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Not very long ago and not very far away, there once was and still is an invisible place right here with us. And if you are born knowing, you will find your way through the woodlands to the shimmering doors that lead to the land made just and exactly for you.

HAZEL MERSEY LINDEN, 1939



October 1940

Binsey, Oxfordshire

On a red blanket by the river, six-year-old Flora Lea Linden awakens alone, a dome of blue sky above her and birdsong wild about her. Someone called my name? She glances around the green expanse, at the churning water of the River Thames furrowed with winks and puckers as it nearly overflows its banks, taking to the sea anything or anyone who dares to enter its rush.

The river surges toward Oxford where students hurry to and from tutors under pinnacled towers standing guard over cobblestone streets. Then the waters bend and curve, gathering force, bouncing against the stone walls and locks of England until they reach London, where bombs are plummeting to city streets, delivering ruination, where smoldering cathedrals and crushed homes litter the river with their ember and ash.

Did someone call my name? Flora sits and rubs her eyes. She’s not exactly alone. She has Berry, her stuffed teddy. And she isn’t frightened. Why should she be? Her older sister, Hazel, told her many times that these woodlands belong to them, that the shadowed glade and the sacred sunlit puddles where the canopy of trees opens wide is a safe place meant for the two sisters, created just for them.

She stands and carefully steps closer to the river. Hazel refuses to go with Flora to Whisperwood anymore, so what’s she to do but go alone? It’s hers!—not to be abandoned: the glowing castle and the grove of alder, the chattering squirrels and animated trees.

Hazel had told Flora that the glinting lights on the river were stars and galaxies, rushing to meet the sea. Hazel had ordered her not to ever become the river, as they became other woodland creatures, nor should Flora ever drink from the river. If she did, she was told, she would never find her way back to Mum or Bridie or their warm cottage in the heather-strewn fields.

This enchanting river was—like the apple in the Bible—forbidden.

But Flora doesn’t believe this beautiful, starry river can be dangerous. She clings to Berry by his worn, furry paw and ventures nearer to the water’s rush, thrilled at her boldness. No one knows what might happen to her on this adventure or who she might become.

She hears a voice nearby in the woods, familiar, but Flora ignores it.

The way here was through a shimmering door, and Hazel was too busy to see it. The river is Flora’s companion, her friend, and this intimacy has her creeping ever closer to its edge.

Hazel never wants them to pretend to be bunnies, so that’s what she’s decided today. Flora will be a bunny.

She stares down at the river’s churned-up waters, looking for stars but seeing only mud and silt, humps of river-smoothed rocks underwater. She skids down on a soggy, earthy incline, her wellies slipping where the browned grasses of October change to mud. Falling on her bum, Flora laughs.

What an adventure!

Berry slips from her hand as her palms and fingers dig into the wet earth to keep herself from tumbling into the frigid waters. She scoots closer, wanting to grab Berry. He’s too close to the river.

“It’s okay,” she says as she reaches for his paw, repeating her sister’s words: “It’s our land. We’re always safe in Whisperwood.”
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March 1960

Until Hazel Linden untied the frayed red velvet ribbon on the parchment-bound portfolio, her last day at Hogan’s Rare Book Shoppe in Bloomsbury was as ordinary as any workday spent organizing, sorting, and protecting the store’s remarkable inventory—that’s of course if you called working among the most rare and collectible books and literary memorabilia in England ordinary.

Hazel noticed every detail of her final workday at the shop with a bit of melancholy, and a note of the dramatic. This would be the last time she’d shelve The Hobbit with its snow-capped mountain cover.

The last time she’d enjoy watching a crisp March day punctuated by bursts of quick bright rain from inside the warm, dim-lit shop with its display of leather-bound volumes behind tall, wavy windows that overlooked Charing Cross Road.

The store glistened with dark green walls that could almost appear black and brass sconces with their arms bent over the shelves. Photos of famous authors in black lacquer frames hung on the wall behind the register. A mother and daughter, Jane-ites Hazel called them, both in bright red rain slickers, were currently swooning over an edition of Pride and Prejudice they could never afford. The aroma of pulp and dust and history mixed with the sweet scent of the lilacs, ones she’d clipped from her backyard hedgerow and arranged in a vase on the checkout counter. She took it all in from behind the ancient cash register wearing a new Mary Quant knockoff she’d bought at the street fair in Notting Hill, her shoulder-brushing tawny hair now with newly fringed bangs not quite looking like the photo she’d taken to the salon. A slight drummy feeling pounded behind her eyes. She shouldn’t have had the final whiskey last night. (It was always that final whiskey that did her in.) But it was worth the morning’s dull fuzziness for the fun she’d had at the pub with fellow booksellers Tim and Poppy. They’d morbidly called it Hazel’s “going-away wake.”

“To us, you’re dead,” Poppy declared with laughter. This was followed by cheers and lifted pints for her employment at Sotheby’s. Her new job on the international team of specialists in rare books and manuscripts in English literature was a job they all had wanted but it was Hazel who had been offered it. Her colleagues were awfully good to her about it when she well knew that in their place, she’d be green with envy.

Tim chimed in. “But you must work with that insufferable Lord Arthur Dickson. I have to say a well-placed surname, to be accurate.” He faux-shuddered.

Hazel shook her head and lightly hit Tim’s shoulder. “A small price to pay to see private collections and be part of the London auctions.”

“Seriously, it’s not the same as the shop. It’s much stuffier and quite snobby,” Tim told her. “With us, the glory of the trade is that no two days are the same. I can tell you won’t have nearly the jolly fun you have with us.”

“I’m sure I won’t. But I will come see you all the time. I promise. I’m not moving or leaving the city.”

Poppy twirled her pint glass between her palms. “I’d rather be assigned the atlas and maps specialty.”

“Don’t give up,” Hazel said. “Maybe one day you will be.”

Poppy shrugged and took a long sip of her pint. “Girls like me don’t end up at Sotheby’s, even though I knew from the first moment I walked into Hogan’s what I’d been designed for.”

“That’s not true,” Hazel said, but what was true was that she had mixed feelings leaving Hogan’s for Sotheby’s. Taking the dreamed-of job in rare literary collections meant she was forsaking the safety and coziness of the shop. When she’d started there, she’d thought it a quick stop, an after-university job to keep her afloat until… until what? She hadn’t known. After the war, no one in England had known what might be next.

Now, on her last day she would leave behind the shop and her wonderful colleagues there: the elderly owner, Edwin Hogan, and his sixty-year-old son, Tim, who’d been waiting to take over the store for far too long. There was also Poppy, the youngest of them at twenty-five, who’d been working there since she was eighteen years old. As a teen, Poppy had wandered into the store so often, leafing through old copies of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland for hours, that Edwin had finally told her she needed to start working there or get out. It wasn’t until later that Hazel discovered Poppy had not been loitering; she’d nowhere else to go. She’d been a war orphan who’d aged out of the London Orphan School near Hampshire, sleeping in parks or on the couches of old pals who might let her stay for a while. She’d been looking for a job, but no one was willing to give her a chance.

Edwin gave her a new life. He taught her what he’d taught all of them: Cultivate a love of fine and rare books in a customer and you didn’t just have a sale that day but also a devoted customer for decades. Poppy took it to heart and she now lived in a two-bedroom flat with four other women and dreamed of a future.

Hazel promised all three of them that she’d stop by often. They were, after all, as close as family.

“Hazel!”

Hazel looked up. Edwin, ninety-two years old and somehow looking even older, hobbled from the back room, silver cane clicking his familiar walking rhythm on the parquet floor. “There are a few new arrivals in the back. Please process them and place them in the safe.”

No squishy sentimentality for Edwin, not even on her final day. But she knew that beneath that gruff white beard and narrowed pale watery-blue eyes beat a heart soft as a down pillow. She’d seen it in the gentle words he spoke to a patron who needed to sell his prized first edition of Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest, in the manner in which he’d saved Poppy from the streets, in the flash of tears when his great-grandchildren burst into the store, even as he sternly told them, “Do not touch a bloody thing with your sticky fingers.”

“I’ll get right to it, sir.”

This was her favorite part of the job, unwrapping and cataloging what had arrived through the back door. She would check each volume against the Book Auction Reference catalog bound in red cloth, and then with each pull of a string or tearing of the packing tape she’d reveal a new treasure. And although this would be the last shipment she would handle here, the last time she’d hope to dig through boxes donated by an old professor to find something worthy, there might be rarer, fancier ones to come at Sotheby’s. She smiled, felt the thrill of her new employment: the largest auction house in the world.

Loss and gain. As nearly every myth told: birth, death, rebirth. One thing dying, another born. An old job. A new one.

You’re so dramatic. She could hear the words of her love, Barnaby, cloaked in admiration.

She pushed open the swinging green-painted door with her palm pressed to the same spot as always. After fifteen years, there might be a permanent but unseen handprint.

Four packages in brown paper and twine crowded a pine table at the center of the dusty room. For Hazel, this part of the job was like Christmas. Edwin had a wonderful knack for locating interesting volumes before anyone else even knew they were available. “To be a proper bookseller you need a researcher’s brain, knowing which questions to ask and where to find the answers.”

A thick black leather logbook sat open at the left side of the packages. Edwin’s tight script filled thin lines of the grid. It had taken Hazel almost a year to decipher his handwriting, like learning hieroglyphics. How long would it take the next employee to understand Edwin as she did?

To the right of each entry in the tattered logbook ran two columns for Hazel’s own neat entries: quality and ID number. She cataloged the condition of everything that came through the back door, assigned it an inventory number, then stashed the item in the safe until Edwin decided where and how it would be displayed.

She read the list.


	First edition Dickens A Christmas Carol


	Handwritten letter from Hemingway to Fitzgerald, 1932

	A signed (but not first) edition of Tolkien’s The Hobbit


	A first edition of Bertrand Russell’s History of Western Philosophy with the dust jacket made of a WWII map

	A signed first edition fairy tale by American author Peggy Andrews with original hand-painted illustrations by Pauline Baynes



Edwin adored nabbing the original illustrations for books, for they only grew in value with time. The more popular the book, the more the original drawings became a coveted item for collectors. But it wasn’t always about a first edition; to Tim especially it was about the journey of the actual book. Tim valued each one not for its number in the printing order but for the narrative of who had held, loved, and even handed down the book itself. This package with Baynes’s paintings sounded intriguing, so Hazel saved it for last.

She slipped on a pair of white gloves, and thirty minutes passed as she cataloged each of the items. Dickens’s A Christmas Carol’s canvas cover was slightly ripped at the bottom right and had a bit of discoloration on its front left corner. But other than those small defects, it was a glorious edition that would be displayed in the locked glass case of the main showroom. Hazel jotted down the facts in the ledger and set the book aside. She opened the Hemingway letter, checked it for stains or rips, compared the signatures to originals in the files. The Hobbit: in perfect condition and obviously kept as a treasure, not as a book to be read and loved. Then the Russell book with a prime example of how, during the paper shortage after WWII, old maps were used as dust jackets. This one was of Stettin, with routes and roads clearly mapped, and a warning: “For the War and Navy Departments only.”

Her mind wandered. Tonight she and Barnaby had a dinner planned with her mum, stepdad, and half brother. How could she get out of it? She couldn’t, Barnaby would remind her, then kiss her to let her know he was on her side.

And after that: freedom! She had three glorious weeks of holiday before starting the new job.

She planned to luxuriate in the empty days ahead of her. She might board a train to Scotland or a ferry to Ireland. She might escape to Brighton Beach and sit on a patio with a book and nothing else to do but read. And yet she hadn’t made any plans but for one: to take a weeklong trip with Barnaby to Paris. Hotel reserved. Ferry tickets purchased. She’d drink fancy cocktails at bars, not pubs. She’d ascend the Eiffel Tower, amble through the Louvre, hopefully make mad love in their hotel room overlooking the Tuileries. She’d saved her pence and pounds for two new dresses now hanging in her closet, awaiting this trip.

Spring in Paris.

“Hazel?” Tim’s voice snapped her out of her dream, the last package still taped tight.

“Someone’s out here looking for you,” he called.

She made her way down the dark back hallway to the main room to find waiting for her a tall man with a black felt hat and an overcoat dripping with rain. Next to him, a woman with raven hair was dressed nearly all in red from her coat to her hat.

“May I help you?” Hazel asked.

“My colleague at Foyles sent me here and said to ask for you,” said the man. “You might know about an edition of the 1928 privately printed Auden poems? I hope you do.”

“Ah, Tim always says that optimism is an essential quality in a book collector,” Hazel said with a confident smile. She motioned for him to follow her to the showroom’s back corner, where the red pamphlet was locked tight.

The woman stayed put and Hazel barely noticed her again, even after the man had purchased the pamphlet. She slipped it into a waxed envelope.

“A collector?” she asked, curious.

“No.” He shook his head. “My love.” He motioned out the front window where Hazel saw the woman who had been with him, her face now raised to the sun. “She’s enamored of Auden, and it’s for our wedding day.”

“Time will say nothing but I told you so.” Hazel quoted Auden with a smile.

“That’s one of my favorites,” he said. “And yet her favorite is ‘Let the more loving one be me.’ ”

“Ah, that’s so lovely,” Hazel said. “Many happy returns.”

By the time she’d finished with the besotted groom, Edwin was off to run an errand and Tim was crouched down, reorganizing a shelf of children’s books that had been scattered on the floor by an unattended toddler.

Before she could head to the back room, the door’s bell rang its tinny song, and Hazel turned to find her dearest friend, Kelty, and her daughter, Midge, an eight-year-old sprite.

She smiled at Midge, her legs long and the rest of her body trying to catch up in bits and spurts, her auburn hair springing free from two braids just as Kelty’s had done all those years ago when Hazel met her during the evacuation.

Images often came back to Hazel that way—quick as hummingbirds—memories of that September day, cold and clear, the day they filed out of Bloomsbury to board trains.

“Auntie Hazel!” Midge threw her arms around Hazel’s waist. “Mum said I could get two books today at Foyles. Two!”

“Well, that’s jolly,” Hazel said, leaning in as Kelty greeted her with a peck on the cheek.

“Just on our way back from school and thought we’d stop by.” Kelty wore an emerald dress with a cinched waist and patent leather shoes, looking more like a student than a mum. Her auburn hair was pulled back in a high ponytail with a wide green headband. Every single man looked at her twice—some, a third time.

Midge bounced on her toes. “I’m going in the back to stare at Swallows and Amazons since you won’t let me touch it,” she said.

“Not now, love,” Kelty said. “We’re meeting your father.” Then to Hazel, “You know her book love is your fault.”

“I gladly take full credit.” Hazel took a fake bow with a wide sweep of her hand toward Midge, who giggled.

“Come with us?” Kelty asked with hope.

Hazel nodded toward the back room. “I still have work to do.”

“I thought so. Well, we just wanted to stop in and see you on your last day at Hogan’s. Can’t let it go by without some kind of recognition, can we?”

Hazel kissed her godchild on the cheek and gently pulled her pigtails. “See you both tomorrow? I have dinner with Mum and Alastair tonight.”

“Good luck there,” Kelty said with a hug.

Hazel watched them leave, Kelty holding Midge’s hand as she skipped out the door. A surge of love and regret washed over her. How she loved them, but also how she’d resisted having a child of her own, a family of her own. But now a new life was unfurling. She and Barnaby were finally talking of marriage.

There was so much good ahead. After so much loss.

With Tim in the main room, Hazel returned to the packages in the back. She rested her hand on the rectangular bulk of the last one. The last one, she noted to herself, then laughed at her dramatic rendering of a simple job.

The carton had arrived from America with bright red airmail stamps. Hazel zipped off the tape to find a parchment-bound portfolio wrapped in red velvet ribbon. She could always tell when a book had been saved for money or for love, and this was love.

She pulled at the end of the ribbon and it gently fell away.

White gloves on, she opened the portfolio to find a stack of hand-colored drawings on thick cotton paper, each one separated by tissue paper.

The illustration on top was an enchanting rendering of two girls holding hands and running through thick emerald woodlands, their pigtails flying behind them, their dresses covered in yellow roses. On the right side was a river. In the background, a glistening white castle where red and green pennants flew from the tops of towers.

Hazel’s breath puddled in her chest. She suddenly felt dizzy, untethered. Goose bumps prickled the back of her neck. Her world narrowed to the pile of illustrations on the pine table.

She bent closer. What was it? What was it about this drawing that made it feel as if one might fall into the scene, into the obviously magical land? Small woodland creatures—chipmunks, birds, squirrels, butterfly, beaver—hid among mint green leaves and gnarled branches. An owl, large and looming on a branch above, watched over the girls.

Hazel shivered.

The river, on closer inspection, was glittered with what looked like stars.

Stars.

A river of stars.

Hazel set her white gloved hands on the table and steadied herself. It wasn’t possible. Of course it wasn’t. She was being fanciful. Too theatrical. There could be other imagined lands with starry rivers. Of course there could be.

She carefully lifted the pile of thick papers and peeked at the book beneath. The title: Whisperwood and the River of Stars. By Peggy Andrews. The green-and-blue cover featured the illustration of the girls.

“It can’t be,” Hazel said quietly. “No.”

Whisperwood belonged to her and her lost sister, Flora. It was a private realm that had sprung to life between them, a make-believe world to endure through the worst of the war, a place to find comfort where little existed.

And it had disappeared with Flora into the river.

For the first time in twenty years, in pure astonishment, Hazel said the name out loud. “Whisperwood.”
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September 1939

Hazel and Flora sat in the soft grass in their back garden in Bloomsbury, England. The flat had been too quiet, too grim by far. The wireless turned off in case of bad news Mum didn’t want the girls to hear and Mum with the telltale tear-swollen eyes she tried to hide from her daughters. They heard her through the thick plaster walls, crying herself to sleep, or maybe never sleeping at all.

But that afternoon in the back garden a brilliant day shone around them, allowing a moment of reprieve. The gold, cracked-brown, and crimson leaves carpeted the grass, which was surrounded by brick walls taller than their papa had been. The enclosed space was no bigger than Hazel’s classroom at Bloomsbury School. The girls were waiting for their mum to come home from her shift at the Royal Voluntary Service. Mum absolutely would not, she’d told her daughters, allow herself to be useless when Britain needed her.

Bombs could fall from the sky any day now. At school, Hazel watched scratchy films on the roll-up screen, black-and-white footage of airplanes in the sky, their bellies opening to release cylinders that plummeted to the ground and exploded in fiery destruction. Hazel imagined bombs landing on her, her sister, her house, her mum—on all of her beloved Bloomsbury.

Every morning Hazel awoke safe and sound, yet she wondered, would this be the day? Would this be the day they prepared for at school, the day that posters on London lampposts warned about, the day when they sent the children away to safety, far from their mums and their flats and everything they knew and loved?

It was called Operation Pied Piper, a nursery rhyme name for a horror of an idea.

Hazel heard that some families had sent their children to relatives in America, but the Lindens didn’t have any far-off aunts or grands in safe places. She wanted to be brave, but the thought of leaving Bloomsbury and Mecklenburgh Square and their two-bedroom flat in the mansion on the oval park with the lamplit paths kept her jittery and sleepless. If bombs eventually fell from the sky, she didn’t understand why going somewhere else would matter so much. The sky domed over everything.

There was nowhere to hide.

While Flora dozed in her lap, the memory of the day Papa left intruded like an unwelcome visitor, which it often did when she was quiet.

“You ask too many questions and think too many things,” Papa had said with a laugh. He’d stood in front of Hazel and Flora in his drab-olive military jacket. “Don’t be bothering your mum with all your questions. Save them for school. She has enough to worry about without trying to dash about finding answers to obscure inquiries.” He’d leaned down and kissed Hazel’s forehead, a sweet sad smile for just her.

Hazel had nodded through her tears, but she’d wanted to scream, “Don’t leave! If you leave, everything will come undone!” She’d known it to be true.

But she hadn’t been able to stop anything that was coming their way because outside a honk blared, and through the floor-to-ceiling windows, they could see the long black car at the curb outside their London flat waiting for Papa. Cold rain spit down, tinkling against the windowpanes.

Hazel had grabbed the edges of Papa’s stiff uniform’s sleeve, and four-year-old Flora had clung to his left leg, so that if he walked he’d drag them out the front door and they’d bounce down the marble steps to the rain-slick pavement facing the garden square. Mum stood behind the sisters, not even trying to hide her weeping. “Girls, your papa must leave now.”

“No,” Flora had said with simplicity and assuredness.

Papa had crouched down and lifted Flora, the only way she’d release his leg, and she’d nuzzled his neck. His thick black hair, a blessing of the Irish he’d told them, hidden beneath his olive-and-brown cap. Hazel had been envious of her little sister, but Hazel was too old by far to be held that way by her father. Instead of weeping like her mum, Hazel had frozen her words stuck below a scrim of ice as cold and silver as the edges of Kensington Gardens’ Round Pond in dead winter.

Papa had pried Flora’s arms from his neck and kissed her cheeks before handing her to Mum. “I promise to return to my girls.” He’d looked to Mum with a gaze so fiercely desperate that Hazel couldn’t help but hope that someday a man would look at her the same.

“I love you all so much. Now be good. Help your mum, do what she says, and I will see you soon. Watch out for each other.” His face had quivered as if a little earthquake were happening beneath the skin, and this, more than his leaving, made Hazel feel light-headed, terrified.

Kisses all around and then he was gone. He’d walked out the door with every promise to return, but that was the last time they’d seen him. During RAF training one fiery faulty engine took his life.

That was a year ago. Hazel, Mum, and Flora stood, arms around each other, for some time after Papa threw his brown duffel bag over his shoulder and closed the door behind him. Finally Mum exhaled, wiped her face of the tears with the back of her palm. “Well, girls, it’s time to set the table. Dinner is almost ready.”

So, Hazel thought, that’s how we do this. We pretend. We pretend all is well and we go about our dinners and days until he returns. But the telegram of his death arrived only a week later, and since then the house and the world had grown dimmer and quieter. War inched toward them and now they could smell its breath in the air.

Now Papa was gone for good and their knapsacks were packed and waiting, gas masks hanging from the straps like snout-nose monsters. They’d been fitted at school—Hazel’s dark black and Flora with the preschool version, which was a red-and-blue Mickey Mouse mask designed to keep young children from being frightened of them, but it didn’t work. They were scary.

Now, in the back garden with Flora, Hazel didn’t want to think about having to leave, but of course she thought of little else.

“Tell me a story,” her sister said, waking and stretching, snuggling closer to Hazel, tucking her ragged stuffed teddy under her arm. Flora was so sweet with her wild blond curls, large brown eyes, and those lush eyelashes that almost touched her eyebrows. A sprinkle of freckles spread across her nose and cheeks. And the distinctive birthmark on the inside of her arm, two inches from the inside of her wrist. Hazel said the brown marks looked like rabbit ears; Mum said butterfly wings and Papa said angel wings. Mum once told Hazel that her grandmother had the same mark, and that it was an ancestral gift, not a mistake. That night alone in the washroom, Hazel had scanned her body, or as much of it as she could see, looking for her own ancestral mark. There was none to be found.

Every afternoon now, Hazel was left with her sister, and that was fine by her, that was the easy part. Thinking up new stories was the hard part.

The back garden’s flowers clung to late summer colors. The cornflowers and Queen Anne’s lace bowed close to the ground while the lettuces in Mum’s garden withered brown around the edges. Rose bushes spilled pink and red blossoms at the base of the brick wall they shared with neighbors on three sides. Hazel inhaled, feeling words growing and rising from within.

“Not so long ago and not so far away, there was once, and still is, an invisible place that is right here beside us.”

Flora laughed in delight. Stories seemed to be Flora’s pacifier, the way that Hazel could get her little sister to sit still, to stop thrumming with the live-wire energy that kept her restless. This was the answer to Flora’s distress and sleepless nights, her startling at every noise and siren—stories. This was how to get through the fear.

Flora, with her five-year-old lisp, asked, “Ith invisible and here?”

“Yes! Right here and—incredibly enough—at the same time in another place.” Hazel saw it now: No one would decide for them where they’d stay until the war was over. She herself would decide where they stayed. She didn’t know much about this new place, not yet. The discovery would come in the telling.

“How can a place be two places?” Flora asked.

“Magic,” Hazel answered matter-of-factly. “In this land, anything can happen, we can be anything we desire”—she clapped her hands—“a river full of stars runs right through it.”

“I want to go.” Flora sat straight and set Berry the teddy on the ground in a slump. “How do we get there?”

“Keep an eye out for the secret doorways. They’re hidden everywhere, and only visible to those who are worthy.” Hazel paused. “Fortunately, we are worthy.”

Flora smiled, sat straighter. “Can we go there?”

“Yes!”

“Where is it?”

Hazel stared to the cloudless sky to find the answer, hoping her imagination might provide it. She thought of Neverland, Wonderland, the Hundred Acre Wood. You had to fly or fall into those secret places.

“Under the rocks?” Flora bent forward, placing her hands on the patchy lawn. “Or is it up high, even higher than the airplanes?”

“No,” Hazel said without a doubt, though she couldn’t say how she knew. Then she saw an iridescent glow at the edge of the hanging white sheets. “It’s always here,” she said, “but we can’t see it until we walk through the door. Look!” Hazel pointed at the chestnut tree with its brown conkers covered in spiky, green shells hanging from the branches. “The entry shimmers because light sneaks out around the doorway. The air quivers.”

“I’m scared,” said Flora.

“Don’t be. Sure, some woodlands are frightening. Ours is not. It’s magic and belongs to us. This land is on our side. It is… safe.”

Flora wrinkled her nose, popping the paw of her stuffed and ragged Berry between her thumb and forefinger, rubbing it.

“What’s the place called?” whispered Flora, her eyes appearing even bigger than usual.

Hazel imagined a woodland, a river, a castle far off. In this place, there were no wars or heartbreak. You could do as you please, become whatever you like.

Flora yanked the ends of Hazel’s curls.

“Hazel, what’s it called?”

Naming was not to be taken lightly. Flora and Hazel and their mum, Camellia—they’d all been named after plants. Lea and Mersey, their middle names, born of their parents’ childhood rivers. “Don’t forget,” Papa had told his daughters, “you are of earth and water. Both of you. Also of love. Our love.” And then he’d pulled Mum to him so tightly that she’d blushed and swatted him away.

The name of their new land came to Hazel right as prayer, a name that already existed, that had waited for them, a name of secrets, of the earth and its rivers, just like the two sisters.

“It’s called Whisperwood and the River of Stars.”

Hazel took her sister’s hand and they stood, walked to the chestnut tree in the corner, and set their hands on its interlacing furrows of bark, rough beneath their palms.

“Close your eyes,” Hazel said, and the sisters sat on the grass again, Flora curled against Hazel like a puppy. “This kingdom is made of flowers and rivers and trees—like us.”

“Let’s go now!” Flora said.

“Once through the door, we can be whatever we choose. We’ll have an adventure, but we must return here unless—”

“Unless what?” Flora whispered. “What if we get lost?”

“No one gets lost in Whisperwood.”

“Can we stay?” She lifted her face to Hazel, sunlight falling through the leaves, leaving a lace pattern on Flora’s cheeks.

Hazel considered it. “Not at first… maybe one day, when we choose what we were meant to be. But only then.” She scooted closer to the tree, wishing for a hidey-hole, something to enter to take them away. Above them a blackbird, alone and plaintive with its slash of orange beak in the emerald leaves, sang out its distinctive chirpy song.

Flora looked up. “What will we be? Will we be birds?”

“We’ll know when the time comes. We just keep trying until we find what’s meant for us.”

“Will both of us be the same thing?” Flora nestled closer, as if this would guarantee they’d become the same. “I might be a bird and you might be a skunk.”

Hazel burst into laughter. “A skunk? Why me?”

Flora nuzzled closer. “Becuth you smell.”

Hazel bounced her sister off her lap. “Stop!”

“You don’t really,” Flora said, and moved closer. “Now what’s next?”

Sometimes when Hazel made stories for Flora, what happened next in the plot came flying at her like a secret only she could hear. Other times the story hid in shadows, not ready to reveal itself.

Hazel told her sister the truth. “I don’t know. Maybe we are meant to be the same thing, maybe not. But I can tell you that there is always an owl watching over us.”

“How do we get in?”

A low cloud tucked itself around the sun like a sheet of linen, so they both shivered before Hazel said, “We enter by whispering its name three times. Whisperwood. Whisperwood. Whisperwood.” She paused to create suspense.

“We are here at last,” said Hazel. “Isn’t it beautiful, Flora? The woodlands are so green, and the river sparkles with stars, and oh, oh! Ahead is the castle!”

“What are we what are we what are we?” Flora trilled impatiently.

“We’re… bluebirds!”

Opening one eye to look at her sister, a warm feeling spread across Hazel’s chest, under her ribs. Flora lay back upon the grass and smiled, her eyes shut so tight her tiny face wrinkled. She raised her arms and flapped them. Yes, this was the way out of worry and fear.

Hazel’s voice guided them through forests with branches so immense and sturdy they looked as if they could pick up the sisters and hold them. At the riverbank, they watched dazzling, floating constellations and shooting comets beneath fast-flowing crystalline water.

“Today we’ll meet the chipmunk in the red jacket,” Hazel explained. “Oh, look, Flora, we are flying over the forest, higher than all the trees. There’s where the Thames meets the sea. We can see everything.”

They lay quietly together, becoming birds, experiencing their own world in their own minds. As she lifted wings over a vibrant land of her own making, Hazel realized that she’d found a never-ending tale that could be told again and again.

So far gone in their imaginary land, the sisters were startled by their mum’s call.

Hazel and Flora opened their eyes to see Mum standing above them, the sunlight behind her creating a nimbus. She wore a pink-and-yellow flowered dress and her long amber curls tumbled down her back, alive in the wind.

Was there another mum in all the world more beautiful than theirs? Hazel doubted it very much.

And yet something was amiss. With her lipstick a slash of red in alabaster, Mum’s mouth was a crooked line, quivering and struggling to become straight. Her eyes were alert and her black eyeliner was smudged.

In her hand was a square of cream-colored paper, flapping in the breeze.
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March 1960

Hazel lifted the book called Whisperwood with great care, as if it might disintegrate in her hands. The cover illustration was appealing and whimsical, yet hinted of danger. The river sparkled as any river made of stars must.

Flora.

Was her Flora alive? Was her sister somewhere, telling this story to the world?

Woozy, Hazel flipped over the book and read the copy.

Whenever they spot a shimmering door seen by no one else, twin orphans Audrey and Janey Burton escape the cruelty of the orphanage where they live. Walking through this entrance, the sisters find themselves in the Kingdom of Whisperwood, where they can become anyone or anything they desire. But after every adventure Audrey and Janey must return to the gloomy rooms of the Shire Orphanage—that is, until they discover who they are meant to be in Whisperwood.

“Shire.” She and Flora lived in Oxfordshire during the evacuation.

She opened the first page.

Dedication: To Linda Andrews, my mother, who is the beginning of all good stories.

Who the bloody hell was Linda Andrews? She could not have known this story. No one knew anything about this tale. Yes, her six-year-old sister’s disappearance had been covered in the newspapers when it happened in 1940: how she had been lost during the Blitz when they had been sent to the countryside to live without their parents, like so many other children from London.

No one had dared imagine Flora would disappear into thin air—or into the River Thames, if the police were to be believed. At the time the terror of war was the imminent threat, not a little girl’s disappearance.

On that autumn morning of 1940, as Hazel and Flora had meandered from the Aberdeens’ stone cottage, winding along the woodland path through the damp heather to sit on the wide green meadow beside the River Thames, Hazel had not been paying attention to nature’s silent and secret messages as Bridie Aberdeen had taught them.

If she had, she might have noticed the river was moving unusually swift and sure following the previous night’s storm, rushing madly past the sisters, carrying away far too quickly the bent twigs they threw into it.

It’s possible that the beady-eyed crow who looked down at them, cawing in a chatter near human, was a messenger of doom. Or the owl who, for the past days, had been hooting during daytime hours meant to remind her to pay attention.

The night before, sleep had come so reluctantly that Hazel had wanted to kick her sister from the bed so she could have it to herself. Was it possible that this was the reason it had happened—because Hazel had wished her sister gone, if only for a wink, before she’d fallen to sleep?

But for all the details that appeared in retrospect, in the twenty years Hazel had been picking them out of her memory like pills off a sweater, she still believed she’d missed a hint, a clue, a footprint, a note—something that would one day surface and solve the mystery of Flora’s disappearance.

Now, in the back room of the small Rare Book Shoppe, the past overcame her. She’d been searching for her sister for twenty years, ever since she’d disappeared when she was six years old from the hamlet of Binsey, and now Hazel had a clue, something to grasp on to, and she was not letting go.

She shoved the other parcels into the safe, engaged the bolt, and twirled the combination. She had only one thought: This book will lead me to Flora.

Hazel refolded the Whisperwood portfolio up tight, tied the velvet ribbon, and slipped the entire parcel into her leather satchel. Heart pounding, she walked out the back door of Hogan’s Rare Book Shoppe, letting the heavy metal door slam and lock behind her.

The loamy spring afternoon was filled with mist, like a veil between the present and the past. She rushed out of the cobblestone alleyway to the front of the bookshop. A group of eight tourists in thick walking shoes and yellow rain slickers followed a stout woman tour guide into the store. Through the wavy glass of the window, Hazel spied Tim inside at the front desk, his head bent over a ledger. He lifted his head as the crowd entered.

He couldn’t see Hazel and she ran down the sidewalk. She rushed past the bicycles in blue, green, and red that stood side by side or lazily leaned against each other at the rental stand. Londoners strolled past her as if she didn’t even exist.

Possible explanations for the parcel in her satchel rushed at her too quickly, a rainstorm she was trying to catch in a thimble. Was Peggy really Flora? Had Flora told someone? Had Flora truly lived as Hazel and her mum had always barely, but daringly, hoped?

She turned onto Charing Cross, running on the pavement toward the British Museum, and then toward her Bloomsbury home at Mecklenburgh Square. She dashed past the pharmacy with the deep red awning and the café with the scrolled iron tables where couples noodled together over frothy pints. She passed through leafy-green Mecklenburgh Square to the Georgian mansions snuggled next to the edge of its manicured grass, the leaves unfolding, yawning with new spring life.

Hazel arrived at her flat, her childhood home. The building had been built for grandeur in the 1800s, then turned to flats when Londoners chose more posh neighborhoods. In the late 1930s Papa had nabbed the best flat for his family. Through bombings and wars, it still stood, though now it was pockmarked and worse for wear, still showing the scars of a traumatic time for all Londoners—the Second World War.

Hazel always noticed the scars when she walked to the luminescent building, its slightly stained stones and ornate columns on the second level rising to the third, the paint-chipped iron railings and gates protecting its glistening, black-painted doorways and tall windows, one of which was still cracked from a long-ago bombing. She would never look away. To look away was to deny those days, even deny the loss of Flora.

She dug her keys from her satchel, unlocked the door, and hurried inside.

Hazel’s flat was ground level, and better for it, Papa had always said. Ornate plaster trim skimmed the edges of tall ceilings, windows yawning open to a back garden and a living room big enough for built-in pine bookshelves to cover every wall and either side of the working stone fireplace, which was stained with decades of soot.

Hazel shed her green mackintosh, hung it on the peg by the front door. The flat’s furniture was either bought at a secondhand store or handed down from her mum, comfortable, plush, and almost all of it covered in flowered fabric, as if Hazel’s mum meant to bring the garden inside. Books were everywhere, on sagging shelves, side tables, piled against the wall.

Mail was scattered on the floor where it had been dropped through a slot in the door. Magazines. Bills. Advertisements for a new jazz club in Soho. Hazel lifted the lot of it and dropped the pile on the coffee table. The glossy cover of Vanity Fair with a photo of a woman in a yellow suit and a yellow hat holding daffodils. Then the magazine’s tagline: “For the Younger, Smarter Woman.”

Hazel laughed. Younger. Smarter. Sure thing.

Her mum had subscribed to the magazine for Hazel every Christmas with hope Hazel would read the articles on fashion, weddings, and womanhood. She never did. And in this edition: “16 Pages of Going Away Clothes for the Bride!” And for God’s sake, another installment of the Lost Children of Pied Piper by Dorothy Bellamy, who focused each month on one child who’d been lost during the evacuation of London’s children. The insistent journalist had been hounding Hazel to talk to her about Flora for a year now.

Hazel dropped the magazine into the trash bin on her way to the kitchen. She would never, not ever, answer questions about that day and night to anyone but her family and the chief inspector who’d been there the day Flora disappeared, the man she still kept in touch with, Aiden Davies.

She rushed across wide pine floors to the bright yellow kitchen, dropping her satchel on the oak breakfast table before flipping on the overhead light. Above the kitchen sink, a window looked onto a back alley where a stone wall separated her house from the neighbors’. Ivy grew along the crumbling wall and two trash cans leaned heavily against it like drunken bums who’d found themselves halfway home, then collapsed. She set a blue porcelain kettle on the two-burner stove and lit the gas. She waited for the kettle’s steamy song.

She needed to calm down or she’d find herself breathing into a paper bag. She turned on the wireless, finding a station playing baroque music. The kettle sang and she poured the boiling water over the Darjeeling tea bag in her favorite porcelain cup with the tiny pink flowers around the edge. She dropped in two sugars, recalling when rationing left them without such luxury.

She slipped the package from her bag and set it on the tabletop, which was scarred with years of knife marks, ink stains, and a dent or two where a pot had been dropped.

She opened the package, untied the ribbon, and set the pile of illustrations to the side. She picked up the book. The spine read: Henry-Todd Publishing, New York, New York. She glanced at the flap—there was no smiling picture of the author as there usually was. Hazel wanted to search her face and features for any sign of Flora. There was no biography but this: Peggy Andrews lives in Massachusetts. This is her debut novel.

It was as if they wanted to keep her a secret; it was as if… was it possible… that they were hiding her true identity? They could bloody well try, but this Peggy woman was telling Hazel’s story, and Hazel was going to find her.

If she were honest, there were a few people who might have heard her and Flora tell of their secret land of Whisperwood. But only a very few. And they would not have run off to America to write this story.

Would they?

There was nothing to do now but read.

There must be a rational explanation.

“If you were born worthy, and we all are and don’t always know it, you will find your way through the forest glade to the doors that await you. When entering, you will find a land made for you,” Audrey said to her sister, Janey.

The beginning wasn’t exactly right—the wording had shifted a bit from the opening Hazel always used like an incantation when she was telling the story to Flora. She kept reading.

The sisters sat in a sunny garden on a bright red blanket, a brief respite from the Shire Orphanage where Madame Bullynose was waiting to collect the blackberries they had been ordered to gather.

Hazel laughed. Madame Bullynose! That was cheeky—definitely not part of Hazel’s original story. So there were embellishments. But the garden and the red blanket—that was Flora’s and hers.

“Everyone is born with this knowing,” said Audrey. “But the adults, with their wounds and their lists and the trivial things that seem to matter to them but really do not matter at all, forget about this knowing. They let pain and loss and heartache block the doorways.”

Janey whispered, “But the children remember.”

With the wireless music rising and falling, with the sweet chirping of birds outside and her tea growing cold at her side, Hazel read of two girls named Audrey and Janey who lived on a spit of land on a bayside in Cape Cod, Massachusetts.

The girls searched cranberry bogs and bays to find shimmering doors leading to another world. It wasn’t England, but there was a starry river and wild hills of heather, cliffs, boulders, and rocks. And there were also sand dunes that spilled onto wide beaches and ponds of snapping turtles and giant fish, lakes with endless bottoms.

The illustrations on every few pages enhanced the story with clarity and whimsy.

As the story continued, the girls met characters from fairy tales. They met Hansel and Gretel and warned them not to enter the woods, explaining that they would be locked up and fed sweets by an old woman who wanted to eat them. Pages later, the two sisters met Snow White and told her not to eat any apples.

By changing the middle of these stories, the sisters made better endings. Endings they liked. The three little pigs might roast the wolf for dinner or Goldilocks might adopt the three bears. Peggy Andrews’s orphans weren’t just wandering through Whisperwood taking in the sights, they were changing centuries-old stories to suit their fancies.

Two hours later, Hazel sat back in her chair. This American author knew their secret story; was it possible Flora had told it, was even the author? Sure, the author had changed some parts, but then again, how much could a six-year-old remember?

She closed the cover. “How do you exist?”

Through the years, with Flora’s absence a soft wound in the center of her body, the low buzz of loss and mystery inside of her, Hazel had often wondered if Whisperwood had gone on without her and Flora, if the land they’d made together had its own adventures while she lived her real life. Whisperwood was fantasy, no different than any of the books Hazel had loved, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, Peter Pan, The Hobbit, or The Chronicles of Narnia… but Whisperwood was long gone, faded to gossamer.

Hazel had thought about writing the tale in one of her many notebooks, but she’d tossed her childhood writings into the river after Flora disappeared. She’d considered peeking back through the shimmering door to see if their land had lived on. But each time she thought about it, a great fear stayed her.

Why would she visit the land that made Flora disappear? Or the woods that put her in danger, the river that possibly drowned her sister?

Yet somehow their river of dreams and stories had flowed to America.

What the bloody hell was Hazel supposed to do now?

She could have ignored the book. She could put the novel and illustrations in Edwin’s safe, shaking her head at the odd synchronicity of the fairy tale, attributing its existence to the universal unconscious that Jung espoused, the mystery of imagination.

But she couldn’t turn away from her own tingle of knowing.

This was indisputably her Whisperwood.

How would she find the author? There weren’t many options: She could call the publishing house or fly across the ocean and comb the entire state of Massachusetts. She could hardly call an operator in America and ask, “Do you know a Peggy Andrews in Massachusetts?” Was there a phone book of Massachusetts residents in the British Library? If there was, how many Andrews would she find?

Hazel spread the original drawings in a fan across the table. They were beautiful originals; collector’s items; one of a kind. And with that, the truth hammered into her chest: She had walked out of her place of employment without a word, stealing valuable signed illustrations by the prominent Pauline Baynes of Narnia fame along with a signed first edition fairy tale. She had just committed a crime.

Edwin could have phoned Scotland Yard for less than what she’d just done.

A thief, and yet…

This was her fairy tale.

It belonged to her.

And to Flora.

Taking the book and picture collection was thoughtless at best, a crime at worst. But Flora was the reason Hazel still listened to every whisper and goose-flesh moment, to the trill of something amiss or a magpie’s call, the way a friend stirred their tea clockwise or anticlockwise. Within her an unrelenting alertness kept her noticing the books that happened to fall into her hands or song lyrics that struck her just so, to the hoot of an owl during daylight that might mean something rare. Her heart always scanning, even when she was consciously unaware, for something that might point the way to Flora.
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There was a jangling noise, loud and insistent. After two more rings, Hazel realized the noise came from the telephone on the kitchen wall.

She lifted the green plastic receiver from its cradle with a “Hallo.”

“Hazel, are you quite all right?”

Tim. He sounded worried.

“I am. Yes.”

A hot blush of fear rose on her neck. He already knew.

“You left without saying goodbye.” Silence, a beat she couldn’t read. “But I understand, my friend. I am terrible at goodbyes myself. And it’s not as if you’re really leaving. You’re still here in London. Just not here in the store.” He laughed, but it was an uncomfortable sound as if he’d never done it before.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m terrible at farewells, you’re right. And a bit hungover from last night. The pub was the better goodbye, as it is.”

“Agreed,” he said. “The store was rushed with a tour group, and I didn’t even realize you’d left. We will miss you so very much. I know you have holiday but promise to tell us all about your first day at Sotheby’s, will you?”

“I promise. And Tim, I am so sorry.” She hesitated. This was her chance to confess what she’d done, to tell him that she’d carried the parcel through the back door, that she’d taken the portfolio by accident. Anyway, she’d return it tomorrow.

But she didn’t say a word.

“No need for apology. Be well, Hazel. London is changing so quickly, and I guess things are expected to change here, too.”

She hung up with a trembling hand. Yes, it was a new decade.

London was shifting beneath their feet, changing in ways she saw in quick flashes: music with a new beat, transistor radios, the crowds in Soho, the hemlines rising and the hair falling, the aristocrats mixing with the commoners on the street and in the pubs. Whispers of a drug blotted on tissue paper that could take anyone to a new world.

Londoners had finally come to believe there would be no more war. The brief respite between the first and second wars had trained them to wait for the next, but now, fifteen years later, they were relaxing, the divots and hollows of war being filled in with concrete and hope.

And Hazel, too, was moving on.

Until this.

All these years of keeping in touch with Chief Inspector Aiden Davies to make sure he didn’t forget Flora, the annual dig through the trunk in the hall closet to reread newspaper articles and relive the day to find a hint or clue she’d missed, and now this. She decided to write down every possible way this book might have been written by an American author, then found its way to Hogan’s Rare Book Shoppe.

She opened the pine hutch on the far wall of the kitchen and from the bottom shelf grabbed a robin’s-egg-colored notebook. It was one of the myriad notebooks that found their way into her home from almost every stationery shop and bookstore in London: blue and red, paisley and cream, palm-sized and large. They filled her cabinets, drawers, and countertops.

What she was meant to write in the notebooks she was never entirely sure, but there they were, blank and waiting for her when she was ready to use them. Her desire to write stories had been extinguished the day Flora disappeared, but that didn’t stop Hazel from buying these lovely notebooks. And that didn’t keep her from regularly heading straight from work along Charing Cross Road to Gerrard Street and into the Legrain coffee shop, where serious, studious writers gathered.

She wanted to be one of them, be one of the patrons who called themselves writers or authors. She wanted to be one of the women who wrote books that found their way to the shelves of libraries and bookshops. She wanted to be… an author. But it was a ridiculous dream, especially since she couldn’t even begin a story since the day Flora disappeared. The empty notebooks piled around her flat, the lists she made of ideas and to-do lists were the only remnants of her urge to put words to paper.

From the bottom shelf she picked up her green clay inkpot and her prized silver engraved nib pen. Then she carefully placed the illustrations in a pile at the far edge of the table. The top drawing, matching the cover of the book, glimmered under a vellum cover sheet.

She opened to the first unlined blank page, her pen lingering as an ink-tear dropped to the blank paper.

People who might know of Whisperwood:


	1. Harry Aberdeen

	2. Bridie Aberdeen

	3. Mum

	4.



Hazel closed her eyes and tried to remember who’d been near when she and Flora had whispered the story to each other. They had never told the story in a public place, so it couldn’t be kind Father Fenelly with his black shirts and white collar, or the pinched-faced teacher named Miss Slife, or the four wide-eyed nurses or the gentle pub master, Mr. Nolan, neither the teasing twins nor the awful frizzy-haired hag nor—

A knock on her flat door, and Hazel dropped the pen. She stood and walked into the living room.

Thank goodness it was Barnaby, with his wind-whipped black hair under his green felt cap, his kind blue-gray eyes, his cheery voice and sharp cheekbones, and the silver scar that ran along his left cheek that told a story of a bomb on his childhood street in Hampstead Heath. His parents had refused to send him away, taking their chances.

“Hello, love,” he said, hugging her close, nuzzling her neck with his stubbly dark beard. The man could grow a beard between breakfast and lunch.

“A nice surprise,” she said, kissing him.

She was a bit disoriented.

“Surprise? We are meant for dinner with your mum and stepdad in half an hour.”

“Oh no…”

“You forgot?” He tapped her nose.

“I did. Can we cancel? I’m not up for Mum and blowhard Alastair right now.”

He grinned. “I have no problem canceling.” Already he was unbuttoning his gray wool coat, hanging it on the peg by the door, plopping his cap on the bench to settle in.

“Make a drink,” she said. “And I’ll make the call. I have something to tell you.”

He raised his eyebrows. “That sounds mysterious.”

“A story,” she said.

“My favorite.” He moved to the silver bar cart with the bottles of Macallan’s and Jameson, the Relsky and the Gordon’s glittering like jewels among the Waterford highball glasses.

Hazel went back into the kitchen and picked up the phone to call her mum, who would be unhappy at the change in plans.



London, 1957

Hazel arrived early at the white stone building on Bond Street: Sotheby’s Auction House. Just entering the famed establishment gave her a thrill. Inside she found the cavernous auction room with its open beamed ceilings of gleaming dark wood, a burlwood podium squatted at the front. Voices overlapped in the din.

A black canvas sign hung crooked on the wood-paneled wall to the left, declaring the auction for the day: RARE BOOKS, MANUSCRIPTS, AND AUTHOR MEMORABILIA.

Hazel registered at a long linen-covered table and took her paddle: Number 42.

“Excuse me, excuse me,” she mumbled as she sidled past others to an empty seat.

She wouldn’t buy anything. She never did. She didn’t have the money. But she did have enough love for books and manuscripts to want to see it all in person, to scope out anything Edwin might have missed.

Today there would be letters from Charles Dickens to Elizabeth Gaskill, a few original manuscript pages of The Hobbit, and—the most interesting—a silver engraved fountain pen from Virginia Woolf’s estate. It couldn’t be said what she wrote with it, but Hazel imagined the essay “A Room of One’s Own.”

The gavel banged on the pedestal and the room fell to silence. A tall man with a bald head, shiny under the overhead lights, called out, “Come to order. We’ll begin with item zero-six-zero on page two. A first edition of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland.”

The pages of auction brochures rustled, and the frenzy was on: paddles raised, voices calling out, bids placed while the room grew louder. A man arriving late sidled in on the left side of Hazel. He fumbled with his satchel, dropped it as papers fell out and scattered on the floor.

“Fuck,” he said. He cringed and bowed his head. “Sorry.” He shoved his papers back into his satchel and shook his head. “Bloody rotten train,” he said, then was fully focused on the brochure for a moment before turning his attention to the man at the podium.

Hazel stared at the silver scar running along his left cheek, wondering about its story. The man’s curly hair was brushed back with pomade, comb marks evident. She guessed early thirties, same as her, but she’d been wrong before. He wore a focused expression and had a chiseled chin. When he slanted his eyes in her direction, she looked away. She’d been caught staring.

She absolutely would not swoon over another man who would become shut up in another room down a long hallway of doors she always ended up closing—sometimes slamming. Another man whom she’d need to tell, “I’m just not ready for this.” Another man who’d want her to move in with him and take her away from Mecklenburgh Square.

He raised his paddle for a few items but never won.

“Do I know you?” she quietly asked him between artifacts.

“I don’t think so,” he said with a smile that radiated kindness. “I’m Barnaby Yardley.”

“I’m Hazel,” she said, and feeling like she had to explain why she was there, she added, “Hogan’s Rare Book Shoppe.”

“Ah, my father’s favorite.”

Then there it was: Virginia’s pen held high in the air by the man in the black gown. The author had lived on the same Bloomsbury square where Hazel lived now, yet Virginia Woolf’s apartment had been bombed and destroyed. Hazel thought of Virginia despondent and hopeless. In spite of the beautiful words she wrote she still filled her pockets with rocks and took herself to the River Ouse to drown.

Hazel’s paddle was in the air. She realized it only after she’d done it.

Then the man called Barnaby raised his as well.

On the next round of bids, she again raised her paddle.

So did he.

Hazel twisted in her seat and faced him. The only way she’d be able to purchase that pen was if her mum gave her more money. And she was determined that would never happen again. Even for Virginia Woolf’s pen.

Barnaby Yardley won the bid and Hazel stood, feeling deflated.

Once outside, a humid summer day pressed down on her shoulders and Hazel walked home with her hands in fists, her leather satchel bouncing against her hip. Who was that guy who’d purchased the pen she coveted? He was an ass. A prig. A man most likely with family money who’d no idea what it was like to scrape pounds together for the gas bill in winter.

Two days later, he arrived at Hogan’s Rare Book Shoppe. She was unlocking the cabinet to bring out a first edition of Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four for an order in America.

“Well, hallo there,” he said with a grin.

It took a moment for her to place him as he wore a gray felt hat pulled low on his forehead. A University of London crest was sewn on his jacket pocket.

A professor, she guessed.

She nodded at him but didn’t answer. She had books to shelve, messages to answer, an angry customer who’d bought a book with missing pages.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“Excuse me?” She held the Orwell novel and backed away a few inches.

“Sorry for outbidding you.”

Ah, she realized, it was the dreamy dope from the auction. She waved the book, yet didn’t move.

He smiled. “It’s fascinating seeing the remnants of our literary heroes, isn’t it?”

“It is,” she said. “Like digging up fossils to see how things developed.”

“Exactly!” he said, and smiled so kindly that she felt warm.

An odd pause, then he asked, “Was there a particular reason you wanted that pen?”

Hazel tilted her head and really looked at the man. He seemed sincere. “I wanted it for loads of reasons, none of which are logical or intellectual. And it’s most likely best that I didn’t win it.”

“Tell me one reason you wanted it,” he said.

“Adeline Virginia Woolf once lived in the building next to me during the war, yet her building was destroyed and mine wasn’t. She once sat in that flat and wrote books. She tried to save her own life with words and she never was quite able to do so, eventually walking into a river and…”

Did he have a quick flash of tears? She wasn’t sure. He nodded. “That’s so sad, yet the world still has her work now.”

“That’s so true.” Hazel nodded, warming to him now, but hesitant. “What would it be like if we didn’t have To the Lighthouse.”

“Or Mrs. Dalloway,” he said.

From a room over, someone called Hazel’s name and she glanced backward and then looked to Barnaby. “I need to get back to work.” She couldn’t resist a parting shot. “Enjoy your pen.”

“Hazel, would you like to have dinner with me tonight?”

Turned out he wasn’t an ass. Or a prig. He was a professor of British medieval literature. He was also from an aristocratic family who spent holidays in a run-down stone castle in Scotland where they hunted stag and grouse. In Hampstead Heath, the Yardleys owned a mid-eighteenth- century brown brick house with a rooftop overlooking London and a library where Barnaby’s father’s literary collection had grown to be one of the most famous in England. He’d bought quite a few books from Hogan’s.

It didn’t matter that she had every intention of resisting his charms. After a dessert of crème brûlée, he’d presented her with the pen in a blue velvet box. “I thought I was buying this for my father’s collection, but instead I was buying it for you.”



Barnaby stood at the brass bar cart in her living room, twirling a Waterford highball between his palms, lamplight catching the cut glass and amber whiskey. He smiled at her when she entered the room and handed the glass to her. “I have a feeling this story you’re set to tell me might need this.”

“It might,” she said.

They sat facing each other on the saggy flowered couch. Hazel leaned on the armrest and cradled her drink without taking a sip. “It’s about my sister,” she said.

His thick dark eyebrows rose, making furrows on his forehead, and he leaned forward. “Your lost sister. Is there news?”

“Of a sort.” Hazel shifted on the couch and set her whiskey on a dainty side table.

“Today I found a book. One that’s been released in America. A fairy tale.”

He nodded for her to go on. He knew about Flora, of course. Everyone did. There had been newspaper articles—the lost girl of Pied Piper who was never found, no matter how many search parties went out, no matter how many times they dredged the river. The tale of Flora had become a ghost story, an Oxford, Binsey, and Bloomsbury legend.

But Hazel had never told Barnaby the full truth. She’d never told anyone the full truth. Not even Kelty. She closed her eyes, pressed her fingertips to her temples. Opening her eyes, she looked at the man she loved so very much and started again.

“When Flora and I were children,” she said, “fourteen and five years old in 1939, England had just declared war on Germany. London was on edge. Papa had already been… was already gone… you know, the training accident.” She cringed. “And then Flora and I were sent to the countryside to live with strangers.”

“Yes, darling, I know.” Barnaby took her hand.

“Well, I’d tell Flora stories to keep her happy, to distract her.”

“Fairy stories? Like of the wee folk?”

“Not exactly. It was more, like, an endless story, an imaginary land for the two of us. Whisperwood and the River of Stars was only ours.”

“Whisperwood?”

She cringed at the dip in the tone of his voice. Barnaby was hurt that she’d never told him about any of this. Hazel was well attuned to disappointment in others. She picked up on any and all ways she didn’t please someone.

“Yes, and, Barnaby, Whisperwood is also the name of this new book written by an American author named Peggy Andrews. It’s not just the title that’s similar, so is the actual land and parts of the story.”

“Oh, Hazel, honey, you think this author might be your sister?”

She stared at him and saw it, as evident as a lighthouse in fog: pity. Pulling away her hand, she sat straighter. “I don’t know what to think. But I want to know how our story made its way to America. I’m confused… no one knows this tale. What if—?”

“What if she’s alive,” he finished for her.

Hazel nodded but barely, reluctant to let in too much—or any—hope. Still, while Barnaby stared at her, her wish seemed to grow, the thrill of the idea that Flora might be alive, an incredible ending to a long saga.

“This is stunning,” he said, “but can you be sure no one else knew the story? Not the woman you lived with or the boy or—”

“Bridie and Harry,” she interrupted. “No. They never knew about Whisperwood.”

“You’re sure?” He scooted across the couch to take her hands once more. He ran his thumb across the top of her hand.

“I am mostly sure.”

“I’m trying to see where you are going with this. Do you think that if you track down this author you’ll find Flora or perhaps learn what happened to her?”

“It occurred to me. Yes.”

“Maybe you should finally call that woman who writes the lost children articles. Maybe she can help.”

“Dorothy Bellamy? Are you serious? She romanticizes these lost children. She writes fluff pieces for the younger, professional woman.” Hazel mocked the tagline and rolled her eyes. “How in the hell would it help to tell her this?”

“I don’t know. She’s a reporter, right? Did you ever talk to her?”

“No, and I won’t. She can write me ten thousand more letters or call Aiden Davies a million more times.” Hazel shook her head. “For God’s sake, Barnaby, she calls Flora ‘The River Child.’ I don’t want Flora to be some doomed legend, some Juliet or Isolde. I want her to be alive.” Hazel paused because she knew what Barnaby was thinking. “She is not the child they found in the river near Wallingford in 1956. That was not her. I don’t care what they say—they never positively identified that body as her. All they know is that it was a skeleton of a five- to six-year-old female. There was no way to look for distinguishing marks.”
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