
  [image: Cover.jpg]


  
    “I was hooked from the first chapter! Celia captivated me with her intelligence and deep faith. It’s refreshing to read about a woman like this because it’s so lacking in our society today. Interestingly enough, the author taught me music when I was in the fourth grade and English when I was a freshman in high school at the Christian school my father started. Who would have ever thought I’d be writing an endorsement for her book, but I can ‘hear echoes’ of my late father, Dr. D. James Kennedy, in the pages of this book. It’s an inspirational and uplifting read!”


    —Jennifer Kennedy Cassidy, board member, Truth in Action Ministries
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    Nevertheless, he later observed that the first great problem in life is how one could fit romantic longings of the heart together with the robust intellectual quests of reason. This was certainly Lewis’s desire: to find the object of his deepest longing and have it be intellectually coherent and satisfying.


    —Dr. Jerry Root


    “The Spiritual Journey of C. S. Lewis”


    The C. S. Lewis Bible, NRSV
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    Massachusetts, 1876


    Celia glanced at the dim light in Mr. Chestley’s back office. Surely, her employer wouldn’t mind if she examined the Tennyson a few moments longer. The hand-tooled leather volume had arrived at the bookstore by post that morning, all the way from London. Who would order such an expensive item? She opened it at random.


    And the soul of the rose went into my blood—


    The Tennyson line touched a chord in her. How musical—rich and true. She supposed every woman’s heart longed to be like that rose whose soul got into a man’s blood.


    Stretching, she turned up the gas lamp overhead, then set herself in front of the counter and paged to the poem’s notes.


    —an over-wrought youth in love with a girl whom he is prevented from marrying by difference in social position.


    A sudden thought stabbed her. Her beloved friend would never read words like these—never be that rose . . .


    She pushed the sorrow aside. She must. Why else had her parents sent her to work in this new environment? Her eyes scanned the shelves of books. The week she’d spent here had afforded her a reader’s paradise. A well-stocked bookstore this far west of Boston was a delight. The place with its paradox of stimulation and soothing quiet ministered to the deep parts of her soul. How glad she was to spend her working hours here among these books rather than in the kitchen or at the sewing box.


    She looked down and turned to the Tennyson’s Table of Contents. The scent of its dark red leather mingled like fine perfume with its newly cut sheets. Carefully fingering the pages of beautiful print, she scanned the contents then glanced to the end of the column, “In Memoriam A.H.H.” Next, a picture of Tennyson greeted her, a brooding sort of fellow, hair and beard bushing around his face, yet she knew his contemporaries adored him, calling him the bard.


    Footsteps echoed from Mr. Chestley’s office. Celia quickly closed the book, placed it on the counter, and began opening the other packages. Maybe she could examine it later.


    Her portly employer appeared beside her. “Ah, the Tennyson. I hoped it would come before this evening.”


    “Is it for someone special?”


    “Oh, yes. I think it best you know about Mr. Lyons before he arrives. A man of decided learning, he comes every fortnight—either to purchase or order something new.” He pursed his lips. “And as unapproachable as Mr. Lyons makes himself, he still gets the community tongues wagging. But I don’t pay mind to the gossip, and don’t you either. He’s one of our best customers. He usually comes Friday nights when we stay open late. If I’m unavailable, treat him with utmost respect.” Mr. Chestley bestowed a grandfatherly smile on her. “Of course, you will. You’re an exceptional girl.”


    Celia felt herself glow at the unexpected praise.


    “Now, as for the rest of these books, you can arrange them in the display window. I’ll be busy in the office.”


    Of course, she would do what he said, but after he walked away, she couldn’t help opening the Tennyson again.


    Self-reverence, self-knowledge, self-control,


    These three alone lead life to sovereign power.


    Mr. Chestley and she had discussed such a thought this week, had disagreed about its view of man and life. She hadn’t expected a differing opinion from an old family friend.


    She allowed herself another few minutes with the Tennyson, then gathering the books, headed for the display window, glimpsing the cavernous aisles of bookshelves. Here she would discover new worlds. The bookstore would afford her not only a new environment, but a little adventure as well.


    Maybe a wonderful, hearthside adventure. How she loved to read. She looked at the books she carried and clasped them hard against her. Would she ever again find another soul mate in this, considering what had happened last year? However, she did have her father and mother. She couldn’t have faced the past few months without them.


    Before stepping up to the window, she glanced back. Each bookcase had a polished mahogany end, the one nearest the door carved with representations of music, art, and writing. Over the years, Mr. Chestley had lovingly added a touch here and there of Old World beauty. He not only viewed literature as fine art, but believed the place his books resided should evince an artistic spirit as well.
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    Edward Lyons paused in the shadow of a tree near a lamppost. Not until a lone horse and buggy passed and turned the corner did he cross the deserted, gas-lit street. The brisk air forecast a soon-to-arrive autumn. He halted in front of the glowing bookstore window.


    A shipment must have arrived recently because all the titles were new. The display had an artistic touch he’d not seen previously. That edition of Plato looked interesting. He’d examine its footnotes; it might be a possible purchase.


    A glint of pale yellow inside the store caught his eye. A woman’s flaxen hair, or was it a girl’s, shone in the lamplight, artfully coiled in a braid at the nape of her neck. He wondered what manner of face—


    She turned to examine something on the counter, her oval countenance displaying classic features. Ah . . .


    But what about her mental acumen? Working in a bookstore, she would be bound to have some, unless hers was a clerk’s mentality.


    However, for him to deal with a stranger? His first spark of interest died a quick death. Accustomed to Mr. Chestley as he was, he didn’t want his ordered bookstore world upset. Besides, he was done with pretty women. The last one had nearly been his undoing.


    Still, he would ask to see the Plato.
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    The door’s brass bell jangled. Celia looked up.


    A man with an imposing frame entered, wrapped in a large overcoat. His hat brim pulled low, a wealth of brown hair cascaded around his neck, covering most of his visage. He removed his hat. Celia startled with recognition. The man was Tennyson come to life—with the same bushy hair and beard.


    Just then, another customer appeared from one of the book aisles, an older woman enveloped in a tented gray coat, holding high a volume. “I knew this was somewhere. Last week I saw it on the shelf above.” The woman plunked the book on the counter. Her large knit hat framed plump, rosy cheeks. “I told Mrs. Divers about this; she’ll be glad I found it.”


    Celia saw the gentleman pivot and quickly enter one of the aisles, but not before the voluble customer noticed him. She stared at his retreating figure, then bent close to Celia and murmured, “Be careful of that one, Miss. He’s a bad sort. The woman I’m companion to—she was his mother-in-law.” Then in a louder tone, “Let me introduce myself. I’m Miss Waul, dearie.” The woman opened her purse and offered a gold dollar. “Here. This ought to take care of it.”


    “More than enough. I have your change right here.” Celia lifted a box from underneath the counter.


    While Celia wrapped the purchase in brown paper, the woman flapped her coat lapels around her neck. “I should have taken my long scarf to tie up my collar. Didn’t realize it would turn so cold tonight.” She leaned in again and asked in a whisper, “Is Mr. Chestley around somewhere? I wouldn’t want to leave you alone with . . .” Her head tilted in the direction of the bookshelves where the other customer had disappeared.


    “Mr. Chestley is in his office in back.” Celia kept her voice low.


    “Good. Well, good night then.”


    The door rattled when the woman slammed it shut.


    Celia’s eyes swept the bookcases where she’d last seen the stranger. He was nowhere to be seen, so she bent down to replace the cash box.


    The Tennyson was underneath the counter. The poet had lost a close friend unexpectedly. Like herself. Somewhere in one of his poems he’d expressed that. She hesitated, then decided to open the hand-tooled volume once more.


    Was it the poem “In Memoriam A.H.H”? Yes, here it was.


    As she read, the immortal words brought comfort. She felt herself still inside, the self-recrimination, the guilt, eased. She would read a bit further. She grasped the page to turn it—


    “Huh-hum!” A throaty growl pierced the silence.


    Celia started violently, her hand jerked and she heard the paper tear. She looked down in horror. Her stomach sickened. For a moment she couldn’t move, then glanced up at the large man looming in front of her.


    She let the book stay underneath the counter, then slowly rose to face the customer.


    “I thought I heard—” He stopped, looked at her more closely, then asked instead, “Has my order arrived? It’s a special edition of Tennyson poetry.”


    The Tennyson was his book? A terrible dread took hold of her. How could she tell him? But she nodded, sank down to retrieve the volume.


    What could she say? What would she say? She closed the book, unable to bear his first sight to be a ripped page. Then rose.


    Silently, she handed him the Tennyson.


    “Good. I’ve been waiting some time for this edition.”


    “It is a beautiful book,” she said, her eyes downcast. She cleared her throat. “But something happened a moment ago. I accidentally ripped one of its pages.” The last words were almost a whisper. Her gaze rose reluctantly to his, bracing herself for his reaction. “It was an accident. I am so sorry.”


    He looked at her, then looked down at the book, comprehension dawning on him. “That was the tearing sound I heard?”


    She nodded, mute.


    “Which page?” Anger punctuated his voice.


    “I’m not sure. I was looking at “In Memoriam A.H.H.”


    He found the Table of Contents, located the page number of the poem, then opened to it.


    The rip streaked down a third of the page.


    His dark eyes looked up, piercing her like an arrow. “What were you doing, reading this? It’s a special edition. I only order the best and expect mint condition.”


    “Sir, I didn’t mean to. Truly! I would never dream—”


    “But you did. Does your employer allow you to tamper with special orders?” His mouth set hard. “What are you going to do about this?”


    Celia stared up at him. “I don’t blame you for being angry.” Her voice had sunk again. How could she assuage him? “I’m sure Mr. Chestley will have me order another one for you. I will, of course, pay for it out of my wages. I would never allow Mr. Chestley to cover the cost of my mistake.” As she said the words, she was wondering how many weeks or months, it would take her to pay for the expensive volume. The Chestleys gave her room and board with only a small stipend for necessities, maybe a little left for nonessentials. She took a deep breath. Somehow, she would do it.


    “Is something wrong here?” Mr. Chestley rounded the corner of the bookcase. “I thought I heard your voice from my back office.” He addressed Mr. Lyons.


    Neither Celia nor Mr. Lyons said anything.


    Mr. Chestley turned to Celia and looked at her questioningly.


    Dread filled her. She would have to tell him. She started to open her mouth—


    “No,” Mr. Lyons said. “Nothing is the matter. Your assistant just gave me the Tennyson I ordered.”


    “I was sure I heard your voice raised. I want to make sure nothing is wrong.”


    “No. Just excited, that’s all.”


    “Well, then.” Mr. Chestley’s countenance cleared and he looked from one to the other. “Let me introduce you. Mr. Lyons, this is my new assistant, Miss Celia Thatcher. Her father and I are longtime friends.”


    “Celia,” he nodded to the big man, “this is Mr. Edward Lyons, a valued patron of our bookstore.”


    The man bowed slightly, stood silently for some moments, then finally asked, “So you just arrived?”


    Celia felt the forced interest of his question. “Yes, the beginning of the week, but I’ve been coming here for years.”


    Should she explain? She thought she should. “My parents’ home is nearly forty miles away, but our family visits every year. Time spent in the bookshop has always been a highlight.”


    “Yes, Celia is quite the reader,” Mr. Chestley interjected. “In fact, we’ve had one good discussion already—about Emerson’s Self-Reliance.”


    Mr. Lyons expelled a long, deep breath then said, “Self-reliance over conformity, the individual over society. I believe his thinking on individualism reaches as far back as Plato.”


    “Yes. Much to admire in the man’s writing,” Mr. Chestley said. “A great deal of truth. However, my assistant takes issue with him. What did you say a few nights ago?” The proprietor turned, his smile encouraging Celia to speak.


    She hesitated. “Well, sir . . . as much as Emerson is respected in certain circles, I question his repeated idea of ‘trust thyself.’ I believe he has too heartfelt, too wholesale a trust in himself.” She glanced at Mr. Lyons before continuing. “On the one hand, I believe each of us is created uniquely, given a particular message which is ours alone, and should not be smothered by society’s dictates. On the other, we can be deceived about ourselves. Pride can cloud our vision. Emerson relies too heavily on his own ability to discover truth.”


    “Emerson challenges us to ‘live in truth,’ ” Mr. Chestley said, “to speak and act in a truthful way with our family and friends. Where is the fault in that?”


    “On the surface none, but can one trust oneself to always know the truth? Do the right thing toward God and man?”


    “I grant you Emerson would think so.”


    “I’d term that monumental pride.”


    Mr. Chestley laughed. “You see, Lyons, what I’m up against?”


    Celia glanced again at the customer, who gave no indication of whether he agreed or not.


    “As I said—” Mr. Chestley cleared his throat, “—we had a most interesting discussion on the subject. Now, Mr. Lyons, you mentioned Plato. We have a new edition in our shop window.”


    “Yes, I’d like to look it over.”


    “Good. Miss Thatcher can assist you. I’m in the middle of examining my accounts. If you need any additional help, I’ll be in my office.”


    Mr. Chestley turned to leave, and Celia quickly stepped from behind the counter and walked to the front window.


    She leaned over the display and reached for the Plato. Turning around, she again noted the customer’s shaggy appearance. Yes, his resemblance to Tennyson was remarkable. She walked back and offered him the book.


    “Thank you.” Mr. Lyons reached for the Tennyson, and taking the two volumes, disappeared behind a bookcase. The aisle held one of several chairs placed around the shop so customers could peruse materials at their leisure. Celia concluded Mr. Lyons felt quite at home.


    After half an hour, he approached again. The Tennyson lay open in his large, finely shaped hand. That didn’t accord with the rest of his unkempt appearance. He laid the book on the scarred oak of the counter with the title “Oenone” printed at the top of the page.


    “Before you say anything,” Celia began quietly, “I repeat, I will order a new book. And pay for it myself. I am so sorry about the ripped page.”


    He looked at her pointedly. “No. You will not. And you will not tell your employer. We will let this go—as if it never happened.”


    “But it did. I was looking at the book when I startled and ripped it. I loved the red leather binding and have been reading it since its arrival.”


    “Have you read quite a bit of Tennyson?”


    “I particularly enjoyed ‘The Lady of Shalott’ and ‘Idylls of the King.’ Also, ‘In Memoriam A.H.H.,’ I found comfort.”


    His look was quizzical. He pointed to a particular line. “Perhaps you are aware this quote represents Tennyson’s philosophy of life.”


    Celia bent her gaze to note the place his finger indicated. She read aloud:


    Self-reverence, self-knowledge, self-control,


    These three alone lead life to sovereign power.


    She looked up. “I came across those exact phrases this afternoon when I unwrapped the volume.”


    “From what you said about Emerson, I take it you would not be in agreement with England’s poet laureate.”


    “Self-reverence, self-knowledge, and self-control are important. But whether they alone lead life to sovereign power is another question.” She hesitated, then gently added, “No, I don’t agree. But I think Tennyson had more of God in his life than the quote suggests.”


    Mr. Lyons stood in silence, yet when she glanced up at him, she caught a sharp, direct glint in his eyes. She decided not to press the discussion further.


    “I’d be obliged if you’d wrap the books well,” he said, his tone clipped. “My house is some distance and I came on foot.”


    “Of course.”


    She felt him watching her in a brooding sort of way, and her fingers fumbled with the paper.


    Without another word, the transaction was completed. When he opened the door to leave, a draft of cold air sent an involuntary shiver through her. The door shut with a thump. He was gone. After some moments, tears welled up in her eyes.
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    That evening Celia arranged the last plate on the table and glanced at Mrs. Chestley bustling about the stove, preparing to take the celebratory roast out of the oven. The kitchen’s pale yellow walls breathed light, an airy background for the display of sundry plates in shades of blue and gray. On the wall above the table, an oil painting of fresh peaches whetted the appetite. She inhaled deeply. The aroma of the roast, surrounded by tender garden carrots, pungent onions, and browned potatoes, wafted from the oven. Solid food, Mrs. Chestley had said. Comforting food, Mr. Chestley had replied.


    Celia put the finishing fold to the napkins. The lady of the house insisted they use the soft linen reserved for company. “To celebrate your first full week at the bookshop, my dear.” She added that anyone who got along with her lion of a husband deserved a reward—a family joke, since Mr. Chestley was the most amiable and mild-mannered of men. Celia found him very similar to her father. In her estimation, though, her father spoke his mind more vigorously.


    Mrs. Chestley stepped up to Celia and put her arm around her shoulder. “You know, we’re glad to have you live with us. Are you feeling better after these last months?”


    Mrs. Chestley’s motherly gesture warmed Celia’s heart. “Yes, I am.”


    “Good. Then I’ll dish out the roast and vegetables onto our blue willowware. Won’t that look lovely?” As Mrs. Chestley reached for the large fork, she added, “Let’s call my husband. And turn up that lamp as well.”


    Mr. Chestley took his seat. “A feast for the eyes as well as the palate.” After savoring a few hearty mouthfuls, he caught his wife’s eye. “Celia did very well her first week. The front window display she arranged showed superior artistic talent, in my opinion. Then she adroitly handled a difficult customer. Now I can go back into my office and hole up whenever one darkens the shop door.”


    “Celia, that’s wonderful.” Mrs. Chestley beamed.


    “And, Mary, with such an able assistant, you and I should be able to take that day outing you’ve been longing for. In fact, I think before winter sets in, we should hire a buggy and see the colors. A little honeymoon, if you will.”


    Mrs. Chestley put down her fork, rose, and hugged Celia. “See, dear, you’ve already brought blessing into our home.”


    “Madam! You are supposed to embrace me. I am the person who arranged for this child to come and the one who proposed the fall outing.”


    “Of course, dear.” Mrs. Chestley dutifully slipped to his side of the table.


    What good fun, Celia thought, and sweet. She was glad, too, their attention was diverted from herself. After she’d damaged Mr. Lyons’s book, she felt she hardly deserved such goodwill.


    “Oh, Mary, I forgot to tell you, Mr. Lyons picked up his Tennyson tonight. He seemed rather pleased with it.”


    “I’m sure he was, the way you described its lovely red leather cover.”


    “I was also glad Celia could assist him. Didn’t you think he was pleased with the book, Celia?”


    At the mention of the Tennyson, Celia’s guilty thoughts rose in a flood.


    “I—I,” she floundered. Mr. Lyons had told her not to say anything. But she couldn’t—she just couldn’t. One hand tightly grasped the other in her lap. “I have something to tell you . . . I accidentally ripped a page of the Tennyson.”


    Mr. Chestley started from his chair. “What?”


    “Mr. Lyons said not to say anything, but I had to tell you.”


    Mr. Chestley sat very still. “How did it happen?”


    “I was reading the book underneath the counter. When he appeared suddenly, I startled and jerked, ripping the page.” Celia looked at him apprehensively.


    Mr. Chestley stared at her, as if he didn’t want to believe it.


    “I offered to send for a new book and pay for it myself, but he wouldn’t hear of it.”


    Finally, he said, “I’ve heard he has an extensive library. And beautiful. He’s very particular what he includes in it. Are you sure he wasn’t upset?”


    “Well, he was at first, very much so. But when you came up and asked if anything was wrong, he suddenly changed.” Mr. Chestley’s eyebrow cocked. Celia could see he was puzzled and surprised. “What should I do? The book is damaged. And I don’t see how the page can be repaired.”


    Mr. Chestley sat some moments longer. “I still can’t see him suddenly dropping the subject. As I said before, he is so particular.”


    Celia looked at him apprehensively. “I’m very sorry I ripped the book. I should have left it alone.”


    “Yes! I’m glad you realize that.” He pressed his lips together. “I’m trying to think what should be done.”


    After some moments, he said, “If Mr. Lyons did say to forget it, I think that is what we must do, whatever his reasons. He is a man of decision, and we need to comply with his stated wish.” Mr. Chestley shook his head. “Knowing how much his books mean to him, this shows him to be more of a gentleman than I thought—considering the rumors that have circulated about him.”


    Celia looked a question at Mrs. Chestley.


    “You see, Celia, since his wife’s death, he’s become the town hermit and rather unapproachable.” Mrs. Chestley paused, her forefinger drawing a circle on the table cloth, as if she was trying to decide whether to say more.


    “Mary—”


    Celia glanced at Mr. Chestley and saw his warning look to his wife. Would anyone say anything, explain a little more? She ventured, “A Miss Waul was in the bookstore. She warned me away from him.”


    “She would.” Mrs. Chestley took her napkin from her lap and very decidedly folded it and placed it next to her plate. “No wonder he goes out and about—at night.”


    Celia wasn’t sure where Mrs. Chestley was going with her comment. Mr. Lyons did look a veritable curmudgeon with that bush of hair and scraggly beard. But he had overlooked her accident, forgiven it so quickly. The thought struck her forcibly.


    “What we could say,” Mrs. Chestley began, “is that Mr. Lyons’s wife died in unhappy circumstances. Quite young, and Mr. Lyons has never been the same.”


    He has a broken heart then, Celia thought. After some moments, she asked, “Was his wife in ill health?”


    “Some might say that,” Mrs. Chestley said. “Of course, no one is sure, although the mother-in-law intimated her daughter had suffered tremendously. And the rumors—one didn’t know whether to believe them or not.”


    “Well, as noted earlier,” Mr. Chestley said, “I have chosen not to believe them.”


    “That is the Christian thing to do,” his wife said. “Still, where there’s smoke, one wonders if there’s fire, as the saying goes.”


    “It’s none of our business, my dear, and ’tis now in the past. Marguerite died—has it been two years?”


    “Two at the turn of the year. I remember leaving the Christmas wreath on the door longer than usual. To give added cheer. The cold winter seemed especially chill after news of her death.”


    For some moments, the three of them sat quietly.


    “I’m sorry, dear.” Mrs. Chestley leaned forward, her hand grasping Celia’s arm. “I wanted this to be a celebratory meal and instead we’ve turned it into—well—our dessert ought to change all that.” She rose. “Stay seated, Celia. You are the guest of honor tonight. From here on, we’ll forget Mr. Lyons, the ripped page, and anything else connected with him.”


    Returning to the table, Mrs. Chestley held aloft a white cake. A large candle glowed in its center, and she started singing, “We’re glad you are here,” over and over to a tune of her own making. Her husband joined in as best he could. She set the cake on the tablecloth with a flourish. “I chose a white one with cream frosting to symbolize your youth and freshness. And, of course, the candle represents your light in our lives. Now, to cut it.” She handed the first piece to Celia.


    Celia looked up at Mrs. Chestley, grateful she was turning the meal into the celebration all of them had looked forward to. She began to feel more lighthearted.


    Celia closed her eyes, savoring her first bite of the cake. It was thoroughly moist, the creamy frosting the perfect complement. “If the saying is true the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach, this would be just the right finishing touch to any wife’s meal.”


    Mrs. Chestley laughed. “I’ll be glad to give away any culinary secrets.” She looked over the top of her glasses. “By the way, what is this about a man’s heart? Is there a young man in your life?”


    A mischievous urge bubbled up in Celia. “Well, Jack from home is an old friend. We’ve been pals since childhood.”


    “Any sign of more than pals?”


    “He was the love of my life in second grade. Of course, he was more interested in tadpoles and fishing.”


    “Any signs of interest lately?”


    “At the last church social, he did come and sit beside me. And he was rather sad to see me leave.” Celia contemplated Mrs. Chestley’s question. She suddenly wondered if she could possibly be the rose that would get into Jack’s blood.


    “Sounds as if things might be warming up a bit.” Mrs. Chestley’s eyes twinkled. “We’ll keep our eye on him. Nothing like the possibility of romance to get the blood racing in these old veins.”


    “Don’t start planning the wedding yet, my dear,” Mr. Chestley said. “Celia just arrived. I don’t want some young man carrying her off when she just began work. Besides, now that she’s come to live with us, I must approve the young man. Only exceptional men need apply. We will have no dealings with mediocrity.”


    Mr. Chestley savored another mouthful of cake before continuing. “You know, Celia, something’s been on my mind for a while. What would you say to starting a book discussion group? Perhaps once a month?”


    “Oh! Next to reading, discussing what I’ve read is one of my favorite pastimes.”


    “Good. We have that area near the stove where room could be made for a discussion group.”


    Celia sat straighter. “To get people thinking, on the door we could post the title of the book with a few key questions. And then I could do a presentation about the author. My father always said a book in some way reflects an author’s life and thinking.”


    “Excellent! You see, Mary, I told you she was exceptional.” Mr. Chestley put down his fork. “And speaking of exceptional, Mary my girl, we will have to give you a blue ribbon for this dessert.”


    “Would you like another piece?” Mrs. Chestley reached for the knife.


    “I would love it, but I’m portly enough.”


    “The more to squeeze, my dear. You’re so very comfortable to put one’s arms around.”


    Mr. Chestley’s mouth twisted into a deprecatory smile. “Ha! I don’t believe my new assistant is accustomed to such talk. You must forgive us, Celia. My wife and I are alone so much, we get rather free with one another.” His smile widened. “But I think it’s also a tribute to how comfortable we are around you.”


    He stretched his arms over his head. “This feels good after that big meal.”


    “Well!” Mrs. Chestley rose suddenly. “Celia, would you please help me clear the dessert dishes? And then you may dry while I wash. You and I need a little time together after my husband retires to the sitting room.”


    She picked up the dinnerware. “I want to hear more about this young man back home. My mother always said doing dishes provided one of the best times to talk with her children.” She smiled. “Now, I have an opportunity to put to use all that good wisdom from Mother.”
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    Mrs. Divers heard her front door open and with difficulty rose from her easy chair. This arthritis was such a bother. She shuffled out of the sitting room.


    “Miss Waul! I’m glad you’re back.” A shiver coursed through her. The outside air had chilled the entry with Miss Waul’s entrance. Mrs. Divers tightened the shawl around her as Miss Waul took off her heavy coat and placed it on the coat tree. “Did you get my book?”


    “Oh, yes.” Miss Waul leaned over to get it from her carryall.


    “Then let’s go right to the sitting room where it’s warm. I’m beholden to you for going to the bookstore tonight.”


    Mrs. Divers lowered herself slowly into the stuffed chair by the fire, and then thumbed through the volume. How tempted she was to begin reading right now, but since her companion had gone to all that trouble, she would wait to start it after she retired for the night.


    “Here, let me stoke up the fire a bit.” Miss Waul took up the poker. “Would you believe I found the book in quite a different spot? Completely out of alphabetical order.”


    “Well, Mr. Chestley is getting older. I guess he can’t be expected to get everything right.” Mrs. Divers reached up and repositioned a loose hairpin in her bun.


    “But he has help now. A young lady.”


    “Oh?”


    “Yes. Looks the quiet type.” Miss Waul put the poker back and plumped down into the horsehair chair on the opposite side of the fireplace. “She appears bright enough, though.”


    “Goodness knows, not a bluestocking, I hope. A woman like that can be downright irritating.”


    “She doesn’t look at all bookish. In fact, she’s very pretty.”


    “Pretty?” Mrs. Divers’s interest picked up.


    “Yes, her hair strikes you right away, wheat-colored and braided fancy-like. Wound at the back of her head in a sort of chignon.” Miss Waul put her hand up to her hair. “I might try wearing my braid back like hers. Make my face appear less round, you know, instead of circling my head.”


    “Don’t be silly. Your arrangement is nice and sensible. I don’t want you changing on me.”


    “You don’t think I should try something new?” Miss Waul eyed Mrs. Divers with a pleading look, then after a moment shrugged her broad shoulders. “Well, whatever you say—but I fancy the girl’s hair would be like a sheaf of wheat when down, real pretty like. And you should see her lips. Red as a rose.” Her lips suppressed a smirk. “Didn’t know I could be poetic, did you?—but I wonder if she doesn’t color them.” Miss Waul smoothed her skirt. “That one won’t have trouble getting a man. Finding a good one around here is the problem. If she wasn’t dressed so properly in that dark brown, I’d say she looked a bit of a hussy.”


    “Miss Waul!”


    Miss Waul tittered. “The old maid coming out in me, I guess.”


    “You’re not old yet.”


    “But past my prime, I’m sure. Why, see how my hair has begun to gray these last years.” She paused, then cast a pointed look at Mrs. Divers. “Worrying over Marguerite.”


    “Marguerite?” Sorrow or anger rose up in Mrs. Divers—she wasn’t sure which. Perhaps it was both.


    “Well, yes. You know she was one to need lots of attention. ’Course she didn’t get much from us after she married, but before that she took a lot.”


    “What do you mean?” Mrs. Divers’s lips set firmly. “What would somebody expect with her so delicate? I didn’t spoil her, mind you!”


    “I didn’t mean to say you did.” Miss Waul’s shoulders heaved a sigh. “But I miss her.”


    “Yes, my heart aches, even yet.” Mrs. Divers plucked at her shawl, drawing it closer round her shoulders. “Our one and only. It hasn’t been two years. I can’t forgive that man!”


    “I know. Well, I did the new girl one favor. Warned her away from him.”


    “He was in the bookstore?”


    “Yes. Came in while I was trying to find your book. He slunk back in the shelving as soon as he saw me. Like the snake he is.”


    “Not a snake, Miss Waul.” Mrs. Divers felt her ire rise. “A grizzly is more like it.”


    “A grizzly?”


    “Yes, a big grizzly bear. They’re unpredictable, you know. Come at you without warning.” Her arthritic fingers gripped the chair arms. “He was cruel to our Marguerite, Miss Waul. We must never forget that. If I have anything to say about it, he’ll never be happy again.”


    “He seemed none too happy tonight, so comfort yourself in that. His hair’s grown out like a bush. A body can’t even see his face.”


    “Ashamed he is.”


    “I hear he goes around at night. Never notice him during the day.”


    “Good! The few times I do get out, I don’t want to see him. Just thinking of him makes me—”


    “Now, don’t upset yourself, Mrs. Divers. You’ve had enough of that man for a lifetime. Must put him out of your mind.”


    “How can I, when he lives so near? Whenever I leave our home, I don’t even look off to the left for fear of seeing his house through the trees.” Mrs. Divers shuddered. “If I’d ever suspected my dear girl would have such a hard time with him, I’d have taken her away—far away, even though I’ve lived here for years. Yes, I would have.” Tears started clouding her vision.


    “Calm yourself, Mrs. Divers. Please! Here, use my hanky. I shouldn’t have brought him up. The whole business is painful to us both.” Miss Waul hoisted herself up from the large chair. “I’m going to get some milk for you now. Good, warm, calming milk.”


    Mrs. Divers dabbed at her eyes. Drat! Her nose was runny. She dabbed at it, too.


    “Now, give your nose a good blow,” admonished Miss Waul.


    “Oh, I hate sounding like an old goose. I’ve got a terrible honk.”


    “I know that. But it makes no difference. If you can’t feel comfortable with me—after all we’ve been through together—” Miss Waul leaned over and gave Mrs. Divers an awkward little hug.


    Mrs. Divers realized, for maybe the hundredth time, how Miss Waul could comfort a soul. “Maybe you need some milk, too. You’ve been out in the cold this evening.”


    “Thank you, Mum. That would be nice.”
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    Celia stepped outside the bookstore to better inspect the display window. She’d substituted a gold-colored cloth in place of the off-white fabric as a backdrop. This looked richer against the red and black covered books. Arranging items in an artistic manner satisfied something deep within her.


    She turned to enjoy the outdoors for a few moments. Though the sun had set, the air was still comfortable, the Indian summer keeping it balmy. Even in this dusky light, the maples in front of the shops across the street showed brilliant red, and beyond them glowed golden yellow sassafras. A slightly acrid, pungent scent wafted in with the slight breeze. How she loved autumn. With all the activity of summer gone, she would have more time to read.


    Farther down the street, lamps burned brightly in little houses, hinting at quiet activity within. Tied to a white picket fence, a chestnut horse stood quietly. Celia watched as two boys scuffled up the street, stopped near the horse, and crouched. She wondered why they weren’t already home. Their mothers would be fixing supper.


    Mrs. Chestley was sure to be doing so. Celia anticipated gathering around the evening table. The meal might be simple, sometimes only johnnycakes and warm milk with sugar sprinkled on top, and a piece of cheese with tea. But the company would be delightful.


    Afterward the Chestleys and she might go for a walk. The three of them made an agreeable little group. Once, she’d gone by herself. They had smiled their approval, but told her to keep to nearby streets.


    Celia enjoyed walking by herself. Though she loved being with family and friends, she could think more clearly and notice things better without the distraction of conversation shuttling back and forth.


    Bang!


    Celia startled. The loud report had come from the direction of the horse. His hooves pawed up the dust as he tried to back off from the fence where he was tethered.


    Bang! Bang! Bang! A series of loud explosions pierced the air. The boys rose and started to run.


    Snorting, the terrified horse tried to rear up. The fence shook. He backed off, kicking up dust.


    Out of nowhere, a large man crossed the boys’ path and rushed to the frightened animal. Just as he reached the struggling horse, the wood of the fence cracked and the reins snapped from their moorings. As the leather straps whirled through the air, the big man caught them.


    The animal lunged, trying to bolt, but the man braced himself, holding the bridle fast, compelling the horse to quiet. The horse reared again, but the moment the hooves descended, the man grabbed its mane.


    Celia watched, hardly realizing she held her breath.


    The horse circled its backside around to better swing its head away from the man trying to master it. But the man hung close, forcing the horse to calm, gentling the animal with his voice.


    Two men ran out of the house, but stopped short at the gate as the man jerked his head, cautioning them to stay away while he soothed the horse. Celia couldn’t hear distinct words, but she could see they had a wonderfully calming effect.


    Reaching up to give the horse a final caress, the man finally held out the reins to the horse’s owner.


    Celia watched the men step out the gate and shake hands. The big man pointed to the spot where the boys had crouched. What had they been about?


    Finally, her breath began returning to normal. How fortunate the terrified horse had been calmed—but only thanks to the gentleman who acted decisively, so quickly. And with such strength.


    At that moment, he separated from the other men and started walking in the direction of the bookstore. Celia slipped inside, hoping she hadn’t been noticed. Thankfully, the incident had happened quite a ways down the street.


    But how unexpected. She had thought to enjoy the tranquil night air, but the incident had frightened her, reminded her of—she shook her head as if to dismiss the picture that came to mind.


    Bending over to pick up the pile of books she’d removed from the window, she decided to go to the back of the store. She would calm her emotions by returning to everyday chores.


    She clasped the books close as she walked. Later, she would display the books at advantageous spots around the store, giving the public another opportunity to see the newest offerings. But for the moment she’d spread them on a small table in the rear of the store, near an easy chair.


    The bell on the door jangled. Slowly, but purposefully,she walked back through the stacks to see who entered. As she rounded the end of a large bookcase near the front door,she saw Mr. Lyons.


    Mr. Lyons! Her stomach did a turn. Now she recognized his large figure in the light of the store. So he was the big man who quieted the frightened horse. She debated what to say, then said, “Outside—I saw what happened. You came in the nick of time.”


    He acknowledged her comment with a nod.


    What were those boys doing? She had to ask. “Those loud bangs—”


    “Firecrackers. Probably left over from the Centennial celebration. Pure mischief, especially around a horse.”


    “Certainly!” She swallowed, calmness still eluding her. “Firecrackers—the Fourth a short time ago—yes. How fortunate you were nearby. I had visions of a runaway horse bolting past me, with me unable to do anything, and I was absolutely rooted to the spot. But you seemed to know just what to do.”


    “My grandparents kept horses at their summer place. I grew up riding as a boy.” A ghost of a smile turned up the corners of his mouth.


    That seemed a happy memory. Celia felt her equilibrium returning. A moment of comfortable silence passed between them. “So, may I help you?” she offered.


    He glanced in the direction of the window display. “Earlier, I noticed a book in the window. It’s not there anymore.”


    “I placed the books on the back table. What was its title?”


    “That’s all right. I’ll browse through the lot of them.” He turned and strode into the nearest stacks.


    Celia looked in surprise at the disappearing figure, puzzled by his sudden departure. She had felt a sympathy between them those few moments. The mention of his grandparents’ summer home, and she had to admit, the incident with the horse seemed to have eased any feelings of constraint caused by the damaged Tennyson. But now she wasn’t so sure. Her ears strained to hear what he was doing. Mrs. Chestley had been right: he was assuredly a curious sort.


    She heard a rustling of pages and wondered which book had caught his fancy.


    Sometime later, he approached the counter and set down a volume.


    Celia’s eyes flicked to it. Washington Irving’s Tales of a Traveller.


    Before she could comment, he reached into his pocket for the money. “The Plato I bought last time had good print. Very readable.”


    “I’m glad it suited.”


    “I think that’s the correct change.” His long fingers put an additional nickel on the counter.


    “Thank you.” She deposited the money into the metal box under the counter, then looked up at the bushy visage. “I’m sorry again, about the Tennyson.”


    “No need to say anything more. I’ve put it behind me.”


    How quickly he’d forgiven. Not like herself with Trudy. She felt ashamed, then quickly rallied. He was obviously a man to know better, and undoubtedly had a fine mind. She wondered if she dared ask his opinion, then plunged ahead. “Do you have a favorite passage or poem from Tennyson? One especially meaningful?”


    He looked at her sharply as if unwilling to say, then finally quoted,


    But the tender grace of a day that is dead


    Will never come back to me.


    She hadn’t expected that selection. “Is that from—?”


    “Break, Break, Break.”


    “A rather sad thought.” She wondered if it had to do with his wife’s death. But plainly, this man and she both had experienced the death of someone dear. Her heart went out to him.


    His eyebrow raised. “Nevertheless true. It is a boon how great poems, like great books, express one’s thinking so well.”


    “A good book is like a friend in that regard.” She smiled at the pleasant association. “I have many such friends.”


    “That is fortunate, although I imagine you have friends of flesh and blood as well.”


    “Thank you.” A compliment from an unlikely source. For a moment, she scrutinized the bristly face across the counter and considered the scrap of poem he shared. Surely, there was more to this man than most people saw or understood.


    He turned to leave.


    Suddenly she felt moved to ask, “Did you see the flyer?”


    He turned back. “The one on the door?”


    “Yes, Mr. Chestley posted it last night. He’s wanted to start a book discussion for some time. I hope that we’ll attract a nice group for the evening. And some good insights from those who attend.”


    “I don’t know if people here will provide much lively discussion. Most think alike.”


    “I thought one person might challenge our thinking.”


    He didn’t reply, but observed her with thoughtful eyes.


    “At least, my impression when I first met you—that we were quite at odds on how we viewed things.”


    “Did I say as much?”


    “It was what you didn’t say.”


    “Ah . . .” A glint of amusement shone from his eyes.


    “You are coming?”


    “I’m not sure.”


    The bell jangled. A well-dressed woman paused inside, then headed straight for the counter.


    With some alacrity, Mr. Lyons turned to leave.


    The woman flashed him a look of approval. “Mr. Lyons!”


    He gave her the barest of nods.


    She watched him swing open the door and turned to Celia. “My, that man is always in a hurry.”


    Celia had met Mrs. Adams only once, and now the widow’s eyes were alive with interest. The woman smiled confidentially. “I saw your flyer on the door. I hope you invited him. It’s about time he rejoined society.”
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    Mr. Chestley stepped outside the bookstore, looking first one way down the street, then the other. Shops stood closed, but a bright light shone from his own store as a welcome. Four people had already gathered for the literary meeting. A nice select group, he would term it, but he was hoping for a few more.


    That afternoon he had rounded up twelve chairs. He tried first one arrangement then another, fussing like a mother hen he supposed. The space didn’t afford much room for variation, but he finally settled on two semi-circles of six with a small table and chair at the front for the discussion leader. He himself would begin the meeting then ask Celia to give a presentation of the author.


    Ah! The widow Adams was approaching from the left. Undoubtedly, this was her destination. As he greeted her on the step, he noted she looked particularly well, the bloom of youth had returned to her cheeks. The Harrods rounded the corner from their fashionable street. The lawyer and his stylish wife would certainly add to the occasion. And there was Celia, coming up the road with that little old lady she befriended last week. What was her name? She walked with a cane and seemed a quiet, shy sort of person. Mrs. Smith. Yes, he remembered now. That would make eleven with his wife and himself. Just one chair remained for a latecomer.


    Mr. Chestley rubbed his hands together. As he let his breath out in a satisfied sigh, a white puff accentuated the nip in the night air. The little gathering looked to be a solid success. He stood another minute welcoming each arrival, and when the Harrods neared the bookstore, stepped down to greet them.


    After closing the door, he approached the semi-circles. Celia was seating the elderly woman beside Miss Waul, who said in a loud whisper, “I came tonight in place of Mrs. Divers. She’s a great reader, you know, and would have liked to come, but her arthritis is acting up. ‘I should stay home and take care of you,’ I told her. But no, she wanted to know how the meeting went and I am to report back.”


    “I hope this evening lives up to your expectations,” Celia said.


    “I’m sure it will, I’m sure it will.” Miss Waul’s ruddy cheeks accentuated her wide smile.


    Mr. Chestley gazed over the group, his hands clasped behind him. “We’re about to begin. I hope everyone is comfortable.” He smiled. The store door opened once again. He could not see the door from where he stood, so waited patiently for the newcomer to appear. Then he nodded as the person slipped into the vacant chair in the back. A soft gasp sounded from Miss Waul.


    “Welcome, everyone,” Mr. Chestley said. “We are pleased you came to discuss Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter. When I mentioned the possibility of a book discussion group to my new assistant, she seconded the idea. For those of you who haven’t met her, let me introduce Miss Celia Thatcher.” He nodded in her direction. “Her family comes from a long line of distinguished scholars. I’ve asked her to introduce the author and indicate how his life influenced his writing. Afterward, I’ll pose questions I hope elicit an interesting discussion. Now, Miss Celia Thatcher.”


    [image: imagedeco3.jpg]


    Celia felt the deft little pat Mrs. Chestley leaned over to give her and glanced to see the proud look in the older woman’s eyes. Mrs. Chestley had helped her choose the dark skirt and cream-colored blouse for the evening, deemed the long, flowing bow down her front “just right.” Mrs. Chestley also insisted on fixing her hair into a knot of curls in the back where a braid usually coiled.


    Celia approached the table, notes in hand. More nervous than expected, she kept her eyes fastened on the bookcase in back. “It is interesting—” she cleared her throat, “—how an author’s writing flows out of his thinking, his life experience.


    “This is no less true of Nathanial Hawthorne. A striking aspect of his early years was his solitary life. He once said to his friend Longfellow, ‘I have seen so little of the world that I have nothing but thin air to concoct my stories of.’ ”


    Celia smiled. “Surely, this is an exaggeration. Rather, I submit the reflective quality of his life helped him make the most of what he saw and experienced. He delved beneath the surface of people’s lives to show us the workings of the human will and heart. Why?” She paused to let the question sink in. “So that we might better see our own.”


    She went on to describe Nathanial Hawthorne’s background.


    Not having dared to look over the group, Celia had concentrated instead on what she was saying. Now, however, she stopped to examine those assembled in the two semi-circles. Her eyes were immediately drawn to the place where the latecomer had seated himself. The large frame of Mr. Lyons sat somewhat apart from the others; apparently, he had moved his chair. But he had come after all.
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