am ready. I’ll be a breath of fresh air. Just what we need. Maybe what the queen needs, too? Someone more like her? Well, not very like her, but more like her than Mr. Bullen.” The question and hope in my voice hung in the air between us, entangling with the smoke from his cigarette.

Harding’s face softened. “You talk rather a lot, don’t you?”

“Afraid so. But I’m a good listener, too.”

“Well, I don’t have anyone else I can spare, so I suppose it’s you or nothing.” 

“Really? I can do it?”

He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the desk, his hands steepled at his chin. “This is important, Carter. Essential, in fact. You are there only to gather notes on the preparations, so that Charlie can record the Christmas special. How the trees are decorated, what traditions they follow, what they will be eating for Christmas dinner—that sort of thing. Nice and light. Nothing too serious. And keep out of everyone’s way. You are not going there to become the queen’s best friend. Understood?”

I nodded. “Absolutely.”

“Our association with the royal family is very finely balanced. One wrong word, one foot out of line, and we may not be invited back.”

“Believe me, if you let me go to Sandringham, I will do everything I possibly can to make sure I am always invited back.”

At this, he burst into laughter. “I have to hand it to you, Carter. You have the confidence and self-belief of someone far more experienced than you.”

I leaned forward and shook his hand. “Self-belief is the only way to get experience, isn’t it? Thank you for the chance. You won’t regret it.” I bumped my hip off the filing cabinet as I made to leave his office, sending a potted plant rocking.

“I’m already regretting it,” he said. “Now get out of here before I change my mind.”

I hurried back to my desk, a grin stretching across my face, my mind awhirl. What would my mother say? And Lucy? She’d be so excited. Rosie would be sick with envy when I told her. She was as obsessed with Elizabeth as I was. We’d already picked out our coronation outfits from the Dior collection. Rosie’s mother was a dressmaker and was making us a replica each.

“What’s got into you?” Rosie asked when I slid into the chair at my desk.

I grinned at her. “Christmas spirit, Rosie! One has had a bit of good news.”

“Is one going to tell one’s best friend?”

“Later. Now hush. You’re distracting me, and I’m terribly busy.” I winked at her, eliciting a soft laugh. 

At the end of the day, we pulled on our coats, hats, and gloves and made our way out into the gloom. It was worse than it had been earlier. The fog was now laced with smoke from the factories and coal fires burning across the city against the freezing temperatures. We could hardly see our hands in front of our faces as we made our way slowly toward our favorite pub. Everything was muffled by the thick fog, and the roads were almost empty. 

As we hurried across the road in front of the pub, we came across a small group of people gathered around a stationary taxicab.

“What happened?” I asked, turning to a newspaper seller beside me.

“Some poor woman got knocked down. Looks to be in a bad way.”

Rosie pulled me away as a bell sounded through the murk and an ambulance approached, but as I stepped around the crowd, I couldn’t help but take a quick glance. All I could see were a woman’s shoes, several Christmas parcels strewn nearby, and a number of striped peppermint lollipops, crushed against the tarmac. But it was a bright red cloche hat in the road that left a lasting impression on me—a burst of color among all the dark and gray.

As we walked away, I wondered who the poor woman was, and who might be waiting for her, peering out into the fog, desperate for her to come home.





Chapter 3

Jack

London, one week later

My darling wife hadn’t been delayed by a neighbor, or by long queues at the shops. She’d simply been crossing the street, arms full of presents, and hadn’t seen a taxi coming around the corner. 

She hadn’t come home—and never would again.

Her life had been taken far too soon, and mine had come to an abrupt halt. 

The funeral was a blur—something I participated in but couldn’t fully understand. It inched by, one painful moment at a time. The packed church, the hastily chosen hymns, the hugs and kindness and conciliatory handshakes, the Christmas roses that Mrs. Howard had arranged. Andrea’s usually cheerful nephews with their tearstained cheeks. They were sorry. Everyone was so terribly sorry.

I couldn’t sleep. Guilt and grief tormented me. If I had only gone with her that day, if only I had been the one to cross that street. 

It seemed impossible that her vibrant light had gone out, that my darling girl would never smile at me or take my hand again, that I’d never again trace the curve of her lips with my fingertip or feel a rush of warmth as her infectious laughter filled the room. I squeezed my eyes closed against the pain as the memories flooded in, of those first hopeful months when we’d met and fallen in love, our wedding and the bliss that had followed. Our hopes for our future together. The dream of children, of a true home, of our restaurant. It was gone, like a trace of perfume or a puff of smoke, there for an instant and vanished the next as it dissipated on the wind.

I couldn’t bear it. I didn’t know how to go on without her.

I lost hours and days, time becoming liquid. But time didn’t care about my grief. The days peeled away, one by one, just as they always had, just as they always would.

The only thing I’d managed to do was telephone my new boss, to explain that I couldn’t take the job at Sandringham and wouldn’t need the little cottage we’d been assigned on the Sandringham Estate after all. After the call, I disappeared down a well of grief, surrounded by the echo of my sorrow, entirely and utterly lost. 

Days passed in a blur until the incessant chime of the doorbell interrupted my pain. When I heard my name being called, I pulled myself from the bed and stumbled to the front door. A figure waited patiently on the other side. 

“Jack!” The man shouted my name again, and I knew then it could only be one person. 

“Ryan?” I said, as I opened the door. “What the hell are you doing here?” 

We’d met during the war and had become fast friends. Ryan Harris was possibly the only person I could stand to be around at that moment.

“Good to see you, too!” He threw his arms around me in the familiar bear hug of his that I’d relied on many times before. “I’ve been waiting for you to arrive at mine. I invited you to stay with us for a while, remember?”

“Did you?”

“Yes. After the funeral?”

I shook my head. I didn’t remember much about that day.

“When you didn’t answer the telephone, I thought I’d better check on you. And before you make excuses and send me away, I’m not leaving without you.”

“I don’t have excuses,” I said tiredly. “I don’t have anything.” 

“You have me, Jack. Now, are you going to let me in, or what? It’s a long way from Norfolk. You look like absolute hell by the way.”

I showed him into the narrow hallway. “I can’t promise I’ll be much company.”

“You never were.” He offered a tentative smile.

We talked for a while. Ryan had an easy way about him that had always made me feel comfortable. It was good to see him, and I felt guilty for forgetting his invitation, but I just wanted to be alone. The conversation soon stalled.

“Look, I know you’d rather I buggered off and left you to wallow,” he said. “But I’m not leaving you here alone, not with Christmas coming. Not this year, Jack. You need a friend more than ever. Come and stay with us for the rest of the month. Pack a bag. I’ve already booked your train ticket.” 

“I don’t know . . .”

“Spend Christmas with us. Maggie and Ivy love you, Jack, and they haven’t seen you since August. We have a room ready. You can stay as long as you like.”

Ryan and Maggie had lived in Norfolk for years. When I’d accepted the temporary position in the royal kitchens, being near my best friend had been a part of the appeal. “I canceled the job at Sandringham.” I rubbed a hand over my tired eyes, over my mussed hair. “I was going to—” 

“Well, we need your help. You know how Maggie hates to cook, and I’m hopeless.”

The thought of the Christmas cheer in their home, the gifts and laughter and love . . . I didn’t know if I could stomach it. And yet, I couldn’t stand to be here, in our neighborhood, passing the building Andrea and I had hoped would become ours, staring at the door of our flat, waiting for her to come home from work with a kiss and the day’s gossip, the scent of lilac in her hair. 

“Come to Norfolk, Jack. There’s nothing for you here.”

As I took in the days-old dishes on the countertop, the Christmas pudding dry and hard as a brick, and the wilting fir tree in need of watering, I squeezed my eyes closed. How could I stay? 

“When does the train leave?” I rasped.

“In two hours.”

“Two hours!” I repeated. “Didn’t give me much time, did you?”

“Do you need it?” Ryan asked, voice soft.

He knew me too well. I glanced at my suitcase, still packed for the original planned trip. “No,” I said. “I suppose not.”

Norfolk county formed part of England’s east coast and was about a hundred miles from London. The last time I’d been, lush green grass had carpeted the landscape and honeysuckle vines had infused the air with their sweet perfume. Now, winter had brought its browns and grays, and clumps of melting snow, which did little for my mood. And yet, as the city streaked by and buildings turned to open sky and pasture, I exhaled a deep breath. The houses we passed were quaint and beautiful with their golden sandstone, ribboned wreaths, and festive garlands. Despite the darkening sky, every windowpane glowed cheerily in the gloom. Though the ache in my chest still throbbed, there was something soothing about being closer to nature. Away from the important, imposing bustle of city life. For now, that was good enough. It was all I had.

Ryan’s wife Maggie met us at King’s Lynn station with a tentative wave. At her side, their four-year-old daughter, Ivy, showed me the gap in her smile. 

“Uncle Jack, look! I lost a tooth! Daddy said the tooth fairy will leave me a surprise under my pillow tonight.”

In spite of myself, I felt the urge to smile and crouched down to eye level to greet her. “Well, Ivy, I’d say you’re lucky.” I touched the end of her freckled nose with my index finger. She giggled and threw her arms around my neck.

“I’m so glad you came,” Maggie said, kissing my cheek in greeting as I stood again. Her belly had grown round since I’d last seen her; baby number two was well on the way. “I’m so sorry, Jack. I wish I could have attended the funeral.” Ryan had rightly protected his family from the train delays and, more importantly, the deadly fog, by asking them to remain behind in Norfolk. “Andrea was such a dear woman.” 

Pain gripped me at her name, and all I managed was a hoarse “Thank you.” 

Relieved the requisite condolences were behind me, I followed them to the car.

We drove the short way to Ryan’s modest cottage, had a simple meal of stew and fresh bread, then settled on the sofa with a brandy while Maggie wrangled Ivy into bed. 

As Ryan finished stoking the fire, his brother, Mason, joined us. Mason was a chef, too, though he’d advanced at a decidedly faster pace than me. He’d worked in the prestigious kitchens at Buckingham Palace for the past two years and had clearly made himself indispensable enough that he’d been chosen to join the select group of kitchen staff who traveled to Sandringham for the Christmas holiday. It was through him that I had first become aware of the opening at Sandringham for a temporary chef.

“Jack. It’s been a while.” Mason shook my hand. “Good to see you again, though I wish the circumstances were better.”

“That makes two of us. How’s work?” I asked, desperate to steer the conversation away from another litany of “I’m sorry”s.

He swirled the brandy in his glass and took a sip. “Hectic. Half of the kitchen staff are out with the flu. We’re really behind on the Christmas preparations. We’ve sent for two others to join us from London, but we still need more hands.” 

His unspoken words hovered in the air between us: that I’d bailed on the job, albeit with good reason, and had made their situation worse.

“I know Max would have you in a heartbeat if you changed your mind,” Mason added.

And then my gaze flicked to Ryan. When he wouldn’t meet my eyes, I realized he’d not only invited me to stay for Christmas as a gesture of kindness, but also to tempt me back to the role at Sandringham.

“You think I should take the job, don’t you?” I said.

“It could certainly help to distract you a little,” Ryan said. “Besides, Andrea would hate to see you miss this opportunity. Who knows where it might take you.” He took a drink. “Of course, it’s your choice. That’s all I’ll say about it. I’m here for you either way.” 

I sank into the cushion on the armchair, his words washing over me. He was right. Andrea wouldn’t want me to give up on this opportunity to expand my experience and skills, not after I’d worked so hard. Taking a job with the royal family was a chance to enhance my reputation, and, more importantly, might be a stepping-stone to eventually owning my own restaurant. Still, I found it hard to muster even the faintest interest in anything.

I sighed heavily. “I don’t know if I can.”

Mason gave me an encouraging smile. “If it becomes too much, you can always walk away.” 

I looked at Mason, thoughtful, as firelight flickered across his face. 

Ryan leaned forward. “I really think you need this, Jack.”

Again, he was probably right. I could see Andrea’s face alight with excitement when I told her I’d been offered the job. I could hear her, urging me to take it, not to stand still. I sat quietly for a moment, gazing into the glowing embers of the fire. “Do it for me, Jack. Do it for us,” her voice echoed in my ears. 

After a long moment, I drained the rest of my brandy, and looked up. “What time should I arrive?”





Chapter 4

Olive

The day I found out I was going to Sandringham to report on the Christmas preparations had ended so horribly with the poor woman’s accident that I saved my happy news to share with my family at teatime the following day. 

“Something exciting happened at work,” I said. “Who’d like to guess?”

Lucy stuck her hand in the air. “Can I guess, Mummy? Was it somebody’s birthday party?”

I smiled. Lucy loved nothing more than a birthday party. She’d even given herself a second birthday, like the queen. “No, darling. Even more exciting than that. I’ve been asked to go to the Sandringham Estate, to make a report on the royal preparations for Christmas!”

My mother’s fork froze halfway to her mouth. My father nodded in his proud fatherly way. Lucy asked what the Sandringham Estate was.

“It’s a big house where the royal family sometimes goes for their holidays, and for Christmas.”

She was beside herself with excitement. “Will you meet the queen? Really and truly?”

“I hope so!”

“How on earth has this come about?” my mother asked. “I thought Charlie Bullen always covered the royal family. Has he retired?”

“You almost sound disappointed, Barbara.” My father winked at me.

My mother gave him a withering look.

“Charlie’s not well,” I explained. “Taken ill with the fog. Gone to stay with his sister at the coast, or something.”

My mother looked visibly shocked. “Good God. The poor man. I hope he doesn’t die.”

I stared at her, incredulous that this was her reaction to my news. “Anyway, the point, Mother, is that I’m covering the royal Christmas preparations in his place.”

My father put down his knife and fork. “It’s bloody marvelous, love. Isn’t it marvelous, Babs? I think it’s marvelous.”

My mother, still shaken by news of the possible demise of Charlie Bullen, at least managed a token, “It is. Congratulations, love.”

“Can I come, Mummy?” Lucy looked at me with her chocolate-brown eyes. “Please!”

I tweaked her nose. “I’m afraid not, darling. Anyway, it will all be terribly serious and boring. Lots of curtseying and ‘one must not step on the grass,’ and whatnot.” Lucy laughed at my upper-class accent. “But I’ll tell you all about it when I get back.” I looked at my parents. “I’ll only be gone for the day. Will you be able to collect Lucy from school?”

My father nodded. “Of course, love. Take all the time you need. We’ll be fine, won’t we, LouLou.”

Lucy adored her grandpa. Spending extra time with him almost made up for not seeing the queen.

My mother studied me through narrowed eyes. “When do you go? You need a haircut. And what on earth are you going to wear?”

I was on the train to Norfolk by the end of the following week. The fog had finally lifted after a devastating week during which thousands had lost their lives, and countless more had been left severely ill. It was a relief to see the sky again as life returned to something like normality, although setting off for an appointment with the queen was anything but normal. 

After much deliberation, I’d eventually settled on wearing a sensible knitted twin set my mother had suggested. Half a size too small, it pinched my waist and clung apologetically to my bottom, and the buttons strained against my bust, but it was the best thing I owned. My hair had been cut and styled, a loose button had been stitched back onto my best coat, and my shoes were polished until they looked like glass slippers. I’d added my grandmother’s locket necklace at the last minute, for luck. I checked my makeup in the mirror of my compact and added a little pressed powder to cover the high color in my cheeks. I was almost sick with nerves. 

My stomach churned at the prospect of what—and who—would be waiting for me at Sandringham. Doubt and worry battled with my sense of excitement and ambition. What had I done? What ridiculous situation had I got myself into now? I’d taken a chance, grabbed an opportunity, and I could no more stop the train as it hurtled through the Norfolk countryside than I could stop the chain of events I’d set in motion the moment I’d stepped into Tom Harding’s office. It wasn’t the first time my life had felt wildly out of my control, and, knowing me, it wouldn’t be the last, so I took a deep breath and held on to see where it would spit me out next.

As unprepared as I was in many ways, in another way I felt as if I’d been preparing to meet the queen for half my life. Apart from her wedding day, when I’d seen her several times but only from a distance, I had seen her up close once before, as we’d danced in a conga line around Trafalgar Square on VE Day. I knew it was her I’d seen that night—Princess Elizabeth—although Rosie didn’t believe me then, and still didn’t now.

From the moment I’d heard young Princess Elizabeth speaking on the wireless for Children’s Hour during the first year of the war, I’d been fascinated by this regal young girl, so composed for her age. My sister and I had spent the better part of a week mimicking Elizabeth’s clipped pronunciation, pretending to be Lilibet and Margaret Rose, until our mother couldn’t stand it anymore and insisted we give it a rest or she would have to evacuate the two of us overseas. 

My first scrapbook about the princess had quickly developed into a second, and then a third as her engagement to the handsome Prince Philip of Greece and Denmark was announced. When Elizabeth Windsor had the world at her feet, I’d found myself with a two-year-old at mine, and while I wouldn’t change a thing—I couldn’t imagine my life without Lucy—it certainly hadn’t been easy. At times, it had been nearly impossible. A fake wedding ring on my finger and a deceased “husband” provided a sufficient explanation for the inevitable questions about Lucy’s father. There were, after all, too many women raising their children alone in the aftermath of war. But I knew I was different to them, and the deep sense of shame and the scornful judgment I’d faced in the months during my pregnancy still lingered painfully. As did the memories of Lucy’s real father. I’d always felt I had something to prove—to him and to myself, but mostly, to Lucy. Perhaps this chance appointment at Sandringham would allow me to do just that.

I took the opportunity to prepare even more for my report as the train clattered along the tracks. On paper, my brief was simple. I was to observe in detail—and without getting in the way of (this part Mr. Harding had underlined)—the preparations for Christmas at Sandringham. How many staff were there, and what was everyone’s role? How was the place decorated? Which members of the royal family were there, or expected? What traditions did the family follow? When were gifts exchanged, and by whom? What was everyone eating? Did the corgis get a gift? (This last question, I’d added myself.) I was to write up my findings into an entertaining and informative three-minute report, which would be recorded for broadcast by Charlie Bullen as part of a Royal Christmas Special. This was my chance, and I was determined to make it count.

Eventually, the train deposited me at King’s Lynn station, where I was met by a driver who went by the name of Evans and who was to take me on to Sandringham.

“I’ve never had a driver before,” I said, nervous energy making me talk too much as usual. 

“Mr. Bullen always has a driver, miss. We presumed the same would apply to his replacement.”

“Temporary replacement,” I emphasized. “I mustn’t get used to this sort of life! Do I sit in the front or the back?”

At this, Evans smiled. “The back, miss.” He held the car door open for me. “All aboard!” 

Once we’d left the town behind, it was a pleasant drive along narrow country lanes, through pretty villages and past stone cottages. As we got closer to Sandringham, I noticed that many of the homes had their doors painted the same shade of blue.

“What does the blue door mean?” I asked.

“Those are estate houses, miss. Any building with a light blue door is owned by the king. I mean, queen! The shade of blue is a nod to the queen mother’s racing colors. Many are lived in by estate staff. I have one myself.”

Everything was immaculate, the front gardens tidy, not a dustbin or pigeon to be seen. I felt a million miles from London.

“It’s all so pretty,” I said.

“Wait until you see the main event! Here we are, miss. Enjoy the view.”

I peered out of the window like a child staring into a sweet shop as he turned the car through black wrought-iron gates with gilded royal crests. Uniformed policemen stood as stiff as toy soldiers on either side of the posts. I showed the papers I’d been given and held my breath as they were inspected and my name checked against a list. I breathed a sigh of relief when we were waved along. 

Evans continued up a vast sweeping driveway, passing immaculately manicured lawns and frost-dusted trees and borders. There was a different feeling in the air here, a wonderful sense of space and serenity. No wonder the royal family loved it so much. No wonder they traded their palaces and castles for this peaceful sprawling home in the countryside. And what a home it was! 

I gasped when I saw a beautiful building emerge through the trees.

“Not been here before, miss?” Evans asked.

“Never. It’s bloody enormous!” I clapped my hand over my mouth. “Oops. Sorry. I mean, very enormous.”

He laughed lightly. “And yet it’s one of the smallest royal homes. You’ll be surprised when you see inside.”

I could hardly wait to see inside. I could hardly believe I was here at all.

“You’ll be in good hands with Mrs. Leonard,” he continued. “She probably knows more about the house than anyone else, the queen included!” 

“Who is Mrs. Leonard?”

“The housekeeper. She’ll give you the tour.”

“The tour?”

“She’ll show you the bits of the house you’re allowed to access. Give you a few quotes for the report. The usual stuff.”

My shoulders slumped. I didn’t want a tour, or the usual stuff, or pre-prepared quotes. I wanted to see what it was really like to be part of a royal Christmas. I wanted to put it into my own words.

Evans pulled the car to a stop and opened the door for me.

As I stepped out, I took a deep breath, filling my lungs with the crisp clear Norfolk air. For the first time in weeks, I felt as if I could breathe properly. It felt wonderful, magical, and it was exhilarating to be somewhere new, where nobody knew anything about me, and the mistakes of my past were a secret I could keep hidden away. 

I looked at the wedding ring on my finger and wished I could take it off, wished I could be free of the need to make up a husband in order to save my reputation. I held my head high and straightened my shoulders. Mrs. or Miss, wife or widow—those were just titles. All that mattered was the truth. I was Olive Carter. BBC reporter. I had nothing to hide, nothing to be ashamed of, and everything to prove.





Chapter 5

Jack

Norfolk, December 1952

I changed my mind three times as I lay in bed that morning, turning my thoughts and feelings over and over, trying to find some enthusiasm for my impending new role. In another life—a life where Andrea had not crossed that road—I would have been excited, if a little nervous, to get started. As it was, all I felt was an overwhelming desire to hide beneath my bed covers and fade into oblivion. But that wasn’t possible here, with Maggie and Ivy bustling about, and the constant gentle encouragement to face another day. Eventually, I dressed and made my way downstairs to wait for Mason to arrive. I’d finally decided I’d rather be in a kitchen than anywhere else—the place where I was most comfortable, most myself. 

Mason pulled up outside the house just before seven, as arranged. 

“Ready?” he asked as I opened the car door.

“Ready as I’ll ever be. I guess.” I gave a shrug and tried to smile, but what emerged was more of a grimace. Mason kindly pretended not to notice my reserve, my hesitation, and general disposition.

We didn’t talk much on the way. The silence suited my mood and the peaceful morning.

As we approached the gates to the estate, a mist arose from the immaculate lawns. We were met instantly by a guard, who checked our names and papers, after which, we were waved inside the gates. The house had a red-brick
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