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In the end, we’ll all become stories.


—Margaret Atwood






Dear Reader,


Whether you’re reading this in the very same year as I’m writing, 2020, or long after these pages have been published, or even after I’m no longer alive (that’s the beauty of stories—they live on), I have some stories of my own to tell before you set your eyes on the first page. In writing books over the years—this is my eleventh—I’ve come to understand that a book is to an author like a baby is to its mother. I’m the mother of three sons, who, at this moment, are fourteen, twelve, and ten. When they were babies, I wouldn’t dare think to hand off any one of them to a babysitter without instruction. ‘He loves pears,’ I would tell the sitter, or ‘He gets a little sad at bedtime, so please read him a story.’ It feels equally strange to place this book in your hands without fussing over it a bit.


In 1992, I was an awkward fourteen-year-old navigating braces, boys, and junior high while also recovering from a bad haircut, and possibly even a horrific perm. That same year, I transformed—from an avid reader into a passionate lover of books. Somehow, I discovered the great Irish author Maeve Binchy and set out to read as many of her titles as I could get my hands on. As I treaded water in the turbulent river of adolescence, her cozy stories were a much-needed life raft. I then vowed that if I ever had the opportunity to write a book, let alone figure out how to publish one, I would attempt to create for my readers cozy places all their own.


I’ve made this attempt with all my books, including The Bookshop on Primrose Hill. Halfway through writing this novel, the utterly unexpected happened. Life as we all knew it was turned on its head, courtesy of the Covid-19 pandemic. I battled a fever for more than a month, my boys’ schools shut down, and everything came to a weird, screeching halt. But that’s exactly when this novel-in-progress became the cosy little world I so desperately needed. At the end of a long writing day, when dogs needed to be walked and children fed, I found myself longing to stay just a little longer in these comforting pages.


In moments of uncertainty, I thought back to the best of times in the best of places, when my now-husband proposed one evening in 2016, in the most charming spot in Notting Hill (if you adore the movie Love Actually as much as I do, you’ll know exactly where I’m talking about). Just like that, I had my setting, London.


Some of the places mentioned in this book are fictional, of course, but many I discovered during two research trips. One night, I was lucky enough to be invited to dinner at the storied Royal Automobile Club, which enjoys two scenes in these pages. I can tell you, the RAC was just as ritzy and celebrated as you might imagine. I treasure the memory of that night.


And now I’m handing you, my baby. I am forcing myself to step away, even though I could probably go on and on—and on. With Love from London and its myriad characters are now in your possession. I’m guessing you’ll tuck this book into a beach bag or purse, maybe even pack it on an upcoming trip (to London, even!), or just read it in the comfort of home.


Wherever you are, and wherever life may take you, I hope you find reading this story to be as comforting as it has been for me to write.


With love from Seattle, xo, Sarah







Chapter 1



Valentina


LONDON, ENGLAND


November3, 2013


‘THERE ARE FAR BETTER THINGS AHEAD THAN ANY WE leave behind,’ says the stranger sitting next to me on the airplane—a sixtysomething woman with feathered bangs and a hair tie clinging so tightly to her left wrist that I’ve spent most of the flight worried it might turn into a medical emergency.


In my years of assorted travel, I’ve had a long history of questionable airplane seatmates: the ninety-fear-old man who touched my leg 3,781 times, then lapsed into a flatulence-fueled nap; the crying baby of all crying babies; the woman who drank too many mini bottles of rum and passed out on my shoulder, drooling.


However, on this particular flight, it seems I’ve been graced by the ‘Sentimental Orator.’ We’d barely cleared the runway, and Chatty in seat 26B had already quoted Shakespeare, Marilyn Monroe, and, if I remember correctly, Muhammad Ali.


My tired, blank stare obviously troubles her, because the corners of her mouth plummet into a disappointed frown.


‘You poor child,’ she says, shaking her head. ‘You don’t know C. S. Lewis? A shame.’


‘Yes,’ I say, closing my eyes as I press my head against the seat back, attempting sleep—or, at least, pretending to. ‘It’s … very sad.’


And it is. I’ve just been accused of not knowing a quote by one of my favorite authors, though I’m presently too exhausted to defend myself. But what’s sadder? The very quote itself.


‘There are better things ahead than any we leave behind.’


My eyes shoot open as the plane begins to descend over London and a burst of turbulence jostles me against the Sentimental Orator who, I predict, will soon start reciting Gandhi, or maybe Mother Teresa.


My mind churns. What if C. S. Lewis was wrong? What if there aren’t better things to come? What if …?


The plane rattles again as it slips beneath a cloud, landing gear deployed. A moment later, we’re touching down at Heathrow with a thud.


I peer out the window. So, this is London.


The Sentimental Orator gasps and fumbles for her inhaler as I take in my first view of England and its seemingly endless gray. A thick layer of fog and dark clouds blend like a muddled watercolor painting—and my own gray mood. Gray on gray on gray.


I sigh as I collect my bag from the overhead compartment and walk numbly ahead. I’m thirty-five years old. This should be chapter thirteen of my life—maybe even chapter sixteen. But somehow, I feel as if I’ve been catapulted back to the very beginning, or worse, thrust into a laborious rewrite.


‘Chapter 1: An American Divorcee in London.’


‘Miss,’ the Sentimental Orator says, tapping my shoulder. ‘I think you forgot … your book.’


She hands it to me and I eye the cover with equal parts humiliation and denial. How to Get Divorced and Not Lose Your Mind. I’d only read two chapters, as covertly as possible, but quickly lost interest and tucked it into the seat pocket for the next passenger’s guaranteed delight. I mean, what therapist in their right mind would title a chapter: ‘The Best Way to Get Over Someone Is to Get Under Someone’?


‘You poor thing,’ the Sentimental Orator says, smiling to herself.


Give this model citizen a gold star!


‘Are you going through a divorce?’


Is it just me, or did she say the word ‘divorce’ several decibels louder? The pair of women to our left look over, their faces beaming pity—for me.


I nod. ‘Yeah—recently.’ More nearby eyes descend on me. I might as well have a sticker on my back that reads RECENTLY DIVORCED.


‘Remember, dear,’ my transatlantic seatmate says, ‘that it takes six months for every year you were together to get over someone.’


I’d heard this before—from other well-meaning people—but it always left me feeling confused and, well, a bit terrified. Nick and I were married for twelve years, so by those calculations, will I wallow in sadness and self-loathing for … six more? Who made up this ridiculous statistic, and can we all agree that it’s completely bogus?


It has to be, right?


I sidestep a couple in front of me to avoid the Sentimental Orator’s inevitable, forthcoming question: ‘Do you mind my asking … what happened?’ And then I’d be backed into that awful corner, where I’m required to explain that my husband, an attorney, left me for the twenty-three-year-old paralegal he’d been secretly seeing for months. And yes, I actually believed he was working late all those nights. Her name? Oh, it’s Missy, who shows off her endless legs and fake eyelashes on Instagram.


My own account is @booksbyval. When I should have been posting inspiration from the novels on my nightstand, I stalked Missy. Guilty as charged. You’re wondering: Is she … attractive? Smart? Yes, on both counts, though don’t you think it should be illegal for someone with perennially pink, pouty lips to also graduate summa cum laude?


They’re a couple now. Missy and Nicky. #MadeForEach-Other, or so read one of her recent posts, where she casually hinted at the new love in her life: my husband, or rather, soon-to-be ex-husband.


I feel like a zombie as I walk to the passport control area, grateful to have parted ways with the Orator. I scan my passport into a machine, and it begins flashing red and beeping. A moment later, a customs officer appears to tell me I’ve been randomly selected for further screening.


Of course I have.


‘Miss, I’ll need you to come with me,’ he says, leading me to a nearby room, where I hand him my passport. ‘Here for a holiday?’


‘Uh—’ I stammer as he fumbles through my bag, my underwear right on top of my jeans, and the old ratty AC/DC sweatshirt I can’t seem to part with, even if Nick did give it to me the year we first started dating. ‘A holiday?’ I shake my head. ‘No.’


‘Business then?’ he continues, as he searches through my carry-on bag with gloved hands.


‘No,’ I say, rubbing my forehead. ‘Not business.’


‘Well, then, what is it, miss?’


I swallow hard, deflecting his intense gaze, which feels as if it’s piercing into me. ‘My mother died,’ I finally blurt.


A tinge of humanity appears in his eyes—only a glimmer, but it’s there. Perhaps that’s the only good thing about death—that it softens the hardest edges.


‘I’m very sorry,’ he says, returning my passport, then pausing briefly. ‘You’re all clear. Welcome to England.’


I nod as he leads me out a separate entrance, then follow the signs to baggage claim, where I collect my two large suitcases on carousel 11 and make my way outside to find a cab. I wave at a waiting driver, who’s leaning against his car, smoking a cigarette.


‘Where to?’ he asks, loading my luggage.


‘Primrose Hill,’ I say.


He nods. ‘Coming home?’


Now that the divorce is nearly final and the Seattle house sold, Primrose Hill will be my landing place. Still, it’s foreign to me.


I shrug. ‘Sort of.’


As he drives off, the raindrops cling for dear life to the window glass. I close my eyes and immediately see my mother’s face beaming at me in the rearview mirror. She’s singing that old Stevie Nicks song ‘Sara’ and shifting the car into fourth gear. I’m twelve years old. Two weeks later, she would be … gone.


I wipe the foggy window with the sleeve of my jacket, remembering how hard it was after she left. Dad had done his best, but he could never fill her shoes. No one could.


Books numbed the pain. Inside their grand adventures I could walk alongside a myriad of characters with lives as complicated as mine.


After college, I got my master’s degree in library science, with a particular interest in rare antique books. Call me a first-rate nerd, but I loved spending my days at the circulation desk of the local library, amid the heavenly scent of books, while my ambitious husband finished law school and set out to climb the corporate ladder. The only ladder I was interested in climbing, however, was the one in the vintage book section.


A library is a world unto itself—with its own rhythm section, even, the clatter of hardback books being stacked and shelved, the click of a stamp pressed to a due date, mothers shushing their children, readers tiptoeing from one bookcase to another, discovering unexpected treasures, losing track of time.


Anyway, after I found out about Nick’s affair, I took refuge in the library—my favorite little branch in Seattle’s Fremont neighborhood—where I could disappear. I raced to the fiction section and sank into the threadbare chair in the far corner and wept and wept and wept. When there were no more tears, I read.


On our last night together, I made chicken parmigiana, and he told me it was the best he’d ever had. Then we watched an episode of Mad Men, and when it was over, he kissed me good night. The next morning, I opened my eyes and assumed the empty space beside me meant he’d left early for work as he did so often. But then, on my bedside table, I found a handwritten note that said nothing, and everything.


Val,


I’m so sorry. I always will be.


Nick


My heart sank, because I knew. Perhaps I’d known all along. But there it was, his handwriting in stark black ink. I’d always loved the curve of his s’s—with the little squiggles on the tail—but they looked foreign to me now, cruel even, as if they were calligraphic co-conspirators in this grave turn of events. I steadied myself as I let the words marinate in my mind until the reality of the situation finally set in: Nick was leaving me.


When the phone rang a few minutes later, I answered it cautiously.


‘Yes, hello.’ It was a man—with a British accent. ‘I’m looking for a Ms. Valentina Baker.’


‘This is,’ I said, rubbing my eyes as a chilly draft seeped through the bedroom window. ‘What is this about?’


‘It’s about your mother, Eloise Baker.’


My eyes widened as I sat up in bed. I hadn’t heard anyone say her name in … so long, and it had been more than twenty years since I last saw her. ‘I’m sorry, what did you say your name was?’


‘James Whitaker. I work for Bevins and Associates in London. We’re an estate-planning firm; your mother was one of our clients.’


‘Your mother.’


My mother.


It was as if this stranger on the phone had produced a key to a vault of dusty old memories. I closed my eyes tightly, but like meddling ghosts, they demanded my attention. And there she was, my mother, on the last morning I ever saw her. She was standing at the base of the stairs, holding her arms out to me. I studied her beautiful face, with those chiseled features and arresting, crystal-blue eyes. She wore a long, flowy pale blue dress, with a ruffle at the hem.


The man on the phone cleared his throat, and the image disintegrated like a popped bubble. ‘I’m sorry, but I must relay some upsetting news,’ he continued. ‘Your mother … she … passed away last Tuesday after a battle with ovarian cancer. However, I’m told that her passing was peaceful and painless.’


I swallowed hard. My arms and legs felt numb—foreign limbs connected to my despondent body. My heart beat so loudly, it was the only thing I could hear. How could she be dead? It seemed so … selfish. As if her last breath was a perfectly executed final blow—fo me. While it’s true I’d long since given up on the idea of our reunion, I suppose a small part of me believed it might happen. Someday. The way it turns out in books, when the pain of the past is miraculously healed in the final pages—wrongs righted with the blot of a handkerchief, heartache mended with a needle and thread. I was supposed to have that ending. But, no, mine would be a tragic one: Nick’s letter, and now this. I once read a book about a woman who was struck by lightning three times in one year. It was as if it hunted her.


No, no, no. I blinked back tears. Was I dreaming? Was it all a nightmare?


As Whitaker continued speaking, I fell further into disbelief. I listened, but his words sounded garbled and extraneous.


‘Your mother has designated you as the sole heir to her estate. This includes the property she owns in Primrose Hill—which is a fine neighborhood in London, always holds its values. The building is old, but quite comfortable. There are two flats, on the first and second floors. The bookstore is on the ground floor.’


I shook my head, his words finally sinking in. ‘The … bookstore?’







Chapter 2



Eloise


LONDON, ENGLAND


January 11,1968


‘YOU LOOK PERFECT, EL,’ MY BEST FRIEND, MILLIE, REASSURED me. ‘The question is, will he be good enough for you?’ She tucked her arm around my waist and leaned her head against my shoulder, both of us staring into the hallway mirror in our shared flat.


‘Maybe I should wear the blue dress. Is red … too much? Now, be honest, it’s your solemn duty as my friend to tell me if I look like a tart.’


I turned sideways, instantly grateful that I’d skipped tea today. A scone and jam would have certainly burst the zipper. I could barely breathe, but I didn’t care.


I smiled at our reflection—both versions of us were there in the mirror: the little girls who had met at age nine, and also the grown women, navigating the ways of the world. We were an unlikely pair from the beginning—me, a sprite with blond hair and pale skin, and Millie, the tallest girl in primary school, towering above me, with her brunette braids and always a blunt curtain of bangs across her forehead.


Millie had little interest in boys or, later in life, men—but


I was quite the opposite. My collection of schoolgirl crushes and young adult romances was as vast as it was unimpressive. But the storybook dream of love remained firmly rooted in my heart. Like my favorite heroines in books, I longed for my own version of true love, even if Millie thought it was all poppycock.


But Roger Williams—the Honorable Roger Williams was hardly poppycock. After my shift ended, he escorted me outside, then asked me to join him for dinner at the Royal Automobile Club. I’d nearly fainted, right there on the corner of Brompton.


True, he ran in upscale circles I might not have been privy to, but it was 1968, not 1928. A girl from the East End could go to dinner with any man she chose, including one from London’s highest of societies.


Millie carefully snipped the tag off the side of my dress. It had been an extravagance that had cut way too far into last week’s paycheck, but it was a necessity for a date with one of London’s most dashing and eligible bachelors. Roger’s father, Sir Richard Williams, was a decorated military commander, one of Churchill’s most trusted wartime confidants. His mother was a frequent visitor at Buckingham Palace.


‘How did you meet him again?’ Millie asked, as if what I’d previously recounted was somehow insufficient; she was looking for cracks in my story.


‘I already told you—at Harrods. Remember, he was shopping for a birthday gift for his mother?’


‘Or his girlfriend,’ she said with a smirk.


I sighed. ‘Please, Mill. Can’t you just be happy for me?’


She shrugged. ‘Well, what did he get her, then?’


‘A scarf,’ I said with a smile. ‘Hermès.’


Millie wasn’t impressed. ‘You wait on him, and then he … asks you on a date? El darling, I don’t doubt that Roger Williams has more charm in his pinky finger than most men have in their entirety, but let’s not forget the fact that he’s one of the most notorious playboys in London.’


‘Stop being such a prude,’ I said.


‘I just … don’t want you to get hurt, that’s all.’


‘I won’t, Mill,’ I promised. ‘I’m going to meet him tonight, and I intend to have a marvelous time.’


Millie looked unconvinced. ‘What will … Frank think?’


I rolled my eyes. ‘Frank? You’re seriously worried about Frank?’


‘Well, he is in love with you, isn’t he?’


‘He is not in love with me,’ I countered. ‘Besides, just because he’s taken me to dinner a few times doesn’t mean I belong to him.’


I stared at my reflection in the mirror a moment longer and even though I was quick to dismiss Millie’s concerns, they held weight. Frank, an American businessman I’d met last month at a bistro in Primrose Hill, was a far cry from my usual suitors—earnest, hair a bit askew. After he bumped into me at the counter and spilled my tea, he insisted on buying me lunch, and for some reason I accepted. I don’t remember ever laughing as much as I did that day. His suit was in need of tailoring, which I noted immediately, but there was something genuine about him. When he asked me to have dinner the following weekend, and the one after that, I said yes. I enjoyed his company, even if my heart didn’t beat faster in his presence.


Millie approved of him immediately. ‘Finally, you’re going out with a decent gentleman,’ she whispered to me as I slid into his car before our second dinner date. She may have been right about that, but my mind wasn’t yet made up on the romantic front. Frank Baker remained a wild card.


A loud thud sounded from the flat above. Shouting, then the cry of a child. Millie and I exchanged knowing looks. In this rough neighborhood of London, mothers were overworked and exhausted, and fathers often turned to the bottle.


Millie had her stories, and I had mine.


My own father turned into a monster when he drank. One evening, when I was no more than ten, he struck my mother’s face hard enough to draw blood. That night, she perched on the side of my bed, holding a cloth to her wound as she said a prayer and kissed me good night. ‘Dear Father in heaven, give my sweet Eloise the most beautiful dreams, and may she grow up to marry a prince and live happily ever after.’


‘When your mind’s made up, El, there’s no stopping you,’ Millie said, brushing a piece of lint off my dress. ‘But promise me that you’ll be careful tonight, and don’t blow off Frank. He—’


‘He loves me, right,’ I said sarcastically. And so what if he did? I didn’t owe him—or any man—my love in return. I would hold on to that tightly until I knew. And, of course, I would know! Just like in all of my favorite novels, there would be a feeling, an instinct. I’d know it immediately. Until then, what was the harm in having a little fun? I valued Millie’s concerns, but what did she know about matters of love?


I took a final deep breath, then squared my shoulders. ‘My darling friend,’ I continued, beaming as I heard the honk of a horn on the street below. ‘Don’t worry about me!’ I kissed her cheek, brushing off the doubt in her eyes. ‘I love you. Everything will be fine!’


My heart began to race when I glanced out the window to see Roger’s car waiting on the street below. A shiny black Rolls-Royce. Last week, when he’d inquired about my address for the car to pick me up, I’d made up a story about the ‘charity work’ I was doing in the East End. ‘Aren’t you a saint,’ he’d said dryly. ‘I wouldn’t be caught dead in that neighborhood.’ I smiled knowingly, ignoring the feeling of regret that tugged at my heart. I told myself it was only a white lie—a compulsory invention to gain access to a better life, the one I’d always dreamed of. And just like a character in a book, I could play a part, too.


As Millie stood in the doorway, arms folded across her chest, I peered out the window and waved to the chauffeur standing beside the fancy car. ‘I’ll be right down,’ I said, the words flowing out of my mouth as if I’d uttered them a thousand times before.


THE DRIVER, A GRAY-HAIRED, serious-looking man, gave me a curious look, then helped me inside the car, which was … empty.


I shook my head, confused. ‘Where’s—’


‘Mr. Williams has … been detained,’ he replied curtly. ‘He’s given me instructions to take you to the club. He will meet you there.’


I nodded. After all, Roger was a busy, important man. If I were to be a part of his world, I’d have to understand that. And, oh, the club. I loved the way it sounded, as if I were already a member. Even more, I loved that this private car was whisking me out of my miserable neighborhood—to a better one.


As I gazed out the window, East London looked markedly different from the plush backseat of a chauffeured car. The awning of Lainey’s Bakery, where I sometimes stopped for tea, appeared weathered and tattered. A homeless man was slumped over a bottle of booze, and two teenage boys were engaged in a raucous fistfight.


Just over the bridge, the lights of London sparkled like diamonds in the night. I glanced back a final time, feeling an indescribable ache as I watched my neighborhood fade in the distance. All my life, I’d dreamed of getting out of there, and now this car was taking me away.


IN FRONT OF THE Royal Automobile Club, a doorman helped me out of the car. ‘Good evening, miss,’ he said, balancing an umbrella over my head as if it was his sworn duty not to let a single raindrop fall on my dress. I had the feeling he might even throw his jacket down to prevent a lady from stepping a dainty foot into a puddle. ‘Will you be dining with us tonight?’ he asked cheerfully, immediately revealing his East End accent—the one I’d worked so hard to disguise.


Before I could answer, the chauffeur motioned from the front seat, and I couldn’t help but wonder how often they’d had this very same exchange about Roger’s other dates. ‘She’s meeting Mr. Williams.’


The doorman nodded smartly, his smile momentarily dimming. ‘Yes … of course, sir.’


Inside, an attendant took my coat as I gazed up at an exquisite chandelier strung together with hundreds of crystals. I marveled at how such a massive piece remained fixed in place, but I forced myself to look away for fear of appearing like a wide-eyed adolescent gawking at all the finery.


‘This way, miss,’ a man in a white tuxedo said, leading me up the staircase to a dining room fitted with gilded fixtures, ornate furniture, and delicately painted frescoes on the ceiling. The diners were exquisitely dressed—fhe men in their coats and tails, the women with their long, white gloves and furs draped over their shoulders. I’d left my only pair of gloves, stained, at home, and how I wished I’d had a fur to hide my bare hands when I felt the room’s collective gaze. I wondered if they knew it was my first time here. I wondered if they could smell it.


‘Your table,’ my escort said, pulling out my chair. It was not just any table, but clearly the very best one, perched on an elevated landing that overlooked the entire dining room. And there I sat, alone.


‘May I bring you anything before Mr. Williams arrives?’ he asked. ‘Tea, champagne?’


‘Yes,’ I said, eyeing a chic-looking woman in the distance holding a glass of bubbly. ‘Champagne, please.’


I never drank, but I was in desperate need of something—anything—to quell my nerves. And like magic, a few moments later, a white-gloved waiter deposited a flute of effervescent elixir in front of me, before vanishing, it seemed, into thin air.


Painfully aware of the other diners’ eyes on me, I fiddled with my pressed, gold-stitched napkin and studied the polished cutlery, fretting about which fork corresponds with which course. Was it left to right, or right to left? My heart beat faster when a nearby table erupted in laughter. One of the women, in a dress far nicer than mine, and wearing gloves, naturally, cast a sympathetic smile in my direction. Does she feel sorry for me? Do they all feel sorry for me?


When I finished my champagne—in three sips—the waiter poured me another, and then another. I eyed the enormous gold clock on the far wall as it ticked off twenty minutes, then forty-five. With every passing minute, my heart sunk lower. Where’s Roger? I began to lose track of time, and the number of glasses of champagne I’d consumed.


When a jazz band began to play, I felt light and floaty. I made up stories in my mind about why Roger had been detained. His mother had been ill, and he went to check in on her. An important business meeting had run late. He’d stopped to help a stranded motorist. One day, I told myself, years from now, we’d lovingly recount the unfortunate story of our first date to family and friends, laughing about Roger’s late entrance and how he’d spent the next month making it up to me.


But while my fictional version was charming, and forgivable, his real-life entrance a few moments later was not. The dining room erupted in a chorus of whispers as he walked in—with a woman on each of his arms.


‘I’m sorry,’ Roger said, disregarding me as he turned to a nearby waiter. He was close enough that I could smell a waft of booze on his breath. ‘Why is my table occupied?’


I cleared my throat nervously. It was all so inconceivable. Had he not asked me on a date tonight? ‘Roger, it’s Eloise,’ I said meekly, hoping this was all a simple mistake he could easily explain away. ‘Don’t you remember?’


‘Who is she?’ the woman on his left asked, sizing me up with a long look of displeasure.


‘Your cousin from the country?’ the other woman said with a giggle.


My cheeks burned. ‘I’m Eloise Wilkins,’ I said. ‘His date.’ My embarrassment soon morphed into rage. ‘Roger,’ I continued, sitting up in my chair. ‘Surely you remember sending your car to get me earlier?’


Both women looked up at him with pouty eyes as he expertly extricated himself from the two sets of arms entangled in his. ‘Why yes, of course,’ he began. ‘Eloise. You’ll have to forgive me. I ran into some … old friends.’


I stood, reaching for my purse as my napkin fell to the floor. Millie had been right, if only I’d listened to her. ‘Don’t let me keep you,’ I said. ‘You three clearly have a lot of catching up to do.’


Everyone was watching. And why wouldn’t they be? A circus show with three women in the ring was better than anything on the telly—and it was all happening right before their eyes. This was Roger Williams at his finest. A jewel for the gossip columns. There was even a poor girl from East London! (Cue the laughter.)


That’s when it hit me—a sudden and intense urge to run. My eyes darted right, then left, until I located the nearest exit. I couldn’t bear the idea of making the walk of shame through the enormous dining room to the main entrance, so I chose the nearby French doors that appeared to lead to an adjoining balcony. With any luck, there’d be a staircase that led out of here.


I darted ahead, making a beeline for the exit, but then the heel of my left shoe caught on the carpet and I lunged forward, colliding with a waiter carrying a tray of plated entrées under polished silver domes, sending steaks and their garnishes flying through the air.


With a broccoli floret in my hair and béarnaise sauce smeared on my sleeve, I burst through the double doors and onto the balcony. To my great disappointment, there was no staircase, no exit. I was, in a word, trapped.


The cold air settled on my skin and I shivered, wrapping my arms around myself as I leaned against the railing and gazed up at the night sky. I was a fool for thinking I could fit into this world.


I sank to the ground, tucking my dress over my knees for warmth—unladylike, but I didn’t care. But a few minutes later, when the balcony door creaked open, I stood up quickly. I had company. Cigar smoke clouded his face and top hat.


‘My dear, what on earth are you doing out here? It’s cold enough to snow!’ he exclaimed, the smoke parting to reveal his tall frame and distinguished face. He was older than me, perhaps by ten years or more. ‘Where’s your coat? You’ll freeze to death.’


I nodded as I steadied myself. ‘I … just needed some fresh air.’


The man eyed me curiously, his mouth forming a slow smile. ‘Or could it be that you’re hiding from someone?’


I sighed, eyeing the béarnaise sauce on my sleeve. ‘Obviously you saw what … happened in there.’ I turned away from his gaze. ‘Please, sir, just leave me alone. I’ve already endured enough for one night.’


‘I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about, but if you don’t come inside soon, you’ll die of exposure.’ I shivered, which is when he suddenly slipped off his tuxedo jacket, draping the exquisitely cut garment over my shoulders, its fabric still warm from his body.


‘Thank you,’ I said, straightening the collar so it covered my neck as it released the aroma of pine and some other familiar yet elusive note.


‘So, you really didn’t see the … debacle in there?’


As he shook his head, there was something disarming about his expression, so I began to relay the series of unfortunate events that led me to the balcony. I pointed to my sleeve with a sigh. ‘And for the record, this is béarnaise sauce.’


He laughed, but not in a mocking way. ‘Well, you wear it quite well.’


‘It’s all the fashion these days,’ I replied, bolstered by his kind eyes.


He cocked his head to the right curiously, as if trying to place me. ‘I don’t think I’ve seen you here before. I can assure you that if I had, I would not have forgotten you.’ His voice was deep, and he spoke with a disarming confidence. ‘Wait,’ he said, as if struck by a memory. ‘Were you here last weekend for that ridiculous soirée that the old viscount hosted?’


‘Yes,’ I said quickly. The lie flew out of my mouth with such speed, I was stunned by my own brazenness.


‘That speech he gave!’ he said. ‘Could it have been any longer?’


‘Or any duller?’ I added, trudging deeper into my deception.


He smiled. ‘Why have we never met? You’re … different than most of the women here.’


My cheeks flushed.


‘I meant that as a compliment, Miss …’


‘Wilkins. Eloise Wilkins.’


‘Miss Eloise Wilkins,’ he said, taking another puff from his neglected cigar as he glanced through the window to the dining room. ‘The women in there are—well, how do I put this delicately?’ He paused, then nodded. ‘They’re rather … forgettable—all the same, down to their gloved hands.’


At first, I assumed his words were a veiled commentary on my own gloveless hands, but the thought vanished when he reached for my hand and kissed my bare wrist ceremoniously. ‘How do you do?’


‘Well, I’ll admit, I’ve had better evenings. …’ I withdrew my hand and tucked my arms back inside the warmth of his jacket.


‘Tell me,’ he continued, smiling, ‘has your family been members here for a very long time?’


I nodded tentatively. ‘My father was a … very private man. He … kept his name and his business interests far from the public eye. After he passed … it all went into a … trust for my mother and me.’


‘Sounds like a smart chap,’ he said, ‘and an admirable one.’


If only he knew how far from the truth that was.


‘Well, look at us, standing in the cold outside the stuffiest club in London where it apparently has taken us a lifetime to meet.’


‘And what brings you here this evening?’ I asked, attempting to deflect his attention from my past.


He grinned at me curiously, rubbing his chiseled jawline. ‘Your turn to sum me up, I see?


‘Maybe,’ I said, playing along.


He shrugged. ‘The answer is simple. My father made a name for himself in the car business, and membership was a necessity.’ He sighs. ‘And to your question, why am I here? Simple: I’m a good son.’


‘What do you mean, exactly?’


‘Well, Miss Wilkins, you see, when you’re the eldest son, and you’ve just turned thirty-four, as I have, without a marriage prospect on the horizon, your family, naturally, becomes obsessed with finding you a wife.’ He took a puff of his cigar. ‘Tonight is my sister’s latest, and worst, attempt.’


I smiled. ‘So, I gather a proposal isn’t imminent, then?’ He walked closer to the window, motioning for me to follow. ‘See the woman at the table in the middle of the room—pink dress, feathers in her hat?’


I eyed the stylish woman with high cheekbones and glowing skin. ‘She’s beautiful,’ I said, turning back to him. ‘So, what’s the problem?’


He glanced back at the dining room. ‘I’d rather be alone forever than have a dull companion.’


I watched regret, or perhaps nostalgia, sweep across his face. ‘For all of its stuffiness, this really is a grand old place, isn’t it?’ He leaned in closer. ‘Just last month, Princess Margaret sat at that table.’ He pointed through the windows. ‘Perhaps you saw her.’


I nodded, grateful he didn’t press me for details.


‘I was eight years old when we moved to London from the countryside,’ he continued. ‘Our family was invited to a welcome lunch. Mother insisted I wear a suit, and I pitched a fit of royal proportions. As for tonight, my sister found out that I’d be meeting a group of American businessmen here, and she hoodwinked me into staying for dinner.’ He smiled, and I immediately thought of Frank. ‘American men, they all sound like—’


‘Cowboys,’ we said in unison, then laughed.


Our eyes locked for a long moment, and I stifled another shiver as he extinguished the remains of his smoldering cigar on the balcony’s ledge.


‘Care for a cigarette?’ he asked, pulling a pack from his shirt pocket.


I’d never taken up the habit, but for some reason, I nodded anyway and a moment later we were both sending out puffs of smoke and watching them collide in the cold air.


‘So, what about your date?’ I asked, feeling a tinge of empathy for the woman inside.


‘She’ll be fine,’ he said with a shrug. ‘She’s been making eyes at a gentleman at the bar all evening.’


‘Well, where do we go from here?’ I asked, looking up at him. ‘It seems there’s no exit from this balcony. I guess we’re—’


‘Stuck,’ we both said. I quickly deflected my eyes from his gaze.


‘I’m afraid so.’ He pressed his cigarette between his lips again. ‘January’s brutal.’


I nodded. ‘My mum used to get the winter blues, but every day she’d watch for the promise of spring, when the first green shoots burst through the ground. She’d always say, ‘Hold on, the daffodils are coming.’’ I smiled. ‘I loved hearing that. I still do.’ I had no idea why I was telling him this, but the words felt natural, as if I were talking to an old friend.


‘That’s beautiful,’ he said.


‘Yes, everything about her was beautiful.’ My eyes met his again. ‘She passed a few years ago.’


‘I’m sorry,’ he replied, touching my shoulder lightly. The warmth of his hand spread down my arm.


‘She’s at peace now.’ I paused, searching the snow-dusted garden below, unsuccessfully, for any sign of daffodils. ‘January isn’t just the coldest month of the year. It comes with a … feeling—like the whole world is in a slump because Christmas won’t come again for—’


We spoke at the same time: ‘Another year.’


His eyes searched mine with a contemplative smile. ‘You know, if we keep finishing each other’s sentences like this, I may have to …’ His voice trailed off as he turned his attention to the night sky. ‘Look at the stars up there, fighting to be seen through all these city lights. It’s like a battle between two opposing forces: eternity versus modernity.’


I smiled up at him curiously. ‘Eternity for the win?’ ‘Eternity always wins,’ he continued. ‘And that is the greatest comfort, isn’t it?’


I wasn’t entirely sure of his meaning, but I liked it, nonetheless.


He gestured toward the city while I listened, enraptured. ‘Man built all that, invented it, created it. And as remarkable as it all is, the stars were here first.’ He took a deep breath. ‘They’re wiser.’


I stared at him with amazement, as if he were voicing ideas that had always stirred inside of me though I’d never put a name to them.


‘Nature, God, whatever you want to call it—it’s bigger than us. Bigger and more powerful than anything we can do or dream.’


I nodded. ‘So you’re saying what will be, will be, not because we willed it, but because it was a part of a plan?’


‘Yes, or a really good novel.’


I felt his gaze on my cheek, but I continued to stare at the night sky. ‘Then you believe this was all meant to happen? Everything in there, and us meeting like this tonight?’


He nodded. ‘I do.’


‘And then what?’


‘Well,’ he replied, eyes fixed on mine. ‘Who knows. Maybe I’ll end up becoming your best friend or even … the love of your life.’


‘Well, aren’t you presumptuous,’ I said teasingly, while simultaneously noting the undeniable shift in my heart.


‘Who knows,’ he continued. ‘Maybe we’ll never see each other again, and this will be a pleasant memory.’


‘Béarnaise sauce on my sleeve and all,’ I added with a laugh.


He grinned at me. ‘I like a woman who can laugh at herself. It’s a rare trait.’


‘Oh, is it?’


He nodded. ‘We English are much too serious. That’s why I decided to get a tattoo. But if you ever meet my mother, you must deny everything.’


‘A tattoo?’


He paused and unbuttoned the top two buttons of his dress shirt until his strong shoulder emerged, revealing what looked like the outline of a … violin.


I shook my head, astonished. ‘Do you play?’


‘Never even picked up a bow, but I always wanted to have music in my ear.’ He smiled. ‘Get it?’


I nodded. I’ll be the music in your ear. Even though he couldn’t hear my thoughts, my cheeks burned hot despite the cold air on my skin. When the wind picked up, I cinched his jacket around me a bit tighter.


He noticed, taking my discomfort as a cue to change the subject.


‘So, how long do you plan to hide out here, exactly? A week? A month?’


I grinned. ‘As long as it takes.’


‘If you’re waiting for the room to clear out, it won’t. I’m sure you’re aware that many of them have suites here and stay up late drinking and playing cards.’ He registered my disappointment, then eyed the garden beneath the balcony. ‘Fortunately, I have a plan. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it sooner.’


My eyes widened as he led me to the left side of the railing.


‘See that,’ he exclaimed. ‘A ladder. The building is being reroofed this week. All you have to do is climb down, then you can sneak out the back. Voilà.’


‘Voilà, except that I’m terrified of ladders. What if I slip?’


‘My dear, what’s worse? This ladder or the wolves in there?’


I weighed my options, then nodded decisively. ‘I’ll take the ladder.’


‘Good,’ he said with a smile. ‘I’ll go first so I can help steady you from the ground.’


I watched as he hoisted his strong frame over the railing and climbed down, his muscles flexing under his freshly pressed shirt. ‘Now,’ he called up to me from below. ‘Your turn.’


My heart beat fast as I followed his lead and hurled my body over the railing, just as he had done, but the result was entirely less coordinated. I set my foot on the first step, ankle wobbling a bit, but managed to steady myself.


‘You’re doing great,’ he said. ‘Take it slow and steady.’


I was suddenly struck by the absurdity of the moment—my grand escape from a disastrous date—and I began to laugh, which was when I lost my footing and slipped.


‘I’ve got you,’ he said as I tumbled back and downward, landing in his arms.


Out of breath and embarrassed, I looked up at his kind face and into his warm, wise brown eyes. ‘I … told you I don’t do well with ladders.’


He glanced up at the balcony. ‘But look, you might have just learned to fly.’


I grinned as he set me down on my feet.


‘A successful escape.’


‘Yes,’ I said, smoothing my dress. ‘Thank you …’ I paused. ‘You know, I don’t think I got your name.’


He held out his hand. ‘Edward,’ he said. ‘Edward Sinclair.’


‘Well,’ I replied, slipping off his jacket. ‘It was … lovely to meet you, Mr. Sinclair. I’d … better be going.’


He shook his head, slipping the jacket back onto my shoulders. ‘We were in the middle of a conversation,’ he said. ‘One that I hope will continue. If you leave now, how will I find you again?’


I listened, hardly believing what I was hearing.


‘Meet me here, tomorrow night. Seven o’clock. I know a quiet spot where the drinks are divine and no one unsavory will be lurking about.’


‘All right,’ I said with a smile.


Together we walked to a back door on the lower level and followed the dimly lit staircase to a hallway that deposited us near the foyer.


‘Well,’ he said. ‘I should probably be going.’


I smiled. ‘I’ll see myself home.’


‘Until tomorrow,’ he said, bowing deeply.


I watched him walk ahead, disappearing to the right, presumably to the dining room to conclude his awkward date—like a gentleman. I couldn’t help but wish I were the woman he was returning to.


‘Will you be needing a car, ma’am?’ the doorman asked, tipping his cap at me, at the base of the staircase.


I looked out the window and up at the clear night sky. I wasn’t ready to go home, not yet. I wanted to linger in this dreamy part of London a little longer. ‘No, thanks,’ I said, shifting my gaze to the sidewalk, when suddenly someone collided into me from behind.


‘Please forgive me,’ a man said in a familiar American accent.


I smiled to myself—the cowboy.


He placed his large hand on my forearm, his tan face awash with concern, and sudden recognition. ‘Eloise?’


‘Frank?’


‘What are you doing here?’


‘I … was meeting a … friend,’ I stammered, choosing my words carefully and rubbing my side, where his tall frame had plowed into mine. I forced a smile. ‘What are you doing here?’


‘I had a meeting with some investors, you know, the ones I told you about the other night,’ he continued, eyeing my face for any sign of recollection, though the memory of our conversation was hazy.


‘Oh yes,’ I said quickly. ‘How did it go?’


‘Great. I think we sealed the deal. It’s a huge contract.’ Though he’d explained his work to me on more than one occasion, I still understood very little, just that he was employed by a large manufacturing corporation in Los Angeles. His ill-fitting suits detracted from the truth: Frank was wealthy, very wealthy. Maybe even a millionaire. ‘That’s … wonderful,’ I said, distractedly glancing back to the entrance to the club, Edward’s face still fresh in my eyes.


‘Whose jacket is this?’ For a moment, his boyish smile shifted, and I detected a tinge of jealousy, distrust, even.


‘I … left my coat on the tube,’ I said, covering my tracks. ‘A kind older gentleman lent me his.’


Frank’s smile returned in an instant, as he slipped out of his own rumpled suit jacket. ‘Please wear mine. I insist.’


I shook my head. ‘No, no, it’s okay. It’s cold. You should keep yours on. I’ll … return it to the club … on my way to work tomorrow.’


He nodded, momentarily satisfied as a dark car pulled up and idled beside us. ‘That’s mine,’ he said. ‘May I … take you out?’


‘Thank you, but … I really should—’


‘Just one drink,’ he said, grinning, the glow of the streetlights reflecting his pale green eyes and revealing his receding hairline. True, he didn’t have Roger Williams’s swagger or Edward Sinclair’s refined way, but Frank did look at me—the real me—as if I were a goddess and that felt … nice.


‘I know a little place not too far from here. They serve a mean cocktail, and if we’re lucky’—he paused to glance at his gold wristwatch—‘we might be able to catch the comedy act. What do you say?’


I wanted to say no. I should have said no, but Frank’s eager smile was infectious, and without my permission, the corners of my mouth crept upward.


‘So, it’s a yes, then?’


I glanced over my shoulder self-consciously, as if the very walls of the Royal Automobile Club might be keeping tabs on me.


‘Okay,’ I finally said. ‘But just one drink.’


‘Just one drink,’ he said, helping me into the car. I held my dress in place as I inched across the seat before he slid in beside me.


‘You’d love California,’ Frank began as the driver started the engine and signaled into traffic.


Maybe I would, I thought, half-listening as he rambled on about his beloved state—the palm trees, the ocean, the sun. All I knew of America was from television, but it all sounded lovely, in a far-off, postcard sort of way.


When we stepped out of the car a few minutes later, saxophone music billowed out of a nearby club. Inside, we found a table, and Frank ordered a round of martinis. I busied myself with the olives in my glass as he recounted his successful business deal and explained that he’d be returning to California soon. ‘Maybe you could … come with me,’ he said nervously. ‘To visit.’


‘Oh, Frank,’ I replied. ‘That’s very … kind of you, but we’ve only just met.’


‘I know,’ he conceded. ‘But I can’t imagine leaving London … without you.’


I realized, for the first time, that Millie was right about more than one thing tonight. ‘You’re … very sweet,’ I continued, backpedaling. ‘And I have enjoyed your company, to be sure. But you must understand that this is … a little too soon for me to be making such big decisions.’


‘Of course,’ he said quickly, reaching for my hand. ‘I don’t mean to rush you, it’s just that I … I’ve never met a woman like you, and it pains me to think that we’ll be separated by an ocean.’


Unable to find my words, I took a long sip of my martini.


‘But listen, there is another option,’ he continued. ‘I can stay for a few more months. My boss would be fine with it. There’s certainly more work to be done here. We could … take our time, get to know each other more. How would you like that?’


‘I, well …’ I gulped, unsure of what to say. ‘Frank, please don’t change your plans on account of me.’


‘But don’t you want me to stay?’


‘Well, sure, yes, I want you to stay. I mean, I’m not saying that I want you to leave.’ My words sounded disjointed and ambiguous. But to Frank, they were a siren’s song.


‘Then it’s settled,’ he replied confidently. ‘I’ll extend my stay, and we’ll spend more time together.’


I wasn’t sure what I’d just agreed to, but suddenly Frank ordered another martini for each of us, and we were toasting our future.


‘Let me take you to dinner tomorrow night,’ he said, beaming. ‘Anywhere you like. The Ritz, even.’


I couldn’t help but feel flattered by Frank’s interest in me. He looked at me like I was a titled heiress, not a Harrods salesclerk who grew up in the rowdy East End. But tomorrow night was off the table. I was having dinner with Edward.


I shook my head, but he persisted.


‘Then how about the following night?’


‘All right,’ I said, unable to think of an excuse.


I ordered two takeout coffees before we left, and when we walked out of the club to the street, Frank eyed me curiously. ‘I don’t drink coffee.’


‘I know,’ I said. ‘This is for the—’


‘Let me take you home,’ he said, leaning in closer to me as his driver pulled up to the curb.


I shook my head. ‘Thank you, but I’m fine. I’ll just … hail a cab.’


‘Please, it’s no trouble.’


When I declined a second time, he handed me a few pounds to cover the cab fare. I felt equal parts guilty and relieved. Payday wasn’t until next Friday, and my pocketbook was growing thin.


‘I can’t wait to see you again,’ Frank said, helping me into the cab. I waved to him as we drove off.


‘Here,’ I said, handing a coffee to the driver.


‘For me, really?’


I nodded.


He took a sip. ‘Miss, how did you know that I needed this? I’m working the late shift for the first time since my wife had a baby.’


‘Congratulations,’ I said.


‘She’s a perfect little girl,’ he said. ‘I just hope she’ll have the life, the opportunities, of a lady such as yourself.’ He paused. ‘I want to give her the world, and yet, I’m a humble cabbie.’


I smiled. ‘I can tell how much you love her, and that in itself is enough.’


‘Aye, I do,’ he said. ‘Listen to me gabbing on and on. Where to, miss?’


I recited my address and watched as his eyes widened in the rearview mirror.


‘You see,’ I began. ‘A woman can’t help where she comes from, but she is in full possession of who she becomes. Be sure to tell that to your little girl.’


The driver smiled. ‘I will, miss.’


I sipped my coffee and pondered my peculiar evening that began in disgrace and ended in the most unexpected of ways. I smiled, thinking of Frank and his earnest affection, and Edward … mysterious Edward.
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