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Dedication

To my dad, who instilled in me a love of reading at an early age and never said no to a trip to the most magical of places—a bookshop




Chapter One

Nancy Mitford

Mid-March 1931

Darling Evelyn,

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

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

Until then . . .

Love from,

Nancy

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

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

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

Amongst the one hundred or so acquaintances in attendance, there were only a slight few who would understand the meaning behind the words. And oh, how they grinned like mischievous fiends.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Never! It’s a silly book. Really, darling, I only wrote it because I wanted one hundred pounds.” I laughed and tapped him on the hand clasped in mine, as the sound of another champagne bottle being popped sent out exuberant cries from the occupants.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I laughed because I had no fortune to lose, and because Hugh was at least smart enough not to do as he suggested. Poor lamb worked so hard to prove he wasn’t a dullard. A big blond oaf with gobs of money. If I married him, I could go about town in the latest fashions, ride in fancy cars and dine nightly at the Ritz, but I’d much rather have my mind tingle in delight of someone with a modicum of intelligence than a bursting purse.

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

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

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

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

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

“We are but a lot of beautiful butterflies.”

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

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

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

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

Oh, how I missed him.

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

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

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

* * *

Dearest Mark,

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

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

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

Setting down the pen, I rubbed at my temples.

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

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

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

Not quite as happy.

Not quite as married.

Not quite.

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

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

“A call for the Honorable Nancy Mitford.”

“Speaking.”

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

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

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

“The one and only.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Which of course you did.”

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

And when was that?

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

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

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

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

“Not as glad as you,” he said.

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

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

When the doorbell buzzed, I waited impatiently upstairs for our butler to answer. I’d spent the entire last hour trying on one outfit after another, curling my hair with tongs, and putting on fresh lipstick—scarlet red. My nails were newly varnished in the same shade, partly because I thought it pretty and partly because Farve hated it. Powder hid the dark circles beneath my eyes, and a swash of blush on my cheeks kept me looking healthy. Gold rings in my ears, bangles to match on my wrist and a pearl necklace with a gold N charm dangling from the center that Hamish had given to me the Christmas before.

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

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

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

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

“You smell delicious,” I said.

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

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

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

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

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

I grinned up at him when the ribbon fell to the floor, waiting for him to join the blue slip there on bended knee, but he continued to stand, mischievous dark eyes beneath slanting brows concentrated on me.

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

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

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

The pearls around my neck tightened.

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

“I’m glad you like it.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Me, pick me!”

The skater beamed. “You, miss.”

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

Another round of champagne was poured, our glasses raised in Mary’s direction. The band struck up a rousing song as she appeared onstage, skates on her feet, and imitating the Charleston of the skating performers, nearly losing her balance more than once.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Dreadful,” I muttered, letting go of the table I’d been clasping hard between my fingers. “Never trust a skater who’s likely had more spirits than all of us combined.”

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

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

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

Peter snorted. “No.”

“Intent on harming some other female?”

Peter shook his head, a knowing curl to his lips that I didn’t quite understand. “Not my place to share why he got the beating of his life; suffice it to say we are not the closest of friends.”

I raised a challenging brow. “Shame.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Loathe it.”

“Fascinating. We might yet be friends.”

“I thought we already were.”

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

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

“I’m going to go check on Mary.”

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

Just not the one who mattered.




Chapter Two

Lucy St. Clair

London, Present Day

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

My dearest Iris,

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

With much love,

Nancy

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

“Order for Lucy.”

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

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

ENGLISH HERITAGE

NANCY MITFORD

1904–1973

Writer

Worked Here

1942–1945

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Can I help you?”

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

“I’m Lucy St. Clair.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Barbara and Louisa work with the subscription service too.” Ash gestured. “The pair packing the books are Mabel and Harry. Best get to it and not let your coffee get cold. If you have any questions, just ask.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Lucy nodded. “I love the family tie.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




Chapter Three

Nancy Mitford

August 1933

Darling Evelyn,

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

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

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

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

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

Love from,

Nancy

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I tried not to show my horror at such a statement. The man was a monster, yet posters of Hitler lined Unity’s walls, whereas normal girls her age might have gummed up fashion prints or at the very least a profile of a picture star like Laurence Olivier or Cary Grant. The idea of Hitler being her crush was absolutely batty. How exactly did she plan to see her desire come to fruition?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Indeed, I did—at the closest Fascist rally.

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

The small drawing room grew quiet, but only for a second before Unity filled the silence with the discussion of a new hairstyle she wanted that would give her the look of a crown of curls, and how she’d acquired a number of black shirts to wear to rallies. Oswald’s band of Blackshirts certainly were a bundle of rods, and not in the way they believed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Diana and Unity both squealed, ogling the portrait of me taken in the perfect light by Madame Yevonde. I wore a wide-brimmed white hat with a dark blue bow to match my blue-and-white-checked frock with double-layered capelet sleeves sewn by our longtime family seamstress and maid.

“A beautiful portrait of you.”

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

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

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

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

December 4, 1933

Hamish,

I’ve decided to forgive you for breaking my heart. I am going to marry Peter and we are exceedingly happy. The moment I say, “I do,” I will forget all of the wrongs I suffered at your callousness

“I am a happy bride.” I whispered the words to myself, in the looking glass in the dressing room of St. John’s Smith Square church.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“But do I look happy?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

We couldn’t have it any other way.

* * *

January 1934

Dearest Evelyn,

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

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

Love from,

Nancy

P.S. Don’t tell Peter how much I hate Rome; he is entirely enamored.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Nevertheless, a happy bride was I.

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

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

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

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

Oh, the tedium of being a wife!

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Welcome home, Mr. and Mrs. Rodd. Your dinner is nearly ready
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