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To Mum










Prologue


WINTER 1957


Lily felt the top book in the stack she carried slip slightly and hitched her arm to brace it so that it didn’t fall to the pavement. It was misting rain as it always did when the crispness of autumn gave way to London’s winter chill. She glanced down at the books. They should be in her worn leather satchel, but the copies of The Way We Live Now and Hard Times already stuffed in there next to her composition books made it too full.


A woman in a neat canary-yellow suit with her hair tied up in a scarf of blues and creams that gave the telltale shimmer of silk hurried by Lily. Across the road, a nanny stopped to fuss at her young charge, urging him to put his hat back on so he didn’t catch a chill.


This was not a neighborhood of housewives making dinner for hardworking husbands or young bohemians who considered the late afternoon a perfectly suitable time for breakfast. Belgravia was a quiet sanctuary for the elite who, at this time of day, would be taking tea in china cups as they considered whatever entertainment of dinners, dancing, or theater their evenings would entail.


Lily turned off Pont Street and onto Cadogan Place, its row of white houses decorated with columns and balconies like an iced cake facing the gated oasis that was Cadogan Place Park. Halfway down the road, she stopped, tugged at the hem of her navy school jacket, and smoothed a hand over her light blond curls. It was silly to check. She’d combed them in the ladies’ room of Mrs. Wodely’s School for Girls before taking the bus to Hyde Park Corner, and they’d been perfect because she’d set them in pin curls only yesterday night before bed, taking care when brushing them out that morning. However, she knew not to leave perfection to chance when it came to Tuesday tea with Grandmama.


Lily rolled her shoulder back, lifted her chin, and twisted the large brass key of her grandmother’s old-fashioned doorbell.


One… two… three… four… five…


The heavy black door creaked open, revealing Grandmama’s tidy, wiry housekeeper, just as always.


“Good afternoon, Mrs. Parker,” Lily said as the housekeeper stepped back to let her into the hall.


“Madam is in the drawing room,” said Mrs. Parker, no expression crossing her always-composed features.


As usual.


Lily placed her spare books on the entryway’s wide circular table that bore a crystal vase filled with flowers and handed her satchel to Mrs. Parker, impressed when the older woman did not flinch at the weight of the bag.


With one hand on the polished banister, Lily tried her best to float up the stairs as Grandmama had instructed her so many times before.


“A lady does not move with effort, Lillian,” Grandmama had said, watching her from a chair Mrs. Parker had brought to the base of the stairs just for the occasion.


Lily could still remember the frustration rising in her like water trapped behind a dam as she “floated” again and again up and down the stairs. Finally, Grandmama had said, “That will have to be good enough, I suppose,” letting Lily know that it would never be enough.


At the top of the stairs, Lily turned to her right, knocking softly on the drawing room door and waiting.


“Enter,” came Grandmama’s rich, measured voice.


Lily twisted the brass handle to push open the heavy door and—


Stopped.


Everything in the room was as it should be. Grandmama’s pure white hair was swept into the prim chignon she always wore, and there wasn’t a crease on her emerald dress with its long, slim sleeves that tapered to her wrists. As always, a silver tea tray sat next to Grandmama, the china cups painted with pale pink roses accented with turquoise ribbons and gold scalloped rims at the ready. But instead of just one seat angled to face Grandmama, there were two.


“Mummy?” Lily asked. It was Tuesday tea, not Friday dinner. Mummy never accompanied her to tea.


Mummy offered a weak smile, but Lily could see the way her hands shook in her lap.


“Good afternoon, Lillian. Your mother will be joining us today,” said Grandmama. “Please sit down.”


With careful steps, Lily crossed the room to her chair and lowered herself into it as she’d been taught. Ankles crossed and to the side. Back straight. Hands resting in her lap. After a full day at school, it took every inch of discipline not to slouch with exhaustion.


“Your mother is here because something has happened,” said Grandmama as she placed the silver strainer on top of one of the china cups and poured the first cup of tea.


“Has something happened to Joanna?” Lily asked before she could stop herself.


Mummy stiffened, and the faint lines on Grandmama’s forehead deepened.


“We do not speak of that woman in this house,” Grandmama reminded her.


Mummy’s hands twisted over and over themselves, and guilt flushed Lily’s cheeks. She knew better than to ask about her older sister.


“I’m sorry,” she said, directing the words mostly to Mummy. “Please tell me what’s happened.”


“Show her, Josephine,” said Grandmama, giving her daughter-in-law a crisp nod.


Mummy reached for her handbag that sat on the table next to her chair and pulled out an ivory envelope. She moved to open it, but Grandmama said, “Let Lillian read it herself.”


Lily took the envelope from Mummy and read the direction.




Mrs. Michael Nicholls


17 Harley Gardens


London


SW10





She slid her fingers through the slit made by Mummy’s letter opener and pulled the card out.


Her eyes went wide.


“Read it aloud,” said Grandmama, satisfaction playing at the corner of her lips.


She swallowed and began to read, “ ‘The Lord Chamberlain is commanded by Her Majesty to summon Mrs. Michael Nicholls and Miss Lillian Nicholls to an Afternoon Presentation Party at Buckingham Palace on Wednesday, the 19th of March, from 3:30 to 5:30 o’clock p.m.’ ”


Mummy leaned forward in her seat. “You’re going to be presented at court, Lily.”


The breath left Lily’s lungs in a great whoosh. “Presented?”


“Just as your mother and I were presented, as were all of the women on your father’s side of the family,” said Grandmama.


“Your aunt Angelica, too,” said Mummy, her smile quivering with unshed tears.


“You’re going to be a debutante, Lillian,” said Grandmama. “One of the last.”


“The Queen has decided that 1958 will be the final year of the court presentations,” Mummy explained.


“A tradition of centuries, gone,” said Grandmama, her tone arch. It was the closest to disapproval that Lily had ever heard her when speaking of the Queen.


Lily shook her head. “I remember that the final presentations are next year. It’s all some of the girls at school talk about. But me? A debutante?”


“It’s part of your lineage. This is what Nicholls women do,” said Grandmama.


“And Bute women,” Mummy reminded her mother-in-law. “Angelica telephoned to say that Georgina received her invitation today as well. You’ll both be presented, and you’ll both do the Season.”


At least her cousin would be by her side, but still she hesitated. She hadn’t expected to become a debutante, because everything from the court presentation party to the Season required the support of a willing family.


“Who will present me?” she asked.


Mummy swallowed, but straightened a fraction of an inch, the black silk of her best day dress rustling softly. “I will. You’re my daughter. It’s only right that I should.”


A girl could be presented to the Queen only by a woman who had herself been presented, but Lily couldn’t imagine Mummy standing in the queue outside the palace with all of the other mothers and debutantes. Not when the circle of people Mummy willingly associated with was so small.


“Your mother agrees that it is time she reenters society,” said Grandmama, seeming to read Lily’s mind. “It has been long enough since Michael died.”


Mummy’s hands went white at the knuckles at the mention of Lily’s late father. It had been eighteen years since Mummy had retreated to this half-reclusive life. Since she’d last worn color outside of her bedroom. Lily had never known her mother to be anything except what she was now.


“She lost her bloom when she came back from America and Michael wasn’t there to greet her at the port. I know it was her greatest regret that she wasn’t there when he died,” Aunt Angelica had once said before hurriedly adding, “Of course, none of that is your fault, dear. Or your sister’s for that matter. Who could have known that when Joanna fell ill, Michael would, too?”


But Lily could still remember the sinking sensation that had tugged at her when she realized that it might have been Joanna’s illness that had called Mummy to America, but it was the newborn Lily who had been the anchor that had kept her there.


“Your mother will accompany you through the Season, and I, of course, will guide you and lend my support at a few of the more important parties,” said Grandmama, pulling Lily back to the drawing room, the tea, the invitation. “Do you have any questions?”


Lily looked between Grandmama and Mummy. “Do I have to be a debutante?”


Grandmama’s cup rattled against its saucer. “Have to be? Do you know how many thousands of girls applied to the palace for an invitation? I wrote to the lord chamberlain myself to secure you a position.”


“I’m sure Lily didn’t mean to sound ungrateful,” said Mummy, shooting Lily a worried look.


Grandmama fixed Lily with a hard stare. “I should hope not, especially when I am underwriting the cost of your Season.”


Dread rose in Lily’s throat.


Not another allowance.


She knew she should be grateful to Grandmama because, without her, she and Mummy wouldn’t have the house on Harley Gardens, and Lily wouldn’t be able to afford to attend Mrs. Wodely’s. There would be no money for shoes and handbags—even if their housekeeper, Hannah, had taught her long ago how to cut a pattern and thread a sewing machine.


Lily could still remember a time before Grandmama had swept into their lives like a savior. Mummy had tried hard to hide it, but even at twelve Lily had known that her mother was desperate. So one Saturday afternoon, Mummy had put on her best dress and left Lily with Hannah, only to return some hours later. Mummy had called her into their little-used sitting room and told her that she would be going to a new school—one her Grandmama had selected.


Soon there was more money for little things like new hats and gloves for all seasons, and Hannah lit the coal fires in both the morning room and the sitting room morning and night—an extravagance that never would have been tolerated before. Yet there were other changes, too. Every Tuesday after school Lily would go to Grandmama’s house for tea, and every Friday Mummy would join them afterward for dinner. Mummy had tried to make it sound fun—like an adventure—but Lily had heard the strain in her voice and knew. None of this generosity came without a cost.


“My apologies. I’m very grateful that I will have a Season, Grandmama,” she murmured.


“Good. Josephine, the first thing you must do tomorrow is book an appointment at Worth for Lily’s coming-out gown. She’s tall, but I’m sure they can make up something flattering to cope with that,” instructed Grandmama.


Mummy nodded, even as Lily’s lips parted at the thought of the expense of a dress from the legendary fashion house.


“Surely I can make my own,” she said.


“Make your own dresses for your debut? Who ever heard of such a thing,” Grandmama scoffed. “We shall also have to consider your outfit for your presentation, Lillian. It’s such a shame that trains and feathers are no longer worn at court. Day dresses and hats seem so shabby in comparison.


“And then there is your dress for Queen Charlotte’s Ball. That will have to be white, of course. And you’ll need at least three other gowns and a handful of cocktail dresses. Oh, it will be such a bother.”


Lily’s head began to spin.


“I thought that we could have Mrs. Mincel run up some of the simpler dresses,” said Mummy, naming her own dressmaker. “And then there’s Harrods.”


Grandmama pursed her lips, no doubt thinking of grander times when she had come out. A deb would never have dreamed of showing up to a ball in a dress from a department store, even if it was one as distinguished as Harrods.


“Angelica says that all of the debs are going to Harrods these days,” said Mummy.


Grandmama inclined her chin, silently conceding on this one point.


“We’ll have to do something about your hair, Lillian,” said Grandmama.


“I can take her to Mr. Antoine,” said Mummy.


Lily touched her shoulder-length hair, horrified at the thought of trusting it to her mother’s hairdresser, who seemed to specialize in the tight clouds of curls that graced the heads of so many of her schoolmates’ mothers.


“She will go to Mr. Gerard. He has an uncommon eye for elegance, and I have been with him for years,” said Grandmama, her tone conveying exactly what she thought of Mr. Antoine’s work.


“For Lily’s coming-out do, I was thinking a cocktail party hosted with Georgina. It can be done for two hundred pounds,” said Mummy.


“She should have a ball,” said Grandmama.


“Oh, no,” said Lily quickly, drawing both generations of women’s attention. “That is, I’d much rather have a cocktail party with Georgie. I don’t know many girls outside of my school friends.”


Grandmama’s expression softened at her distress. “If that is what you wish, a cocktail party at an appropriate location would suit. The Dorchester or the Hyde Park Hotel, perhaps. And I have no objections to you joining with your cousin, Lillian. Georgina is a good girl.”


At least that would be a relief. The thought of an entire party dedicated just to her seemed a daunting novelty. Some girls might enjoy the attention, but Lily had never had so much as a birthday party.


“These next few months will be critical, and we will all need to do our part. I shall begin to write to my friends and secure what invitations I can. While Lily is in Paris, Josephine, you will need to attend the mums’ luncheons to do the same.”


How could her reclusive mother be expected to launch herself back into society? And then—


“Paris?” she asked, the city just registering.


Grandmama tilted her head slightly. “Yes. Paris. You’ll need to be finished.”


“But I’ll be in school,” she said.


“I think we can agree that Mrs. Wodely’s establishment has served its purpose,” said Grandmama.


“What more can they really teach you, Lily?” Mummy asked, her voice softly imploring her not to disrupt the delicate balance of Grandmama’s favor.


“But the school year isn’t over yet,” she protested weakly.


“Be serious, Lillian. This”—Grandmama gestured at the invitation Lily had placed on the table—“is what is important. You’re rather unpolished, and you cannot possibly navigate the Season without attending finishing school.”


Lily pressed a hand to her chest, trying to slow her rapidly beating heart. It felt important to finish the year. To say that she’d stuck with it through the end. That she’d done something completely on her own.


“You must have a successful presentation and Season, and the only way to do that is to prepare,” said Grandmama.


“I thought the lessons that you gave me every Tuesday had done that,” said Lily.


“Your manners are passable, but that is not good enough. They must be immaculate. A finishing school and lessons would be necessary for any girl, but for you even more so. You have the misfortune of family working against you.”


Her family. Her mother, plunged into the depths of mourning so deep that she hadn’t emerged in eighteen years. Her estranged sister, a wild girl sent off to America only to return to Britain after the war and leave her family behind without a word.


“You must be perfect this Season,” said Grandmama. “You have one chance to show them that you are not your sister. One chance to charm the right sort of man, or you will be left with so few options for a husband.”


“A husband?” she whispered, suddenly feeling a strange new sympathy for every heroine of every nineteenth-century novel she’d ever read.


“Or a nice boyfriend. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Mummy offered her a little smile.


“This is what women of our class do, Lillian. This next year will determine the rest of your life,” said Grandmama.


Lily bit her lip and nodded. In the space of an afternoon her world had changed completely. She let Grandmama speak about dancing and curtsy lessons with Madame Vacani, finishing school in Paris, debutante teas, when to meet the other girls she would come out with. There would be fittings and photography appointments—nothing too vulgar, of course, just a few shots that could go in The Sketch in March when all of the debutantes vied to have their photographs featured to help encourage the first flush of invitations to cocktail parties and balls.


By the time Grandmama dismissed Mummy and her, Lily could hardly think straight for all of the instructions.


Since she was with Mummy, Mrs. Parker had secured them a taxi to take them home to Chelsea rather than Lily’s usual bus. They were just rounding Sloane Square when Mummy reached over and took Lily’s hand, the softness of her leather gloves comforting against Lily’s skin.


“I know that being a debutante must seem overwhelming,” said Mummy, “but you will do this, won’t you? It would make me so happy.”


If Lily had had any doubts that the next year as a debutante was set for her, that one sentence banished them to the back of her mind. She couldn’t say no to Mummy. Not when it had been only the two of them for so long. Not when, for the first time in years, Mummy seemed determined to venture outside of the boundaries of their house.


“What shall we do first?” Lily asked.
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“The Pride of a Family”


Each Season there comes a time after the first parties are firmly behind us that we must reassess. Some debutantes who seemed to hold such promise in the days before their presentations have already faded, while others surprise like a flower that struggles at first and then bursts forth into bloom. It is now that these girls come to the forefront and show what is truly extraordinary about the Season: that any deb may rise to our attention if only she has fortitude and fortune on her side. She may become the pride of her family, showing that she has all of the elegance, poise, and grace that becomes a successful debutante.













One


MARCH 19, 1958 FOUR MONTHS LATER


Lily shifted from foot to foot, trying to loosen the hard press of new leather against the backs of her heels as she craned her neck and squinted at the long queue of billowing silk skirts that stretched out in front of her.


“Don’t fidget,” Mummy murmured, nudging Lily almost imperceptibly.


Automatically she straightened, the months of training in Paris and London naturally taking over. “We’re nearly to the front of the queue.”


“Oh, this wind!” Mummy grabbed at the black felt and net hat perched on her gracefully graying hair at the same moment that the other women standing against the iron fence of Buckingham Palace let off a chorus of gasps and giggles.


Lily watched as a half dozen girls away, the gust ripped a petal hat from a debutante’s head and sent it careening down Buckingham Gate. She clamped a sympathetic hand on her own hat—a white silk band with a pair of cream feathers curling up to meet over the crown of her head. It had been an economical purchase, fitting every color of day dress in Lily’s wardrobe, not just the pale pink watered silk that was her presentation dress.


“Don’t crush your hair, Lily,” her mother chided, sending a glance at the soft waves that Mr. Gerard had spent that morning sculpting into place. “Now, remember, when you enter the Ball Supper Room, you’ll be seated until you’re called. Then you’re to—”


“Present the beige card that says ‘To Be Presented’ to the lord chamberlain. I know, Mummy.”


“Do you remember all that Madame Vacani taught you?”


How could she forget? The hours of lessons learning how to make a proper curtsy at Vacani’s Academy of Dance in Knightsbridge would be ingrained in her for life.


Chest out. Float down. Steady, steady. Eyes to the ground. And rise. And for heaven’s sake, don’t look at the Queen.


The queue in front of them began to shift forward again, bringing the palace door into view. Mummy gripped Lily’s arm just above her wrist. “Remember, this is important, Lily. To your grandmother and to me.”


The last few months, all she’d heard about was how important this day was. How everything rested on her successful Season. And every time she sat quietly, she clenched her hands to her sides, willing herself not to scream.


“If one little thing goes wrong—one wobble or a misstep—everyone will know and no one will forget,” warned Mummy.


Lily lifted her chin, trying to push down the mixture of nerves, excitement, and exhaustion. She knew that this mattered.


Just yesterday, Grandmama had held her hand in a rare show of something akin to affection and said, “You are not Joanna, but you will carry around the burden of her mistakes. You will have exactly one chance at your presentation. It is more than your pride that depends on a perfectly executed curtsy.”


“I won’t forget, Mummy.” Lily touched Mummy’s forearm and found Mummy was shaking. “Are you okay?”


“Don’t say, ‘Okay.’ You sound like an actor in a Western film,” said Mummy, her eyes flitting over the crowd like a trapped animal assessing every means of escape.


“Are you well, Mummy?” Lily corrected herself.


Mummy refused to look at her. “I’m perfectly well.”


Lily wanted to press her mother, but finally they were through the palace gate. Attendants directed the stream of women through the doors, politely separating the debutantes from their chaperones. Each deb would run the gauntlet that was her presentation alone.


“Remember that you need to say hello to Fenella Melcrew and Claudia Lessing. It was kind of them to invite you to their deb’s luncheons so you can meet other girls,” said Mummy.


“I remember,” she said.


Mummy gave her one last appraising look that melted into a quiet smile. “You look beautiful. I will see you at the reception after.”


Lily watched her mother—distinctive in her somber widow’s black with long white gloves that were a nod to their courtly surroundings—fade into the stream of chaperones destined for the Edwardian Ballroom. There her mother would wait, listening to the String Band of the Irish Guards with all of the other mothers, aunts, and grandmothers who’d themselves been presented as girls. There would be one or two professional chaperones, too—women who had the indisputable credentials of having been a debutante themselves and whose services could be purchased at great expense to bring out girls whose families lacked the necessary background to make a presentation. New money, new status—these girls and their families were trying their best to break their way into the rarified circle that women like Mummy and Grandmama had grown up and thrived in before completing their ultimate purpose.


For Mummy, that had been marrying Lieutenant Michael Nicholls and bearing first Joanna and then, later in life, Lily. Now, facing the same task that marked her mother’s launch into society, Lily let herself be swept up into the steady stream of excited, chattering debutantes headed into the Ball Supper Room.


On her way in, she nodded hello to a few women she recognized from Mrs. Wodely’s School for Girls as well as her Parisian finishing school, Madame Corbin’s, as she cast glances around the ornate Ball Supper Room. The walls glowed in ivory and gilt, illuminated with enormous teardrop chandeliers. Gilt chairs set up with military precision filled the room, and half were already occupied. An attendant ushered her to a middle row. Careful to keep her full calf-length blush skirts free from catching on a stray nail or ill-placed heel, Lily shuffled her way down the row and took her seat next to a brunette girl who trembled so badly the two presentation cards she clutched flapped against each other.


Lily smiled at the girl, trying her best to look reassuring and friendly. “Hello.”


The brunette looked up, eyes so wide that Lily couldn’t help thinking of Bambi. Almost immediately, the girl’s gaze dropped to her hands again.


With a small sigh, Lily set about straightening her skirts so they wouldn’t wrinkle. The irony was, of course, that this girl next to her had probably assumed she would be a debutante her entire life.


Lily should have known it would be expected of her, but she never really thought Mummy would be able to present her. From time to time, she’d heard stories of the woman her mother had been before the war: a charming hostess who threw gracious though modest parties, danced a lively foxtrot, and could sing a duet when called upon. That version of Josephine Nicholls sounded so confident, so different from the sad, frightened woman who lingered at home, rarely venturing out and never in anything but black.


She hadn’t realized how odd Mummy’s behavior was until she’d overheard a group of girls at a birthday party for one of her schoolmates when she was eleven. It had been a garden party, and the hot sun had made Lily’s limbs heavy and sleepy. She’d found a quiet spot on a bench tucked into the hedge and was letting her head loll back when the birthday girl and two friends’ laughter reached her.


“I can’t believe she came,” said one girl.


“Mummy made me invite her. She said that Lily’s mother was her friend before the war,” said the birthday girl. “Mummy says that Mrs. Nicholls doesn’t come out of her house anymore, and people call her the ‘Old Vic,’ like Queen Victoria.”


As the other girls burst into laughter, Lily had sunk back against the bench in shame.


“Goodness, they let anyone in, didn’t they?”


Lily turned to the owner of the smooth, assured voice. The chair to her left was now occupied by a beautiful raven-haired girl whose perfect curls floated down from underneath a small chic hat done in pale yellow to complement her pistachio dress with artful slashes of lemon at the hem and neckline. Her high cheekbones sloped down to a pair of peaked red lips and a sharply pointed chin, and her green eyes darted around the room, taking in everyone and everything in a flash and then dismissing them immediately.


“Hello,” Lily tried, cautious after her failure with the nervous girl on her right.


The angular beauty sitting next to her stilled, her eyes narrowing as though assessing Lily for quality. Finally, the girl said, “Hello. I’m Leana Hartford.”


Lily’s lips twitched. She should have recognized Leana Hartford from the issues of the Tatler and The Sketch that Grandmama had insisted she study since she’d returned from Paris, replacing schoolbooks with gossip. The society journalists had declared only two weeks ago that Leana was one of two serious contenders for Deb of the Year—the other being a petite blonde named Juliet Milner, whom Lily hadn’t met yet. Last Thursday, one of the papers had run an extensive article detailing Leana’s wardrobe for the Season designed by favorite of the Queen, Norman Hartnell.


“How do you do? I’m Lily Nicholls,” she said.


Leana took her proffered hand with a laugh. “The Old Vic’s daughter?”


Lily yanked her hand back. “People are rarely so thoughtless as to call my mother that in front of me.”


Leana’s eyes widened, and Lily thought she might huff, but instead Leana did something completely unexpected. She smiled.


“That was unkind of me, wasn’t it? I say the most unthinking things. You must forgive me,” said Leana.


This time it was Lily’s turn to be surprised. It wasn’t a real apology, but Leana did sound contrite.


“Some of the dresses here are simply shocking, don’t you think?” Leana continued, taking in their fellow debs.


“Shocking?”


Leana waved a gloved hand. “Surely we can all do better than a second-rate dressmaker.”


“I think most of them are rather pretty,” said Lily.


Leana shot her a look. “Which ones? I challenge you to name one other than you and me.”


Lily craned her neck and spotted Philippa Groves, who’d been at school with her. “There. Look at Philippa’s floral dress.”


Leana turned to where Philippa laughed with a girl named Ivy, who’d been in Paris at Madame Corbin’s, and a few others Lily vaguely knew. When Philippa looked up and caught Lily’s eye, she lifted her hand in an effortlessly elegant wave. Lily waved back, feeling far more gangly than the sophisticated Philippa.


“You know her?” Leana asked.


“We used to compete for the same prizes in English at school.”


“She’s very pretty,” said Leana, the way a horse trainer might size up the competition before a race.


“She is. And I know for a fact that her dress came from Troubadour.” She knew that because she and Mummy had passed by Philippa and her mother on their way into the shop by Claridge’s.


“But what about all of the girls who had to shop at Harrods? Imagine the risk of showing up to presentation day in the same dress as another girl.” Leana shivered.


“Not everyone can afford a wardrobe from a couturier,” Lily said pointedly.


Leana’s mock horror dissolved into laughter. “Don’t you believe me now? I really can be a beast sometimes. My brother, Geoffrey, says that it’s because I’m spoiled, but I so rarely have my way that can’t be true.”


Somehow Lily doubted that very much.


“Who else do you recognize?” Leana asked.


Lily scanned the crowd. “There are two girls with their heads together three rows ahead of us, Claudia and Mary. We all went to Mrs. Wodely’s School for Girls. And”—she squinted—“is that Katherine Norman just down the row from them?”


“The newspaper magnate’s daughter?” said Leana with the faintest touch of a sneer in the direction of the dark blonde.


“Yes, that’s right. She was two years ahead of me in school, but we crossed paths in the school play. It was a horrid production of Twelfth Night with only girls to play all the roles, but she was good as Olivia. I made the costumes.”


From their brief snippets of conversation over cups of tea during breaks in rehearsals, she remembered Katherine as a warm, kind girl who didn’t mind talking to those in the years under her. But then, Katherine was also the sort of girl the others talked about incessantly because she was picked up and dropped off at school in a chauffeured Rolls-Royce, a fur blanket spread over her lap on particularly cold days.


“I’ve read about her,” said Leana. “She refused to come out until finally the lord chamberlain announced that this was to be the last year of presentations. It would have been best if she’d stayed home.”


Lily frowned. “Why do you say that?”


“Well, just look at her parents. They’ve done everything they can to buy their way into society, hiring Mrs. Kingsley to be her chaperone. And the ball that they’re planning for her at that awful estate that they purchased. It sounds as though it’s going to be a farce.”


“And yet all anyone seems to be able to talk about it whether or not they’ll receive an invitation,” said Lily.


Leana waved a hand dismissively. “Wanting to see a spectacle is one thing. That doesn’t mean that anyone actually wants the Normans around. It certainly won’t change the fact that they’re never really going to fit, will it?”


The girls in the rows ahead of them began to stand, and an excited bubble of noise rose up over the room, followed by stifled giggles and the shuffling of skirts and petticoats. For her part, Lily was happy for the distraction.


“Finally,” Leana breathed next to her, shaking her curls back so they fell evenly across her long neck.


Lily stood and followed the stream of girls, her heart pounding as she reached the door of the Ball Supper Room. Just steps away, she knew Queen Elizabeth II and the Duke of Edinburgh sat, waiting patiently as every debutante that day made her curtsy. All at once, everything she’d been taught since she’d left school to prepare to come out fled from her mind. She might have been petrified if it had not been for a stronger, baser knowledge that to freeze now would be to show weakness. Weakness that a roomful of girls all jostling and striving would surely scent.


When she reached the door where Lieutenant Colonel Terence Nugent, the lord chamberlain, stood, she held her “To Be Presented” card out.


“Thank you, Miss Nicholls,” the lord chamberlain said, reading her name from the card.


She dipped her head, preparing herself. A hand fell on her elbow. She looked behind her to find Leana, beautiful and glowing under the light of the thousands of crystals hanging from the chandeliers above.


“Good luck,” said Leana.


“And to you,” Lily whispered.


Turning back, Lily waited for the lord chamberlain’s signal. Then she began to walk.


Her eyes fixed on the figure of the Queen and the Duke of Edinburgh, who sat high on a dais, their thrones topped by a brilliant red canopy. They looked every bit the handsome couple she’d seen in newspapers and on the television at Aunt Angelica’s home: her dignified and regal, him handsome and perhaps a touch roguish. Slightly to the side sat Princess Margaret, impossibly glamorous as she looked on with a cool expression.


“Miss Lillian Nicholls,” she heard her name announced.


Lily took a deep breath and stopped in front of the Queen on the little white dot on the carpet Madame Vacani had promised her would be there. Careful to keep her gloved hands to her sides and her heel out of her skirts as they pooled to the floor, she dropped into her curtsy. Down, down she sank, her eyes cast slightly low in obeisance. Her left knee locked behind her right and—miracle of miracles—she managed to make her sweeping curtsy without a wobble.


Delicately Lily rose, took three steps, and repeated her curtsy to the Duke of Edinburgh. This time she chanced a flicker of a glance up at the Queen and her husband. They sat, polite expressions frozen on royal faces.


Lily forced herself to walk with the same controlled grace that she’d exhibited when she entered the ballroom. But when she reached the open door and was at last out of the royal presence, she placed a steadying hand on her pounding heart. The ceremony had lasted only a moment, but it contained in it an eternity in which every possible thing could go wrong. Still, Lillian Nicholls had survived, and now she was out in the world.










Two


At the doors of the State Rooms, Lily gave over her card for the reception and entered to the music of the String Band of the Welsh Guards. All around her, groups of girls and their mothers, grandmothers, and aunts chattered, the relief of having navigated the gauntlet that was a presentation safely out of the way. Grandmama had warned her that by the end of the week, any gaffes or outright embarrassments would have made their way into veiled mentions in the latest issue of the Tatler or The Sketch, and more open versions of the stories would circulate around drawing rooms and through debs’ luncheons.


Lily glanced around for Leana, who should have been right behind her, but already the crowd had closed around her and she nearly collided with another girl.


“Oh! I’m very sorry!” she cried, hoping the other girl hadn’t been holding any sort of refreshment. When she looked up, she realized she’d almost upset Katherine Norman.


“Not at all. It’s Lily Nicholls, isn’t it?” asked Katherine with a wide, open smile that lit up her heart-shaped face.


“That’s right.”


Katherine laughed. “Of course. You did my dress in Twelfth Night. It was midnight blue with spangled net overlay and far more gorgeous than any school play costume had a right to be.”


She smiled, pleased the other woman remembered something as simple as a costume for a school play.


“How was your curtsy?” Lily asked.


Katherine exhaled as she smoothed her hands over her simple but elegant white organza dress decorated with wide white stripes. “Solid and without wobble, I’m happy to say, although I’ll admit my embarrassment over how nervous I was.”


“I think we all were,” she said.


“There you are, Lily!”


Lily gave a little jump to find Leana had glided up next to her.


“You were so quick you escaped from me. I’ve decided you’re the most interesting person here, and I can’t be without you. Now, come with me. We’ll have a chat and compare notes,” said Leana, looping her hand through Lily’s arm and casting a tight smile back at Katherine. “You don’t mind, do you?”


Katherine, watching with what Lily suspected was amusement, swept her hand out in front of her. “Please do.”


Lily opened her mouth to introduce the two, when Leana spun on her heel, dragging Lily in a large circle along with her.


“I’m so glad I was there to save you,” whispered Leana.


“Save me?”


“From Katherine Norman. Now, tell me all about it. Did you stumble? I’m sure you didn’t. You look so calm and collected.”


“Not even a wobble,” she said, glancing back at Katherine, who was already speaking to a tall, redheaded girl who had stepped into Lily’s spot.


“Neither did I, although the Duke of Edinburgh did wink at me,” said Leana.


Lily glanced at the other girl. “Did he?”


Leana tossed her black hair back and grinned as though to say, “Of course he did.” And why wouldn’t he? Leana’s was a breathtaking kind of beauty, and—while the other girls seemed to chatter and flitter around each other like nervous butterflies—she held herself with a worldly-wise sophistication.


“Now, we have something very serious to discuss. You must come to my deb’s luncheon Friday,” said Leana.


“That would be lovely, thank you. I’ll just need to check my diary. I’m afraid to do anything without looking at it first,” she said.


“I’m sure you’re invited everywhere,” said Leana.


“No, not at all, but I do have a few friends from school, and I’ve been to two luncheons with my cousin, Georgie Laningham, already.”


“Georgie Laningham,” Leana mused. “I shall send her an invitation as well, if you’d like.”


“Oh, I couldn’t ask you to do that,” she said, even though Georgie, who was far better at keeping up with the debs in the Tatler and The Sketch, would be delighted.


“I’ll tell my mother to send the invitations. She knows everyone who is worth knowing, so we’ve invited all of the girls you would want to meet during the Season. It means I can avoid all of the other ghastly teas and luncheons so far, except my own,” said Leana.


Lily frowned. The luncheons were engineered to allow the girls to mix before the Season really started. Armed with address books, they would eat coronation chicken and then circulate around some drawing room or another, writing down each other’s names and addresses in the hopes that an invitation would follow.


“Most of the girls who will be at my luncheon are being presented to the Queen tomorrow, and I thought I would have no one to talk to today, but then I met you.


“Anyway, you will come Friday, won’t you?” Leana’s brilliant smile transforming into a pretty pout as she asked.


“As long as I’m free,” Lily said, a little overwhelmed at Leana’s insistence. “I really do have to look. Oh, here’s Mummy. She should have her diary with her. We can ask her.”


“There you are,” said Mummy as she rushed up. “I’ve been looking for you. How did it go?”


“Just as I hoped it would. The Queen was there, and so was the Duke of Edinburgh. Princess Margaret, too,” she said.


Mummy gripped her hand. “Did the Queen nod at you? Smile? Your grandmother will ask.”


“I don’t know. I kept my eyes lowered,” she said.


“Lily did very well,” interjected Leana.


Her mother’s shoulders bunched up, and Lily watched her recompose her face into something resembling a calm mask before turning to say, “I see you’ve made a friend.”


“Oh, Mummy, this is Leana,” said Lily.


Mummy’s lips parted. “Leana…?”


“We sat next to each other while we were waiting to be presented,” she continued.


“Lily is going to come to my deb’s luncheon on Friday,” said Leana.


She laughed. “If I’m not due anywhere else that day.”


“How could you want to go to any other party?” asked Leana, touching her hand to her chest in mock horror. “But I suppose you’re bound to meet all sorts of people at luncheons and the first parties, and you’ll be flooded with invitations. Then you won’t have a free moment for me.”


“I’m sorry, my dear. What did you say your surname was?” Mummy asked.


“Hartford.” The new voice cut through the hum of the reception. “But I expect you knew that already. Hello, Josephine.”


Lily peered over her mother’s shoulder at the statuesque woman with rich dark hair swept up and back into a tight twist who had spoken. A strand of large, antique ivory pearls lay against her cream-white skin, set off by the rich cobalt and gold of her jacquard dress and matching jacket. The woman looked utterly at ease in the palace’s State Rooms, as though she had no doubt about her right to be there.


“Ruth,” Mummy murmured, her Elizabeth Arden lips standing out against skin paled by shock.


Lily didn’t know what it was about this finely dressed woman, but instinct had her slipping her hand into Mummy’s and squeezing it tight.


“I didn’t know that Leana had made your daughter’s acquaintance,” said Mrs. Hartford.


Lily felt her mother’s grip tense in hers, and for a moment, she thought Mummy might bolt. Instead, Mummy straightened and said, “It certainly wasn’t with my encouragement.”


Lily blinked. Although she may have almost entirely retreated from society after returning to England at the end of the war, Mummy was still very much a product of her upbringing. Who was this woman that her mother—governed always by manners and breeding—couldn’t hold back such rudeness?


“Hello, Mother,” said Leana, one hand on her hip and a hint of insolence in her smile. “My curtsy was a great success, if you wanted to know. Prince Philip winked at me.”


If Mrs. Hartford heard her daughter, she did a good job of hiding it. Instead, her eyes narrowed.


“It really is for the best that they’re ending the presentations this year. They really do let anyone in these days,” said Mrs. Hartford before raking her gaze over Lily from the top of her ivory hat to the tip of her heeled shoe.


The insult—the mirror of the one her daughter had muttered not an hour before—smacked Lily square in the chest, but before she could say anything, Mummy tugged on Lily’s hand. “We really must go.”


“You won’t forget about the luncheon?” asked Leana. “I’ll send you a note with the direction.”


“Lily,” hissed Mummy.


“I’m sorry!” Lily managed as her mother began to pull her away.


They drew a few looks as Mummy surged forward through the wall of pastel-clad debs and their chaperones.


“Mummy,” she protested, “there are so many girls I’m meant to say hello to. I haven’t had a chance to speak to Philippa Groves, and she’s already invited me to her drinks.”


“You can say hello to your school friends another time,” said Mummy, her voice harder than Lily had heard it in ages. Grandmama was the stern one. Mummy was… weaker, more prone to long bouts spent locked in her bedroom or holed up with Aunt Angelica, who seemed like the only one who could coax a laugh out of her mother some weeks.


Lily nodded and smiled tightly at whomever looked as though they might step into their path. At the door to the State Rooms, a liveried servant showed them the way down the hall, the opulence of the royal palace rushing by as Mummy hurried the two of them along. Lily wanted desperately to stop for just a moment and take it all in—she’d never have a chance at another presentation, after all—but it wasn’t until they stood outside the palace with a page hurrying to hail them a cab that she was finally able to shake her mother’s hand away.


“Mummy, what were you doing? The entire point of the reception is to meet the other girls,” she said, rubbing at the bones in her hand that ached from her mother’s grip.


“Not if you’re going to associate with girls like Leana Hartford,” said Mummy.


“I would have thought you would be thrilled that I’d met Leana. She’s ever so popular. Everyone thinks she might be named Deb of the Year.”


“That family is not worth knowing,” said Mummy.


“Isn’t Mr. Hartford a politician or a diplomat?”


Mummy whirled around, hands clenched as though trying to hold back a wave of rage. “I do not want you speaking with her. I don’t know why you sat next to her in the first place.”


Years of managing Mummy’s moods told Lily that she shouldn’t push, but she just couldn’t understand what she’d done wrong. Not after all she’d been told these last months was that her connections would make her Season.


“I didn’t choose to sit next to Leana,” she said. “I took one chair, she took another. I tried to speak to the girl on my other side first, but she was shaking so badly I’m surprised she was able to walk at all. I know Leana seems rather grand, but I think she is more generous than she pretends to be,” she said.


A taxi rolled to a stop in front of them. Mummy hardly waited until the attendant opened the door before diving into the back seat. Lily slid in, her skirts puffing up around her from the layers of net that made up her petticoats.


It was silent in the taxi until they had crossed Eaton Square. Then Mummy rolled up her black net veil and sighed. “I know that you are only trying to do what you think is right. Normally, I would agree with you: you should meet as many girls as you can. The handful of invitations you have is a good start, but it isn’t enough. However, you need to be careful.”


She wanted to ask why, when Leana’s name was on the lips of every deb at the last luncheon she’d gone to, but the hardness in Mummy’s eyes made her hold back.


“Now, your grandmother telephoned this morning insisting that we call on her as soon as we left the palace. You can tell her everything,” said Mummy.


Lily settled back against the taxi’s black leather seat. Mummy might hold old prejudices against the Hartfords, but Grandmama, despite her age, was a more social creature. Surely, Grandmama would understand the importance of accepting Leana’s invitation.





“Were you a success?” It was the first question Grandmama asked as soon as they entered the drawing room at Cadogan Place.


Lily, exhausted from the tension of the taxi ride from Buckingham Palace and the stress of the presentation itself, wanted to throw herself down onto the sofa. Instead, she perched on the edge of it, as Grandmama had insisted she do since she was twelve.


“Lily performed very well by all accounts,” said Mummy, tiredness edging her voice.


“Lily?” Grandmama prompted.


“I didn’t fall over or put my heel through my dress or sneeze in the middle of my curtsy or any other disasters,” she teased.


“Be serious, Lillian,” chided Grandmama.


She fought the urge to grin at her grandmother’s irritation. “It was all exactly as it should have been. Even Madame Vacani would have been proud of my curtsy.”


“Very good.” But then Grandmama looked between the two of them. “What is the matter?”


“Nothing is the matter,” said Mummy automatically.


“I was not expecting you until at least an hour from now,” said Grandmama, looking between the two of them with a raised brow.


A pause stretched to the point of awkwardness.


“The reception after presentations is an important part of the day. You shouldn’t discount any opportunities you have to meet other debutantes, Lillian,” Grandmama continued.


Lily hadn’t though it was possible for Mummy to shrink down any further into her hunched shoulders.


“I wasn’t feeling my best,” said Lily quickly.


Grandmama narrowed her eyes but then nodded. “Have any further invitations come in?”


“One came this morning from Madeline Cargrew. Her cocktail party will be on the second of May,” she said, rattling off the invitation’s details from memory. That one was easy to remember because Mummy had gasped when she saw the invitation card was merely printed and not engraved.


“Perhaps Georgie can ask if you can come along to some of her luncheons,” said Mummy.


The cheek of Mummy to suggest that she rely on her cousin’s charity while she had a perfectly good promise of an invitation from Leana Hartford. Leana, who, by the very nature of her prominence as a possible Deb of the Year, was invited everywhere and was known by everyone.


“What about Leana Hartford’s invitation?” Lily asked brightly.


“You met Leana Hartford?” asked Grandmama with interest.


“No. I do not want Lily associating with the Hartfords,” said Mummy.


“But why?” Lily pressed. “Why shouldn’t I go to Leana’s luncheon, when you know that it is bound to have some of the most well-connected girls? You’ve both said that it’s important who I meet this Season.”


She knew that the argument would cut to her advantage.


“Lily, I do not want to speak about this any longer,” said Mummy, her voice shaking.


“But why?” she pressed.


“Your mother and Michael were very good friends with the Hartfords before the war,” said Grandmama.


“And they showed me just how little they cared for that friendship after my husband died,” said Mummy.


“You’re being unreasonable, Josephine,” said Grandmama.


“What happened?” asked Lily.


Mummy clamped her lips shut, even as Grandmama made an exasperated noise. “You can at least tell the girl so she understands.”


Mummy gave a tight nod. “Just after war was declared in 1939, Michael and I sent Joanna to Washington, DC, to keep her safe. Many people were evacuating their children then. But she fell ill, and I went over to nurse her. I knew that it was a risk because U-boats were already firing on passenger ships, but my daughter needed me.”


“A foolish thing for a pregnant woman to do,” said Grandmama with a sniff.


Mummy took a deep breath but pushed past the censure. “I gave birth to you, Joanna recovered, and we were ready to return. I had asked Ethan Hartford to use his diplomatic influence to secure me passage to America, but he refused to help me on the return journey. I learned later that he knew Michael was ill with stomach cancer. He kept that from me and did not help me in a time of need. I cannot forgive him for that.”


“None of us knew about the cancer,” said Grandmama, her voice losing some of its usual frost. “Michael never wanted any of us to worry.”


Lily reached across the gap between their chairs and laid a soft hand on Mummy’s arm. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”


Mummy lifted a hand as though to cover Lily’s with her own, but then she hesitated before shifting out of Lily’s grasp.


Silence stretched out in the room until Grandmama straightened and declared, “I shall ring for tea, and then I wish to hear every detail of your presentation, Lily.”


Lily bit her lip and nodded, trying not to let the sting of her mother’s rejection bury its way too deep into her heart.










Three


The silence among the Nicholls women over Leana Hartford seemed to hang heavy amid the quiet corridors of the house at 17 Harley Gardens, pressing down on Lily from the moment they’d stepped through the front door to the late hour when she’d closed her book and announced she was going to bed. She’d forsaken the warmth of the sitting room’s coal fire for the electric fire in her bedroom earlier than usual because cold was better than disappointment any evening.


When Lily woke the following morning, she’d hoped that all would be forgotten. She came down to the morning room for breakfast and found a little pile of her post beside her place setting. On top was a small, buff-colored envelope with her address written in blue ink in an elegant hand.


“Good morning, Mummy,” she said, picking up the top envelope.


“Is that what you’re wearing to Georgie’s luncheon?” her mother asked, sweeping her eye over Lily.


Lily looked down at the two-year-old robin’s-egg-blue dress she’d cinched at the waist with a black leather belt. She was proud of this dress, having tailored it just so, but apparently it would not do for meeting other debs. She quickly ran through her wardrobe before saying, “I have a few errands to run, and then I thought I would change into my rose-colored wool dress with the dark pink piping.”


“That is a pretty dress. Where will you go this morning?” asked Mummy, neatening the cuffs of her ebony cardigan that she wore buttoned to the top with a large jade brooch pinned over her heart.


“Peter Jones,” she said, naming the Sloane Square department store. “I need another two pairs of stockings and some fabric for a blouse I’m making.”


Mummy looked at Lily, head tilted gently as she studied her. Finally, she said, “I was thinking, I know how much you enjoy making your own dresses. I don’t see any harm in making some of your cocktail dresses.”


“Grandmama was very specific that we should buy everything new,” she said.


“Your grandmama has not been a debutante for decades, and neither has she brought one out. She’s been generous with your allowance for the Season, but the expenses are higher than even she knows. Sending you to Paris cost more than we anticipated, and even sharing the expense of your coming-out party with your cousin…”


“I would be happy to make my dresses,” said Lily.


Mummy breathed a sigh of what looked like relief. “Good. The ones for your party and Queen Charlotte’s Ball are already ordered, so there’s nothing to be done about that.”


“I’ll see if there’s any pretty fabric at Peter Jones,” said Lily.


Mummy gave her a rare smile.


“I thought I might also go to the library,” Lily said, reaching for the toast that Hannah, their housekeeper, had slotted into its holder.


“You won’t have much need for books with the Season underway,” warned Mummy.


Lily laughed. “I can’t only go to parties and teas for the next few months. I’m sure I’ll find some time to read.”


Mummy set down her silverware. “These are not merely parties, Lily. They are a chance to meet the right sort of people. That is what you must focus on.”


But Lily was determined to find the time. She loved reading, and besides, she’d lost the balance of her final year at school when Grandmama and Mummy had declared she was going to be a deb. Saying goodbye to her teachers had been more painful than she ever would have imagined because of the expression on each of their faces: another bright girl whose talent would be wasted. She might not have the lessons any longer, but at least reading would bring her pleasure.


“Your grandmama is right, you should have more invitations by now,” said Mummy.


They both glanced at the neat line of white cards propped against the mantel over the morning room’s fireplace. They were the Season’s currency. At this stage before the large balls, invitations meant meeting more girls. Girls who might have brothers or cousins or family friends and who could make an appropriate introduction at a cocktail party or a ball.


“I’ve been invited to a half dozen teas and luncheons. The girls from Mrs. Wodely’s School have all sent invitations to their coming-out dos,” she reminded her mother.


“You’ve known those girls for years, and half of them don’t have unmarried brothers. You should be working toward more drinks parties and balls. That is where you’ll meet men,” said Mummy.


It all felt so old-fashioned, this push to introduce girls to appropriate young men they might marry. Yet it was still how things were “done.” The chance to meet a man from a group of people whose families all knew one another through only a degree or two of separation and could vet each possible match meant that in theory there could be few mistakes—although they still happened. But things were changing. Debs could and did hold jobs after their Seasons were done, living together in little shared flats. A few girls even earned places at Oxford, Cambridge, Edinburgh University, or Trinity in Dublin—the path her English literature teacher, Miss Hester, had pushed on her at every opportunity before retiring. But all of that came after the Season.


The Season was still sacrosanct.


With a sigh, Lily picked up the envelope on the top of her pile of post and slipped under its flap the delicate silver paper knife that had been a gift from Aunt Angelica last year. With a neat tearing sound, she sliced it open and pulled out an invitation. A separate slip of paper fluttered to the table.


The invitation read:




Miss Lillian Nicholls,


Mrs. Ethan Hartford


At Home


Friday, 21st March


For luncheon


1 o’clock


Hartford House, 51 Manchester Square, Mayfair





“Who is it from?” asked Mummy.


Lily swallowed and handed Mummy the card. With Mummy distracted, she opened the note.




Dear Lily,


We had such fun at court. Do join us Friday and save me from what is sure to be a dull time without you.


Yours affectionately,


Leana Hartford





“I don’t want you to go,” said Mummy, dragging up yesterday’s argument that had simmered below the surface, ready to explode again.


“Mummy, Leana is popular, and she didn’t attend Mrs. Wodely’s. I’m sure she knows so many girls.” She paused. “And Grandmama seemed to think going is a good idea.”


“Is my request that you obey my wishes not enough?” asked Mummy.


“I’m simply trying to understand—”


“Enough.” The word came out of her mother’s mouth clipped and firm.


“Yes, Mummy,” she murmured, dipping her head. Then she reached for the rest of her post, but not before slipping Leana’s note into her pocket.





Friday afternoon just after one o’clock, Lily flicked aside the full skirt of her coat to smooth down a crease in her winter day dress. It was sky-blue wool with a contrasting indigo belt and covered buttons in the same deep blue marching up the front of it, and it made her feel somehow more polished than usual. She’d checked the bow of her cherry lipstick and the angle of her cream-colored hat before she’d alighted from the bus because something told her that today everything needed to be perfect.


She lifted a gloved hand and rang the brass bell of Hartford House. She held her leather handbag in front of her, her grip on the straps hiding any tremble in her hands while she waited.


As soon as she was alone yesterday, she’d written Leana and told her that she would come on Friday, knowing that after breakfast that day Mummy would go to Aunt Angelica’s home to discuss the details of Lily and Georgie’s cocktail party and no doubt also to receive some support before Mummy’s first real appearance in society in years. With Hannah out at the shops, all Lily had had to do was slip out the front door and walk to the bus stop on the King’s Road without a soul noticing.


When she had been younger, Lily had rarely defied Mummy—she hadn’t wanted to upset her delicate mother, whose moods could swing from fearful to firm in a flash—but that had started to change around the time Lily turned twelve. It had been Grandmama’s dinners that had done it. Sitting across from Mummy with Grandmama at the head of the table instructing her mother about how she should manage some aspect of her life had suddenly started to feel… wrong.


One night, as they rode back home to Harley Gardens in a taxi just after her sixteenth birthday, Lily burst out, “Why do you let her speak to you in that way?”


Mummy had looked at her as though Lily had reached out and slapped her. “Your grandmama is generous enough to pay for our lives, Lily. Angering her would mean no more school, no more living in Harley Gardens. When Michael died, the death duties had to be paid. I only just managed to retain the house. Without your grandmother, I’d have to sell it just to support us.


“The world isn’t black-and-white. Sometimes people do things they don’t want to because they need to do them. You’d do well to remember that and not judge me so harshly.”


Lily had sunk back into the seat of the taxi, ashamed of her outburst. That day had opened her eyes. Everything that was familiar about their house was bought and maintained thanks to the generosity of Grandmama. Her education, her finishing, her Season? All Grandmama. But there was a cost to everything. Grandmama exerted her quiet control over so much of their lives, it had been a relief when Grandmama had declared that Tuesday teas and Friday dinners would no longer be the norm after Lily returned from France in order to accommodate Lily’s increasingly busy schedule.


And now, she was taking her first steps out into society on her own.


The great white door of Hartford House slowly swung open, revealing the housekeeper, a trim woman in a long black dress.


“I’m Lily Nicholls,” she said.


The housekeeper inclined her head. “Good afternoon, Miss Nicholls. Miss Hartford is expecting you.”


The housekeeper stepped back to let Lily in. She tried her best to keep from staring at the grand entryway as she paused to hand the housekeeper her coat. She’d been to birthday parties at some of the more grand houses of her school friends before, but this was on a different scale entirely. The building’s Georgian exterior had hidden a sort of Venetian palace inside, with white columns stretching to a ceiling of gold leaf and frescoes. The white marble floor stretched out before her and up a curving staircase that was punctuated by portraits of long-dead family members who seemed to stare down at her as though they disapproved of her defiance of Mummy.
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