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			‘Annie writes her characters with humanity, humour and respect and their stories will stay with me for a very long time. A wonderful, heart-warming read’ 

			Ruth Hogan

			 

			‘A charming, uplifting story of resourceful women and the healing power of books’

			Clare Chambers

			 

			‘A tender, touching and utterly heart-warming tale’

			Sarah Steele

			 

			‘Full of heart . . . A fabulous story, perfect for fans of Lissa Evans and AJ Pearce’ 

			Kerry Barrett

			 

			‘This is a book to be read and re-read – each time there will be something new to discover . . . a triumph’

			Celia Anderson

			 

			‘This story of love, bravery and found family is heart-wrenching and utterly charming’ 

			Fiona Lucas

			 

			‘Charming, witty and thoroughly absorbing from first page to last . . . This book is exactly what we need right now’ 

			Lisa Timoney

			 

			‘I devoured it . . . a beautifully written story and a book full of heart’ 

			Beezy Marsh
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			As the bombs began to fall, the book club kept their hopes alive...

			 

			London, 1938.

			 

			Bookseller Gertie Bingham is still grappling with the unimaginable loss of her beloved husband, Harry, and with the lingering sadness of never having had a child of her own. Struggling to run the cherished bookshop she and Harry opened together by herself, Gertie is preparing to sell up and move to the coast, until she is asked to take in a young Jewish refugee.

			 

			When headstrong fifteen-year-old Hedy Fischer arrives at her door, Gertie fears she has nothing left to give the troubled girl. But when the Blitz begins and the lights go out over London, Gertie and Hedy realise that joining forces will make them stronger in the face of adversity, and that books have the power to unite a community in its darkest hour . . .

			 

			Inspired by true events, The Air Raid Book Club is an emotional and uplifting story of wartime London, capturing the remarkable ability of reading to bring hope and light in the most trying times.  

		

	
		
			

			For Helen, my much-­missed tiptop friend,

			with endless love and thanks

		

	
		
			

			Once ‘in the blood’, it is often said, bookselling is a disease from which one never quite recovers.

			From The Truth About Bookselling by Thomas Joy

			 

			 

			 

			Reading brings us unknown friends.

			Honoré de Balzac

		

	
		
			London, 1911

			Prologue
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			Gertie Bingham was standing in the queue at Piddock’s the Butcher contemplating offal when she experienced a thrill of longing a little like falling in love. She recognised this sensation immediately as it was only the second time she’d experienced it in her life. Some people thought falling in love happened over time, unravelling like a spool of thread, but for Gertie, it was instantaneous. A thunderbolt through the heart. Unexpected. Immediate. Everlasting.

			Her eyes travelled from the trays of burgundy sheep hearts and slabs of plum-­coloured pig’s liver to the shop opposite and more specifically the lettings sign within it. Gertie let out an involuntary yelp of excitement. The woman before her in the queue, a Miss Crow, whose name befitted her beady-­eyed appearance, issued a loud tut.

			‘Sorry,’ cried Gertie, abandoning her place and heading for the door. ‘It’s just that I’ve found it. I’ve found it!’

			The ‘it’ in question was a milliner’s. Buckingham Milliners, Elegant Millinery for Ladies of Discernment, to be precise. Beechwood High Street boasted not one but two milliners, along with a butcher, a baker and indeed a candle­stick maker, although this establishment went under the broader umbrella term of ‘ironmonger’s’. Gertie despaired at the paucity of interesting shops on offer. Having grown up in the centre of London, she found married life in this south-­east corner of the capital rather humdrum at times. She longed for a theatre or a concert hall or best of all a bookshop to add a little cultural distraction. The shops were very pleasant, of course, but largely functional. There was a tailor, a chemist and a confectioner run by Mrs Perkins, who Gertie had to admit made the best homemade toffee she’d ever tasted. She also enjoyed visiting Travers, the greengrocer’s run by Gerald and his wife, Beryl, and Mr Piddock was an excellent butcher, but Gertie longed for more and on this bright June morning, it seemed that it might be in her sights.

			She hurried up the hill to the public library where her husband, Harry, worked, impatient to give him the good news. Gertie burst through the heavy mahogany doors receiving a sharp reproach from the Senior Librarian, Miss Snipp, who glared at the intruder over the top of her pince-­nez.

			‘May I remind you that this is a library, Mrs Bingham,’ she hissed. ‘Not one of your raucous suffragette gatherings.’

			‘Sorry,’ whispered Gertie. ‘I wanted to speak to Harry if he’s available.’

			Miss Snipp opened her mouth, ready to scold such presumption, when the door to the Head Librarian’s office swung open and Harry appeared, carrying a cup and saucer and a copy of a P. G. Wodehouse novel. He didn’t notice Gertie at first and she was reminded of that deliciously heady sensation she’d experienced when they first met. To the casual observer, Harry Bingham’s appearance could most generously be described as awkward. He looked like a man whose arms and legs had grown too long for his body, giving him the haphazard air of a foal who was learning to walk. His tie was invariably askew and his hands were covered in ink stains but this simply made Gertie love him more. In fact, it had been one of the key factors which drew her to this rumpled, charming man when he walked into her father’s bookshop all those years ago.

			Gertie Bingham was fortunate enough to be born into a family of forward thinkers. Her father, Arthur Arnold, had established Arnold’s Booksellers in Cecil Court, London, with his brother, Thomas, at the end of the last century. For Arthur and his wife, Lilian, there was never any distinction made between the education of Gertie and her younger brother, Jack. One of the first books her mother had taught her to read was Original Stories from Real Life by Mary Wollstonecraft. Lilian Arnold was a staunch suffragette and so Gertie was raised with a keen mind and a bloodhound’s instinct for sniffing out injustice. This was all well and good in the confines of her home life where debate and discussion were commonplace. However, when her mother decided to send her to an all-­girls’ school, she was often out of step with her peers, who were shocked to learn that she didn’t long for a life of domesticity and submissiveness.

			‘Why on earth have I been given a brain if not to use it?’ she would complain to her mother.

			‘Patience, my love. Not everyone sees the world as you do.’

			But Gertie had little patience. She was always in a hurry, eager to read the next book, absorb a new idea and release it into the world like a butterfly from a net. Her mother suggested that she attend university, but Gertie didn’t have time. She wanted to be living, to be out in the world. So she asked her father for a job at the bookshop and it was there that the stars aligned and she met Harry.

			‘Gertie, I’ve got a new recruit for you,’ said her uncle Thomas one day. ‘Would you show him the ropes, please?’ Gertie glanced up from the index cards she was filing and knew that she was staring into the startlingly blue eyes of the man she would marry. ‘Harry Bingham, Gertrude Arnold.’

			‘Call me Gertie,’ she said, standing up and holding out her hand.

			A flush of scarlet spread up from Harry’s collar as he accepted it. ‘Pleased to make your acquaintance,’ he said, pulling his hand away as soon as it was polite to do so and pushing at his large round spectacles, which had slipped down his nose. They gave him an owlish appearance and this paired with his tall, ungainly frame only made Gertie like him more. He was a shy apprentice but Gertie discovered that as soon as they began to discuss books, all traces of bashfulness were banished. They bonded over a mutual love of Charles Dickens and Emily Brontë. It wasn’t long before days working together became evenings at the theatre and weekend promenades in the park. Gertie sometimes mused that falling in love with Harry had been as easy as the songs told you it was.

			They were married a few years later and moved south of the river when Harry qualified as a librarian. The newly married Binghams had assumed that their snug little house would soon echo to the sound of infants but years of heart-­breaking disappointment resigned them to the fact that this wasn’t to be. Ever the practical stoic, Gertie continued with life as she knew best and when she spied the ‘For lease’ sign in Buckingham Milliners on the high street, her impatient mind saw a solution and an exciting new future for them both.

			‘A bookshop?’ said Harry as she linked an arm through his and led him on a lunchtime walk around the rose garden next to the library.

			‘Why not? We could run it with our eyes closed and besides, wouldn’t you like to work in a place where you don’t have to whisper all the time or get snapped at by Snipp?’

			‘Now, Gertie, Miss Snipp isn’t that bad.’

			‘Yes, but she’s not a patch on your wife,’ said Gertie, leading him behind an oak tree out of sight and planting a kiss on his lips.

			Harry smiled and kissed her again. ‘Where would I be without you, Gertie Bingham?’

			‘Tragically alone and terribly broken-­hearted,’ she said.

			They applied in person to Miss Maud and Miss Violet Buckingham, the sisters who had run Buckingham Milliners ever since their father died thirty years previously. The pair seemed very taken with the young couple who stood before them, complimenting Gertie on her ‘elegantly demure’ choice of hat.

			‘Oh, aren’t they a darling couple, Maud?’

			‘Absolutely darling, Vi.’

			‘And what will your business be, dear hearts?’

			‘Books,’ said Gertie.

			‘Ahh, books. How wonderful. Isn’t that wonderful, Vi?’

			‘Wonderful,’ confirmed Violet.

			It was indeed wonderful as Violet and Maud not only agreed to sign over the lease but also became long-­term customers of the Binghams. Gertie always delighted in sending any newly published romances to the two retirees in Suffolk. She imagined the pair of them, happy in a cosy cottage surrounded by a garden filled with the lavender, delphinium and plump, fragrant roses befitting two devoted romantics.

			On the day they opened the doors of their new venture, Gertie inhaled the rich scent of new books, more intoxicating than French champagne, and couldn’t imagine wanting to be anywhere else in the world. Harry took her hand and kissed it.

			‘Welcome to Bingham Books, my love.’
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			Our deeds still travel with us from afar, and what we have been makes us what we are.

			Middlemarch, George Eliot

			Gertie arrived at the shop early that morning. She didn’t sleep much past five these days. It was a nuisance but there it was. Hemingway, the mild-­mannered yellow Labrador, was at her side as usual. He had become something of a local celebrity since joining their staff four years ago. Gertie noticed that he had the ability to raise a smile from even the most austere of customers, and several mothers had been known to make a detour during shopping trips so that their eager children could pat his bear-­like head.

			Little had changed in the town of Beechwood since Harry and Gertie first opened the doors of Bingham Books all those years ago. The Tweedy family still ran the baker’s and Mr Piddock the butcher had only retired last year, handing over his impeccably sharpened knives to son Harold who, according to local gossip Miss Crow, left too much sinew in his leg of beef. Gertie glanced along the high street now. Her shoulders dipped at the sight of the honey-­coloured lettering of Perkins’ Confectioners. Harry had bought a bag of cinder toffee from Mrs Perkins every week without fail for them to share during evenings beside the wireless.

			‘Come on, Hemingway. Good boy,’ said Gertie, ushering the dog inside the shop, grateful as ever for his distracting presence.

			The sun’s early rays cast a spotlight through the window, as motes of dust danced and swirled like fireflies. Gertie paused to inhale the exquisite possibility of unopened books as she had done every morning for nearly thirty years. This place had brought her such joy for so long. She and Harry had built something wonderful, their own world full of ideas and stories. At one stage in her life she’d thought she’d change the world in some dynamically public way but soon realised that she could do the same with books. They were powerful. They forged ideas and inspired history.

			That joy was beginning to diminish now, however. She gazed towards the doorway at the back of the shop and imagined Harry standing there, arms full of books, smiling at her. Instinctively she reached down to stroke one of Hemingway’s velvet ears as the memory pinched her heart. The dog stared up at her with mournful eyes.

			It had been the medical condition that won Harry his exemption from the Great War, which had also caused his death two years ago. Gertie counted herself lucky when Harry was granted exemption on medical grounds, although Miss Crow had not missed the opportunity to dismiss him as a ‘shirker’ to anyone who would listen. If Harry was hurt by these comments, he didn’t show it. His quiet service as a volunteer air-­raid warden made Gertie burn with pride. But life has a way of catching up with you eventually and the respiratory illness, which Harry had endured since childhood, meant that his body wasn’t able to fight the tuberculosis which finally stole his life. Gertie still couldn’t believe it. How could he be gone? They still had so much life to live.

			‘It’s not the same without him, is it?’ said Gertie, her voice seeming too loud in this hallowed space, as if she were bellowing in church. Hemingway sighed in agreement as Gertie brushed away a tear. ‘Well. No use in dwelling on things you can’t change. Come along. We’re down to our last volume of Wodehouse and Harry wouldn’t like that one jot.’

			By the time Betty – the assistant bookseller she’d employed after Harry died – arrived, Gertie had dusted, tidied and re-­stocked the shelves ready for opening.

			‘I must say, it looks spick and span in here, Mrs B,’ said Betty, shouldering off her coat. ‘Shall I make us some tea?’

			‘Thank you, dear. I’m absolutely parched.’

			Betty reappeared a short while later carrying two mismatched cups and saucers. ‘Here we are. By the way, I’m still mulling over next month’s book club title and wondered if you had any thoughts?’

			Gertie gave a casual wave of her hand. ‘I’m sure whatever you decide will be splendid.’

			‘Well, I’m quite keen on Middlemarch.’

			‘Good idea,’ said Gertie. ‘I can’t remember the last time we chose a George Eliot novel.’

			‘Unfortunately Miss Snipp isn’t so sure.’

			‘Is she campaigning for another Thomas Hardy book by any chance?’

			Betty nodded. ‘I don’t mean to speak out of turn, Mrs Bingham, because he’s a wonderful writer, but we only read Tess of the D’Urbervilles two months ago, and forgive me for saying this but some of the members didn’t care for the way Miss Snipp conducted the meeting.’

			This didn’t surprise Gertie. Miss Snipp’s communication style could most accurately be described as abrupt bordering on downright rude. When they first met, Gertie had assumed that Miss Snipp simply didn’t like her. However, she soon came to realise that she disliked almost everybody. Apart from Harry, but then, everyone had loved Harry. ‘I see. And what is she proposing you read next?’

			‘Jude the Obscure.’

			Gertie winced. ‘Heaven help us all.’

			‘Mr Reynolds was so upset by what happened to Tess, I’m not sure he could take it.’

			‘I’ll speak to Miss Snipp.’

			Betty exhaled. ‘I would be grateful, Mrs Bingham. I’m already concerned about our membership. I know we have our postal members, but last month’s meeting was very poorly attended. Mr Reynolds said that it used to be standing room only when you and Mr Bingham were in charge. I don’t want to let you down.’

			Gertie gave her a reassuring smile. ‘Oh Betty. You’re not letting me down. The world has changed and people are all rather distracted at the moment. I’ll speak to Miss Snipp but please, don’t give it a second thought. Bingham’s Book Club is the least of our worries.’ Gertie couldn’t say what she really felt. Her world had changed and she was rather distracted and the book club was the least of her worries because she couldn’t bring herself to think about it. She hadn’t attended a single meeting since Harry died. In fact, Gertie had intentionally absented herself due to the simple fact that she couldn’t bear to attend without him.

			They had set up Bingham’s Book Club together and run it as a partnership, relishing the monthly challenge of selecting the perfect book and chairing the most stimu­lating discussions. Mr Reynolds had been right. People had travelled from the surrounding towns to take part. They had even attracted authors to come and discuss their works, achieving something of a literary coup when Dorothy L. Sayers agreed to attend what turned out to be a particularly lively meeting.

			That seemed like a distant memory to Gertie now. Gone was the spark of excitement which used to fizz in her brain as she and Harry carefully chose the book club title. She could barely conjure up the impetus to read these days and certainly lacked enthusiasm for anything new or original. This was the reason she had delegated the role to Betty. She was an avid reader with far more youthful zest than Gertie could muster.

			Not only was Betty a welcome addition to Bingham Books’ staff; she also served as a pleasant antidote to Miss Snipp, who had spent her life forging a successful career both in books and complaining. It had been Harry natur­ally who insisted they employ her after she retired from the library.

			‘Her bibliographic knowledge is encyclopaedic, Gertie,’ he said. ‘There is no one better qualified to source books for our customers.’ He had been right, of course, but still, Gertie was relieved that she only worked on two mornings these days and was largely confined to the makeshift office in the corner of the stockroom.

			Her heart sank as she spotted Miss Snipp at the door, her face as sour as if she were sucking a sherbet lemon. She decided to try and adopt Harry’s amiable attitude whilst also feeling decidedly queasy at the conversation that lay ahead.

			‘Good morning, Miss Snipp,’ said Gertie with as much cheer as she could muster. ‘I trust you are well?’

			‘Not especially,’ she replied with a frown. ‘My gippy hip has been playing me up dreadfully.’

			‘I’m terribly sorry to hear that,’ said Gertie. ‘Have you tried Epsom salts?’

			‘Of course. It’s this wretched damp weather,’ she said accusingly as if Gertie were somehow to blame.

			‘Ahh yes, well, there’s not much we can do about that.’

			‘Hmm. I suppose not. Now, Mrs Bingham. May I have a moment of your time?’

			‘Of course.’

			Miss Snipp repositioned her glasses on her nose. ‘It’s about the book club.’

			‘Oh yes,’ said Gertie with a rising sense of dread.

			Miss Snipp folded her arms. ‘I am afraid I’m going to have to resign my position as chairwoman.’

			‘Chairwoman?’ said Gertie in surprise.

			Miss Snipp nodded. ‘It is simply too much for me at my age and frankly the individuals who attend the meetings these days seem wholly undeserving of my efforts.’

			‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

			Miss Snipp gazed into the distance and shook her head. ‘They fail to appreciate the magnitude of some of our greatest writers. They are beyond my help.’

			‘Oh dear.’

			‘Indeed. So I think it would be best if Miss Godwin took the reins.’

			‘I see. Well, if you think that’s best.’

			Miss Snipp glanced up sharply. ‘I must say you’re taking this very lightly, Mrs Bingham.’

			Gertie sighed with what she hoped was sufficient gravitas. ‘Believe me, Miss Snipp, it saddens me greatly, but I fully support your decision.’

			Miss Snipp regarded her over the top of her half-­moon spectacles. ‘Well. I best get on,’ she said, hobbling towards the back of the shop.

			‘Good morning, Miss Snipp!’ cried Betty as they met in the doorway.

			‘Is it?’ she muttered before disappearing into the back room.

			‘Is she all right?’ asked Betty, approaching the counter.

			‘She’s perfectly fine. She’s just delegated her book club responsibilities over to you, so George Eliot it is this month. I hope that meets with your approval?’

			‘I won’t let you down, Mrs B.’

			Gertie patted her hand. ‘I know you won’t, dear.’

			The day seemed to drag like a spoon through treacle until mid-­morning, when Barnaby Salmon, the bespectacled young publisher’s representative, appeared. The fact that Betty always stood up straighter, smoothed her dress and patted her hair whenever he entered the shop was not lost on Gertie, nor was the fact that Mr Salmon always made sure his appointments fell whenever Betty was working.

			‘Good morning,’ said Gertie.

			Barnaby tipped his hat in greeting. ‘Good morning, Mrs Bingham, Miss Godwin.’

			‘Mr Salmon,’ said Betty, seeming to grow inches taller under his gaze.

			Gertie turned to the young man. ‘Now, Mr Salmon. Do you think I could leave you in Miss Godwin’s capable hands this morning? She has been assuming more responsibility of late and I’m keen to encourage her endeavours.’

			Mr Salmon looked as if he’d been offered the keys to the kingdom. ‘Of course, Mrs Bingham. It would be my great pleasure.’ He turned to Betty. ‘I have a wonderful new book by Mr George Orwell which I know you’re going to like, Miss Godwin.’

			‘How marvellous,’ said Betty with a sparkle in her eye.

			Gertie smiled. She enjoyed watching their charming bibliophilic romance unfold. It transported her back to the days when she and Harry first met. Such joyful memories. How she missed his dishevelled presence.

			She was grateful that Betty readily accepted extra responsibility whenever it was offered to her. She told herself that it was important to encourage the younger generation, but deep down Gertie knew she was retreating. Bookselling had been her world, but without Harry, it had lost its magical lustre. Every aspect of her life had, in fact. His absence was Gertie’s most constant companion. She found herself laying out two cups and saucers for tea, or she would hear something of note or concern on the wireless and turn to discuss it with him, or a customer would ask for a book recommendation and she would immediately think of Harry. He had instinctively known what every type of customer would enjoy reading, from the small boy who loved pirates to the elderly retired gentleman with a passion for Shakespeare. Gertie had an instinct for this too, of course, but Harry was a natural. She had been the one to deal with publishers and he had been the one to nurture the customers. There were still people who came into the shop now and asked to speak to him two years on and who always seemed deeply distressed when she told them that he had died. She knew how they felt. Sometimes she would run her hands along the spines of the books on the shelves because Gertie saw Harry in every book, in each page, in every word. It offered some comfort but also a sharp tug of sorrow. Gertie loved their shop, but she loved it most with Harry in it.

			‘Did you hear me, Mrs B?’

			Gertie blinked away her daydream. ‘Sorry, dear. What did you say?’

			Betty chuckled. ‘You were in a proper brown study there, Mrs B. I was just telling you that Mr Salmon is leaving now. Would you like to check the order? I thought we could make a big thing of the new George Orwell book. I’ll do a window display if you like?’

			Gertie glanced over the docket, grateful to have someone else making the decisions for her. ‘This looks splendid. Thank you both.’

			Mr Salmon gave a polite bow. ‘Thank you, Mrs Bingham. Miss Godwin, I’ll see you on Saturday?’

			Betty held his gaze. ‘I’m looking forward to it.’

			‘Good day, ladies,’ he said, pausing in the doorway to tilt his head towards Betty in farewell.

			‘Saturday?’ said Gertie after he’d gone.

			Betty nodded. ‘He’s asked me to the pictures. We’re going to see the new James Stewart film. Usually I’d be giddy about him, but I don’t really give two hoots now.’

			‘I’m delighted for you, my dear.’

			Betty gave a happy sigh. ‘It’s just marvellous to find someone who loves the same things you do, isn’t it? Barnaby and I . . .’

			‘Oh, it’s Barnaby now, is it?’

			Betty looked coy. ‘Well, Mr Salmon is a bit formal, isn’t it? It’s not the 1900s. We were just saying how we can’t think of anything better than bookselling. It really is a salve to the soul. I mean, take P. G. Wodehouse. The fascists take over Europe and he creates Roderick Spode to make them look like nincompoops.’

			As Gertie listened to Betty expound her theories on how every author from Charlotte Brontë to Charles Dickens had improved life, an idea crept into her mind. Betty and Barnaby were the new generation. They had the passion that she so dearly lacked these days. Maybe it was time to hand over the mantle like Mr Piddock had done with his business.

			Gertie had been mulling this idea over the past few months but now it seemed obvious. It was time to move on, to move away even. She rather fancied Rye or perhaps Hastings. She was approaching sixty and, despite what Mr Chamberlain said, it looked as if the country could well be on the path to war again. Gertie wanted to be tucked up safely away from London by the time anything happened. She couldn’t face another war in London. She wasn’t sure if she could face another war full stop. Most of all, she wanted to escape the constant reminder that Harry was gone and the painful reality of a life without him.
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			The past and the present are within my field of inquiry, but what a man may do in the future is a hard question to answer.

			The Hound of the Baskervilles, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle

			Thomas Arnold was something of a character in the book world. At the age of seventy-­eight, he still ran Arnold’s Booksellers, declaring himself to be the oldest bookseller in London. He was fit as a flea, putting this down to his daily swim in the Serpentine and the fact that, ‘I had the good sense never to marry.’

			Thomas had established Arnold’s with his brother, Arthur, in the previous century, surviving the pitfalls and dramas of the past fifty or so years to emerge as one of the most successful bookshops in the land. He was known for having an explosive temper and a kind heart. The gentlemen publishers of London either held him in high regard or viewed him as a blessed nuisance. Writers and artists beat a path to his door in the hope of being invited to one of his legendary literary lunches. Whichever side of the fence you perched, Thomas Arnold was lauded as both a great eccentric and the most astute of businessmen. This was perhaps most succinctly illustrated by the telegram he had sent to Hitler in 1932 asking if he could buy the books he was planning to burn.

			‘Such a criminal waste!’ he had told Gertie and Harry during one of their monthly Sunday promenades around Greenwich Park.

			Needless to say, Gertie adored her uncle. Having lost her brother, father and mother, he was her last living relative and assumed the role with aplomb. Their monthly walks were sacrosanct to Gertie, even more so after Harry died. They would talk business, books and about the family they missed.

			‘You do know that if I’d had a daughter, I would have wanted her to be just like you,’ he said as they climbed the steep hill to the top of the park, ready to have their efforts rewarded by the astonishing view of London which unfurled before them like an Old Master’s canvas.

			‘You are a dear,’ said Gertie, pausing to catch her breath.

			‘Of course, I’m a miserable old beggar so I would have made a dreadful father. And then there’s the issue that I can’t stand children. Never have. Never will.’

			‘You’ve always been lovely to me.’

			‘Ahh, but you’re different, Gertie. You’re a treasure.’

			They paused on a park bench to take in the spectacular view, as streaks of golden sunshine framed the skyline to perfection. Beyond the rolling hill, Queen’s House and military college, the River Thames stretched its ­meandering passage towards St Paul’s Cathedral and beyond. It was as if the entire city were laid out before them. ‘As Doctor Johnson and I agree, if a man is tired of London, he is tired of life,’ said Thomas. ‘Take note, dear niece. I’d like that epigram on my gravestone.’

			‘I refuse to discuss your demise,’ said Gertie. ‘You’re the only family I’ve got left.’

			Thomas took her hand and kissed it. ‘Dear heart, I didn’t mean to upset you. Forgive a foolish old man.’

			‘It’s all right. I’m just a little out of sorts today.’

			‘What is it, Gertie? You look pale. Are you not sleeping?’

			Uncle Thomas was obsessed with sleep. He believed that every man, woman and child needed exactly eight hours’ sleep every night. No more, no less.

			‘I’m fine,’ she said. ‘A little tired but no more than usual.’ This was a lie, of course, but where was the sense in worrying him about the fact that she often lay awake fretting, her mind twisting in an endless thicket of sorrow. Some nights she would sleep and then wake with a momentary frisson of joy before rolling over in bed to be confronted with the empty space where Harry had once been. Most mornings, she was relieved that Hemingway was there to give her the impetus to move.

			‘And business is still brisk?’

			‘Oh yes. Ticking along nicely.’

			‘Then what is it, my child?’

			Gertie cleared her throat. ‘I’m thinking of selling the business and moving to the coast. I’m wondering about East Sussex.’

			‘I see.’ Thomas stared towards the river. Gertie was used to her uncle’s raging outbursts and explosive reactions. She braced herself for a storm but he remained taciturn, eyes fixed forwards.

			She took a deep breath and continued. ‘I think it’s time for me to retire. Harry and I ran the shop together and now he’s gone, I’m not sure I want to carry on alone. I’d like to be somewhere peaceful. I think Hemingway would enjoy walks on the beach, and of course you could always come to stay. It would do you good to escape London every now and then.’

			‘Is that what you’re doing then?’ asked Thomas. ‘Escaping London?’ He sounded almost hurt.

			‘I don’t know. I’m weary, Uncle Thomas. And I miss Harry. I don’t know how to live my life without him.’ Tears pricked her eyes.

			Thomas pulled out a green silk handkerchief and offered it to her. ‘Oh, my dear girl. I’m sorry. I do understand. It’s merely that I’d miss you. I’m being selfish. Forgive my petulance.’

			Gertie accepted the handkerchief and dabbed at her eyes. ‘I’d still see you. I can come to London for visits.’

			He patted her hand and cast his gaze across the city. ‘I can’t blame you for wanting to escape London, Gertie. The prospect of another war fills me with dread.’

			‘Do you think it’s likely?’

			Thomas shrugged. ‘Someone needs to stand up to that madman. It’s shocking what’s happening to the Jews in Germany. Businesses wrecked and looted, synagogues set on fire, men rounded up like animals. It’s monstrous.’

			Gertie nodded. ‘It’s dreadful. I wish there was more I could do to help.’

			Thomas turned to her. ‘You must do what’s best for you, my dear. And if that’s retirement then so be it.’

			Gertie sighed. ‘Part of me feels as if I’m giving up. I never thought I’d end up like this. I used to have so much more fight in my youth.’

			Thomas chuckled. ‘You certainly were a spirited youngster. It was a job for your mother and father to keep up with you. You had so many ideas and opinions. Enough to change the world.’

			‘You know as well as I do how life knocks that out of a person.’

			‘My darling Gertrude, you are fifty-­nine, not eighty-­nine.’

			‘So you think I should stay?’

			‘All I would say is don’t make any rash decisions you might regret. There’s a storm coming. I’m sure of it. We might just need the likes of Gertie Bingham to stand up and fight.’

			‘I’m not sure I can do it on my own.’

			‘I’m here, Gertie.’

			‘I know. And I’m grateful.’ She leaned over to kiss him on the cheek before linking an arm through his. ‘Now. Tell me your book trade gossip.’

			Thomas’ eyes glittered. ‘Well. Let’s just say there’s a certain female author whose husband is filing for divorce after she was discovered in a compromising situation with a famous Shakespearean actor.’

			 

			The rain was beginning to fall as Gertie let herself back in through the front door later that afternoon. She shook off her umbrella and left it in the porch. ‘It’s coming down in stair rods,’ she told Hemingway, who trundled out to greet her. She planted a kiss on the top of his great furry head. ‘Have you had a good day, my darling?’ People would think her daft, but she knew that this gentle giant was one of the few beings who kept her going these days. The thought of moving to that cottage idyll with him, sitting out their days by the coast, taking slow walks together and gazing out to sea, was very appealing.

			‘I could take up writing,’ she said as she lit a fire in the lounge. Hemingway cocked his head to one side as if hanging on her every word. ‘Give Georgette Heyer a run for her money.’ Gertie smiled at the idea. It was a romantic notion in every sense of the word, but what was the alternative? Stay here in the oppressive silence of a house that was far too big for her or move somewhere more tranquil, where she could gather her thoughts and not be reminded of Harry’s absence all the time. She set about making tea, putting the kettle to boil on the stove and retrieving a cup and saucer from the dresser. ‘Here you are, my boy,’ she said to the dog, tipping food into his bowl. Hemingway sniffed at it before gazing up at her with a heavy sigh. ‘I know exactly how you feel,’ she said, scratching the top of his head. ‘I’m not the slightest bit hungry either.’ She was about to make her tea when there was a knock at the door. Hemingway gave a half-­hearted growl. ‘I think you may need to brush up on your guard dog skills,’ she told him, glancing at the clock. It was nearly six and pitch-­black outside. Gertie made her way to the lounge and peered through the net curtain. Her face relaxed as she recognised the caller.

			‘Now, Mr Ashford, I’ve told you before. I don’t entertain gentlemen callers after dark,’ she said as she opened the front door. Charles Ashford was her husband’s oldest friend. They had met at school and when Harry began his book career, Charles had entered the world of banking. His time as an officer in the war had altered his opinion of humanity and he returned a changed man. He left the world of finance to take up a post with the International Committee of the Red Cross before continuing to work for a number of other humanitarian organisations. Harry always maintained that Charles was one of the truest, kindest people you could ever hope to meet.

			Gertie’s heart lifted when she saw this affable man standing on her doorstep. His hair was thinning at the temples but his face was as open and kind as it had always been. He made her think of Harry in the best possible way, reminding Gertie of the treasured times when they’d formed a happy band of three in their youth. They spent many joyful evenings at the theatre or out for dinner together. Charles was always vastly amused at Gertie’s attempts to pair him off with any female who batted her eyelids his way.

			‘I prefer my own company,’ he would always say. ‘Or yours or Harry’s. I’m too selfish to be a good husband.’

			Charles’ usual genial demeanour was serious tonight though. ‘Sorry to call so late, Gertie. May I come in? I need to talk to you.’

			‘Of course,’ she said, leading him towards the lounge. ‘Is everything all right?’

			‘Not really,’ he said as Hemingway lumbered in, his tail wagging as soon as he saw their visitor. Charles patted his head. ‘Hello, old chap.’

			‘I’m just making some tea. Would you like a cup?’

			‘I don’t suppose you’ve got any whisky, have you?’ In the half-­light of the lounge, Charles looked gaunt and drawn.

			‘I think I’ve still got a bottle of Harry’s somewhere,’ said Gertie. She opened the drinks cabinet and poured two glasses. ‘Come and sit down. You look as if you’ve had a fright. Whatever is it?’ They sat side by side on the sofa. Gertie took a sip of her drink, welcoming its sharp heat.

			Charles swirled the amber liquid around his glass before taking a large gulp. ‘I daresay you’ve heard about what’s happening to the Jews in Germany?’

			Gertie shivered. ‘Yes, of course. Terrible business.’

			‘I’m going over to help them.’

			Gertie stared at him. ‘Help them. But how?’

			Charles took another sip of whisky. ‘There’s a delegation going to speak to Chamberlain and the Home Secretary next week. They want to rescue as many children as ­possible. The British Government is almost certainly going to allow them to come here.’

			‘Goodness, Charles. But won’t it be dangerous for you to go out there?’ Gertie couldn’t bear the thought of losing another person she loved.

			Charles was stony-­faced. ‘Not as dangerous as it will be for the poor blighters if we leave them in the clutches of Hitler and his henchmen.’

			Gertie nodded. ‘Of course. Will you be gone long?’

			‘As long as it takes.’

			She laid a hand on his arm. ‘Thank heavens for people like you, Charles. How will you find homes for them?’

			He shot her a sideward glance. ‘I’m asking everyone I know to take in a child.’

			Gertie stared at him for a moment, unsure of what to say. ‘But Charles, I’m about to retire.’ She knew this sounded hollow, selfish even. Here was this man, about to risk his life for a group of strangers, and here she was, fixated on her own fanciful needs.

			Charles’ eyes didn’t leave her face for a second. ‘Do you know what I thought when Harry introduced you to me all those years ago?’

			‘Does this woman ever stop talking?’ suggested Gertie with eyebrows raised.

			Charles laughed. ‘Well, yes, but above all, I thought how lucky he was to have found someone with such fire in her belly and fight in her soul.’

			Gertie stared into her whisky glass. ‘I’m too old to fight, Charles.’

			‘No one is too old to fight, Gertie, and you are far too young to be giving up.’

			Gertie frowned. ‘Who said I was giving up? I’m merely planning the next step in my life.’ Her mind cast back to the conversation earlier with her uncle.

			Don’t make any rash decisions you might regret . . .

			‘Let’s just say I never had Gertie Bingham down as a woman who would sit idle in retirement while the world needed her,’ said Charles.

			Gertie caught sight of the photograph of her and Harry on their wedding day. They had been giggling when the photographer took the picture. You could see the sparkle in their eyes. They couldn’t wait to get started on their life together. ‘I’m tired, Charles. I’ve had enough of all this.’

			Charles followed her gaze. ‘You miss him, don’t you?’

			Gertie was surprised how quickly the tears formed. ‘Of course. He was the very best of men.’

			Charles took her hand and kissed it. ‘And you are the very best of women. Which is why I’m asking you to do this.’

			Gertie brushed away a tear. ‘What kind of place is this for a child?’

			Charles glanced around the room at the shelves lined with books, the glowing hearth and the dog, snoring gently at Gertie’s feet. ‘The very best place I can imagine,’ he said. He took another sip of whisky. ‘All I would ask is that you give it some serious thought. The world is on the brink of something terrible. The question is, do we stand by and watch or do we stand up and help?’

			Gertie stared at the fire. She knew he was right, and if she were thirty years younger, she’d have jumped at the chance. But as the world darkened around her, Gertie felt her own existence contract. She didn’t feel strong or capable or stubbornly opinionated as she had in her youth. She was bruised by life and unsure if she had the strength of will to offer hope to anyone, least of all herself.
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			You are part of my existence, part of myself. You have been in every line I have ever read . . .

			Great Expectations, Charles Dickens

			‘And what did you say your business was, Mr Higgins?’

			The burly man stroked his abundant beard. He reminded Gertie of a bear. ‘I’m a horticulturalist and seedsman by trade, Mrs Bingham,’ he told her. ‘But I like to think of myself in broad terms as a naturalist.’

			‘Ahh,’ said Gertie. ‘Like our famous former local resi­dent, Mr Darwin.’ She pulled a copy of The Origin of Species from the shelf and held it out for him to see.

			‘Oh yes. A great man,’ said Mr Higgins with a faraway look in his eyes.

			‘And I suppose you will be selling everything the amateur horticulturalist requires?’

			Mr Higgins’ ruddy face grew serious. ‘Oh no, dear lady. My real passion is taxidermy.’

			‘Taxidermy?’

			He nodded. ‘I’m an expert in the art. People are very keen to preserve their deceased pets, you see.’

			Hemingway gave an involuntary whine from his prone position behind the counter. ‘I see,’ said Gertie, dearly wishing Harry could hear this. She imagined his eyes twinkling with mischief at the turn the conversation had taken.

			‘I also sell dry shampoo powder for dogs,’ he added cheerfully. ‘Here, have a free sample.’ He pulled a dark brown vial from his pocket and offered it to Gertie.

			‘Thank you,’ said Gertie, accepting the bottle with a rictus grin.

			Mr Higgins touched the brim of his hat. ‘I best be off. I’ll wait to hear from Miss Crisp, shall I?’

			‘Yes, if you would be so kind. Thank you for taking the time to call in.’

			Gertie exhaled as soon as he left. ‘Well, that’s certainly food for thought, eh boy?’ she said, glancing down at Hemingway. ‘I’m not sure what the local residents would make of a taxidermist, but then it took them a while to get used to me.’

			This was certainly true. ‘Bohemian’ had been one of the more charitable words Gertie had heard muttered when she and Harry first established Bingham Books. People would eye her with suspicion as if she might at any moment curse them with a spell that would fill their minds with new ideas. It never ceased to amaze Gertie that, despite living fewer than ten miles from where she grew up, people’s world view was often as different as if they lived on the moon. They came round in the end but some, like the redoubtable Miss Crow, still gave the shop a wide berth.

			Gertie glanced up as the bell above the door rang and an elderly woman entered, using a stick for support. Mrs Constantine was a poised, dignified lady who reminded Gertie of Queen Mary. She always wore a choker of pearls with her hair swept into an elegant chignon. On spotting Mrs Constantine, Hemingway made the considerable effort to lift himself to his feet and approach her, tail wagging.

			‘Ahh, my dear Mr Hemingway. I’ve got a treat for you,’ she said, holding out a bag containing some juicy pieces of chicken. ‘I can’t eat a whole breast on my own so I like to share it with a friend,’ she told him, watching with satisfaction as he devoured the offering in seconds.

			‘That canine is thoroughly spoilt,’ said Gertie.

			‘He deserves it,’ said Mrs Constantine, ‘don’t you, Mr Hemingway?’ The dog gave an affirmative bark. ‘And so clever too. Like Hercule Poirot himself. Which reminds me, has my book arrived, Mrs Bingham?’

			‘It has,’ said Gertie, retrieving a copy of Appointment with Death from the shelf. ‘I think you’ll enjoy this one. I thought it was better than Death on the Nile.’

			‘High praise indeed, my dear,’ said Mrs Constantine, holding up the book to admire. ‘Such a fine writer. She always keeps me guessing. I’ve never got it right once!’

			Gertie smiled. Mrs Constantine was one of the customers she would miss. She had moved to the area alone nearly twenty years ago. There was a rumour that she had been a member of the Russian aristocracy forced to flee Moscow following the Revolution. Gertie always thought that hers would be a story she’d love to read. ‘That’s the mark of an excellent crime writer,’ she said.

			‘It was your dear Harry who put me on to the great Mrs Christie in the first place,’ said Mrs Constantine.

			‘He had a knack for matching readers with the perfect book,’ said Gertie, eyes glittering at the memory.

			The old lady studied her face. ‘How long has it been, my dear?’

			Some people would have found this question meddlesome, but Gertie had known Mrs Constantine long enough to realise that it came from a place of heartfelt concern. ‘Two years. It’s a long time.’

			Mrs Constantine shook her head. ‘That’s a matter of minutes when you have loved and lost. Trust me, I know this.’ She reached out a gloved hand to pat Gertie on the arm before she left. ‘We women have many crosses to bear. Don’t bear them too heavily, my dear.’

			Gertie knew she was right. Still, grief haunted her like the ghosts of Christmas past, present and future combined, and she had no idea how to banish it.

			On the stroke of 11.30, the bell above the door signalled the arrival of Miss Alfreda Crisp. Gertie liked Miss Crisp. She was a young, ambitious woman whose father had established his estate agency business shortly before the war when his wife was expecting their first child. He then found himself in the inconvenient position of having a succession of daughters. Undeterred, Crisp and Daughters became one of the foremost estate and letting agents in the area, staffed by the amiable Mr Crisp and three of his five girls. Alfreda was the youngest and had a youthful vigour which Gertie greatly admired. She had vowed to do everything she could to find the right tenants to take over ‘your splendid bookselling establishment’.

			‘Good morning, Mrs Bingham,’ said the young woman with a keen, efficient smile. ‘May I ask how your interview with Mr Higgins went?’

			Gertie hesitated. She dearly wished she’d been able to consult Harry, to check that what she felt in her heart was an accurate representation of the facts. ‘Well, he’s an absolutely charming man.’

			‘Oh absolutely,’ echoed Miss Crisp. ‘Quite charming.’

			‘But if I’m completely honest, I had hoped to find someone to continue to run the shop as it is.’

			‘As a bookshop?’

			‘Precisely.’

			Miss Crisp’s face fell. ‘I’m most dreadfully sorry, Mrs Bingham, but I fear that may be a challenge given the current climate. Taking over an existing business, even one as successful as this, is a tall order, especially when we have no idea where the country will be in six months’ time.’

			‘But what am I to do?’ cried Gertie with a rising desperation which she immediately regretted.

			Miss Crisp raised her eyebrows. ‘I’ll keep trying, of course. You never know, but I feel it’s my duty to be honest.’

			‘Of course,’ said Gertie, embarrassed she had let her feelings show.

			‘Please be assured that I will continue to work my hardest for you.’

			‘Thank you, my dear.’

			Miss Crisp gave her the sympathetic look that Gertie had become used to over the past couple of years. It was the one people offered whenever they remembered that she was a widow. Widow. Such a dark, depressing word. So final. ‘Don’t give up hope, Mrs Bingham,’ she said before she left.

			‘I think it might be a bit late for that, don’t you, Hemingway?’ said Gertie. The dog glanced up at her and yawned. ‘I agree. Grief is terribly dreary.’ She glanced at the clock. ‘Come on. We’d better close up. Betty will be arriving soon for the book club meeting. It’s Dickens today.’ Hemingway emitted another loud yawn. ‘For a literary dog, you’re very disrespectful, you know.’

			‘What ho, Mrs B,’ cried Betty, charging through the door like a comet.

			‘Hello, dear. Hemingway and I were just shutting up shop ready to get out of your way.’

			‘Please don’t rush on my account. In fact, you’re welcome to stay for the discussion if you’d like? Great Expectations is such a terrific read.’

			‘It is indeed,’ said Gertie. ‘But we always visit Harry on a Monday.’

			Betty put a hand to her forehead. ‘Of course you do. Forgive me, Mrs B. I’m an absolute dunderhead sometimes.’

			Gertie waved away her concerns. ‘Are you expecting a good turnout?’

			‘I’m not sure. Mr Reynolds has a bad head cold and Mrs Constantine has a prior engagement. I’m hoping Miss Pettigrew might come, although it’s difficult to convince her to read anything apart from Georgette Heyer. So really that leaves—’

			‘Good afternoon,’ said Miss Snipp in a dull tone as she appeared in the doorway. ‘Where is everyone?’

			‘Some of our regular members were unable to attend,’ said Betty.

			‘Oh, dearie dearie me,’ said Miss Snipp. ‘I feared this might happen now Mr Bingham’s no longer with us, God rest his soul.’

			Gertie’s back stiffened with indignation. Do not rise to it, Gertie. She imagined Harry resting a consoling hand on her arm and busied herself by counting that day’s takings.

			The shop door opened again and this time a small mouse-­like woman wearing a cherry-­red beret stood blinking at them as if amazed by her own entrance. ‘Miss Pettigrew. You came! I’m so pleased to see you,’ cried Betty with an over-­exuberance which caused Miss Snipp to frown. ‘Come in and I’ll fetch some chairs from the storeroom. We’ll be a small but perfect discussion group.’ Betty sat them beside the poetry section and took out her copy of the book. ‘So,’ she said. ‘What did you think of the novel?’

			Gertie watched Betty with a heavy heart as she did her best to chivvy a stony-­faced Miss Snipp and a bemused-­looking Miss Pettigrew. Miss Snipp gave a heavy sigh. ‘I must say, I have always found it rather feeble.’

			‘Oh,’ said Betty. ‘How so?’

			‘I didn’t engage with these characters. Pip is a coward and Estella is a Jezebel.’

			Gertie noticed a rare flicker of irritation in Betty’s expression. ‘Yes, but what about the story? It’s jolly dramatic and Pip’s character goes through so many twists and turns, and of course there’s Miss Havisham and the love story with Estella. And what about the ending?’

			‘Excuse me, dear?’ said Miss Pettigrew.

			‘Yes?’ said Betty, looking visibly relieved by the interruption.

			‘When are we going to discuss Oliver Twist?’

			Miss Snipp rolled her eyes to the heavens. ‘Oliver Twist?’ said Betty.

			Miss Pettigrew nodded. ‘You said we were reading Dickens so I chose Oliver Twist. I do love the Artful Dodger. Such a naughty boy.’

			Betty glanced over at Gertie who winced sympathetically.

			‘Well,’ said Miss Snipp with obvious satisfaction. ‘That’s that, then.’

			Betty looked panicked before a flash of inspiration came to her. ‘No. No, it’s all right. We can just talk about Dickens. Miss Pettigrew, tell us about Oliver Twist.’

			Gertie gave Betty an encouraging smile before taking her leave. She knew she was being cowardly by retreating but she felt she had no choice. Gertie couldn’t allow herself to invest in the book club and indeed the bookshop if she was planning to step away from it. She gathered her belongings and gave Betty a cheery wave before creeping out of the door, leading the dog along the high street and up the hill towards the cemetery.

			She caught sight of the Beechwood town sign with its galloping white horse and beech tree insignia and wondered how it might feel to leave a place that had been her home for so long. It was a charming little town. The shopkeepers took pride in keeping their shopfronts gleaming, shining out beneath brightly coloured canvas awnings.
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