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            To Julian, my island in stormy seas

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            Any fool can start a war, and once he’s done so, even the wisest of men are helpless to stop it—especially if it’s a nuclear
               war.
            

            —Nikita Khrushchev
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            Prologue
Jeannie

         
         
            London

            February 1942

         

         The air was choking, thick with a heady mix of cologne, sweat, liquor, and smoke from a hundred Lucky Strikes. So many couples
            were packed onto the dance floor of Feldman’s Swing Club, jiggling, swaying to the big band, it was impossible not to collide
            with one another. Who cared? Not Jeannie, cheeks aching from so much smiling in one evening, toes clamped into the viselike
            grip of her too-tight dancing shoes, skirt flying as she swept around the floor.
         

         
         How many hours had she been on that dance floor? She’d lost track. But even after a ten-hour shift in the café, she wasn’t
            ready for the night to be over. She never wanted it to end. The gleam of trumpets, saxophone, clarinet under the low lights,
            the heat, the illicit feel of the place—but most of all, the proximity to Harry. A wave of dizziness as the band segued into
            a new, slower beat and Jeannie drew closer into Harry’s arms, intoxicated by the smell of him. The rough feel of his uniform
            against her cheek, the brush of his chin on her hair. She closed her eyes. The bold, bright sound of the music throbbed through
            her, spoke to something primitive deep inside. She was lost to him.
         

         
         She’d met him only two weeks ago. But in times of war, when every minute of every day was precious and stretched out for as long as it could be; when they wished they never slept, it had to be enough. In five days, Harry would be gone. Back to USAAF Station 1101, Daws Hill, Buckinghamshire, although it might as well have been the moon, it felt so far from Oxford Street, this club, and Jeannie’s life. Her life, which had been turned upside down by this GI’s arrival. It was as though she’d been asleep for all her nineteen years until Harry Marshall marched in with his wide smile, his deep, dark eyes, and his captivating soul and woke her. Nothing, not Mother or work or sensible thought, would keep her from him until the very last moment when he had to return to his squadron. 

         
         The music paused and Harry released her. He cupped her chin with one gentle hand.

         
         “You hungry, sweetheart? Not sure how much longer I can stay upright without food.”

         
         “Now you mention it, yes, and my feet are killing me. What I’d give to sit down . . .”

         
         “C’mon. I know a place.”

         
         With an arm slung around Jeannie’s shoulders, he led her outside into a frigid February night. They walked toward Piccadilly,
            bodies in sync. Somewhere a clock struck the half hour. Jeannie hoped Mother hadn’t waited up.
         

         
         “You ever tasted American waffles?” Harry asked.

         
         Jeannie stole a glimpse of his profile in the semidarkness. The moon was full and the night clear. Her heart tilted.

         
         “Not yet.”

         
         “Then you’re in for a treat.”

         
         The recreation rooms at Rainbow Corner were a little slice of America. A home away from home for the troops. Pinball, jukeboxes, Coca-Cola, slouchy sofas, Yankee voices filling the space between the walls. How she loved them. All of them, here, in their vital, high-octane, high-energy wholesomeness, come to save them from the Nazis. And the Rainbow Corner! It was young and vibrant. Jeannie wanted so much to be a part of it. This bright, bright place, a world away from ground-down London, her parents’ stuffy, hard-backed furniture, dark wallpaper, coal fires, oil lamps, and hardship. 

         
         Harry steered Jeannie to a table with a checked tablecloth and went to fetch the food. Glenn Miller was playing on the jukebox.
            Jeannie crossed her legs and tapped her foot to the rhythm, staring around the laughter-filled room, trying to look as though
            she belonged.
         

         
         “What time does this place close?” she asked when Harry returned. “It must be nearly midnight.”

         
         “Never.” Harry smiled. “It’s open twenty-four hours, seven days a week. Just like New York.” He laughed and thrust a hamburger
            at her. “Here, your first taste of the US of A.” There was a plate of waffles to share after, and Coca-Cola in glass bottles
            full of bubbles that went up her nose, making her cough and splutter. Such plenty here, in a land of rationing and shortage.
         

         
         “God bless America!” Jeannie said, laughing, savoring the sweetness of the waffles on her tongue. She looked at Harry smiling
            at her, the warmth in his eyes. Hope blossomed, like spring. “It will all be different now that you’re here. We—I mean England—are
            so happy, so grateful.” She swallowed. “I’m so happy . . . Harry, you are the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”
         

         
         Harry gazed back at her, eyes gleaming in the lamplight. Then, suddenly, he looked serious. “Marry me, Jeannie,” he said.

         
         “What?” Jeannie dropped her fork. A piece of syrupy waffle flew off and landed with a squelch on the table between them.

         
         “I mean it, baby,” Harry said, ignoring the waffle. “I’ve never felt this way before. Never. And I know you feel it too. When this shit show is over, I’ll take you back to New York. We’ll live in style, up in a high-rise, and have babies, and, well, you can do whatever you want. I promise. I’ll make you happy. Just say yes, little darlin’, just say yes.” 

         
         He looked scared suddenly, vulnerable, like a small boy. Waiting for one three-letter word from her that would determine his
            future. Jeannie wondered for a moment if he’d left anyone special behind. If this was just a ruse to get her into bed. She
            knew it happened. Father had warned her about men who seduced young women more times than she’d had hot dinners. She’d gotten
            so used to it, she barely even heard him anymore. But staring into Harry’s eyes, she wondered, a tantalizing, until now unimaginable
            new life shimmering before her. She hesitated, just for a moment, then breathed deeply, because there never really was any
            doubt.
         

         
         Jeannie smiled wider than she ever had before. “Oh, Harry! Yes, yes, yes!”

         
         Later, smuggled into his digs, she melted naked into his arms, his fingers tracing patterns down her skin, a breath of wind
            on silk. She closed her mind to Father’s warning: Be careful.
         

         
         They were going to be married. It would all be fine.

         
         The next day, after Jeannie’s shift in the café, Harry gave her some cheap thing he picked up from a pawn shop. He promised
            her something better. He would save up, give her the ring she deserved.
         

         
         Jeannie told herself she didn’t care. She twirled the piece of metal, too loose, around her finger. Pewter, she reckoned,
            deciding to tell her parents about the engagement when Harry was back, when she had the ring he’d promised.
         

         
         For now, this was enough.

         
         Jeannie barely went home for the rest of the week. She threw excuse after excuse at Mother. Working extra shifts. Helping a friend. Something for the war effort. When she wasn’t at work, she was in his arms, or in his bed, or huddled together for warmth on a bench under a tree in Hyde Park, watching the ducks and the pigeons. 

         
         “Useful birds, pigeons,” Harry said, leaning back, head tilted, eyes trained on their bobbing heads. “They carry messages
            undetected—you know that? Very reliable too. Long as the enemy don’t shoot ’em down.”
         

         
         But they tried not to talk of the war, only their joint future. Their new life, afterward. They even had their photographs
            taken, so they could each have something of the other to hold close to their hearts while they were apart.
         

         
         The day Harry had to return to his USAAF station in Buckinghamshire, they said good-bye on the station platform, clinging
            to each other, ignoring the shouts, the footsteps, the slamming of train doors, the steam and whistles, the clunk and chug
            of the trains. It was just Harry, his breath warm on her skin as he murmured in her ear.
         

         
         “Till next time, my love,” he said, twisting Jeannie’s hair around his fingers. “And while I’m away, steer clear of those
            darned American GIs. They can be very persuasive when it comes to pretty young things.”
         

         
         “Oh, I’m quite immune,” Jeannie said, smiling up at him. His face shimmered and blurred as tears filled her eyes. “There is
            only one airman who will ever capture my heart.”
         

         
         He kissed her then, long, hard, urgent.

         
         “Next time,” she said, even then knowing she would nudge the cheap ring from her finger into her pocket when he had gone,
            “you must meet my parents.”
         

         
         “Of course. Next time.”

         
         The whistle blew.

         
         Harry bounded on board, then reappeared in a window as the train heaved itself through a cloud of smoke out of the station.
            With a sad smile and a wave, Harry was gone.
         

         
          

         The news came one warm afternoon in late May. A narrow-faced, sandy-haired chap, tall and lanky, wearing the same uniform
            as Harry. He hovered outside Lyons Corner House for a while, peering through the window now and then as though unsure whether
            to come in. Jeannie put down the tray of dirty crockery she was carrying and went to the door, wiping her hands on her apron.
            Perhaps Harry was here too. But the blood froze in her veins all the same, because somehow, she already knew.
         

         
         “Name’s Nat. Good friend of Harry’s,” the man said, thrusting out his hand. They stood for a moment in awkward silence, staring
            at each other, he on the doorstep, Jeannie, feeling as though life itself was draining out of her, clutching at the open door.
         

         
         “I—err . . . Is there somewhere we can talk?”

         
         Jeannie turned and called to the woman behind the counter, “Okay if I go on my break just now, Margot?” She didn’t wait for
            a reply.
         

         
         In the alleyway next to Lyons, Nat broke the news. Jeannie heard only His bomber went down and Lost in action, and the rest was white noise as she slumped against the wall, as if her bones had all disintegrated at the impact of his words. With shaking hands, she took a drag on the cigarette Nat pushed at her and coughed her guts up as he spoke of his promise to Harry that he would tell her in person if the worst happened. How Harry talked of her all the time, how he, Nat, knew how much Jeannie meant to him. How she was the love of his life and how sorry he was. Just so sorry. 

         
         “Thank you, Nat,” she managed. “You’ve been kind to come all this way to tell me. I appreciate it. Really.”

         
         Then he was gone too, shoulders sagging as he walked away. And she was all alone, a mess of tears and snot, rage and despair.
            She had only just found him. The love of her life, too, and he’d already been wrenched away. Visions of him plummeting to his death in a burning aircraft flashed in her
            mind. She retched her meager lunch into the gutter.
         

         
         Jeannie sat there in the alleyway for as long as she could get away with, wondering what on earth she was going to do now.
            Wondering why she hadn’t told her mother about him weeks ago. Hadn’t told a single soul. She had never felt more alone.
         

         
         She balled her fists and willed herself to stop crying. Dried her eyes, blew her nose. She stood and heaved three ragged,
            deep breaths.
         

         
         She would find a way to cope. What choice did she have?

         
         Jeannie pushed herself off the wall and, holding her head high, walked back into the café to finish her shift.
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            Chapter 1
Celia

         
         
            April 1962

         

         
            Adventurous girls of the nineties went on the stage. Between the wars they turned to the film studios. Now it is the turn
               of television, the lodestar of dreamy-eyed youngsters who see themselves after six months as Polly Elwes or Nan Winton, or
               a purposeful floor manager striding about the studio with earphones and plenty of authority . . .
            

            —Good Housekeeping’s “2nd Annual Careers Guide for Girls,” November 1961
            

         

         Television. Well, wouldn’t that be the thing? Celia pictures herself in a smart checked suit—Mary Quant, obviously—clipboard
            in hand, queen of all she surveys in the recording studio at Television Centre. Dim the lighting, she commands. Camera one, ready? Camera two, stand by. Actors, in position, please. Cue music and—

         
         “Celia, for heaven’s sake, get your nose out of that magazine and eat your breakfast if you don’t want to be late for work.” Mother thumps a plate of bacon and eggs in front of her. “If it’s not a book, it’s a bloomin’ magazine . . . It’s a wonder you’re not boss-eyed, the hours you spend with your nose buried in print.” Mother tuts, then pats Celia on the head as though to take the sting out of her words. 

         
         Celia sighs and puts down the magazine, still open at the careers page. A career sounds so . . . appealing. Celia, the Career Girl. An Independent Woman, thanks to her career. She mulls the prospect over in her mind. The money, the independence—they’d be nice. Especially if it came with some glamour.
            She could get away from Southwark: the home of the Elephant and Castle, the Shot Tower, fish and chips, and the original hooligan,
            with its down-to-earth pubs, street markets, and gambling shops. She could live up West with other girls—Jean Shrimpton look-alikes
            in a groovy flat. They’d throw impromptu parties for their cool workmates, play music, dance. It’s the 1960s after all. Girls, according to the Good Housekeeping careers guide, can do all sorts of jobs. From science to business to travel to television. Working in a bookshop has seemed fine for the last three years; she’s enjoyed it. But just lately she’s been thinking it’s time for a change.
         

         
         It’s time for Celia to move up in the world.

         
         But Mother, well-meaning though she is, is a walking relic from the last century and doesn’t believe in bettering oneself.
            Working class and proud of it. Stay true to your Southwark roots and all that. What would you want to go mixing with anyone
            north of the river for? She will never understand what it is to be young and modern.
         

         
         Mother was born pious, rigid, and middle-aged. She must have been. It’s quite impossible to ever imagine a person so opposed
            to anything fun or a little bit thrilling, or to ever have been nineteen, the age Celia is now. No is her reflex response to everything. You might get hurt, in trouble, lost, taken advantage of. Even as a child Mother must have been a smaller version of the woman she is now, dressed in a dull, loose day dress, apron wrapped around her waist, graying hair wound into a tight bun. Fewer wrinkles, maybe, but otherwise the same. 

         
         Celia scoops scrambled egg onto her fork and surreptitiously scans the rest of the article. Possibilities of a career in production for girls are limited (likely impossible). There is keen competition for the rare production secretary. Secretaries are usually recruited at about twenty-one to twenty-five
               years of age . . . Still time, then, if only Mother and Father would agree to secretarial college. With first-class secretarial experience, initiative, energy, intelligence, mobility, and almost unlimited stamina. Well, the lack of experience rules her out, even if she would fulfill the other requirements. Costume supervisors and assistants, a field happily dominated by women . . . Hmm, costumes. Daphne, Celia’s dear friend, certainly has a keener eye for fashion, but—
         

         
         “Celia Duchesne!” Father barks from his position of authority as Head of the (kitchen) Table. “Put that magazine away and do as your mother asks!” Father, equally Victorian in outlook but instinctively suspicious of religious piety, was in
            1914 a penniless Belgian refugee who arrived in Margate, England, at the age of twelve. He never left his adoptive home country
            and is now a well-respected chef of tip-top French cuisine at the Strand Palace Hotel. Prone to morbidity of nature and an
            overindulgence in home-brewed beer and gooseberry wine, the two conditions very possibly linked. He and Mother rarely agree
            on anything, the exception being the curtailing of Celia’s spirited nature.
         

         
         Mother disappears for a moment into the larder, and Father leans toward her, reading spectacles balanced on his nose. “Can’t
            you see you’re upsetting your mother having that rag at the table?”
         

         
         Celia eyes his open copy of The Times folded at the football results page, propped up against the milk jug beside his plate.
         

         
         “Then why are you allowed to read the newspaper? What’s the difference?”
         

         
         Father swells. “The difference is . . .” He pauses, his bushy eyebrows drawing closer together. “The difference is newspapers are for news. It’s important I know what’s going on in the world.”
         

         
         Celia cranes her neck to read the article on the side of the paper half-hidden by the jug. Nuclear Blackmail: Without her own nuclear deterrent, Britain could not resist the threat of a Russian nuclear attack and
               would have to surrender to . . . Possession of the deterrent was an essential element in preserving peace . . . the Lord Chancellor,
               Viscount . . . response to the protestors against the nuclear bomb at the Aldermaston march over the Easter weekend . . .

         
         “I think you’re reading the wrong side of the newspaper, Father,” Celia points out. “The football results are hardly—”

         
         Father darts her a stern glare and mutters, “Less of your cheek,” as Mother emerges from the larder with a bottle of HP Sauce.

         
         “Found it,” Mother says, waving the bottle and taking her place at the table.

         
         Arguing back is frowned upon at Number 13 Copperfield Street. But Celia can’t help herself.

         
         “This is important,” she blunders on, stubbornly tapping Good Housekeeping with her fork. “I’m researching my future career. That is, assuming we aren’t all obliterated first by a nuclear bomb.” She
            inclines her head toward the discarded newspaper.
         

         
         Mother and Father stare at her.

         
         “Why,” Father says, a perplexed note in his voice, and ignoring the pointed remark about the nuclear threat, “would you be
            looking for jobs when you have a perfectly good one already?”
         

         
         “I thought you loved working in that shop?” Mother’s forehead creases. “You’ve only been there three years. I’ve been at the deli nearly twenty-five.” 

         
         “I don’t want to be a shopgirl forever. It’s not a career.”
         

         
         “Ambition isn’t an attractive quality in a girl,” Mother says eventually, jutting her chin and sawing through a rasher of
            bacon. “And besides, you’ll have to give it all up when you get married. Careers aren’t for the likes of us, Celia. It won’t
            make you happy. Only family, God, and knowing one’s place does that.” She pauses, chews, swallows. “You should quit your dreaming. Too much
            reading, that’s what. Fills your head with silly ideas.” She sighs as though Celia is a troublesome untrained dog that is
            still adorable nonetheless.
         

         
         “And what would Mr. and Mrs. Blythe say if they lost their shopgirl?” Father remarks, removing his glasses and pushing the
            folded newspaper away. He looks at Celia, at the magazine, and back at Celia again.
         

         
         Celia slaps the magazine shut with a huff and shunts the warm body of Bartholomew, her orange tabby cat, off her lap.

         
         “Sorry, fella.” She gives him an apologetic stroke, and his large amber eyes regard her with disdain. He flicks his tail and
            makes a dignified exit through the open kitchen window. “That’s just it, Father. They’ve gone. I thought I told you?” Father
            looks blank. “The Blythes have retired and sold the shop. The bookshop has changed hands, and today, in fact, is the first
            day the new owner will be there. She might not even want me. And even if she does, it won’t be the same without the Blythes.
            I can’t imagine the place without them. Now seems the right time to look for something better.”
         

         
         “She?”
         

         
         “Yes, Father. Lone women are allowed to own shops in the twentieth century.”

         
         Celia turns her attention back to breakfast. But her stomach is now a tight knot, and she has lost her appetite. The stark truth is, she doesn’t have many options. She has no connections or particular skills, and without qualifications, the odds of her moving up in the world are about as good as a three-legged donkey winning the derby. If her mother has her way, at twenty-one she will marry someone like Sam Bancroft from next door. Her mother has dropped enough hints about him lately, now that he’s stopped seeing that Tessa who works at the sweet shop. She imagines a future with him in a modern, new flat, likely no more than three streets away, where Celia will raise a clutch of children and Sam will work long hours for the gas board. She will see Mother every day, and to please her, she will dress the children nicely for church every Sunday. She and Sam will take the family in his gas board van to Littlehampton every summer to play on the beach for a long weekend. A vision of herself in forty years’ time, stout and stooped, worn down and gray-haired, slowly dying inside from dreary boredom, hovers ominously before her. 

         
         There is nothing wrong with Sam. He moved in next door when Celia was thirteen, he fourteen, and Mother quickly struck up
            a friendship with his mother, the then recently widowed Mrs. Bancroft, who’d lost her husband, Leo, in a freak lightning-strike
            accident when he was out fishing. Celia was charged with trudging all the way to school with Sam, making sure he knew where
            to go. Mother instructed her to introduce him to the right kids, whoever they were. It was an excruciating experience for them both. Back then, Sam was awkward, grumpy—undoubtedly grieving his father—and answered her questions in monosyllables. That first morning, they had run out of conversation well before they reached the end of the street. Over time she got to know him better. He shrugged off his shy discomfort, grew into himself. He even turned out to be rather charming. So much so, the girls at school quite fancied him. Especially Tessa. They’d been together almost three years. Broke it off because he failed to pop the question, according to Mother. She had looked mighty pleased about that. 

         
         But to Celia he’s just Sam, the boy from next door, who volunteers every Sunday at the animal sanctuary off the Old Kent Road.
            He is as much a part of her life on Copperfield Street as coddled eggs and hot tea in the morning, the ringing bell and call
            of the rag-and-bone man doing his rounds every week, or the cheery whistling of the milkman and clink of bottles on the doorstep
            in the still-dark hours of the early morning. She’s as likely to marry him as she is her old pair of slippers.
         

         
         Besides, while he seems content with his status quo, she longs to get away from Southwark, the dog-end of South London, with
            the remnants of its run-down slums and back-to-back terraces now terrifyingly dwarfed by swiftly rising concrete tower blocks—the
            government’s answer to overcrowding, poverty, and deprivation.
         

         
         Lying on the marshy south bank of the Thames, Southwark has experienced grinding poverty for hundreds of years. Dickens wandered
            these streets, both as a child and an adult, finding inspiration for the likes of Oliver Twist, Pip, William Dorrit, and Nicholas
            Nickleby. There has always been a pervading stench from the dockyards, where the working classes labor day and night, helping
            Britain’s burgeoning empire and filling its bellies with the fish cured and eels chopped in its backyards and narrow alleyways.
         

         
         But to the locals, many of whom have lived here for generations, Southwark has been a thriving community, a different country from affluent London across the river. Southwark has long been a place of fascination for journalists, writers, and aristocratic do-gooders, from Charlie Chaplin to Jessica Mitford to George Orwell, who, like Dickens, descended upon it for inspiration and for firsthand experience of the urban working class. But what none of them have ever really captured is the strength of the community, the we’re-all-in-this-together-ness, and the sense of pride that binds them. 

         
         That’s what Mother bangs on about as she tuts at the council’s plans to sweep away the little Victorian back-to-backs, like
            those remaining on Copperfield Street, and replace them with tall concrete blocks, several of which already rear up above
            the neat terraces like glowering, multi-eyed spaceships.
         

         
         Mother’s aversion to progress is equal and opposite to Father’s support of it. The more he wants change, the harder she fights
            it. She’s driven me to drink, Father complains whenever there is a disagreement (often). He is a foreigner, so that has been a bad mark for him from the get-go. But there is more to it than that. There’s a broiling resentment
            between them, rumbling somewhere beneath the surface; its source, a mystery. Perhaps, after all the years they’ve been together,
            they are simply fed up with each other.
         

         
         After living with her parents for the past nineteen years, Celia is, unsurprisingly, a marriage cynic. All fairy tales, she
            realized long ago, end at the point of marriage. Once the prince has secured his bride and the children arrive, the romance
            will be long gone. The beautiful princess, in all likelihood, will have nothing more than domestic drudgery to look forward
            to.
         

         
         “Celia . . .” Mother brings her back to the present.

         
         “Yes, Mother?”

         
         Mother is peering at her. “Is that cardigan covered in cat hairs?”

         
         Celia looks down at herself, hastily brushing evidence of Bartholomew from her clothes.

         
         Father clears his throat. “Do we think that to be a suitable garment for her to wear, Maggie?”

         
         “It is a bit tight.” Mother frowns.

         
         “And red,” adds Father. “Perhaps not the best thing to impress the new owners.”

         
         “What’s wrong with it?”

         
         “Tight, red spells tarty. Hardly suitable for a bookshop, is it?” he says.
         

         
         “Secondhand bookshop.” Mother sniffs.

         
         “It’s antiquarian.” Mother gives Celia a blank look. “We sell valuable books, rare first editions.”
         

         
         “Makes no difference to what you should and shouldn’t wear,” Mother says, straightening her bony shoulders.

         
         “The point is,” Father adds, “whatever you got away with before with Mr. and Mrs. Blythe, the new owner might be a different
            kettle of fish. She will surely want a serious, sensible girl. She doesn’t have to keep you on, does she?”
         

         
         Celia swallows a mouthful of scrambled egg, her stomach clenching in protest. She takes a long, slow breath.

         
         “I’m well aware of that. Which is why I was looking at the career guide. May I go and change now? I don’t want to be late.”
            She waits for Mother to say something about wasting food and wasting time reading pointless magazines about pointless careers,
            but in the end she simply nods.
         

         
         Celia dashes upstairs before either of them has time to say more.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
Celia

         
         Celia steps off the double-decker bus outside Somerset House just as she has done every workday morning for the past three
            years, wondering if this is to be her last. It was all left so up in the air last week as she said her good-byes to the elderly
            Mr. and Mrs. Blythe. They were upset to be leaving their beloved shop after forty years, but in the past year, Mr. Blythe’s
            health has deteriorated, and Mrs. Blythe can no longer care for him and the shop. We have to accept his lungs are not going to get better, a moist-eyed Mrs. Blythe had said as they finished packing up. Celia couldn’t bring herself to ask what it meant for her.
            She hopes if she simply turns up, the new owner might be glad of her help.
         

         
         Celia is bowled along the Strand by a fast-paced tide of commuters streaming toward Fleet Street and the City of London. Besuited
            men in black, the odd splash of color bobbing among them: evidence of a woman in their midst. Newspapermen most likely. The
            neater, better-dressed ones will be solicitors and barristers, or possibly men of finance, bound for the banks and financial
            institutions of the Square Mile, the City of London, farther east. Whatever their vocation, they bear deadpan, unsmiling expressions.
         

         
         Perhaps Mother is right. Careers don’t appear to make people happy.

         
         Celia arrives at H. J. Potts, Booksellers, est. 1843, a few minutes before nine o’clock. It’s easy to miss the tiny bookshop, squeezed as it is between two more grandiose shops. The one on the right selling barrister’s
            apparel, wigs, gowns, and such; the other, bespoke handmade business suits. She wonders how many of these commuters, passing
            the shop every day for years, have even noticed its existence. From the usual lack of footfall through its doors, she suspects
            barely any of them.
         

         
         She pauses at the door, anxious, recalling the very first time she came upon the shop. Recently out of school and on the lookout
            for a job better than the monotonous part-time work in the launderette, she had been sent on an errand by her mother. Her
            father, rushing to get to work in the hotel kitchens, had left his reading spectacles on the kitchen table. Mother had been
            certain he would dice his fingers along with the carrots, and then where would they be without his money coming in? Celia
            had been dispatched to chase after him. Jogging from the bus stop along the Strand toward the Strand Palace Hotel, she’d spotted
            the sign h. j. potts, booksellers, est. 1843, for the first time.

         
         What had caught her eye, and her breath, were the books. Specifically, the stunning, first-edition copies of all three volumes
            of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein: or, The Modern Prometheus, which had been displayed in pride of place at the center of the bay window, their brown spines a little bent at the edges,
            their blue covers mottled with age. There is still something about old books that makes Celia’s spine tingle. Arranged around
            the Shelley volumes were other gems—Virginia Woolf, James Joyce, even a Lord Byron poetry collection. The sight of them had
            knocked all thought of impending risk to her father’s fingers from her mind, and the spectacles case remained unconsciously
            clasped in her left hand as she’d been drawn inexorably inside.
         

         
         The interior was a dark, dusty treasure trove, packed floor to ceiling with old books. It smelled of dust, leather, and beeswax.

         
         Celia had naïvely inquired about the Mary Shelleys. She’d prattled, overcome with the excitement of her discovery of this
            shop. Reading was something she had always loved, finding it an escape from her drab homelife.
         

         
         “I love old books . . .” Celia had beamed at Mrs. Blythe. “Well, any books, really. But nineteenth-century fiction is a favorite
            of mine. The Brontë sisters, especially, and I’m a big fan of Frankenstein. Terrifying, of course, but imagine her writing that book when she was only eighteen? I’ve never read anything like it, before
            or since, I mean . . .”
         

         
         Mrs. Blythe had looked Celia up and down.

         
         “Now, my dear. I don’t want to make any assumptions about customers, but you don’t look more than eighteen yourself—”

         
         “Sixteen, actually.”

         
         “Well, then. Exactly. Now, I can tell you are a big reader, but unless I’ve got you all wrong, I’m quite sure Frankenstein will be out of your price range. In fact, we are sending that one to the auction houses next week. It’s for display only,
            you see, to show the sort of quality items we carry here.” She waved a hand vaguely at the books that lay in piles everywhere
            and were on bookshelves that covered the walls. “But I must say, you have good taste.” She granted Celia a smile and a sharp
            look.
         

         
         “The Shelley is a first edition, one of only five hundred printed. We expect it to fetch a fine price at auction,” Mrs. Blythe
            said.
         

         
         Celia had rapidly concluded that there wouldn’t be a single page let alone a whole book in this shop she would be able to afford. She began to shuffle closer to the door, suddenly remembering the glasses in her hand and wondering guiltily if Father’s fingers were already severed on a chopping board. But, most of all, she wanted to escape and avoid the humiliation of being directed to WH Smith, where she would find a cheap paperback she might have a hope of paying for. 

         
         “In fact,” Mrs. Blythe continued, without seeming to notice Celia’s sidle toward the exit, “if we make a decent amount from
            the Shelley sale, we’re hoping to hire a shop assistant. Mr. Blythe and I are getting on a bit in years, and with Mr. Blythe’s
            weak lungs . . . Well, some help would be nice—”
         

         
         “I could do it,” Celia blurted out before she could stop herself. “I am awfully good at organizing, I love books, and, as
            it happens, I’m just in the market for a job.”
         

         
         The rest, as they say, is history.

         
         Now Celia hovers outside H. J. Potts. She tugs at the sedate beige cardigan, swapped for the racy red one, sliding it down
            over her hips. She takes a deep breath and, possibly for the final time, reaches for the door handle.
         

         
         Eyes adjusting to the darkness of the interior after the bright daylight outside, Celia glances around the familiar surroundings.
            Nothing seems to have been altered, and relief sweeps through her. At the back is the old-fashioned glass-topped counter dominated
            by a large cash till. The art deco lamp, too, is still here, throwing multicolored patterns through its beveled glass shade
            onto the walls and ceiling. Celia remembers how delighted Mrs. Blythe had been to have found it, an absolute gem, on the Portobello Road. The same shelves of books run floor to ceiling around the outside walls, with the ladder propped just as it has always been against the upper shelves. On one side, the locked glass cabinets, containing the most valuable stock. In the center, two rows of open stacked shelves. Even the trolley, half-filled with books, is still here, pushed against the counter. Everything is exactly as before, even the smell—old leather, wood polish, and the acerbic hint of musty mold. For a dizzying moment, Celia wonders if perhaps the Blythes changed their minds, and they are just out back, in the stockroom, or making their stiff way downstairs from the flat above the shop. 

         
         “Hello?” Celia calls. “Mrs. Denton?” She remembers the name of the lady who purchased the shop. Nice woman, Mrs. Blythe had told her. American . . . They have deep pockets, you see. Offered over the odds for it, if you ask me. More money than sense that lot,
               but still . . . We’re grateful.

         
         Silence.

         
         Nothing moves and there is no sign of anybody. The place is as lively as a morgue.

         
         Then, the sound of shuffling behind the door that leads to the flat above, and it swings open. A petite middle-aged lady with
            tightly curled hair coiled high on the top of her head, reminding Celia of a sprightly poodle, stands on the threshold. Permanently
            waved, Celia thinks, her coiffed mop adding at least three inches to her height. She carries a look of bewildered surprise,
            as though seeing another person in her shop is the very last thing she might expect.
         

         
         “Can I help you?” The woman approaches the counter, regarding Celia through the thick lenses of a pair of tortoiseshell-framed
            glasses, far too big for her small face. A string of iridescent river pearls hang around her neck, catching the light from
            the lamp on the counter as they swing backward and forward. There’s a waft of Lily of the Valley scent.
         

         
         “Hello, yes, I’m Miss Duchesne. Celia . . . I’m not sure if Mr. and Mrs. Blythe mentioned me. I’m the shopgirl here. Or at
            least, I was—”
         

         
         The woman starts. “Oh!” she exclaims, eyes widening. She clutches the counter as though Celia is the ghost of Miss Havisham herself. 

         
         “I—I’m sorry,” Celia stutters. “Perhaps you don’t need—only . . . Well, never mind. I’ll just go then, shall I?”

         
         “Wait!” Mrs. Denton exclaims as Celia turns to leave. “You’re the girl who’s been working here? The previous owners did tell me about you. Of course I shall need you. I’m very glad you dropped by.” Mrs. Denton’s words have a soft twang of an
            American accent. Celia recalls Mr. Blythe saying she was from California. What a very peculiar move. Who, in their right mind,
            would choose to leave California, the home of Hollywood stars and golden beaches, for London, the home of beer-swilling old men and the London Underground? Though the market for old books is likely better
            over here. People in California must be too busy enjoying themselves to have time for reading.
         

         
         “I apologize.” Mrs. Denton lets out a tinkle of laughter. “It’s just been a little crazy with the move and all . . . So much
            to organize and it is just me here. Mr. Denton, in case you were wondering, walked out on me a year ago for a . . . young
            lady, let’s just say to be polite, and I thought to myself, ‘Vera, what you need is a fresh start.’ After a little court battle,
            and the realization I was far better off without the cad, I had some money in my pocket, and I fancied an adventure. I have
            always wanted to visit London, and so I thought, why not? But I couldn’t just float about like a tourist, and the money wouldn’t
            last forever. When I saw this place advertised for sale, I thought, now that’s the opportunity I’ve been looking for. So,
            here I am, and here you are, and we’ll be a team, won’t we?”
         

         
         She beams at Celia, who blushes at such intimate personal information, coming from someone she only just met.

         
         “Now, you man the shop, or should I say woman the shop, while I finish sorting out the flat. Then you can show me the ropes. How does that sound?” Mrs. Denton pats her
            hair.
         

         
         “Well . . . I . . .” Celia isn’t too sure what to make of Mrs. Denton’s entrusting the running of her brand-new empire to
            her. Mr. and Mrs. Blythe almost never left her alone in the shop. There are priceless books here, after all, and important
            decisions to be made about value and authentications and a myriad of other things she shouldn’t have to worry about. Or so
            Mrs. Blythe would say.
         

         
         The woman frowns at Celia’s hesitation.

         
         “Oh, I’m sorry, Celia—it’s okay that I call you that? You’re wondering about the salary, aren’t you?”

         
         Celia blushes even more furiously and freezes. Nobody in England would dare to mention such a dirty thing as money up front
            like that.
         

         
         “What did they pay you before?” Mrs. Denton presses, apparently quite unaware of Celia’s discomfort.

         
         Celia clears her throat and looks at her shoes. “Six pounds, ten pence a week, for five and a half days’ work. They kindly
            gave me Saturday afternoons off, but if you—”
         

         
         “Is that all? That doesn’t sound enough for all the responsibility of running this shop. Listen, I’ll pay you eight. No, let’s
            make it ten. Ten pounds a week, how does that sound? Don’t want to lose you, do I?”
         

         
         Celia’s head snaps up and she opens her mouth to speak, but no sound comes out.

         
         “Will that be enough to entice you to stay?” Mrs. Denton repeats, and Celia nods, dazed. She’d probably have stayed on for
            nothing if Mrs. Denton had asked nicely enough.
         

         
         “Excellent. I’m glad that’s all settled, and we can get on with the business of the day.” She rubs her hands together. “I’ll be back once I’ve sorted this flat out some.” And then she’s gone, the door shut firmly behind her, leaving Celia staring after her in astonishment. Footsteps sound on the wooden stairs rising up to the flat above, and a few moments later, bangs of hammer on nail. Mrs. Denton must be putting pictures up on the walls to make the place homey. A woman doing home improvements and owning her own business. There is much about Mrs. Denton to admire.
         

         
         Celia tiptoes around the empty shop, running her eyes across book spines to check all her favorites are still here. Austen,
            Brontë, Chaucer, Dickens, Eliot, James, Joyce. All present and correct. She stares out the dusty window onto the Strand at
            the passing traffic and the seemingly endless column of commuters.
         

         
         A warm glow spreads from Celia’s midriff right up to her reddened cheeks. This changes everything.

         
         The raise, which Celia will keep to herself, means she will have a good deal of money left each week after handing all her
            wages, bar a little pocket money, over to her mother, just as she always does.
         

         
         And secret money for herself means opportunity.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3
Celia

         
         Four days later, at five thirty on the dot, Celia is waiting on the corner of Aldwych and Kingsway. A light drizzle is falling,
            and she stands well back from the curb to avoid the gritty spray thrown up by the heavy wheels of passing double-decker buses.
            The steady stream of dark suits and black umbrellas is traveling in reverse direction from that of the morning, now bearing
            down the Kingsway toward her, likely heading to Aldwych tube station or over the bridge to Waterloo, the suburbs, smiling
            wives in flower-printed aprons, scrubbed-clean children, and their homecooked teas.
         

         
         And here, among them, like a solitary splash of color in a black-and-white film, comes Daphne, her lemon sherbet cloak swinging.
            With matching hat and gloves, light tan shoes paired with bag, natch, and her striking blond hair curled just so at the bottom,
            she looks as though she should be on the catwalk in Paris rather than a soggy London pavement.
         

         
         Celia knew she would be best friends with Daphne on her first day at St. Thomas’s Elementary School. She first spied the young
            Daphne, with her wide blue eyes and halo of golden hair, in the sandpit beating Billy the bully on his square behind with
            her spade for daring to pick on Rudy until Billy had yelped.
         

         
         She’d thought their friendship would end when Daphne sat for the eleven-plus exam to get into grammar school. Celia hadn’t
            been allowed. What would you want to go to that highfalutin place for? Mother had cried. All those stuck-up boys and girls. You’d hate every minute of it, Celia. Besides, the uniform, the books, and whatnot, it’d
               cost us an arm and a leg.

         
         Perhaps Mother had only wished to save her from the shame of not passing, like Daphne, who’d failed by a hair’s breadth and
            carried the burden of that all the way through secondary school like a boulder on her back.
         

         
         Celia had, selfishly, been secretly pleased when her best friend hadn’t gotten into the grammar school and the two could stay
            together. Daphne was uncommonly clever, but somehow Celia had managed to stay in her class and not get streamed with the dunces.
            She just wished her parents had let her go to secretarial college, too, like Daphne, when they’d left school, instead of urging
            her to go straight out to work.
         

         
         Secretarial college is the epitome of success for the ambitious girl leaving secondary modern, pronounced the careers guide in Good Housekeeping, university being the preserve of only grammar-school graduates. A good secretary can have a wonderfully satisfying career.

         
         And so, here is Daphne, a legal secretary no less, with a top job at Thompson, Parker & Edgely, one of the many firms of solicitors
            in High Holborn, just ten minutes’ walk from H. J. Potts.
         

         
         “What ghastly weather!” Daphne greets Celia with a kiss on both cheeks. “Hope you’ve not been waiting long.”

         
         Daphne threads her arm through Celia’s and they enter the welcome dry, beer-scented warmth of the Wellington. Daphne removes
            the yellow cloak, revealing an elegant seal-gray fitted work dress, and drapes the cloak over the back of a chair.
         

         
         “C’mon, I’ll get these. To celebrate,” Daphne offers, which is lucky, as Celia hasn’t even two bob to rub together until she
            gets paid.
         

         
         “What are we celebrating?” Celia asks, shrugging off her damp, seen-better-days, utilitarian taupe raincoat.

         
         “It’s Friday. Do we need another reason?”

         
         “Won’t say no then.” Celia smiles, then blows into her hands to warm them up. Who would believe this is April? “Ginger beer,
            please.”
         

         
         “Ginger beer? Really? Your mother isn’t here, you know, Celia. I’ll get you a Cherry B.” Daphne winks one bright blue eye before elbowing
            her way to the bar.
         

         
         Daphne’s right. Mother isn’t here, but if she was, she wouldn’t approve of Celia drinking alcohol. Not unless it’s the half
            a glass of red she is permitted on a Sunday with her dinner after church. According to Mother, alcohol is the path to ruination
            and damnation. She never mentions Father, of course, when delivering her lectures on the dangers of drink, but this would
            be unnecessary, since Celia can witness this fact for herself.
         

         
         I am nineteen years old. I’m a Strong Independent Woman. Mother need not approve of everything I do. She repeats the words a few times to herself as she watches Daphne, so relaxed, so at ease with herself, jostling through
            a sea of men at the bar. She needs to be more like Daphne.
         

         
         She watches her friend ooze sophistication, the men parting to let her through, practically salivating at the sight of her.
            Before today, a flicker of something hot and ugly might have risen in her belly, knowing her friend is going up in the world
            while she, Celia, vegetates and fossilizes, her only escape from reality between the covers of a good book. But not anymore.
            Not now that she has this chance. Daphne waves two brown bottles of cherry wine in one hand, two glasses in the other, and
            Celia is unable to suppress her smile.
         

         
         “So?” Daphne fills the glasses and pushes one across the table, raising her voice above the hubbub. “Spill the beans. What are you so happy about?” 

         
         “Am I normally that miserable?” Celia takes a sip of the sweet, syrupy cherry wine. Then another. And another.

         
         “Often.” Daphne laughs and wrinkles her nose, nudging Celia’s knees beneath the table. “But today you look like the cat that’s
            got the cream.”
         

         
         Celia laughs, too, lighter always in the orbit of Daphne’s positive aura. Or perhaps it’s already the effects of the Cherry
            B.
         

         
         “The new owner started at the bookshop this week,” Celia explains.

         
         “Ah,” says Daphne, sipping her wine as Celia tells her the circumstances surrounding Mrs. Denton’s arrival in London.

         
         “I really admire her. A lone woman, moving halfway around the world, running her own business. And she’s really very nice.
            I thought I’d hate the shop without the Blythes, but she’s giving me free rein to run it how I think best. Like I’m the flipping
            shop manager! Fancy that, eh?”
         

         
         “Quite right too. Cheers!” Daphne drains her glass.

         
         “I just hope I’m up to it.”

         
         “’Course you are!”

         
         “Anyway, how are things at the firm?”

         
         “Busy. Mr. Edgely is preparing for a trial starting in two months, so I’ll probably have to start working overtime. I don’t
            mind, not really. The extra money will come in handy. And guess what?” Daphne’s cheeks grow pink. “That articled clerk, you
            know the one I told you about . . .”
         

         
         “Graham Drayton?”

         
         “Oh no, not him.” She rolls her eyes. “All wandering hands, that one. Only interested in getting past first base. No, I mean
            Thomas Fitzpatrick. He is much more upmarket. Sort of looks like a young Gregory Peck. He’s asked me out on a date tomorrow!” 

         
         “Lucky you.” Daphne has an ongoing and enviable succession of boyfriends whom she tosses aside every few weeks as the novelty
            wears off, or just around the time they are keen to get serious. While Daphne is on the hunt for Mr. Right, the boys she dates
            seem to be after one thing only, and, she says, that’s the one thing they won’t get without a ring on her finger.
         

         
         “Yes. Lucky me. But what are we going to do with you, Celia Duchesne? You are never going to meet Clint Eastwood in that dusty
            old shop, however nice Mrs. Denton is.”
         

         
         “Oh, don’t worry about me.”

         
         “What—you’re content with just reading books?”

         
         “I love my books, Daph . . .”

         
         “I know, but you can love books and boys.”
         

         
         “Not interested in bothering with boys.” Celia sighs, just imagining how her parents would react to her introducing a boyfriend,
            the prospect of which makes her perspire. “But I do want a career. Look, I’ve had an idea.” She searches her handbag and pulls out a leaflet. She shoves it at Daphne, bursting
            with the secret she’s been keeping all week. Daphne will be the only one to know. “See, the Pitman’s College offers night-school
            courses in shorthand and typing. I’ve signed up for a six-month course. I start next week.” That bubble of excitement again,
            this time nothing to do with the Cherry B. “I know it’s not secretarial school, but it’ll be enough to join a typing pool.
            I can work my way up. BBC, here I come!”
         

         
         Daphne scans the leaflet and looks up at Celia. “But . . . how will you afford the fees? I thought you had to give all your
            wages to your mother. You barely have enough each week for the bus fare and all the bloomin’ books you’re always buying.”
         

         
         “I know. But Mrs. Denton thought I wasn’t being paid enough. She almost doubled my wages, just like that!”

         
         “Seriously?” Daphne’s mouth drops open. “Why?”

         
         “I’ve no idea. Well, I have. I think she was terrified I’d leave, and she wouldn’t know how to run the shop without me.”

         
         “That’s wonderful, Celia, but don’t you think—?”

         
         “Thing is, I won’t tell Mother or Father. I’ll carry on giving them the five pounds I always have, and they’ll never know.
            They’ll think I’m still keeping just the one pound, ten pence. So we’ll all be happy.”
         

         
         “How will you explain your absence in the evenings?”

         
         “Overtime, to help Mrs. Denton, seeing as she’s all on her own. It’s two hours on Tuesday and Thursday evenings, five thirty
            to seven thirty. I’ll have to leave work sharpish at five, but Mrs. Denton was fine about it when I told her. I’ll feel a
            bit bad for Mrs. Denton when I eventually leave, but I think, being a businesswoman herself, she’ll understand. And I’ll help
            her find a replacement. I could have a new, fancy job in television before Christmas, Daph, what do you think of that?”
         

         
         “I think it’s positively marvelous.” Daphne’s face is all soft warmth, her eyes glinting as though reflecting Celia’s excitement.
            “I bloody love you; you know that?”
         

         
         “I do, and I you. Now let’s drink to us both being Strong Independent Women of the 1960s!”

         
         They clink glasses and do just that.

         
          

         Celia has lived at Number 13 Copperfield Street all her life. A terraced Victorian workman’s cottage in a stunted row of identical dwellings, humble, down-to-earth, and functional. Like their occupants, one by one they have been, to varying degrees, dragged into the twentieth century. Since the Second World War, modern conveniences have been added—fitted kitchens, central heating, indoor toilets, electricity. Anderson shelters hastily constructed during the war years dismantled and replaced with flower beds or vegetable patches. Fireplaces have been bricked up, and in their place stand gas or electric fires, ugly but healthier, to satisfy the Clean Air Act of 1956. 

         
         This is development. Advancement. Human Progression gathering speed toward a better, more comfortable future. That is what
            Father pontificates upon on Sunday as he sits in his position as Head of the Dining Table. Celia knows better than to offer
            any contrary point of view to her father. But what she wants to discuss is why Human Progression seems to have skirted around the fact that humans consider themselves to be becoming ever
            more civilized when really, their nature hasn’t changed a jot since prehistoric times. They are still the same bundle of instincts,
            ready to fight for life and territory and resources. It’s simply their tools have gotten more useful, their weapons more lethal.
            So much so, it’s quite likely, if one believes the swelling numbers of peace protestors, that the two superpowers may well
            destroy the entire planet if relations between them get any worse.
         

         
         But she keeps quiet, stirs her steak-and-kidney pudding in its sea of gravy around her plate, and listens to her father’s
            ridiculous justification for installing a television into the front room. We can watch the news rather than listen to it on the radio. Such modern technology will soon see the demise of the radio
               altogether, and then where will we be? They all know it is really so he can watch the football World Cup this year from the comfort of his own living room. He will
            do what he wants anyway. For he who earns the money holds the power.
         

         
         That simple equation has slowly dawned on Celia over the years. She never thought twice about it until Mrs. Ursula Bancroft moved in next door after she lost her husband. Leo, it turned out, unusually among the male population of Southwark, did not drink, gamble, or smoke away his earnings, but he squirreled them, leaving his wife enough money to afford a relatively comfortable house and without the need to find a replacement husband, which, she informed anyone who would listen, was a blessing, because what on earth would she ever want another husband for? 

         
         The concept of a woman without a man to support her had been a revelation to Celia. It stirred in her the beginnings of ambition.
            An ambition to be self-sufficient. And now there is Mrs. Denton to add to her growing dossier of evidence of what is possible
            for a Modern Woman to be. She hugs the secret of her Pitman’s course, her kernel of hope, quietly inside, like a fragile,
            unhatched egg.
         

         
         “You’ll come to see,” Father is telling Mother, mopping up the last of the gravy on his plate with a hunk of bread, “that
            television will bring enjoyment to your life.”
         

         
         “It isn’t me who needs enjoyment,” Mother says, voice sharp as needles.
         

         
         “That’s what you think.” Father downs two-thirds of his glass of wine, then refills it.

         
         Celia sighs. In her humble opinion, they are both as miserable as each other. So they sit, in stony-faced silence, until it’s
            time to clear the lunch things away. Afterward, Celia settles herself onto the sofa in the front room to read her latest novel,
            Catch-22. She is trying to broaden her reading and quizzed Mrs. Denton about American authors. Mrs. Denton was oddly evasive. She admitted to a love of the Russian greats—Dostoevsky, Tolstoy, Chekhov, Nabokov—and the French masters—Victor Hugo and Alexandre Dumas. But then she’d laughed and said she finds very little time for reading these days. Which at first Celia thought odd for the owner of a bookshop, but then, the poor woman has had quite the year and is now singlehandedly running her own business. 

         
         There is a bang on the front door.

         
         She sighs, laying her book on the coffee table, barely a page read.

         
         Sam, tall and lean in his overalls, is standing on the doorstep, a wild-eyed Bartholomew in his arms. His smart new cream-and-red
            van, Clean Heat—Modern Gas emblazoned in big letters on its side, is parked in the street. For a moment she thinks he is going to ask her if she fancies
            going for a spin in the van the gas board gave him last month—it wouldn’t be the first time. She knows he is awfully proud
            of it, but frankly she’d rather be reading than sitting in the London traffic.
         

         
         Sam holds the cat out toward her like an offering. “I found the little chap up on the main road. Terrified, of course. Think
            he might have been chased by a dog. I managed to grab the poor mite. He’s had a ride home in my van. Can’t say he was too
            impressed . . .”
         

         
         “Oh, Sam!” Celia takes the cat, stiff with fright, and nestles him into her arms. His body softens against hers as she rubs
            his head. “How can I thank you? That’s so kind, and sorry for all the bother.” What other lad would stop all the traffic on
            Southwark Bridge Road to rescue a cat, let alone even notice an animal in distress? Her heart melts a little. Next time he
            offers her a ride, she will say yes.
         

         
         “Don’t be daft. You don’t need to thank me.” He grins and reaches out, tickling Mew’s cheek. “I’d do it for any animal. You know that.” 

         
         “I do.” Celia plants a kiss on the cat’s head and releases him into the house, pulling the door closed behind him. She turns
            back to Sam. “Do you want to come in for a cuppa? I just made a pot of tea.”
         

         
         “You’re all right, Celia.” He looks down at his overalls. “Your mother’d have a fit if I sat on her clean sofa like this,
            all covered in grease. Just finished my shift, see, so I need to wash. Besides, my mother will have my dinner waiting.”
         

         
         “I didn’t know they had you working Sundays too.”

         
         “Sure they do.” He smiles at her again, the skin at the corners of his eyes crinkling. “People need gas twenty-four-seven,
            so the gas board works round the clock too. No rest for the wicked, eh? I’ll see you around, yeah?”
         

         
         “All right, well, thanks again for saving Bartholomew.”

         
         He steps across into his own tiny front garden, neat and already blooming in full glory under the magical green fingers of
            Mrs. Ursula Bancroft. For one crazy moment Celia wonders if Mother might just be right about Sam being the perfect match for
            her. Then she laughs at the ridiculousness of the idea.
         

         
         Just because he rescued her cat.

         
         And besides, unlike poor Elizabeth Bennet, she will find a way never to be financially reliant on any man, even Mr. Darcy,
            if she were to be lucky enough to happen upon him.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4
Septimus

         
         Septimus Nelson is a horribly pretentious name.

         
         It makes him stand out, whereas his inclination is to blend in. Still, he supposes notability has its benefits, especially
            now that he lives in a new country, a new city, where he knows almost no one.
         

         
         And finally, last night, the name Mother and Father Nelson chose for Septimus the day he was born in Canada proved its value.

         
         Septimus smiles at the memory as he walks from his flat in Paddington across the expanse of Hyde Park to the American embassy
            in Grosvenor Square. It’s going to be a glorious day. The first warmth from the sun since he arrived in this gray city four
            months ago in early January. Until today, London has been almost permanently swathed beneath leaden clouds, damp rising up
            from the sidewalks and out of the very fabric of the buildings as much as it falls in fat drops or fine mist from the sky.
            Even the people here are solemn in their demeanor and pallid with their sun-starved skin. An adolescence in California has
            made him yearn for light, bright days. Now May has arrived, and with it the sun, in perfect sync with the levity of his mood.
         

         
         And, weather aside, he must still pinch himself at what he has already achieved in his twenty-six years of life. This job, this place. He takes a long, deep breath of relatively fresh park air. Septimus has always relished fresh air, wide-open spaces, the countryside. It reminds him of home. Although, to be fair, Hyde Park is hardly the wilderness, but, for the middle of the sprawling metropolis of London, it is not at all bad. 

         
         He stares up into the surprisingly cloudless sky, washed the palest blue by overnight rain. London summers, he presumes, will
            never reach the intense heat, nor the shocking cold of winters, of home. Home. It jolts him to think of it, still, that way.
         

         
         The home he hasn’t seen since childhood.

         
         Septimus is a nomad. It’s the most natural state of human existence. To stay somewhere awhile, reap its benefits, then move
            on to pastures new. It’s the way the ancients lived. Sadly, a form of freedom nowadays enjoyed by so few. He is lucky to have
            no ties, to be able to depart on the spur of the moment, leaving no trace of his ever having been somewhere. Of adapting and
            molding. Of only having to worry about himself.
         

         
         Although, in reality, the decision of where he goes next is not his at all, but down to the will and whim of his bosses. Still,
            he isn’t going to worry about moving on yet.
         

         
         Septimus gives himself permission to allow his mind to wander wherever it chooses for as long as he is in the park. Once he
            is out of the gate and walking the up-market streets of Mayfair, he will bring his focus, fully and completely, onto the tasks
            ahead. Always be
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