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      An author’s life is sometimes akin to being on a roller coaster –

      lots of ups and downs. Thankfully, the last few years have seen more ups than downs. So, this one is for Brian, my lovely, long-suffering husband, who’s been on the ride with me from the start. He never says he wants to get off, but maybe I can’t hear him because of the screaming…
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        Long ago, a wondrous bookshop was born.

        Seemingly, the outer shell is made of bricks and mortar – factory-forged, yet inside are the lungs, the brain, the soul and beating heart of all those who find joy, love and hope within the pages of a book.

        Trees are the lifeblood of our planet, and together with the words penned upon the echo of old forests, new worlds are created. These worlds are only briefly inhabited by the reader, yet sometimes, the story can remain part of them forever.

        Over the years, those who have been lucky enough to hear the call of the bookshop, have described the experience as life-changing.

        The bookshop is alive still today, ready and waiting to welcome those who know where to find it.

        

        Fay Revil
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      Jo

      On a January day with the promise of snow on the wind, and the song of cathedral bells ringing through the narrow, cobbled streets, Jo thinks Truro is nearly the most magical place she’s yet been. Not that she’s particularly well-travelled, of course. No, that is in her imagination. Her imagination is very well-travelled. It has been to the most incredible and beautiful places, full of adventure, stunning beauty and, best of all, light. The kind of light that makes her feel safe, uplifted and warm. Cared for. Jo hates the dark, except on moonlit nights when the velvet black sky is diamond studded, and the face of the moon is a pale silver circle. Moonlight has to be the most magical kind of light. Not the warmest, but the most uplifting. Ethereal.

      Jo’s imagination is fuelled, in the main, by books. Her mother had always said books were kind of an addiction for Jo, which is a very odd thing to say, but then her mother is very odd in Jo’s opinion. From the age of four, her parents had marvelled at her appetite for the written word, and had remarked to anyone who would listen that she would be a great writer one day, or a great poet, teacher or even a great curator of books in a hall of learning. Jo always had to be a great ‘something’ in their eyes, but Jo had a very different vision to theirs. Their visions for the future and Jo’s were so far apart, it had proved impossible to marry the two. In truth, Jo wonders if she has a vision for the future at all, beyond opposing anything and everything her parents put in front of her. Dismissing each and every one with the wave of a hand, as if she’s an impossible-to-please food critic at a Michelin starred restaurant.

      On a bench near the cathedral, Jo lifts her face to the white sky and fancies she can see a few snowflakes floating by. Perhaps she’s mistaken, but with any luck it won’t be long before she isn’t. The chill air is trying its best to seep into her bones, so she wraps her caramel scarf closely about her neck, noticing it’s almost the same colour as her hair, though her hair has blonde threads running through it. Stroking the bumps and ridges of her long plait, she decides that it’s almost thick enough to wear as a scarf too.

      So why is she here on a freezing January afternoon – her twenty-first birthday as it happens – sitting on a bench, contemplating the magicality of the city and the merits of wearing her hair as scarf? Books are the answer. They are the answer for two reasons. One is that the magicality of Truro’s hidden alleys, cobbled streets and mysterious passageways is second only to those she’s found in books such as Harry Potter, or The Lord of the Rings. The second reason is the little flyer in her pocket, which now she finds as she pulls it out, is as crumpled and creased as the tissue it’s stuck to. Jo stuffs the tissue in her other pocket and reads the flyer again.

      The Midnight Bookshop, all welcome.

      The lettering is in gold; there’s a red door with an old-fashioned brass knocker in the centre, and the backdrop is the kind of moonlit sky she was thinking of just now. So where the hell is it? Jo’s been up, down and around the old city centre for the last three hours and can’t find it anywhere. It’s not where it’s supposed to be, according to the address, and quite frankly, trying to find this mystery bookshop is getting to be a bit tedious.

      Jo stands up and stamps her feet on the cobbles, to encourage a bit of warmth back into them. Even though she has her favourite fluffy winter boots on that make her feet look like Chewbacca’s, her toes are freezing and her fingers are icicles. She’s torn between shopping for gloves or returning to the library where she found the flyer. Maybe the librarian might know where the bookshop is? Though the street the bookshop is supposed to be on is very easy to find. Jo knows this because she’s found it and scoured every inch of it. But the bookshop remains elusive, so there seems little point in returning to the library.

      Birthday surprises wait for her at home, apparently. Her mother told her this morning, in an excited voice, that she and Daddy wouldn’t allow her twenty-first birthday to go unmarked, despite Jo’s request that it should. Mother’s face had been wreathed in smiles, or it had tried to be, Jo didn’t think the Botoxed lips had made up their mind, and mentioned there would be cake, a few friends and one or two other wonderful surprises for her. Jo doesn’t like surprises and can’t think who the friends could be, as she has none. Apart from books. Though it’s unlikely her parents would have bought those. No. It’s probably her parents’ friends and possibly a few aunts and uncles. Aunts and uncles who talk to her as if she’s five and then wander off when Jo has nothing to say in return.

      Though she can’t imagine she’ll be surprised by anything her parents have organised, one thing Jo is surprised about is that she has anything at all waiting for her at home. Not after her last little shopping trip. Jo smiles to herself as she remembers Mother’s astonished face after finding out about her daughter’s third prosecution for shoplifting. The term ‘shoplifting’ always has her imagination furiously painting a scene of a jolly green giant, stomping through the streets lifting shops and carrying them off. Mother and Father don’t share her sense of humour, of course. Mother had thrown her hands up and asked, ‘Why, Joanna? Why do you do it?’ Jo had no answer. She still has no answer, not a definitive one anyway. She supposes it’s bits of things like the thrill of the forbidden, the exhilaration, the challenge of outwitting the owners of big business and getting away with it. Jo has got away with it, dozens of times, and only been caught three.

      On occasion, shame hits her, but it quickly turns into the excitement of planning the next jolly green giant hit. The kind policewoman, who interviewed her last time, couldn’t understand why Jo did it either. Said she came from a ‘well-to-do’ family and had no need to resort to stealing. Jo had hung her head and shrugged. She wanted to say she didn’t have to resort to it. Shoplifting was her pastime, a hobby, a sport … but she didn’t, because she knew the policewoman wouldn’t understand.

      Another reason for her shoplifting is trying to surface as Jo stands opposite the cathedral, glove-buying forgotten, hands in her coat pockets, thinking about why she does it. This reason tries to find purchase quite often, but Jo doesn’t like to acknowledge it, because that would mean she has to admit to the possibility of it being true. This reason says she’s punishing her parents for their indifference to her, for the lack of love she felt growing up, the idea that she’s a commodity. Money and acquiring things have always been their raison d’être. Jo feels like an afterthought. Something they have to put up with. The surprise party is for them, not for her. They have to feel they’ve done something spectacular to show the neighbours what good parents they are. Is the reason getting near the mark? Jo’s afraid it is. She tells it to shut up and leaves for home, just as the first snowflake kisses her lips.
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      Adelaide

      There’s no shame in it. Adelaide repeats this to herself over and over as she crosses the street to the food bank, or community larder, as the banner on the black railing informs her. It’s Mark who should be ashamed, spending their cash on drink. The demon drink, some people call it. Well, Adelaide thinks it’s Mark who’s the demon nowadays. Is it drink that made him so, or has he always had a dark side lurking shark-like under the surface? She thinks she knows the answer. Then why did she marry him? Why does she stay? The rest of the well-played out conversation with no solutions can stay in her head for now. Adelaide has to concentrate on being somebody else at the community larder. A made-up someone, because she decides that being herself will be too painful.

      At the door of the old stone building next to the park, she stops, takes in a deep breath and exhales a little white cloud into the cold air. Above the door is a keystone with the year 1878 chiselled into it. Maybe in those days it was a parish hall or something, definitely not a food bank. She acknowledges people would have needed one then, even more than nowadays, but the workhouse dealt with all that, she thinks. Adelaide shudders when she remembers the description of those places from her school history lessons; those days have gone at least. Realising that standing on the doorstep wondering about the past is just desperate procrastination, she pushes back the hood on her winter coat and walks inside.

      In the narrow passageway, there’s a smell of cinnamon and coffee in the air, wrapped around that of old wood and damp stone, and she can hear the sound of women’s laughter coming from an open door at the end. Adelaide walks to the door and peeps round it. She doesn’t know what she’s expecting really, but it’s not this. A small hall is filled with friendly-faced people, mainly women, standing at trestle tables piled with copious amounts of groceries. They’re packing bags while taking orders from a little line of people and passing the bags over to them. The people receiving the bags are smiling and don’t look ashamed at all. Some people are even sitting at tables at the edge of the hall chatting together while drinking coffee and eating cake. The atmosphere is so far removed from the sombre, shameful one she imagined, that she allows her heart to come out of her boots as she walks over to a table.

      A rosy-cheeked woman with white hair and a round body picks up a carrier bag and nods at her. ‘First time here, lovely?’

      The woman’s radiant smile encourages one in Adelaide, though she’s not ready to let down her guard. She replies, ‘Yes. I’m here for my neighbour. She’s a lady in her eighties and I said I’d pick up some groceries for her. She finds it hard to get out and about now.’ Adelaide hopes her lie sounds as authentic to the woman, as it does to her own ears.

      ‘I see. That’s nice of you.’ The woman shakes the bag open. ‘What’s her name?’

      Yes, what is her name, Adelaide? The woman’s dark brown eyes hold a question and probably the knowledge that Adelaide is here for herself, and not an old-lady neighbour at all. ‘Kaitlin,’ Adelaide says, and cringes inwardly. Her next-door neighbour’s name was the first name that came to her panicked mind. Her twelve-year-old next-door neighbour. What a complete bloody fool she is.

      The dark brown eyes hold a puzzle now, as well they might, but the woman declines to comment on the unlikelihood of that name for an elderly lady, which is an obvious act of kindness. This makes Adelaide feel ashamed, which she had expected before coming here, though not for the same reason. ‘Right. What do you think Kaitlin would like? We have most things.’

      The next while is spent with the woman holding up items and Adelaide just nodding and smiling as if she’s lost the power of speech. The bag is handed over, and Adelaide mutters a quick, ‘Thanks so much,’ and turns to leave, but the woman touches her arm and says,

      ‘Why don’t you have a hot drink and a bit of cake over there?’ She points to the tables at the edge of the room. ‘Our volunteers always make too much, and they love to see people enjoying their baking.’

      Adelaide is about to decline, as she wants to get out of there as fast as possible, but the look on the woman’s face is so warm and encouraging that to her amazement, Adelaide finds herself thanking her again and wandering over to a table in the corner. Almost before she’s unzipped her coat, another volunteer offers her refreshment, and she sits down while she waits for tea and chocolate cake. Glancing around at the other people at the tables, she finds they look ordinary, like her. But then what does she expect? Waifs from Oliver Twist, complete with their begging bowls? To her right, there’s a handsome young man with short beaded locs to halfway down his ears, dark skin and striking light blue eyes. He’s looking at his phone while he sips his coffee, and as he glances up, Adelaide amazes herself again by giving him a cheery wave and a smile. He returns both, a little awkwardly, Adelaide thinks, and she wonders what on earth she’s still doing there.

      Just as she’s planning to make the quick exit she should have made earlier, the volunteer appears with her refreshments, so that put a stop to the escape. As she thanks them for the cake and tea, she notices a stack of leaflets and flyers on the shelf behind her, and in the absence of anything better to do, apart from waving at unsuspecting young men, Adelaide takes a handful and looks through them. Alcoholics Anonymous – she should take one for Mark. Adelaide can just imagine what he’d say to that. In fact, he would probably let his fist do the talking. The leaflet is placed face down on the table, as once again, she wishes for the impossible – Mark admitting he has a problem and seeking help. Maybe then at least they could start to get their marriage back on the right track. An unwelcome voice mutters that they’d never been on the right track in the first place, so she pushes the leaflet away and eats the cake.

      Cake and tea finished, she turns over the next leaflet. Pebble-art classes. Adelaide considers the gaily coloured cover for a few minutes. She’d never been very good at arty stuff of any kind really. But maybe making pictures from pebbles might be fun. She puts it to one side as a maybe, though as she does so she knows she won’t go along. Mark would forbid it, for a start. Who would wait on him hand and foot if she was off ‘galivanting’ to a pebble-art class, for goodness’ sake? The rest of the pile hold little interest, but then she turns over the last one.

      The Midnight Bookshop, all welcome.

      Books, now they were interesting. She used to love reading. Adelaide traces her fingertips over the gold lettering on the cover and looks at the red door of the shop with an old-fashioned brass knocker in the centre, and the moonlit sky above. It looks really magical – and what an unusual name for a bookshop. Adelaide has to admit she’s more than a little intrigued. She can’t remember the last time she read a book. There never seems to be enough time in the day, what with work, shopping, cleaning and cooking. Then at night, Mark doesn’t like her having the light on in bed. Realisation suddenly dawns. That was why she stopped reading. Adelaide can’t remember what book she’d been enjoying, and Mark hadn’t said anything, he’d just leant over and switched out the light. That had been enough of a warning to let her know it wasn’t acceptable.

      The familiar twins – Shame and Humiliation – worm their way through her chest and begin to tighten, squeezing unshed tears into her eyes. Adelaide swallows hard and looks at the leaflet again. A faint echo of defiance whispers from somewhere deep within and she grasps the flimsy bit of paper tightly, as if it’s a lifeline. Maybe she should have a look at this bookshop sometime. The address is familiar, and only about ten minutes’ walk from where she’s sitting right now. What harm would it do? She has some Christmas money from her aunt hidden under the wardrobe that Mark thinks she spent on food. It’s only twenty pounds, but she should be able to get a couple of books with that, shouldn’t she?

      The whisper of defiance is growing louder now, and it’s bringing pride into the conversation. Pride and determination. Adelaide wonders where she could read without Mark knowing, and the answer is staring her in the face. At work. The little supermarket near their house where she’s worked for the past five years already feels like a refuge. But instead of chatting to her colleagues at break or lunch, laughing at their stories from home, making up similar ones for them to laugh at too – all about her imaginary life, and how devoted her husband is – and pretending her life is normal, just like everyone else’s … she’ll sneak into the stockroom and read. The words ‘escape into a book’ come to her from somewhere and she likes the idea. She likes the idea very much.

      Adelaide notices the time. There’re only a few hours left of her precious day off before Mark gets home, and she needs to use them to finish cleaning the house and ironing his clothes. She quickly folds the leaflet in half and puts it in her pocket, where it feels safe and comforting. In her haste to leave, she brushes past the young man and knocks his jacket onto the floor. Mortified, she grabs it, just as he’s doing the same and bangs her head against his.

      ‘Oh, I’m so sorry,’ Adelaide says, trying to ignore the pain in her temple. ‘Are you okay?’

      The young man quickly rubs the side of his head and smiles. ‘Yeah, no harm done. You okay?’

      ‘I’ll live.’ An attempt at a carefree laugh, sounds like the bleating of a goat which draws a rush of colour up her cheeks. Then, realising she’s still got hold of his jacket, she hands it back to him. But it’s upside down (of course it is) and a wallet and leaflet fall out of the pocket onto the table. It’s the bookshop one, but before Adelaide has time to comment, the young man has swept it up along with his wallet and stuffed them back into his jacket pocket. She thinks he looks embarrassed, and he flashes her a glance which she interprets as ‘why are you still here?’ Adelaide doesn’t know. She also doesn’t know why she sits down opposite him and says, as if she’s completely unable to stop herself, ‘Hi, I’m Adelaide. I’ve got the same leaflet and am considering going along to this Midnight Bookshop, are you?’

      The young man shrugs and fiddles with an empty packet of sugar in his saucer. ‘Doubt it. I don’t read.’

      ‘Neither do I.’ She gives him a wide, over-the-top smile. Adelaide knows it’s over the top, because her cheeks bunch up like a hamster’s and push against the lenses of her too large spectacles. She cringes inwardly at this and at his puzzled expression.

      ‘So why are you going, if you don’t read?’ he asks.

      ‘Because’—she maintains the smile, but not as wide as it was before while she thinks of a feasible reason—‘because I think I should. And because it looks magical and mysterious.’ She takes the leaflet out of her own pocket and slides it towards him across the table.

      He looks at the leaflet. ‘It does?’

      ‘Yes. Anyway, what’s your name?’ Adelaide can’t quite believe she’s saying all this, and he looks as if he’s thinking the same.

      ‘Um, it’s Kye.’

      ‘Right, that’s a great name. So, if you don’t read, Kye, why was the leaflet in your pocket?’

      Kye shrugs again. ‘I don’t remember putting it there. Anyway, I gotta go.’

      ‘Hope I haven’t driven you off. I do tend to gabble on to strangers, one of my faults.’ This is all news to Adelaide, and she swallows hard, wondering what the hell has come over her.

      ‘Nah, you’re all right. I was going anyway.’ Kye gives her a quick smile and looks at the leaflet between them on the table. ‘I suppose it does look bit mysterious, as it goes.’ He looks up, his blue eyes staring straight ahead over her shoulder. ‘I did used to read when I was at school. I really liked English. Analysing a story you know – in GCSE English Lit? My teacher, Mrs Greenhill, she reckoned I was a good at it and a good writer…’

      Adelaide feels he wants to say more but can’t, or won’t. She also feels Kye regrets not reading. There’s an intensity in his stare as if he’s grieving the loss of something. Maybe it’s a good book, maybe it’s missed opportunity. ‘Well, that’s a lovely thing to be – a good writer. Why don’t we both go along to this bookshop next week. I only get one day off a week and so we could meet here, same time, same place. Well, a few hours earlier, ’cos I have to go about now. Two non-readers together. What do you say?’

      Adelaide can’t believe she’s just said that. She knows she did though, because it was her voice she heard, but like she was sitting at the next table, eavesdropping. Adelaide grips the edge of the table to make sure she’s not asleep at home. No. It’s solid, sturdy, unlike her right now. Maybe an invisible entity has taken over her personality. She’s just asked a perfect stranger to meet her next week. This is something she has never done. Ever.

      Adelaide notices Kye clocking her wedding ring and he shuffles in his seat. ‘I’m not sure about that…’

      Dear God, he thinks she’s coming on to him. Her face on fire she gabbles, ‘Hey, don’t worry. I’m happily married and a lot older than you – just turned thirty-two. I just thought it would be nice to go to this place together. No idea why. Something just came over me. Don’t worry about it. I’m sure you don’t want to come along with a silly⁠—’

      ‘Okay, I might do.’ Kye smiles as he stands up. ‘So about noon next week. If I change my mind, I won’t be here, simple as that. Nice meeting you, Angeline.’

      ‘Adelaide.’

      ‘Yeah. See ya.’ Kye lifts a hand as he walks towards the exit.

      Adelaide sits in a stunned silence for a few moments gathering her senses, before she realises she’s going to be late with her chores if she doesn’t leave right now. Scooping up the leaflet, she shoves it into her pocket and heads for the door, wondering what on earth she’s playing at. What just took place is as far removed from her routine and everyday life as she can get, and already a part of her is wishing Kye won’t turn up next week. Another part of her is looking forward to meeting him again. An even bigger part of her is incredibly excited about going to the bookshop. To sum it all up – it’s as if she’s standing on the edge of an adventure, and a shiver of excitement wiggles in her stomach. Why she feels like this, she has no idea, but she likes it, and right at this moment, nothing else matters.
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      Kye

      All the way home, Kye’s thinking about the bookshop. He keeps slipping the leaflet from his pocket for a quick glance and putting it back again. Why he’s compelled to do so escapes him – it’s hardly likely to have changed from the last time he glanced at it, is it? What also escapes him is why he’s agreed to meet that plump, auburn-haired woman with goldfish eyes. An apt description, because her eyes, hazel with shots of gold, were magnified behind her large square glasses, making them look like a couple of goldfish in an aquarium. There’s no way he’ll turn up next week though. Kye’s learnt that books and education are not for him, not with his mum as she is. Besides, Leon needs him. His big bro, as he always calls himself.

      A sinking feeling along with a flash of a memory comes over him as he puts his key in the door of the flat. It’s Leon putting the letter about further education from Kye’s school in the bin. ‘Time to put away childish things, Kye. Listen to your big bro – you have other work to do,’ Leon had said. So Kye had put away his hopes and dreams for the future and resigned himself to the ‘other work’. He had to do what was best for Mum, and he knew Leon would be hopeless looking after her if Kye went off to university, or college, or wherever it is you went. Leon wouldn’t care for her like Kye does.

      ‘Hey, Mum, I’m back.’ He throws his keys on the side table and walks down the narrow corridor to the living room. Mum’s in her usual place on the sofa, wrapped in a blanket. The TV’s on, quietly broadcasting daytime banality, but Kye can tell she’s not really watching it. Her blonde hair is piled on the top of her head in a messy knot, and needs a wash. Her eyes, so like his own, are focused on nothing, and he notices she’s been picking the skin at the side of her nails again. ‘Mum?’

      She looks up at him and a thin smile shapes her pale lips. Everything about her is pale these days. Pale and thin. Sunken cheeks, bags under her eyes, the weight of weariness draped like a shawl across her narrow shoulders. His mum is thirty-seven years old, but today she looks twice that. ‘Hello, my ’ansome. You had a nice day?’

      His mum always says the same thing, no matter what. It’s as if there’s a recording in her head that’s triggered by his appearance. ‘I ran a few errands, then got some groceries from the larder.’ Kye holds up the carrier bag. ‘I got some of that jam you liked last time.’

      ‘Nice. You got my stuff?’

      ‘Have you taken your meds, Mum?’ Kye eyes the tablets and water he left by her side before he left earlier. He’s almost sure she hasn’t taken them, or even moved from the sofa.

      His mum waves a dismissive hand. ‘No point. They don’t touch the ache in my back and legs. Nothing does, even the stuff. But it’s the best I’ve got.’ She holds out her hand, and the desperation in her eyes nearly breaks his heart.

      ‘Yeah. I just wish you’d try the proper meds… Or go to the GP again. Loads of people have fibro and they don’t use⁠—’

      ‘Give it me, Kye. Please.’ Her lips tremble and she blinks away tears.

      Kye reluctantly takes a small package out of his pocket and hands it over. Watches sadly as his mum takes out her cigarette papers and rolls a joint. The flat reeks of it. That and despair. Mostly despair. For the hundredth time this week he wishes his dad was still around. His dad was solid, capable, dependable, strong. Until he wasn’t. Two years ago, Kye, Leon and his uncles had carried his featherlight coffin up the church steps. His dad had been six-four, with shoulders as wide as a barn door. Cancer had dismantled that door with startling rapidity. It had dismantled the family too.

      ‘That’s better,’ his mum said with a serene smile. ‘The bloody pain hasn’t gone, but this stuff makes it bearable.’

      Kye nods and takes the groceries to the kitchen. He unpacks the bag along with his anger and shame. Why is he so angry? Because he hates what fibromyalgia has done to his mum. And ashamed? Because he supplies her with cannabis and other class B drugs. Okay, he’s used them recreationally himself, but it’s different with his mum. She’s totally dependent on them now. An even greater source of shame is the fact that he deals in even more potent drugs at the behest of Leon. The ‘other work’. Leon convinced him they had to go down that route after Dad went, and after Mum got ill. He explained they would make more money that way, than if they got regular jobs. Kye stares out of the window at the graffitied wall opposite. If that is the case, then it’s funny they never seem to have enough money for everything. Leon always seems to have enough, mind you. He’s got a fancy car and a girlfriend to match…

      ‘Kye! Can you get me a cuppa, love?’ his mum calls.

      Leaving his thoughts aside, Kye runs water into the kettle and in his mind’s eye, sees the cover of the bookshop leaflet again. For some reason, this makes him smile.
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      Jo

      The restless feeling she’s had since arriving home to her ‘surprise’ party yesterday is developing its own persona. Everywhere Jo turns, it’s in her face, demanding attention. Trouble is, Jo’s not sure what it wants, exactly. A walk around the fields at the back of the house with Poppy, her adorable red setter didn’t placate it, nor did a long bath with some of the scented oils Auntie Lisa had gifted her. Maybe she should take a spin in the ridiculously extravagant present her Dummy and Maddy had bought for her. It had been proudly displayed (so all the neighbours could see), on the sweep of the driveway upon her return from the fruitless bookshop hunt. A brand-new, bright red electric car, all tied up with a silver bow.

      Jo had decided to play the game in front of all the surprise ‘friends’ and relations. If she had told her parents to stuff it, she’d be the villain of the piece again, and she’s so tired of wearing the black cloak and twirly moustache. So she’d smiled at everyone gathered round the car and thanked her parents, calling them Mummy and Daddy as they love it when she does. It helps Jo to think of them as Dummy and Maddy in her head. Dummy because her dad’s not the sharpest tool in the box and Maddy because her mother is often bad-tempered. Jo’s father has by some fluke managed to make rather a lot of money from his construction business. Jo remembers her mother telling Auntie Lisa a few years back that he was a just a glorified builder. Jo tends to hear lots of things that she doesn’t necessarily need, or want to. Possibly because she’s slight and unobtrusive and slips through the house unnoticed. More uncharitable people might say she does it deliberately, to eavesdrop.

      Jo tries not to think about eavesdropping as she stares out of her bedroom window at the grand sweep of lawn tumbling to a halt at the edge of the little copse she’d played in as a child. The trees stretch their skeletal fingers to the white winter sky as if searching in vain for their lost leaves, and despite trying to make her mind blank like the sky, she remembers one particular telephone call she overheard. Maddy was talking about Jo, listing her shortcomings, of which there were apparently many. She can’t remember who her mother had been talking to, but that hadn’t really mattered. What Maddy had said, had mattered. And annoyingly still did. Maddy had sighed and said she wished to God she’d remained childless.

      After the call ended, Jo had challenged her about it, because that’s what Jo does, she can’t let things go; as she’s found they don’t, actually. They hang around and pop up at the most unexpected times, often with disastrous consequences. Maddy had maintained she didn’t mean any of it and couldn’t be blamed really, as she was going through the menopause. Her hormones and moods were all over the place. Jo had doubted that, given it was ten years ago, and Maddy’s only forty-seven now. There the matter had rested, and Jo assumed Maddy had believed it was all forgotten. But Jo doesn’t forget things like that. She puts them aside in a safe place and re-examines them from time to time. Holds them up, exposes them to the light, turns them around to see if she feels differently about them. On this occasion, she finds the hurt is still as raw as it was when she was eleven.

      The restless feeling pulls her downstairs and through the gargantuan shiny kitchen to where Maddy is putting shopping away. ‘Hello, Joanna. Do you fancy garlic bread with the lasagne later?’ She turns and her lips curve into the sort-of smile Botox allows. Jo thinks she’s had a top-up at the salon.

      ‘Not fussy. I’m going out in the birthday present, so might not be back in time anyway.’

      ‘Oh?’ Maddy tries a frown, and it falls at the first hurdle. ‘But Daddy will be home soon, and I thought we could have a proper chat over dinner about your teaching idea.’

      ‘Your teaching idea, you mean. And you were disappointed I didn’t go out in the car yesterday, so thought you’d be pleased I’m off out in it now.’

      Maddy folds her arms, leans her hip against the counter and fixes Jo with a glacial stare. Dear God, this means a lecture is forthcoming. Maddy holds up her well-used waggy finger and through a heavy sigh says, ‘Disappointed, yes. But only because you’re always banging on about the environment, saving the planet and so forth. We thought you’d be delighted the car is electric and want to zoom out in it immediately. Remember you said you didn’t want to drive – after we spent a fortune on driving lessons, I might add – because you didn’t want to add to the carbon emissions?’

      ‘Banging on? Hardly. I might have mentioned it once or twice, because yes, I do worry about the bloody planet. Most people who have a shred of humanity do.’ Jo’s disgruntled. She knows she never bangs on about anything to them. She never speaks more than absolutely necessary, because when she does, the waggy finger is often employed excessively, along with a good dollop of disappointment. The waggy finger belongs to her mum. She gets nothing much at all from her dad, good or bad, because he just does as he’s told by his wife and is mostly benign. ‘And, of course, I’m glad the car’s electric. I sat in it and figured out how it worked last night. Looks good to me. So, I thank you most profusely. Again.’ Jo feels she’s required to say thank you to her mum on a regular basis, and is often unsure quite what for. Maybe being able to breathe the same air as her?

      ‘See, that’s the attitude that really hurts me and your daddy, Joanna. Snotty, rude and uncaring!’ Maddy throws her hands up. ‘God, if I’d have had a car bought for me on my twenty-first birthday I would have felt like the bloody Queen of Sheba. I shared a room with my sister, and we lived on a rough⁠—’

      ‘—council estate. Yeah, I know. You have mentioned it with annoying regularity every week since I was about ten.’ Jo affects a dramatic eyeroll. ‘Lest I forget, I expect.’

      Now Maddy’s face is performing a tug-of-war, pulling between anger and sadness. Well, Jo thinks it is, she can’t tell properly, as her mother’s mouth is locked into a grimace at one side and turned upward at the other. It must be so hard to have emotions with a skin full of chemicals. It’s hard enough with a regular, flexible face.

      Before Maddy has chance to launch another attack, Jo makes a beeline for the back door and points the car keys at the birthday present. It beeps open and Jo jumps inside and drives away, noting through the rear-view mirror her mother’s furious glare, as she stands at the front door. Well, at least her features have at last managed to settled on just the one emotion.
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        * * *

      

      The restless feeling has achieved its aim it seems, as Jo parks the car in one of the many tiny backstreets of Truro. Restlessness has been replaced by a lightness of being – she might even go as far as to say hopefulness – as she realises that bookshop hunting is apparently on the agenda. She makes sure she has gloves as well as a scarf this time, and just as she’s about to close the car door, she leans in and grabs her woolly hat from the glove box for good measure.

      The high street is still fairly busy as the sky grows dark and yellow squares of light spill onto the pavement from shop windows. Jo glances in Waterstones as she passes, wondering if she should pop in for a quick coffee, and a book-browse, but then the restless feeling shows signs of returning so she abandons that idea and crosses the street, hurrying up towards the cathedral. Around the back of the cathedral, she changes direction twice and on the third turn, finds herself in an ancient, cobbled alleyway leading to the equally ancient street where the bookshop is supposed to be. Jo thinks it’s certainly the kind of street that should have a ‘magical’ bookshop sitting on it. Almost Diagon Alley-ish with a hint of York’s Shambles. Crossing her fingers Jo quickly scans the street, but can’t see it. There’s a grocer’s, a crystal-and-boho clothes shop and a boarded-up café. But no. No bookshop.

      Half an hour later, it’s completely dark and few icy spits of rain land on her cheek which she wipes away with the back of her glove. It’s a shame she can’t do the same to the sense of bitter disappointment rising in her chest. She has to stop wandering aimlessly up and down the surrounding streets, covering the same old ground for no reward. Jo was convinced she’d find it this time. Maybe the leaflet is way out of date and the boarded-up café used to be a bookshop? Whatever the truth, Jo’s stomach grumbles, reminding her she’s not eaten all day, so she heads for the nearest pub. There’s no way she’s returning home to lasagne, garlic bread and a big helping of force-fed humble pie.
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        * * *

      

      At a quarter to midnight, Jo steps out of the noisy bar into the chill night air, but she hardly feels it, as she’s warm from copious amounts of alcohol and a huge meal of chicken pie and chips, followed by sticky toffee pudding and custard. She’s spent a fun evening taking part in a pub quiz in which her team won. Without blowing her own trumpet, she knows if she hadn’t been asked to make up the four, they wouldn’t have. Nice to see that the thousands her parents spent on a private school education hasn’t been wasted. Though in Jo’s mind it has, because she’d have much rather attended the local comprehensive school with her friends from primary school. That was the last time she remembered having any real friends. Still, she has twenty pounds, her share of the winnings in her purse, so that will pay the taxi fare.

      The rain from earlier has gone leaving behind it a clear black sky full of stars, and the moon, of course. Jo giggles as she looks up at the huge silver face shining down on her high above the rooftops. She flings her arms wide and turns in a circle. Moonlit skies are her absolutist favourite. Is absolutist a word? Jo isn’t sure. It’s probably absolute in this context, but she doesn’t really care. She soon has to stop spinning because she discovers it’s not a great idea if she wants to remain upright.

      There’s an old bench nearby and Jo quickly grabs the back of it with both hands to get her balance. Now. Taxi home. The birthday present will have to stay where it is until tomorrow, which will be a further black mark against her name from Dummy and Maddy. The giggle in her throat is stifled by a group of youths coming in her direction, swigging beer and whooping and hollering. Jo suddenly feels a bit vulnerable. Okay, taxis are … she looks around … over in that direction. She sets off for the taxi rank, but then to her amazement, her Chewbacca boots hurry her in completely the opposite direction. What the hell? The restless feeling is back and in the driving seat, and it seems determined to make one last search for the bookshop.

      Almost there, Jo realises there’s no one else around this part of town and she feels vulnerable for a different reason. Unlike outside the pub, there’s nobody to call to if anyone were to leap out at her here. About to turn back the way she came, she realises the bookshop street is there in front of her and the moonlight is showing a clear path forward … and there’s a bend in the street. A bend in the street at the end that she doesn’t remember seeing before. Her feet carry her across the little road towards it, and despite her reservations about being in a deserted area, Jo finds she’s powerless to resist. Not that she wants to, because her curiosity has definitely got the better of her.

      Her boots make no sound on the cobbles as she hurries along, and as she rounds the bend in the street, there it is before her. The Midnight Bookshop, looking exactly as it does on the leaflet, right down to the backdrop of the diamond-studded, black-velvet sky and the pale silver face of the moon. Jo freezes. A mild fluttering in her chest competes with a giddy feeling in her head, and she leans a hand against the door to support herself and to reassure herself that the place is real. It’s a regular door, solid underneath her woolly grey glove. Locked, of course. Wow. At last, she’s found it. After a few minutes of just staring at the door, Jo realises it’s time to go, but now she knows where the damned bookshop is, she’ll be back first thing tomorrow.

      About to leave, something makes her look back over her shoulder and she’s drawn to a tiny narrow passageway down one side of the shop. It probably leads to the rear of the building; nothing interesting there. So why is she walking towards it? A familiar feeling grips her and refuses to let go. It’s the same one she has when she’s about to steal from a shop. It’s the excitement of the forbidden, the unlawful, the challenge of getting away with something. She slips down the passageway, which quickly leads to the back of the shop. The light of the moon shows her a little sash window, no door and a bin in a tiny yard. Cupping a hand on the window, Jo presses her forehead to the glass and switches on her phone torch. She can just make out a tiny kitchen. Nothing unusual there. But then, what does she expect? More to the point, what on earth is she doing here, looking through windows at midnight instead of getting a taxi home?

      The familiar feeling still won’t let her go, but she takes a deep breath and walks a few paces back to the passageway. Then she’s immediately back at the window, gloves off, feeling her way down the old sash frame. Jo tells herself that this is a step too far. It’s housebreaking – or shop-breaking, to be exact. It’s time to stop this nonsense and leave right now. Herself isn’t listening. Jo’s fingers give a wiggle, a tug and a gentle push. Then the window opens.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Jo

      Jo’s heart is racing as she carefully negotiates the sink, her hairy boots narrowly avoiding sending a plate and cup flying from the drainer. Not the best footwear for shop-breaking, but then she didn’t set out to do such a terrible thing this evening, did she? A fleeting thought reminds her it’s not too late to do the right thing and she doesn’t have to carry on with her madcap idea, but Jo finds she can’t help herself. The truth is, she doesn’t want to do the right thing. There’s something undefinable pulling her forward, compelling her to tiptoe her way (not easy in Chewbacca boots), with the help of her phone’s torch, through the unremarkable little kitchen towards a heavy wooden door – a door that’s ajar.

      At the door Jo stops and listens, but the only sound she hears is the slow release of her breath as she tries to calm her heart rate. Peering around the door, she can just make out a short corridor leading to a staircase with a wooden handrail, and above that, a small landing window through which pale moonlight slants in. There’s a smell in the air that Jo remembers from visiting National Trust houses. A mix of age, the faded scent of furniture polish and ancient floorboards. Holding her breath, Jo listens for a few seconds, then looks the other way along the corridor. There’s another thick wooden door, but this time it’s closed. Surely this must lead to the shop, because the place didn’t look that big from the outside. Jo walks along a threadbare rose-patterned hallway carpet and watches her fingers slide around the metal door handle. Jo hopes it won’t squeak as she slowly presses downwards. Luckily, it doesn’t make a sound and the door opens silently onto an altogether different vista.

      Through a huge cathedral window below a vaulted ceiling, shafts of moonlight pour in like molten silver cascading over the lush green leaves of tall plants, some resembling trees, and everywhere around and through are bookcases and shelves alive with books of every shape, size and colour. Jo gasps in shock and surprise. This is not what she was expecting at all. Yes, it’s a bookshop, but the incredible beauty of the setting tells Jo the place was designed by someone with an obvious reverence for books and reading.

      A large oval table with high-backed chairs sits in the centre of the shop and Jo walks forward and takes a seat. Looking around at every bookcase and shelf, Jo is delighted to discover that there’s a carved animal or symbol attached to the top of each. A lion rampant, an eagle, a dolphin and a phoenix, amongst others, are all bathed in moonlight and seem to be watching her – but Jo finds this enchanting, not discouraging. Which is odd because she should be discouraged, considering she’s here breaking and entering. Although to be fair, the window didn’t put up much of a fight.

      A visceral feeling of peace and belonging suddenly overwhelms Jo, and a tide of emotion swells in her chest. She can’t ever remember feeling as if she really belonged anywhere. Not properly. She is absolutely certain that this place, right here and now, is where she needs to be. She relaxes into the chair with a broad smile on her face and takes her time committing to memory the entire surroundings. Then, after a while, the moonlight dims as a dark cloud cuts it in half, and a vague notion floats across her mind that perhaps she should get what she came for and go. Though she’s not entirely sure what that is. A dark thought pulls her down to earth. She does know, actually. She broke into the shop for the thrill of it, because she was recklessly fuelled by alcohol … and in the end, to steal something. Books.

      Jo stands up as shame rises alongside nausea in her chest. How could she even consider such a thing? Books are about ideas, other worlds, other lives, stories, passion, beauty, inspiration. Stealing those, depriving others of discovering them is unthinkable. If Jo did such a thing, she knows she’d never forgive herself and be forever sullied and demeaned.

      The dark cloud shifts and the moonlight turns the bookshop day bright. For the first time Jo notices a small counter at the front of the shop by the door and a long sash window behind it looking onto the street where she stood earlier, having found the shop at last. There’s a blind pulled halfway down the window, and Jo moves towards the counter keeping to the shadows to avoid being seen by passers-by. Not that there would be any at this late hour, she imagines. Peering over the counter, she sees a modern till and a little pile of books with a yellow Post-it note stuck on top, the word ‘reserved’ written across it in black Sharpie. Carefully moving the pile around to face her, she reads the title of the first.

      The Great Gatsby – F. Scott Fitzgerald.

      Jo has always meant to read this book, but has never got round to it. She has no idea what it is about, just that it is one of the classics on her ‘to read at some point’ pile. Maybe she could buy this copy? It has a very striking cover – a flat, dark blue, apart from a faceless woman’s eyes and lips, hovering above what appears to be a partial skyscraper hung with diamonds. Even though it has a reserved sticker, maybe if she comes back tomorrow, the owner might have another copy – or if not, could order one in. Deciding that is the best plan, Jo puts the book back on the pile and tiptoes back to the door to the hallway. Taking one last look over her shoulder at the bookshop, she sneaks through the door and quickly covers the few paces to the kitchen.

      One foot in the kitchen, she suddenly freezes at the sound of light footsteps on the stairs and a waft of heady perfume cutting through the musty air. Panic shoots through her and she knows she won’t have time to make good her escape before whoever it is comes to the kitchen. Jo assumes that’s where the person is headed but prays she’s wrong. She flies into the kitchen and hides behind the door, careful to leave it ajar, as that’s how it was when she went through it. The hall light flicks on, and Jo holds her breath and peeps through the gap along the hinges. She’s just in time to see a flash of red and black silk, a kimono perhaps, and the back of a tall woman with a swish of straight, black hair styled in an angular bob. Thank God. She’s gone past, presumably through to the bookshop.

      Time seems to stretch, as in her panic Jo’s trembling fingers struggle to find the phone torch again. Then as quietly as she’s able, she sneaks to the window and climbs up onto the drainer by the sink. She realises there’s no time to worry about knocking anything over now – the main thing is to get out and away. Heart in her mouth, Jo prays the window opens as easily on exit as it did upon entry, and thankfully it does. Once more in the tiny little yard, she can’t decide if the chill night air is making her shiver, or if it’s coming from within as the shock at what she’s just done rockets through her frame. Lowering the sash window to a soft close, she turns and races down the passageway, out into the cobbled street.
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        * * *

      

      Jo is woken by sunlight on her face and she realises two things. One, she must have forgotten to close the bedroom curtains when she stumbled to bed in the early hours, and two, she’s going to be sick. Flushing the toilet, she runs water into the sink, splashes water on her face and looks in the bathroom mirror. A ghost looks back. A ghost with panda eyes and a hangdog expression. Why did she drink so much? There are more important questions waiting in line, such as what the hell is she doing with her life, but nausea rises again and drowns them.

      Maddy’s in the kitchen and turns to face her daughter as she creeps in and slumps onto a chair, hands on hips and a knowing look on her face. ‘So you had a good night then?’ Not waiting for an answer, she pushes a glass of water along the table towards Jo. ‘I heard you stumbling about at three a.m., giggling and singing something about the magic of books.’ Maddy tries a frown. ‘Well, I think that’s what you were singing.’

      Jo gulps the water and shrugs. Any memory of returning home refuses to register. Everything that happened before and in the bookshop are as clear as day though. While Maddy makes a bacon sandwich (the smell of which makes Jo’s stomach turn) and drones on about the irresponsibility of driving in Jo’s state, Jo thinks about the bookshop again and can’t comprehend how wonderful it was and how it made her feel. Maybe it was the booze that made her euphoric. The aftermath of it is making her feel something else entirely this morning, and as if to underline this thought, another nausea roll has her closing her eyes and taking a deep breath to try and keep the water down.

      Maddy’s still droning on when something suddenly occurs to Jo. ‘Hang on, I didn’t drive home. I left the car in Truro.’

      Maddy’s eyes widen in horror. ‘You left the car in Truro! Bloody hell, Joanna. What if it’s been stolen or damaged by hooligans! What were you thinking?’ She slaps the bacon sandwich onto a plate and bangs it down in front of her.

      Jo sits back and glares at her mother and replies in as calm a voice as she can find, ‘I was thinking that it would be extremely irresponsible to drive home drunk, endangering my life and possibly those of others.’

      A grudging acknowledgement that Jo might have a point, flits across Maddy’s eyes, but she just heaves a sigh. ‘You should never have got in that state to start with.’ A nod at the sandwich. ‘Eat that up and I’ll take you into town to get the poor car. And woe betide you if there’s so much as a scratch on it, young lady.’

      Jo pushes the plate away and stares through her mother. ‘What am I, five?’

      ‘You certainly act like it sometimes.’ Maddy’s eyes now hold a glint of satisfaction – in an ‘I’ve scored a point’ kind of way.

      ‘Oh, please.’

      ‘You do. You’ve no responsibilities, no job, no attempt to get one, or anything. You just take the allowance we give you every month, eat the food we put in front of you… So yes, you are like a child, really.’

      Jo ought to be angry, furious really, but she can’t find the energy. It’s nothing she’s not heard before, and in the end, she can’t deny it either. A mildly witty retort waits on her tongue and she can’t help herself. ‘Well, the food you put in front of me just now will make me vomit if I eat it – that’s for damn sure.’

      Maddy throws her hands up and looks at the ceiling. Maybe she’s seen an offending cobweb, because she covers her mouth and shakes her head. ‘This has to stop, Joanna,’ she mutters through her fingers. She stops looking at the ceiling and glares at her daughter. ‘You need to do something with your life. I thought we might be getting somewhere on the night of your party, because Auntie Lisa told me you’d mentioned teaching to her.’

      ‘That was just small talk.’ Jo remembers during that particular ‘conversation’ feeling like a hamster on a wheel wanting to run away, but never getting anywhere.

      ‘So what exactly did you say then?’ Maddy narrows her eyes and allows the laser stare access to Jo’s face. Jo thinks the Gestapo is missing an officer.

      ‘Lisa said a teaching career might be nice, given I did English at university, well, until I dropped out in the middle of my third year, and that I’m big reader. I said that it wasn’t a bad idea.’

      ‘Lisa, now, is it?’ Maddy opens her eyes slightly and rolls up the sleeves of her pink cashmere sweater as if she’s getting ready for a fight. Perhaps she is.

      ‘Hmm, I thought I’d drop the “Auntie” bit, given I’m not a child now. Even though you say I am.’

      ‘Well, I think it’s disrespectful. And this teaching thing, might you go for it?’

      Jo wasn’t sure. Of all the things she’d considered, teaching was the only career that could possibly work for her. There was no way she was telling Maddy that, of course, because she’d suggested it to her a while back. ‘Hell no. I just said it wasn’t a bad idea because I wanted her to stop waffling on about it all.’

      Maddy blinks a few times and eventually a solitary tear squeezes out and rolls down her cheek. It leaves a wiggly white path as it cuts through her orange face powder. ‘Oh, Joanna. You have to do something soon. You’re twenty-one for goodness’ sake. When I was twenty-one, I⁠—’

      ‘You’d completed a secretarial course, with shorthand, no less, then you met Daddy when you got a job as a secretary at his uncle’s builders’ yard. Yes, I know.’ Maddy’s face tries not to crumple and manages it to an extent, but Jo can’t stop. ‘How on earth will I be able to compete with the giddy heights of your phenomenal success?’

      Maddy’s face changes mid-crumple into a mask of fury and slaps the table with the flat of her hand. ‘You are such a little bitch sometimes!’

      Jo wants to say she learnt from the best, but Maddy has turned an ugly shade of red and she thinks her head might explode. ‘Nice.’

      Maddy scrapes a chair from the table across the flagstone floor – which doesn’t help Jo’s throbbing head – and slumps down into it, a little too theatrically, Jo thinks, for the desired effect. ‘It is not nice. None of this is. Do you think I like arguing?’ Again, Jo keeps the obvious comment to herself. ‘You need to get a hold of yourself. Go back to uni, finish the course and then do a teaching PGCE thingy. I looked it up online. It will be easy for you! From the word go, you never had to study for anything. Sailed through exams, with straight A stars or whatever they’re called nowadays, no bother. You need to get some kind of career!’

      Jo considers the logic of this, and also the bacon sandwich. She knows she would feel better if she ate the sandwich, but what she doesn’t know is if she can face a career. A pretty intense one with hoops lined up to jump through, unruly teenagers to manage, and having to answer to those in charge. There’s enough of all that at home, well, not the unruly-teenager bit. Jo bites into the sandwich and realises that it, at least, is a good idea. Her mother watches incredulous as she demolishes it in seconds and wipes her mouth on the back of her hand. ‘And if I don’t,’ Jo asks.

      ‘If you don’t what?’

      ‘Get some kind of career. Teaching, for want of a better example.’

      ‘Then you’ll suffer the consequences.’ Maddy employs the waggy finger and tries to purse her lips.

      ‘So you’ll chuck me out onto the streets, stop my allowance, force me to pull myself up by my bootstraps?’

      Maddy’s eyes are made of fireworks, and she looks as if she’s about to answer emphatically in the affirmative, then a blanket of doubt smoothers the sparks. ‘I might not go that far, because⁠—’

      ‘Because that would be admitting failure to yourself and all your friends and neighbours wouldn’t it, Mummy? We don’t have failure in this house, do we? No. We just have sunshine, and riches, and lots of the most perfect things. We do love things, don’t we? Shame that doesn’t extend to daughters.’ Jo gets up and walks to the door. ‘Okay, let’s go and retrieve the birthday present before some “hooligans” take an axe to it.’
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        * * *

      

      Maddy is silent on the drive to Truro, which suits Jo. It gives her time to remember being back in the sanctuary of the bookshop, which allows a sense of calm to soothe the tension still twisting her gut from the horrible argument. Before they’d set off, Jo had suggested Maddy just drop her off and return home as Jo had some clothes shopping to do. This isn’t true. The only shopping on the list today is in the bookshop. Jo had also agreed to drop off some tins and dried food to the community larder, to placate Maddy in part, but mainly because she knows her donation would be very welcome. It might not seem like it to an onlooker, but Jo wants to do her best for people in general and wishes things could be different between herself and her parents in particular. She hates conflict and discord, even though it’s the normal state of affairs at home. Something has to change, and soon, she decides – because a life lived like this, is no life at all.
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        * * *

      

      Outside the bookshop once more, Jo’s spirits fly up to meet the pigeons cooing to her from the slate roof. For a fleeting moment after she watched her mother drive away, she wondered if the bookshop would still be there in the daylight, but of course it is. Unfortunately, what is also there is a note on the window saying, Sorry, we’re closed – please try later.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Adelaide

      Adelaide can’t remember the last time she took a sick day … especially as she isn’t actually sick. A giggle erupts and she disguises it as a cough when a few people at the bus stop look at her askance. Upon waking that morning, the idea to not go into work had been her first thought. It was very unusual for Adelaide to have such thoughts – no show meant no pay, and they desperately needed the money. Besides, working at the supermarket at least helped her take her mind away from Mark and her worries for a while. At first Adelaide shook it off while she made Mark’s breakfast, cleared away and then handed him the packed lunch she’d prepared the night before. But the strange thing was, after he’d gone to work, she’d returned upstairs with a cup of tea to get herself dressed and ready, but she’d got into bed instead and called in sick.

      The first few hours of the sick day had been spent watching TV in bed, drinking tea and eating chocolate, then suddenly the idea to go into town to find the bookshop had dragged her up and out. On the bus now, Adelaide looks at the leaflet again, noting a pigeon on the roof of the bookshop. She hadn’t remembered that. What she had remembered is the excitement she’d felt yesterday at the prospect of visiting it next week. It’s turning lazy circles in her chest right now too, as if containing the full butterfly effect for later. It is this excitement, she suspects, that has led her to jump out of bed and onto a bus today.

      Through the window, the countryside flashes past like the turning pages of a colourful book and once again, Adelaide is struck by how unusual all this is for her. But like the giddy sense of adventure she’d had at the community larder yesterday, to Adelaide, nothing else seems to matter right now. It’s a welcome break from feeling hopeless and sad. Although she’s visiting six days early, it doesn’t matter. If Kye turns up next week, she’ll be able to tell him more about it before they visit the bookshop again together.

      Once off the bus, Adelaide catches sight of herself in a shop window and has to take a second glance, because her reflection is smiling. In her warm, red winter coat, black boots and cheerful expression, she looks like a bit like a robin. Robins are one of Adelaide’s favourite birds, and apparently some say they are the spirits of departed loved ones come to visit. Adelaide hopes this is true, and that her mum is gazing down at her from somewhere wonderful, hoping she has a nice day.

      An hour later, Adelaide’s mood is less cheerful robin and more dead crow. Despite having asked in surrounding shops and people passing by along the street the bookshop is supposed to be on, she can’t find it anywhere. Nobody seems to know where it is, or has even heard of it either. The idea of getting the bus home is not an appealing one, so instead Adelaide mooches aimlessly, her mind a whirl of puzzles. Without realising where her feet are taking her, she suddenly finds herself a few paces from the community larder. Maybe she can go in and have a coffee … though that might look a bit cheeky, given she was only there the day before. As she’s dithering, the door abruptly opens and she’s almost knocked to the ground, like her handbag, whose contents spill across the pavement.

      ‘Oh, I’m so sorry. Are you okay?’

      Adelaide looks up into the face of a pretty young woman with a long caramel plait and sky-blue eyes. Adelaide nods, ‘Yes, I … don’t worry.’ But the woman is already crouching down to retrieve the contents of the handbag, her big furry boots swivelling this way and that, as she reaches around to collect the scattered objects.

      Then the woman jumps up, a huge smile on her face, waving the bookshop leaflet in the air. ‘Have you been here?’ she asks excitedly, thrusting Adelaide’s bag at her.

      A little taken aback, Adelaide replies, ‘I tried to, but I couldn’t find it.’

      ‘Well, I’ll be buggered.’ The woman shakes her head, her eyes staring into Adelaide’s as if she’s searching for something.

      ‘Hmm.’ Adelaide feels awkward and begins to turn away, ‘Well, I’d better get off now…’

      ‘Come inside here for a warm drink, yeah?’ The woman takes Adelaide’s arm. ‘I’d love to have a little chat to you about this bookshop. I’ve been there already and it’s pretty awesome.’ Adelaide responds by saying she would feel like a sponger as she was in the community larder yesterday, but the woman dismisses this with a wave of her woolly glove. ‘Nonsense. I have just given them a food donation and twenty quid. That’s plenty to cover a coffee and cake.’

      The awkwardness is wearing off a bit, and a few butterflies give a tentative flutter in Adelaide’s chest as the woman looks longingly at the cover of the bookshop leaflet. For some inexplicable reason, Adelaide knows she and the woman share similar feelings about it. ‘Okay, it will be nice to get in the warm for a bit. My name’s Adelaide by the way.’

      ‘Great to meet you, Adelaide. Mine’s Jo, short for Joanna, but nobody calls me that except my parents. Come on, then.’

      Adelaide follows Jo inside, thinking what an odd day she’s had so far. It becomes odder when she sees Kye sitting at the same table as yesterday, a coffee in front of him looking at his phone. He looks up and does a double-take. ‘Déjà vu,’ Adelaide says, stopping at his table.

      ‘Eh?’ Kye frowns at them both, and then looks Jo up and down.

      ‘It’s French and means, I have done this before.’

      Kye nods his understanding, but Jo cocks her head to the side and purses her lips. ‘Yeah, that’s the general idea, but it literally translates to, already seen.’

      ‘Righ-t,’ Kye says. ‘So how come you’re back again today, Angeline?’

      ‘Adelaide.’ She pulls out a chair at his table and one for Jo. ‘Take the weight off, Jo.’ Adelaide sits down and gives her a smile, then quickly explains that she and Kye were going to meet up the following week to visit the bookshop together. She leans her elbows on the table and says to Kye, ‘I’m not really sure how I ended up back here today. Thing is, I went to visit the bookshop earlier, but couldn’t—’ She stops, wondering how much to divulge as she sees Jo’s eager expression. Deciding she might as well tell it as it is, she says, ‘It’s all quite weird to be honest. I bunked off work, something I never do, and just had this really strong urge to go see the bookshop.’ Adelaide finishes with a shrug, and notices Kye’s shifting in his chair as if he’s suddenly uncomfortable.

      Jo’s about to say something, but Kye gets in first. ‘Not gonna lie, that’s really weird, ’cos I did the same thing.’ He folds his arms and shakes his head. ‘Couldn’t find it either.’

      ‘You’re shitting me!’ Adelaide gasps, and then feels her cheeks heat up. She never swears in public, Mark hates it.

      ‘I shit you not.’ Kye takes a sip of his coffee, a look of bewilderment on his handsome features.

      Jo’s about to speak again, but this time a volunteer prevents it as she asks if they’d like cake and coffee. After she’s gone to get it, Jo says, ‘Well this is a turn up for the books. Books, get it?’

      Adelaide laughs out of politeness, but Kye stares through Jo, probably still pondering the bookshop, Adelaide thinks.

      ‘It happened to me too,’ Jo continues. Went to visit it and it was nowhere to be seen.’ She leans forward and lowers her voice. ‘But last night I found it and went in.’

      ‘What, wait,’ Kye says a deep frown furrowing his brow. ‘It’s open at night?’

      ‘Really?’ Adelaide echoes his surprise.

      Jo clears her throat and looks a bit shifty, Adelaide thinks. ‘It was such a magical night. The moon was out, and everything was bathed in this ethereal silver light. I found it at midnight, I found it and went in. It was totally amazing. In fact, I don’t have words to describe it⁠—’

      ‘So, you’re telling us,’ Kye interrupts again, ‘that there was a shop assistant in there and everything, selling books? At midnight? It’s open at midnight?’

      Jo’s shifty look is becoming more obvious now, and Kye gives Adelaide an incredulous glance. Jo folds her arms and says to the tabletop, ‘Kind of. I think I saw the assistant briefly, but I went round the back and gained access that way.’

      ‘You broke in?’ Kye asks, incredulous.

      ‘Not really, it was open.’

      ‘What, the door?’ Adelaide wonders.

      The volunteer comes back with their refreshments and Jo, red-faced, takes a sip of coffee before answering in a tumble of rushed words. ‘Yes, anyway it was the most fantastic place.’ She gesticulates and shapes the air with her hands as she describes what she saw. ‘Huge windows and arches in the ceiling and stuff, loads of plants and a big round table in the middle. Bookshelves and bookcases filled with hundreds of fantastic books of every size, style and colour.’ She takes a breath, eyes dancing with excitement. ‘I think it was the most magical place I’ve been to, outside my imagination, of course.’

      Adelaide’s butterflies are multiplying, and she glances at Kye, noticing his eyes have caught a twinkle of excitement from Jo. ‘It sounds fabulous,’ she whispers, trying to picture it all in her head.

      ‘It is,’ Jo agrees, her hands clasped under her chin. ‘You two must come tonight. Meet me there at midnight. The moon is going to be full again. You’ll love it!’

      Every part of Adelaide’s being is thrilled by this idea, but how will she explain it away to Mark? Kye’s looking similarly troubled, then he says. ‘Let’s get this straight. You say you want us to go to this bookshop with you at midnight and break in?’

      Jo shakes her head. ‘It’s not exactly breaking in, because we’re not stealing, only looking. We aren’t doing anything wrong … and it wants us to go at midnight … that’s why it’s called The Midnight Bookshop,’ she says eagerly.

      Adelaide thinks Jo’s voice and demeanour are reminiscent of a child’s who has been caught out in a fib and is trying to come up with a feasible excuse. The awkward silence following is short-lived. ‘I’ve never heard anything so crazy in my life,’ Kye says with a sigh. Adelaide tends to agree but keeps it to herself.

      Jo shrugs. ‘Just a feeling I have.’ The tabletop is once again the recipient of her muted remark.

      Kye pockets his phone and pushes his cup to one side, obviously getting ready to leave. ‘Nah, man. It’s not happening. I’m not going to a non-existent bookshop that miraculously only appears at midnight with some crazy woman.’ Jo shoots him a filthy look and he holds his hands up. ‘Sorry, but you’ve got to see how the whole thing sounds to me, right?’

      Jo lets out a frustrated sigh. ‘It’s not non-existent. You just have to know where to look. Of course it doesn’t only appear at midnight either. If you must know, I went there this morning, but it was closed. There’s a little twisty bend in the street that kind of comes back on itself, that I missed the first few times I went looking for it… Easily done.’ Jo finishes her coffee, setting the cup down firmly on the saucer. ‘And I’m not a crazy woman, just a hopeful one.’

      Adelaide finds it hard to look away from Jo’s expectant face and she can see Kye’s having the same problem. She really does remind her of a child right now. One that wants friends to come to her birthday party.

      Adelaide shares what’s been troubling her. ‘The thing is, Jo. It all sounds pretty magical and mysterious, and a bit far-fetched, to say the least, as Kye pointed out. But even if I wanted to come tonight, it would be tricky to do it without my husband knowing. Even if I waited until he was asleep, the noise of the car engine as I drove off might wake him. I couldn’t tell him what I was doing, because he wouldn’t understand. Not sure I do either, to be honest.’ She looks at Kye, beseechingly, hoping for backup.

      ‘I don’t have that problem, ’cos I live with my mum and brother, and I can walk there from my house.’ He reaches clasped hands behind his head and cracks his knuckles. ‘I do have a problem with all this freaky magical shit, though. And like I said to you yesterday, Angel— I mean, Adelaide, I don’t read, so what’s the point?’

      ‘You don’t read?’ Jo says, aghast.

      ‘Me neither…’ Adelaide admits. ‘Though I used to love it.’

      Jo sits back shaking her head as if totally bewildered. The floor seems to hold a peculiar fascination for a few moments, then she jerks her head back up. ‘Okay, well I think for some reason you’re meant to go to this bookshop – readers or not. No idea why, just a feeling.’ She stands up and brushes down her jeans. ‘I’ll be there at midnight – if I see you, wonderful. If I don’t, your loss.’ Then she turns and stomps off and out of the door.

      Kye kisses his teeth and stands up too. ‘That’s one crazy girl. I’ll be seeing you, Adelaide.’

      Adelaide sits alone contemplating her incredibly strange day wondering what on earth she’s going to do. The butterflies are quiet now, but she can feel them, biding their time, just waiting to take off again. Slowly an idea slips into her consciousness and begins to develop. Just this once, perhaps alcohol could be her friend.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Jo

      Outside the bookshop, the moon stares down at Jo and she stares back, wondering if she’s taking all this ‘midnight malarkey’ a bit too far. Already the bookshop is becoming an obsession for her, it’s all she thinks about. Last night, her dreams were full of books and moonlit pathways running though woods to somewhere she never quite caught sight of. Now here she is, wide awake waiting for a couple of strangers to turn up so they can all visit the bookshop together. Kye’s remembered description of what that will entail irks her. Breaking in and stealing are things that Jo used to do. Now the very idea of it turns her stomach, which is both a revelation and a little bewildering, if she’s honest.

      At five minutes to midnight, Jo’s reconsidering the whole thing. It’s most unlikely that either Kye or Adelaide will show. She suspects that Adelaide is the more receptive of the two and might like to come, but her husband would be an obstacle to that. Jo also has a feeling that the husband rules the roost, by the way Adelaide’s voice lowered when she’d talked about him earlier at the community larder. It was as if she was worried that he might hear her and suddenly leap out from under the table. It seems so sad and a little incredible to Jo that neither Kye nor Adelaide read, but intriguing that both of them have shown an unusual interest in this bookshop.

      Jo turns from the moon to look at the magical life-sized leaflet-cover of the bookshop front again, and her stomach does a little flip. If they don’t come, she’ll go in on her own. Maybe they won’t ever be able to find it, day or night, and she’s the only one who can. This idea brings both comfort and melancholy. It’s comforting to be perceived as special, but she would also love some friends to share it all with. Still, she’s used to being alone, so why does it matter? Her ponderings are interrupted by footfall behind and she turns to see Adelaide and Kye hurrying along the cobbles towards her.

      ‘You came!’ Jo begins, but can tell neither of them are listening because they’re staring at the moonlit shop front, open-mouthed.

      ‘It looks exactly like the leaflet,’ Kye whispers.

      ‘It does, and it’s really here.’ Adelaide adjusts her glasses. ‘How the hell did we miss it before?’

      ‘It’s amazing, isn’t it?’ Jo says, enjoying their wonder. ‘But just wait until you get inside.’

      Kye turns to her. ‘You got inside last night by going round the back and breaking in, yeah?’

      ‘I wish you’d stop calling it that.’ Jo’s hackles are up and she hates the way those words make her feel. ‘It was kind of open … the window, I mean.’

      Kye’s eyes widen. ‘You said it was a door earlier… But you actually climbed in through a window,’ Kye states chuckling softly. ‘You don’t look the type.’

      ‘Oh, there’s a type is there?’ Jo snaps. She’s finding it hard to keep her temper. ‘And you’d know what they look like, then?’

      Kye nods, all traces of humour gone. ‘Yeah. They tend to look more like me than you.’

      Adelaide interrupts them as she stands at the top of the three steps to the red front door. ‘You tried this door last night, I expect?’

      Jo gives her a withering look. ‘Of course.’

      ‘And it was locked?’ a little smile curves one side of her mouth.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Well, it’s not now.’ Adelaide pushes open the door and steps inside. ‘Come on then,’ she says over her shoulder.

      Kye and Jo share a surprised glance and then hurry up the steps after her.
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        * * *

      

      The short hallway leads to the staircase Jo saw the previous night, and the moonlight is doing its thing, spilling in through the landing window to light their way. Two paces bring them to the bookshop door on the left and Jo puts her finger to her lips and indicates that the other two follow her. Once through the door, Jo’s breath is taken as the enchantment of the scene before her weaves its magic. It’s exactly as it had been last night, though there looks to be an extra carved animal she somehow hadn’t noticed before – an elegant black cat with a red collar, tail high, stalking along a tall bookshelf. Something else she hadn’t noticed has her tilting her head to the right to where she thinks the sound of running water is coming from. Leaving the others, Jo quickly moves along the bookshelves until she comes to a little fountain trickling down wet rocks partially hidden by the lush green plants. Incredible. It looks so real, so organic, as if it’s always been there instead of placed by design.

      Returning to the others she tells them about the fountain, but they barely hear her. In silence, bathed in the silver light pouring through the arched windows, the three of them stare at their surroundings, and Jo can tell from their awestruck faces they are as overwhelmed by what they are seeing as she is. Kye is the first to find his voice. ‘This place is fucking incredible,’ he whispers.’ He turns in a slow circle, his eyes darting this way and that, absorbing every detail. ‘And that silver dragon is so realistic. It’s as if it’s going to spread its wings and fly.’

      Jo’s puzzled. There is no silver dragon, she would surely have remembered it. ‘Where?’

      Kye points to the apex of the roof and there it is. A silver dragon perched on a wooden beam. Jo has the weird feeling that it’s there to guard the books. ‘I never even noticed that last night and I was looking at the ceiling for ages.’

      ‘It’s beautiful,’ Adelaide breathes. ‘But I think my favourite is the big stone book over there. The pages look as if they’ll fall open any minute.’

      Both Kye and Jo speak at the same time. ‘What book?’

      They follow Adelaide’s pointing finger and Jo can’t believe she could have missed that before. A huge grey stone book is propped against the leg of the oval table, and Jo hurries over to get a closer look. Its title is engraved on the cover The Reality of Imagination but there’s no author name. ‘This is impossible,’ Jo tells the other two, who are now crouching by the book. ‘I sat at this table last night and it wasn’t here. She runs her hand along the cold stone and pulls, but it won’t budge.’

      Kye looks up at her. ‘Somebody put it here today, obviously.’

      ‘Really? Try and lift it.’ Jo says.

      Kye tries and finds he can’t. ‘Well, there must be a logical explanation.’ He stands up and dusts his hands off.

      ‘Not necessarily,’ comes a voice from behind them. ‘Imagination can be surprising. Perhaps what’s in our head, is as real as you or I.’

      The three of them spin round. In the doorway is a tall figure dressed in a red vintage evening gown. The moonlight halos her shiny black bob, her lipstick matches the dress, and her cat-like green eyes blink once, as if acknowledging their alarm. Her age is hard to pinpoint, but Jo thinks anywhere between fifty and sixty. It’s the woman from last night, she realises, and she appears unafraid to find three strangers in her bookshop. In fact, she looks totally unconcerned – in control. Jo feels the opposite, she’s in a flat panic. Her heart’s hammering so hard she thinks she might faint. She holds on to the back of a chair as a possible reason for the woman’s calm registers. She might have called the police and any minute now; they’re going to burst through the door and arrest them all.

      Kye and Adelaide look at Jo, her panic reflected in their eyes. Jo knows it’s down to her to say something. ‘Um, we aren’t here to steal anything. We just find your bookshop absolutely intriguing, and⁠—’

      ‘Ah, yes. So intriguing that I’m almost sure you’re the one who popped in last night too. Such an unorthodox entry, but it shows you’re keen at least.’ The woman’s soft Scottish accent is at odds with her appearance. She comes fully into the room and looks into Jo’s eyes with such intensity that Jo feels undressed – seen. She does the same to Kye and Adelaide then directs her gaze back to Jo. ‘My name is Fay Revil. I’m the keeper of the bookshop.’ Her cat eyes sweep over all of them like two green searchlights and a slow smile curves her scarlet mouth. Narrowing her eyes a little, she continues, ‘A midnight book club, what fun.’ Fay stretches out a long silver-painted fingernail and points at the table. ‘Please, select a book and sit. You can do one of those whatchamacallits – silent book clubs. Or you might prefer to have a discussion? It’s entirely up to you.’

      ‘So you’re not angry?’ Adelaide asks in a small voice.

      Fay frowns. ‘Angry, why would I be?’

      ‘Because we came here without your permission? Thing is, we couldn’t find the bookshop in the day, despite following the address on the leaflet. We did search, and I know it’s no excuse, but we found the whole idea of a midnight bookshop magical … and exciting.’ Adelaide finishes with a wobbly smile.

      ‘Hmm, I think you’ll find you did have my permission if you had the leaflet – it says “all welcome”. And should you want to attend in the daylight, I think you’ll find you can … now you know where to look.’

      There’s a pause while this information sinks in and then Kye asks, ‘So you haven’t called the police then?’

      Fay looks horrified. ‘Good God, no. That’s the last thing I want, lots of officers stomping about in here disturbing all the treasures.’

      Kye’s relief is palpable and Jo tries a smile. ‘That’s good to know, thanks…’ she says. She has so many questions she’d like to ask this … her brain struggles for the right description … yes, ‘eccentric’ woman. Even though she knows it’s wrong to pigeonhole people like that, wouldn’t she have to be a bit eccentric wearing a 1950s evening gown and perfect make-up in the small hours of the morning? One question climbs to the top of the pile and Jo sets it free while pointing at the recent additions to the shop. ‘This stone book, the cat, the dragon up there. Are they new today?’

      Fay walks slowly around the huge round table, gently running her fingers across the spines of books on the first shelf. ‘Yes and no. As I said, our imagination can be surprising and as real as you or I.’

      To Jo, this sounds more like a riddle than an answer. She’s about to ask more, when Kye mutters, ‘I had a weird dream about a silver dragon recently. Can’t tell you what it was all about now.’

      Fay stops and looks at him. ‘There we are then.’ She claps her hands. ‘Right. Time to select a book.’

      Kye looks about as confused as Jo feels, but Adelaide seems to have relaxed a little. Her shoulders under the shapeless brown coat have come down from her ears and she sets her handbag carefully on the table. ‘I’m not sure where to start, Ms Revil.’

      ‘Fay, please.’ Her encouraging smile helps to relax Jo a bit too, though she is considering how much the cat resembles Fay. Not physically, but in its manner. Jo tells herself this is ridiculous and looks away from the creature.

      ‘Okay, Fay,’ Adelaide says shyly, as if she’s had a great honour bestowed upon her. ‘I wonder if you could recommend a book? There’s so many to choose from.’

      ‘No.’ Fay smooths her already smooth hair, and a beatific smile on her lips, she addresses her next remark to the moonlit window. ‘You see, you don’t choose the book, the book chooses you.’

      Behind her back, Kye pulls a goofy face and twirls his finger next to his temple. Jo has to bite her lip, but Adelaide frowns at them.

      ‘Well, I like that idea,’ she says. ‘I’m going to browse this lovely place and see which book chooses me.’

      Fay turns round. ‘Perfect. I’ll be interested to see which one it is … and as I said, please sit here at the table a while, when you have your books.’

      ‘Try before you buy?’ Jo quips.

      Fay gives her a haughty glance. ‘If you like, though I think that’s quite a vulgar term when applied to books. They aren’t just soulless objects, after all.’

      Kye tries to pull a face again but stops mid-grimace as Fay’s eyes find him. Looking like a naughty schoolboy he shuffles his feet. ‘Yeah. Right, so I’m going this way.’ He jabs a finger to the left of the shop and wanders off down the aisle between two very tall bookcases, his progress followed by the sharp eyes of the carved eagle.

      Adelaide goes to the right, and Jo and Fay look at each other in the awkward silence left behind. Jo’s not happy about Fay’s remark about the ‘vulgar’ term. Jo’s been reading books since she was a toddler and has the greatest respect for them. She’s not just some ‘unthinking little oik’, as her mother would say. Then Jo remembers the books she saw by the till last night.

      ‘Is it possible to buy The Great Gatsby? I saw it last night – but it had a reserved sticker on it.’

      Fay strides over to the till near the front of the bookshop. ‘You mean this one?’ She holds up the copy that Jo had been looking at last night.

      Jo follows her for a closer look. ‘Yes, that’s the one.’

      ‘Well, as luck would have it, the buyer called today and told me he no longer required it. So it’s yours, if you want it.’ Fay places it carefully back on the desk.

      Jo pulls her wallet from her coat pocket and presents a credit card. ‘How much is it?’

      ‘Five thousand, one hundred, but let’s call it a straight five.’

      Jo’s jaw drops. ‘I don’t have… I mean how come it’s so much? It’s used, by the look of it.’

      Fay’s answer is a raised eyebrow and a slow shake of the head. ‘It’s a first edition. They can fetch more than ten times that, depending on condition.’

      ‘Oh, I see. Well, that’s a shame, because I really wanted to read it.’ Jo swallows her disappointment as she realises that her wanting to read it has turned into a need to read it. A very strong need to read it.

      ‘Perhaps you could steal it when my back is turned?’ Fay’s high, tinkling laughter spiralling up to the ceiling arch is reminiscent of the laughter of over-dramatic heroines from old 1940s Hollywood films. Jo doesn’t find it at all funny.

      She folds her arms and stares at the blue book cover with the woman’s disembodied eyes and mouth floating in mid-air. ‘I wouldn’t steal a book,’ she says firmly and is gratified that the anger she feels inside isn’t obvious in her words. Then to her surprise, she follows that with, ‘In fact I wouldn’t steal anything … now.’

      Fay smiles, and her face is transformed into a beacon of light. Maybe it’s the moonbeams slanting in through the window, but Jo thinks she looks softer, more compassionate, understanding, even. ‘I’m so pleased to hear that, Jo. Come, I’ll show you where there’s another copy. Not a first edition this time.’

      Jo can’t remember telling Fay her name, though she might have heard one of the others say it as she stood watching them from the door. Maybe Fay could have been eavesdropping on their conversation when they were talking outside the bookshop. Whatever the truth, Jo decides to let it go. It’s no biggie. She follows Fay’s graceful figure as she glides down and through the aisles, trailing her sparkly nails over the spines as she goes. Jo thinks she can detect a waft of cinnamon and lemons in the air which she finds strangely comforting. One book sticks out at an angle, and Fay pushes it firmly back into place. As she does, Jo thinks she hears the distant sound of seagulls, and a pungent salt breeze fills her nostrils. While Fay strides ahead, Jo quickly pulls the book out again. Moby Dick by Herman Melville. Jo thinks she needs to get a grip, because if she doesn’t, she can see how the magic of the place could easily run riot in her imagination.

      Stopping at the bookcase with the cat on top, Fay pulls out a new version of The Great Gatsby and speaks to it. ‘Here’s your reader, a perfect choice, I must say.’

      In Jo’s hands, the book is heavier than she imagined, given its size and thickness. The story must be fairly short compared to many books she’s read. It does feel right though, as if it belongs, a bit like Jo does, in this wonderful place. Jo smiles at Fay. ‘Thank you,’ she says, simply.

      Fay beckons her to follow her again and they quickly find Kye and Adelaide seated at the oval table. Jo joins them and sets her book reverentially down on the blonde wood.

      Fay stands at the end of the table beaming at them all as if they’re her star pupils and clasps her hands. ‘Now, my dears. Who’s for hot chocolate with whipped cream?’
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      Kye

      This is one of the most surreal things Kye has ever experienced. No, he decides, it’s the most surreal, because the other surreal things had been drug-induced. He’s stone-cold sober right now, yet feels like a character in one of his dreams. Kye looks at his two companions and they look back; he thinks they’re a little weirded out, like himself.

      He checks the door to make sure Fay’s still out making hot chocolate. ‘So, anyone else think this is crazy?’ he says in a low voice. ‘It’s nearly one a.m., and here we are, sat at a round table pretending we’re a silent book club… Whatever the hell that is.’

      Adelaide giggles into her hand. ‘Yeah. It’s unbelievable. God knows what my husband would say if he could see me now.’

      ‘How did you manage to get away without him knowing?’ Jo asks.

      Adelaide goes pink and can’t meet her eyes. ‘Mark likes a drink … and he might have had a bit too much. He’ll be out cold, until the morning.’

      ‘It’s morning now,’ Kye says.

      Jo smiles. ‘Yeah. It’s all totally weird, but an amazing weird… And we’re not just pretending to be a book club, are we? We’ve all got books, and we can read them in silence or we could discuss them. Or at least discuss our choices, as we’ve not had time to read them yet.’

      Kye raises his brows and attempts Fay’s soft Scottish accent. ‘I think you’ll find you don’t choose the book, the book chooses you.’

      Adelaide guffaws and glances over her shoulder. ‘Shh, she might be offended if she hears you.’

      Kye ignores her and continues to mimic, ‘Also, imagination can be surprising and as real as you or I.’

      Jo is obviously not finding him funny and shakes her head. ‘You should think about what she says, instead of making fun. I think she’s a pretty amazing character, and this bookshop is…’ She throws her arms wide and sighs contentedly. ‘I have no words.’

      Kye’s about to make some smart remark, but a shaft of moonlight turns Jo’s face to silver and he’s struck by her ethereal beauty. She reminds him of someone. Lady Galadriel slips into his mind. Now, who was the actress who played the elf queen? Kate somebody… Jo’s younger than her, of course … but… Kye realises he’s staring at her, and she’s staring back with a puzzled a frown on her face. ‘Um, yeah, okay,’ he says quickly, and looks at Adelaide instead. ‘Thing is, she does remind me a bit of Cruella de Vil what with the hair and red lipstick. And their surname rhymes too de Vil – Revil.’

      Adelaide sits back and folds her arms. ‘Not quite. And I think she’s nice. A bit eccentric, but I like that.’

      ‘Me too.’ Jo says, running her hand down her thick plait that lays over her shoulder like a pet snake. ‘Now, let’s have a look at these books, yeah?’ She holds hers up. ‘The Great Gatsby, by F. Scott Fitzgerald; an old classic. I’ve always wanted to read it, and now I can. I feel drawn to it somehow – no idea why.’ Her face lights up and she hugs the book to her chest.

      Adelaide nods. ‘That’s great. I felt drawn to this one too.’ She holds up Oliver Twist by Charles Dickens. ‘I saw the musical years ago and loved it, but I can’t remember much about it, apart from the bit where the orphans are asking for more gruel.’

      They both look at Kye expectantly, and he feels like the odd one out, because he’s not excited. His book has a boring cover and he’s put it back on the shelf three times, but each time he’s wandered away, he’s returned to it. He turns it face-up on the table and looks again at the empty hospital corridor on the grey cover. He reads, ‘One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, by Ken Kesey.’ Then he shrugs because he doesn’t know what else to say.

      ‘I think I watched the film years ago,’ Adelaide ponders. ‘I seem to remember it was sad.’

      Jo shakes her head. ‘Never heard of it.’

      Kye’s heart sinks. Not only does the cover look boring, Adelaide thinks it’s sad. He has enough sadness in his life without putting any more into it. ‘Hmm. I might swap it for something else.’

      ‘No. The book chose you,’ Adelaide says. ‘It must be worth reading.’

      There’s no trace of humour on her face, which leads Kye to wonder if it’s just him who’s taking some of what Fay says with a healthy pinch of salt.

      Adelaide shoves her fish-tank glasses further up her nose and blinks owlishly. ‘I suggest we read the first few pages before Fay gets back and see what we think.’

      Jo nods and Kye shrugs, wondering if he can be bothered. It’s getting very late and Leon told him to do a drop over in Exeter tomorrow afternoon. Then Kye remembers tomorrow is in fact today, and he stifles a yawn. The other two bow their heads as if in prayer and open their books. He’s not feeling their reverence right now, and instead of following suit, he lets his tired eyes settle on the moonlight pouring through the windows, the books and, of course, his favourite the … dragon? But the dragon’s gone. What the…?

      Kye nudges Jo and she looks up from her book, annoyance darkening her eyes. ‘What?’

      Incredulous, Kye whispers, ‘The dragon’s gone.’

      ‘Gone?’ Adelaide frowns. She looks up to the rafters and back at him as if he’s crazy. ‘It’s not gone – it’s right where it was before.’

      ‘You need your eyes testing, mate.’ Jo shakes her head and returns to her book.

      Kye looks at Adelaide, hoping she has some answers because he is all out. ‘I think I know what might have happened. The moon went behind a cloud, so the dragon was hidden, and then it quickly came back out.’ Adelaide offers.

      Not convinced, because he’d been watching the glimmer of moonlight on the books just before he saw the dragon had gone, Kye says, ‘I suppose that’s the only rational and logical explanation.’

      A rattle of crockery startles them, and they turn to watch Fay come in with a tray of hot chocolate and biscuits. As she sets it on the table she comments, ‘Rational and logical explanations aren’t always the right ones.’

      ‘What are you saying?’ Kye asks.

      ‘Exactly that, young man.’ She indicates the mugs on the tray piled high with cream. ‘Now here’s your chocolate – and do help yourselves to biscuits.’

      Fay sits down at the table and from the tray selects a long metal straw, of which there are four. ‘I find straws prevent getting cream on your nose.’ She puts the straw in her drink, beams at them and takes a sip of chocolate. ‘Ah, that’s better,’ she says and points at Kye’s book. ‘Now, what is it about that book you’re not sure of?’

      Kye nearly chokes on his drink. How the hell does she know he’s unsure of it? No point in asking her though, as she’ll probably answer with a riddle. ‘I … I don’t feel…’ He falters, struggling to find an explanation with the others staring at him. ‘It looks a bit boring.’ Not the whole truth, but it will do.

      Fay jabs a sparkly fingernail to the rafters. ‘Ah, you see that’s where you’re wrong. The book has chosen you for a reason, and you should open your mind to that reason. Closed minds never learn anything.’

      The other two nod as if they completely understand, which leaves him confused and disgruntled. Is she saying he has a closed mind, that he’s stupid? ‘Some books are boring though, yeah?’

      Fay shrugs. ‘I will only say that you should give it a chance. What you bring to a book, meaning your particular experience of life, well, it can change everything. Two people reading the same book will have different perceptions – perhaps not hugely different, but they will have them, nonetheless.’

      The other two nod sagely again, as if Fay has just given them the answer to the meaning of life. Kye understands what Fay’s saying, but still feels on the edge of things, as if he’s only been invited to a party to make up the numbers. ‘Hmm,’ is his contribution, and he takes a big swallow of chocolate, without using a straw and immediately wishes he hadn’t. Fay discreetly passes him a napkin, while the other two try to hide a smile.

      ‘Have any of you read a book when you were younger, and then read it again later in life?’ Fay asks now, while he quickly wipes cream from his nose. ‘And if you have, did you notice changes, or meanings that you’d missed before?’

      Jo nods so fast Kye thinks her head might fall off. ‘Yes. Loads of times. The Lord of the Rings is one that comes immediately to mind.’

      ‘Why am I not surprised, Lady G?’ Kye mutters into his napkin.

      ‘What?’ Jo snaps.

      ‘Nothing.’

      Fay sniffs at this brief interchange and continues, ‘That’s because you’re not the same person you were when you first read it, Jo. Things happened to you in your life since that first time, and those things come with you when you pick up the book again. Because of that, and an open mind, of course’—she directs this remark at Kye—‘you learn different things. The book might not be the best in the world, but you can always learn something.’

      ‘About what?’ Kye asks, fed up with all the pontificating. He feels like he’s back in the classroom and that’d turned out to be a complete waste of time, hadn’t it?

      ‘About yourself – about life,’ Fay replies. ‘Reading a good book allows you to walk in new worlds, inhabit them for a while, but if you’re lucky, sometimes the story can stay with you forever.’

      A joyful smile lights up Jo’s face and Kye thinks he can even see a tear in the corner of her eye. ‘That’s it exactly,’ she says. ‘I have a few good stories that will always be with me. Books have, and always will be my friends.’

      Kye looks at the three of them beaming at each other, all seemingly engaged in some book worship, and strangely, he wants to be part of the circle, but something won’t let him. There’s a loophole in what Fay said and he pounces on it. ‘You said reading a “good” book. How do you know if it’s a good book until you read it? You can’t read every book hoping it’s going to be good, can you? It has to have something that draws you in to start with.’

      Fay gives him the eyebrow. ‘You should try to read as many books as you can manage in a lifetime. Of the thousands you manage, you will find many of them to be good.’

      ‘Are you for real?’ He looks at the other two for backup but finds nothing except blank faces and cold shoulders.

      ‘I am definitely for real, and you did have something that drew you to this book. It chose you and you accepted.’ Fay taps the cover briefly with a fingernail. ‘Take it away with you when you go and give it a chance. Oh, and while you’re on that lovely mobile telephone of yours sometime, search the meaning of silver dragons. I’m sure it will help in the long run.’

      Kye’s too dumbfounded to reply, just sits there as Fay stands up and walks to the door. As she opens it, she turns and says with a smile, ‘Well, it’s been absolutely wonderful meeting you all. When you’re ready, just leave and close the door behind you. Read your books, and we’ll meet up again in a few days or so.’

      Adelaide jumps up, obviously flustered. ‘But I won’t have time to read it all in a few days… I have work and housework and⁠—’

      Fay raises her hand. ‘It doesn’t matter how much you read, be it a page or the whole thing. As long as you attempt it, that’s all that matters.’

      ‘So do we pay you for the books now, before you go?’ Jo asks.

      ‘No. Next time will do.’ Fay covers her scarlet mouth with her hand to stifle a yawn. ‘My bed is calling. Come back when you can. Day or night, I’ll be here.’

      Kye thinks he should say thank you, but before he can form the words, she’s gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Adelaide

      Mark looks like he’s a member of the walking dead this morning, and a freight train of guilt rockets through Adelaide’s gut as she makes his sandwiches. He wasn’t able to manage breakfast and could only grunt when she’d asked if he wanted ham or cheese for lunch. Now after a shower, he wanders into the kitchen, his tie askew and dark shadows under his eyes as if they’ve been punched there. ‘Fuck knows what was in that new ale you got, Lade. I only had four cans and it knocked me right out. Thrown up twice.’

      Adelaide notices his belligerent tone but knows she’s pretty safe today. Him being in such a fragile state. ‘Really? Oh dear… It was on offer, but I’ll get your usual brand next time.’

      ‘Yeah. The new stuff will be okay for weekends, but no good for work nights.’ Mark belches and snatches the lunchbox from her. ‘Got to be on my game today as sales are down. Bob’s on my case, as usual.’

      Adelaide thinks Bob, the main manager is a saint. Others at the car showroom would have seen Mark sacked by now. In fact, at a works do recently, she’d overheard the under manager telling his wife that Mark was a liability – often coming in half-cut, not being on the ball with the new stock. Good job Bob and Mark were at school together or he’d have been long gone. ‘Bye, love,’ she calls as he walks down the hall and takes his coat from the peg.

      ‘See you later,’ Mark mumbles. ‘And make sure I’ve got my normal brand of ale in for tonight. Bloody penny-pinching cow.’

      At the living room window, Adelaide watches him drive off and the guilt dies. His last words killed it, and the feeling of defiance she experienced at the community larder is back. So she put vodka in his ale, so what? It was that, or not go to the bookshop, and she wouldn’t have missed that for anything. Even though she’s only had about four hours’ sleep, she has so much energy, and something else too. Adelaide can’t quite call it happiness. Not yet. Besides, it's been so long since she felt happy, it’s kind of hard to tell, but there are definite signs of something that feels a lot like hope.

      As she gets ready for her shift at the supermarket, her eyes keep drifting to the bedding drawer under the wardrobe. When she’d snuck upstairs in the early hours, she’d stuffed Oliver Twist into that drawer as it was easy, and she knew Mark wouldn’t go in there as he never changed the beds. Adelaide is now worrying if it should go somewhere even safer. Maybe she could keep it at work, because that’s where she’d be reading it? Once she is ready for work, she pulls the book out of the drawer and runs her fingers over the cover… Has she time for a couple of pages now? Deciding that she shouldn’t be late given her ‘sick day’ yesterday, she leaves the pages unread, puts the book in her bag and hurries out.

      The new-found energy she experienced upon waking is still there as she walks the few minutes to work. Adelaide feels like her steps have a bit of a bounce to them, maybe even a swagger. This last thought makes her giggle. Adelaide has never swaggered in her life. Swaggering belongs to people who own themselves and have confidence to spare. Still, the bounce makes her smile inside, and as her mum used to say, smile and the whole world smiles with you. The bounce falters a little as she feels the familiar hollow thump of grief land in her chest. It hardly seems possible to Adelaide that her mum died ten years ago. Just before she met Mark. She’s often wondered if her mum would have liked Mark. Her guess would be no, and would Adelaide have married him if she hadn’t felt so alone at the time? Again, her guess would be no.

      As she stands at the top of the hill a few paces from the supermarket, in the distance, sunlight strikes the three spires of Truro cathedral. Adelaide’s breath is taken by their extraordinary beauty and the simplicity of the surrounding Truro rooftops. She pictures the rolling hills beyond and the ocean a few miles further. What a treat it would be to take Oliver Twist to the beach for a leisurely read. It’s so long since she’s been, and the character of Oliver would love it. A laugh bubbles up inside her as her imagination paints a picture of Oliver building sandcastles, the wind in his hair, clean air in his lungs, the smog and terrors of London just a memory.

      ‘What you doing, stood laughing to yourself out here, maid?’

      Adelaide shields her eyes from the sun and waves to her friend and workmate Linda. ‘Nothing, just thinking what a lovely part of the world we live in.’

      Linda frowns and shakes her head. ‘Righ-t. Well, glad to see you back. I had to work with Grumpy Pants yesterday.’ Adelaide laughs. Grumpy Pants is Graham, a part-time colleague who never speaks unless he has to. They link arms and go into work.
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        * * *

      

      All morning, Adelaide looks forward to her lunch break when she’ll sneak into the stockroom and read her book at last. Linda will wonder where she is, but needs must, and as soon as the clock turns twelve, Adelaide rushes from the shop floor and up the backstairs. Perched on a cardboard box, she takes a big bite of her ham sandwich and in excited anticipation, opens the book. A few minutes later, she hears Linda calling her from the staffroom, but closes her ears. She’s only managed three pages so far and she’s dying to read more. Some of the Victorian words and writing style are a little tricky, but the more she reads, the less awkward it is.

      ‘Adelaide, are you in there?’

      The surprise of hearing Linda’s voice right outside the stockroom door makes her swallow too big a mouthful of her sandwich and an uncontrolled fit of coughing gives her game away. Linda comes in and pats her on the back asking if she’s okay as she struggles to breathe properly. Eventually, Adelaide manages, ‘Yes, I’m fine, thanks. Just in here having a quiet read.’

      Linda perches on a box opposite. ‘A read? I never knew you liked to read.’ Her expression and tone suggest that Adelaide had just told her she likes to pull the wings off butterflies.

      ‘Yeah, I love reading. Or I used to. I never get the chance these days, so I thought I’d try and make time at lunch.’

      ‘Oh right.’ Linda looks a bit downcast. ‘I’ll leave you to it then.’

      Adelaide can tell she wants to chat about something, so closes Oliver Twist. ‘Is anything wrong?’

      ‘Not really. I’m just a bit fed up with our Summer. I never seem to be able to do anything right. But that’s teenagers for you I suppose?’

      Adelaide has no clue, having no children of her own, except she used to be a teenager, of course. ‘I suppose. I was a bit stroppy too, when I was in my teens.’

      Nodding, Linda leans forward and talks almost nonstop for the next ten minutes, leaving only a pause now and then for Adelaide’s brief yes or no. By the time Linda’s got everything off her chest, lunch is over, so reluctantly Oliver Twist is put on hold.
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        * * *

      

      Back home that evening, Adelaide tucks the book back into the laundry drawer. There was no way she was leaving it at work, in case someone found it and either borrowed it, or worse still, threw it out. In the kitchen, Adelaide takes Mark’s ale out of the supermarket carrier bag and pops it into the fridge. That’s the first thing he’ll do when he gets in, check she’s got his normal brand and take a can into the living room to watch TV while she makes dinner. As she’s chopping carrots for the chicken casserole, she thinks about Linda and hopes Summer’s behaving herself for her mum.

      Not for the first time, Adelaide wonders what her life would be like if she and Mark were parents. In the early part of their marriage, she remembers being devastated by Mark’s refusal to consider a baby. It had been a shock, as she’d always assumed he would want a child just as much as she did. They’d not discussed it outright before they were married, but Adelaide had dropped hints if she saw a toddler in the park or while they were out shopping, and Mark had nodded and smiled. But when Adelaide had suggested coming off the pill a year after they were married, he’d been horrified and said in no uncertain terms that a child would ruin everything. They’d have no time to themselves, and he couldn’t face all those sleepless nights and nappies.

      Adelaide’s arguments had fallen on deaf ears, and as time went on, she’d realised Mark didn’t want children, because he was a child himself. He needed to be waited on hand and foot, cared for, loved unconditionally and to always be the centre of attention. There was no room for anyone or anything else. Not even Adelaide. She’d felt herself disappearing little by little, year by year, until she could barely recognise herself. Even her physical appearance had been dictated by him. When they went out and she’d worn a V-neck top, or pretty clothes, he’d said she was flaunting herself and embarrassing him, so eventually she’d learnt to wear shapeless, drab colours, hardly any make-up and her hair scraped back into a severe ponytail just to please him. She’d also put on quite a bit of weight because Mark said he wanted a woman with curves, not skin and bone.

      Adelaide had later suspected he wanted her to feel unattractive, worthless, in case she ever dared contemplate leaving him. A woman with no confidence is easier to control, after all. So although Adelaide would love to be a mother, she knows it would be a huge mistake to bring a baby into this world. A world where Mark would be its father. She puts the casserole into the oven and a little flame of hope brings a smile. Maybe one day she will become a mother though, because a woman with growing confidence is more determined to change things, isn’t she?
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        * * *

      

      Mark enters the house in a whirlwind of slamming doors and deafening expletives. Adelaide has just finished laying the table and grips the edge of it to steady herself. This is not good. Not good at all.

      ‘There you are!’ he roars, bursting into the kitchen. ‘You made me look a complete fucking arsehole in front of that retard Graham!’

      Fear won’t let her move; she just stands there, rigid, looking into his dark eyes alive with hatred. ‘Graham?’ she manages.

      ‘Yes, Graham, for fuck’s sake! You know, the dummkopf who you work with?’ Mark grabs a can from the fridge and downs most of it in a few gulps.

      Adelaide finds she can’t stand up any longer and collapses into a dining chair, her mind frantically trying to understand what the hell Graham must have said to her husband. ‘What’s … what’s happened with him?’

      Mark opens another can and comes over to the table, leans so close to her that she can smell his stale sweat, beer and contempt. ‘I went into the supermarket to get some ale, just in case my pea-brained wife forgot to pick some up, and Graham asks me if you’re better now.’ Mark’s eyes stare intently into hers and a cold hand of fear reaches around her heart and begins to squeeze. ‘I asked him what he meant, and guess what he told me, Lade?’ He jabs her hard in the gut with a forefinger. ‘Go on, have a guess, and woe betide you if you lie to me!’

      Adelaide wipes spittle from her cheek and looks at the floor. She knows how this ends. No matter if she lies or tells the truth, it always ends the same when Mark’s like this. Why did she take the bloody ‘sick’ day? Why? An answer comes clear and calm. Because you had to see the bookshop – you needed to change your life. To the floor she says, ‘He must have said I was off sick yesterday.’

      Mark drags out a chair and straddles it still facing her. ‘He must have. And why do you think my wife would do a thing like that, and then pretend to me she’d been at work that day as normal?’ His tone is cool, calm, but she has no doubt of the raging fire within him.

      ‘I … I don’t know.’ Adelaide answers in monotone.

      ‘Were you poorly?’

      ‘No… I suppose I just felt like I needed a day to myself…’

      Mark’s fake laughter twists her stomach. ‘You needed a day to yourself? What about me? In that showroom nine hours a day pretending I give a fuck about selling cars? Having to smile at people all the time, some who have more money than sense, and for what? So we can have a decent life!’ Mark’s fist crashes onto the tabletop. Adelaide flinches but daren’t move.

      ‘I’m sorry, Mark.’ She isn’t but knows this is what he expects.

      ‘What for? Taking a day off, lying to me, or making me look a complete prick in front of Graham for not knowing my wife wasn’t in work yesterday, because she was poorly?’

      ‘All of it.’

      Adelaide can hear him swallowing the rest of his ale and then folds her arms tightly around her chest as he crushes the can in his fist. ‘It’s not good enough, Lade. Not good enough at all.’

      Mark stands up. Adelaide closes her eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Kye

      Kye stares out of his bedroom window at the moon. It’s playing hide-and-seek with a bank of dark cloud sailing high above the block of flats opposite. He’s been awake for a few hours because things are playing on his mind. Briefly, he thinks about what it would be like to have a view of the countryside or the ocean instead of flats, though mainly he’s thinking about the boring book that’s turning out to be anything but. Kye almost gave up after two pages because of the racist language used, but he remembered his English teacher saying that even though it’s offensive to us nowadays, we have to place this in its historical context. Racism in America in 1963 was commonplace, after all.

      Kye’s nearly halfway through the book now, and as it’s set in a mental institution where inmates are mistreated, it’s obviously very depressing. Sad too, as Adelaide had mentioned. Added to all this, the main character is an antihero, but Kye can’t seem to put the book to one side. There’s something in it that fascinates him, parallels that he sees running alongside his own life. Some of the inmates in the institution are there of their own free will and can leave whenever they want to. Why stay then? Kye thinks it’s because they are controlled by routine, fear, or are drug dependent, and in the end, they know nothing else. Even though he dismissed them at first, Kye can see some similarities between him and the characters, and his skills of literary analysis won’t let him bury the truth.

      In Kye’s mind, many young men like himself exist in an institution. It’s called the world – his at least. His reality. Leon has control over both Kye and his mum. Kye’s been in and out of Young Offenders over the last few years, and now that he’s eighteen, the next time he’s caught drug-dealing or stealing a car, it will be prison. Still, he keeps going along with Leon’s orders, though he hates every moment. He does it because he needs to look after his mum, he’s like an injured mouse who, having escaped a trap, is still going back in for the cheese even though he knows it will break him. Kye is like the inmates in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest: he knows nothing else apart from the institution, and it is obligation that stops him from leaving. That, and love. God knows what would have happened to his mum if Kye had gone on to college and university. Leon once told Kye he didn’t believe fibromyalgia was real at all. He reckoned she was making it all up because she was depressed. So, if she’d been left with just Leon, Kye doubts his mum would still be here. But what about himself? Will he still be here in ten years’ time if he stays in the institution? Will it slowly suck all the life out of him, leave him wondering where his youth has gone?

      Kye picks up the book, settles on his bed and reads a few more pages. McMurphy, being the antihero, is of course far from perfect, and extremely unlikable on the one hand, but endearing on the other. Kye can’t help but root for him. At least he has balls. He’s a rebel, stands up to the evil Nurse Ratched and the mind-numbing rules, and perhaps Kye ought to take a leaf out of McMurphy’s book. He remembers he decided to stand up to Leon a while ago, but chickened out at the last minute when Leon gave him one of his threatening looks. Shame burns in his gut, and in frustration, Kye hurls the book at the wall. Immediately regretting it, he jumps out of bed to retrieve it and once again spies the moon through the window. He’s transfixed.

      A voice in his head that sounds a lot like Fay Revil’s argues that even though he chickened out, the intention was there. If the intention is there, then strength can be found to try again. Kye feels a little comforted and thinks again about what she said about imagination and reality. Maybe if he can imagine rebelling against Leon, his own institution and the life he’s living, it might eventually become reality. On the bed now, he pulls the duvet over himself and closes his eyes. Immediately, the bookshop emerges and the silver dragon looks at him from the rafters – he can’t help but smile. Something about it lifts his spirits and he realises he’s forgotten to search the meaning of silver dragons, as Fay suggested.

      The bright light of his phone screen makes him blink as he googles in the dark room, then his smile grows as he reads the list of descriptions. Overall, the symbolism of the silver dragon is about doing no harm, helping others and, the one that strikes a deep chord within, powers of healing. Kye’s dream that he couldn’t remember when he was in the bookshop comes back to him now. His mum was in a garden somewhere, walking amongst the flowers, and she looked younger, healthier and happier. Kye remembered holding his hand out to her and she took it. The sun warmed them, and a sense of peace overwhelmed him. Then the next bit of the dream involved a silver dragon soaring above him in a moonlit sky. He looked again and his mum was riding on its back, laughing with joy, her blonde hair shiny and clean, streaming out behind her.

      Kye puts his phone on the bedside table next to the book and settles down again. He has no idea what the dream meant, but he knows he feels a little better about things. He knows why too. As soon as he’d set foot in the bookshop, something had shifted. It was so subtle he hadn’t realised until later, but the straight, dull, weary road that he thought he’d always walk, might actually have a few surprising bumps waiting. He thinks of Jo and Adelaide and Fay and his mum and the bookshop. All sorts of feelings rush through him, and he doesn’t know what to do with them. It’s a bit overwhelming really, because he feels not quite in command of events. The main driver is hope, and hope scares the shit out of him. Kye’s learnt not to have much hope, because in the past it’s always been dashed.

      At 7am his phone beeps him awake. It’s a message from Jo asking if he’d like to come to the bookshop the day after tomorrow, about noon, as it’s Adelaide’s day off. A big smile finds his lips and he can think of absolutely nothing else he would love more. He’s tempted to say just that, and to ask her how she’s getting on with her reading and to tell her his thoughts about his own, but instead he writes one word. Cool.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Jo

      Jo has been cheating on The Great Gatsby. She’s read half of it, but because it’s so short, she’s locked it in her treasure box, which she keeps under her bed. Her treasure box has multicoloured butterflies on it – now a bit faded – and was a gift from her granny for her eighth birthday. In it are poems, a few dried flowers, a broken earring and various other bits and bobs, some of which Jo has only vague memories of. Gatsby has had to be locked away because she doesn’t want to finish it too soon. She wants to make it last, because every word counts. At first, the writing style, the words used and the setting of roaring 1920s America jarred a bit in her mind because of their unfamiliarity. Jo put that to one side and carried on, reasoning that if the book chose her, it must have something specifically important or useful to impart. There has to be something she can relate to or take meaning from.

      One or two themes are already becoming a possibility. The thread of the love of money and things, and the worship of wealth running through the story, do not jar, in fact they are sadly familiar. Dummy and Maddy would have fitted in well in West Egg, Long Island, the fictional town Gatsby lived in. Like him, they would have striven to belong in the more high-class, old-money established town of East Egg, however. That’s because no matter what, they’re never satisfied. Or rather, Maddy isn’t. Dummy, Jo’s coming to realise, is mostly just swept along with his wife’s demands. Perhaps Jo should try a bit harder to connect with him. He’s never been the most open person in the world, however. Maybe because he’d be ridiculed and put back in his box if he was.

      Jo walks out of her en suite, a towel around her hair and looks at her naked body in the mirrored wardrobe doors along the full length of her bedroom wall. Everything about her is small, or petite, as she prefers to think of herself, which she quite likes, apart from one thing. Well, two things. She wishes her breasts were bigger. Maddy would probably pay for implants at the drop of a hat, but although she longs for voluptuous boobs, she draws the line at cosmetic surgery. She’s seen what it can do to Maddy, and so will just have to live with what she’s got.

      As she gets dressed, Jo glances at the book on the bedside table she’s cheating on Gatsby with. Something made her buy a copy of the book that chose Kye when she’d been in Truro the other day. Jo’s not entirely sure why but decides it’s because she’s curious about Kye. Or maybe just plain nosy. She senses he’s a complex character and if the book chose him, there must be clues about Kye within its pages. Nothing obvious has revealed itself so far, and she’s almost halfway through. Whatever it is might only be for the eyes of the chosen one, because they need change. Jo laughs at this thought, as it’s faintly ridiculous. But then, on second thought, perhaps not. She’s always believed books can change people, if only they’d open their hearts and minds to them, and she certainly believes anything could happen in The Midnight Bookshop.
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        * * *

      

      Jo walks into the kitchen to find Maddy ironing. Maddy irons most days because her clothes have to be crease-free, like her face. Maddy irons things when they don’t need ironing and spends ages in front of the mirror critically appraising herself. A small voice in Jo suggests she’s just been doing the same, so she smiles at her mother to show penance for unkind thoughts.

      Maddy looks up from her task and frowns. ‘Why are you smiling?’

      Jo frowns back. ‘Sorry, I hadn’t realised it was a crime.’

      Maddy sighs. ‘It’s just that you rarely smile, so it was a bit of a surprise.’ She shakes out a pair of black trousers and places them back over the ironing board. ‘A nice surprise, I might add.’

      Jo is a bit surprised too. Maybe she doesn’t smile enough. But then, what is there to smile about in this house? She thinks that if Maddy smiled more, was easy to talk to and actually cared about anything else other than her appearance and bank balance, she might feel inclined to be more pleasant. ‘Right. Anyway, I’m off out.’ Jo runs water into a glass and takes a big gulp.

      ‘Out where?’

      ‘Bookshop, meeting friends.’ Jo puts the glass in the sink. Then she thinks about putting it in the dishwasher, but knows it would irritate Maddy if she didn’t, so leaves it.

      ‘Friends?’ Jo puts the iron down with a hiss of steam and looks interested. ‘You made new friends, that’s lovely.’ Maddy does a sparkly-eyed smile.

      Jo feels like she’s back at school. ‘Yes. Bookish friends.’

      ‘So let’s be knowing. What are their names and stuff?’ Maddy folds her arms and leans a hip against the counter, as if she expects a long conversation.

      ‘I don’t know them well enough to know “stuff”, but their names are Adelaide and Kye.’

      ‘Adelaide, that’s an unusual name. Is she Australian?’

      ‘No idea. She sounds like she’s from Cornwall.’ Then Jo remembers she does know some stuff. ‘Oh, and she’s thirty-two and married.’

      ‘Thirty-two. A bit older than you then.’ Maddy’s frown is pushing the edges of her brows together, her eyes hold a question mark.

      ‘Yeah, is having an older friend a problem? I’m not going to ask her to divorce her husband – who “likes a drink” by the way – and marry me, am I?’

      ‘No need to get prickly, Joanna.’

      ‘Kye’s eighteen, I think he said, and mixed race. Don’t know any more stuff about him at all.’

      Her mother’s ‘Oh,’ could mean so many things, but the meaning of at least one thing is clear to Jo, and that is she’s disappointed. Jo says nothing and waits. ‘Is he at college or university then?’

      ‘As I said I have no idea. My guess is no. I met him when I took the donation to the community larder the other day; met Adelaide there too.’ The ‘Oh’ her mother utters this time leans more towards despair than disappointment. ‘What’s up, Mummy? Do you not approve?’

      Her mother slams the iron back onto the trousers as if she wishes she could steam Kye and Adelaide right out of existence. ‘How can I not approve? I don’t know them…’ She looks up and glares at her daughter. ‘But it would be nice if just once you could find some friends of your own age and…’ Maddy blows down her nostrils as she searches for her next words, ‘… oh, I don’t know … background, I suppose.’

      ‘Background? You’ll be saying “breeding” next, old sport.’ Jo hides a smile as she realises she’s borrowed that turn of phrase from Jay Gatsby.

      ‘No. Just a normal couple of friends who you could go out with and have fun. I want you to be happy, that’s all, Joanna.’ Maddy tries her best to look maternal and fails.

      Jo draws in a theatrical breath and says, ‘You said the “N” word. Incredible.’ She knows she should leave this conversation well alone because it won’t be resolved. She should just go to the bookshop and forget all about Maddy and her insufferable snobbery, but she can’t help herself.

      Maddy’s eyes nearly pop out of her head. ‘I did no such thing! I never say that word.’

      ‘What, “normal”? I think you have said it thousands of times, Mummy.’ Maddy closes her eyes and shakes her head in either anger or resignation, Jo’s not sure. ‘And what is normal? Your normal is certainly not mine. In fact, I would hesitate to define it at all. I hate to put people into boxes, label them and either relegate them to the rubbish pile, or elevate them to the top of a pedestal.’

      Maddy looks like she’s not going to respond and begins to iron again, but without the slamming. ‘Shall I expect you for dinner?’ she asks, calmly without looking up.

      Jo’s deflated. The challenge to her mother’s snobbery and old-fashioned values suddenly holds no interest. For some reason Maddy-baiting isn’t fun right now. There’s a sad and empty space inside Jo and she wishes things were different. Jo finds herself wondering what Fay Revil would make of her situation and she imagines her voice saying, Maybe wishing is no good, Jo. Maybe you actually have to make that difference happen. Jo walks to the kitchen door and turns to her mother before leaving. ‘I think I’ll be here. If not, I’ll message you…’ Then even though it nearly kills her to do so, she adds, ‘Thanks, see you later.’
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        * * *

      

      When Jo arrives in town, Kye and Adelaide are already at the end of the bookshop street, deep in conversation. Well, Adelaide is, Kye seems disengaged, just nodding occasionally while staring at his trainers. Trainers, Jo notices, that are whiter than the pale winter sky and spotless. He’s huddled into a light blue puffer jacket, his hands shoved into baggy black jeans. Adelaide’s in her usual dowdy browns and greys, but a red-and-black silky scarf around her neck brightens the colour of her hair, and in her mind’s eye Jo imagines a cheerful robin.

      ‘Hi, there!’ Adelaide calls as Jo walks towards them. ‘Glad you’re here. We’re freezing, and we’ve only been waiting a few minutes.’

      Jo points to her thick red overcoat and black scarf. ‘Yep, it’s definitely winter-clothes weather.’

      Kye looks at her and away. ‘Well, it is winter, after all,’ he remarks in a bored tone.

      Jo cringes. Her comment was pretty inane, but she’s not great at small talk. She looks at the bookshop behind them and notices that even though it’s the same place, it doesn’t feel quite as magical as it does at night. There’s obviously no stars or moon in the sky, and the shop looks kind of … ordinary, normal. She hadn’t really noticed this last time she saw it in daylight, but then she supposes she hadn’t met Fay and spent much time there on that occasion. ‘Shall we go in then?’

      Adelaide and Kye nod and follow her up the four stone steps to the door. If Jo had thought the bookshop ordinary on the outside, the inside is verging on disappointing. Without the moonlight streaming through the windows and bouncing off the carved animals, the magical feeling is absent. Jo looks at the faces of her companions and thinks she sees her feelings reflected. Adelaide walks over to the oval table and then quickly turns to face them both, her face contorted into an uncharacteristic scowl. ‘There are other people over there … browsing the books,’ she whispers, incredulous.

      There’s a beat or two of silence while they process this, then Kye says unconvincingly, ‘Well, it is a bookshop.’ Then he frowns up at the rafters. Jo realises he’s looking at the silver dragon. Except it’s not very silvery right now – it seems a bit wooden, unanimated, the idea that it’s about to take off, gone.

      ‘But where’s the magic?’ Jo mutters.

      Adelaide nods. ‘Exactly. It feels a bit too … normal.’

      Jo watches a young couple as they walk to the till near the window and her spirits rise. Fay’s behind the desk in a silk, multicoloured kimono, her shiny bob somehow twisted into a bun and secured with chopsticks. She looks amazing and a little trickle of magic flows back into Jo’s heart. She nudges Adelaide. ‘There’s Fay.’

      ‘Wow. She looks amazing. Come on, let’s say hello.’ Adelaide adjusts the scarf at her neck and hurries to the till.

      Kye still looks a bit nonplussed, but ambles along next to Jo. The couple leave with their purchases and Fay looks up, a big smile on her face. ‘Hello, my treasures, how lovely to see you!’ She walks around the counter and for a second, Jo thinks she’s going to embrace them, but she’s just shaking out the sleeves of her kimono.

      ‘You look like an exotic bird by a riverbank, stretching its wings,’ Kye says.

      Jo’s so shocked to hear her thoughts vocalised and because Kye is not exactly forthcoming with his praise as a rule. Kye looks shocked too, as if he’s wondering where the hell those words came from, and inspects his trainers.

      ‘What a lovely thing to say, Kye.’ Fay beams at him and he looks at her briefly then up at the rafters, then back to his trainers. Fay addresses them all. ‘Would you like to sit at the table, and we can discuss your reading so far? I will have to leave you to serve customers from time to time, but never mind.’

      Jo would like nothing more than to discuss her reading but apart from Fay, the whole atmosphere of the bookshop is lacking the magic of midnight. She wonders if she should say something but worries it might upset Fay. ‘Er … yes…’ is all she manages.

      The others, seemingly as glum as Jo, just nod and move towards the table, but Fay stops them with a flap of her kimono wing. ‘I get the idea that you all don’t seem as enthusiastic about things as you were last time.’ Her bright green eyes fix on each face with an interrogatory stare.

      Adelaide is first to find her voice. ‘I … we’—she waves a hand at her companions—‘think the bookshop in daylight is more like a bookshop.’ Fay frowns, so she hurries on. ‘Don’t get me wrong … it’s still a beautiful place, but when we came before it was special. Incredibly special.’

      Fay glides over to the oval table and indicates that they sit. ‘The thing is, just like with books, you bring your experiences to each bookshop you visit.’ Fay’s expression softens and she gives a throaty giggle. ‘Though I have to concede, this bookshop, day or night, is the best in the world. But then I would say that, wouldn’t I?’ As if to herself, she adds, ‘After all, I am the bookshop, and it is me. There’s no division.’

      Jo nods as if she understands, but doesn’t, not quite. ‘So you mean our expectations and our imagination can become our reality if we want it to be?’

      ‘How delightful,’ Fay says with a smile. ‘Yes, absolutely. You were certainly paying attention to what I said the other night, Jo.’

      Jo notices Kye’s subtle eyeroll and she’s conscious of being seen as the teacher’s pet.

      Fay continues, ‘But coming at different times of day, you bring your different moods and energy levels with you. These will alter your perceptions too.’

      There’s a brief silence and then Adelaide sticks out her chin, again uncharacteristically, and says, ‘Yeah, I get that, I suppose. But this place is magical at midnight. I don’t think it would matter what my day has been like or how tired I am… When I was here the other night, it changed me. Something inside happened. It was like I’d found something I’d lost…’ Adelaide taps her chest. ‘In here.’

      The passion and emotion in Adelaide’s voice is so powerful, it strikes an almost physical chord in Jo. She’s unsurprised to find she’s tearing up and she notices even Kye has to clear his throat a few times.

      Fay is positively radiant and clasps her hands together. ‘Oh, I heartily agree! I adore the shop in all its moods, but I must admit, I do prefer moonglow. It is called The Midnight Bookshop, after all.’ She leans towards them and looks around as if she’s about to impart a secret. ‘I would suggest we have a little chat about your reading today, then in future, always return here at midnight. The magic will be waiting, I’m sure.’

      Kye sighs. ‘I hope so. Because it’s not exactly convenient, coming here in the early hours when you have stuff to do the next day.’

      Jo wonders if Fay will be put out by this churlish response, because she would be, but Fay looks at Kye and nods her understanding. ‘The Midnight Bookshop draws close the ones who most need it. Perhaps those who go the extra mile and open their hearts and minds receive the biggest reward.’ She casts a sympathetic look at Adelaide. ‘Even though the odds might be against them, and the stakes very high.’

      Adelaide’s plump cheeks turn pink as she fiddles with her scarf, and then looks at the tabletop.

      ‘Not sure what you’re saying,’ Kye says, briskly. ‘Do you mean that⁠—?’

      Fay holds up a cautionary finger. ‘Don’t question things too closely, Kye, because the answer isn’t always available.’ She jumps up before he can reply. ‘Now, I must serve a customer, but “I’ll be back” as that actor fellow once said.’ Then chuckling to herself, she sweeps past them, leaving in her wake the scent of cinnamon and lemons.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Adelaide

      Adelaide is transfixed by the way Fay’s energy transforms the little area by the till. Through the window, rain clouds have gathered in the sky, turning the winter afternoon dark and foreboding, but it can’t seem to reach through the glass into the bookshop. Fay’s light is strong, a beacon. A constant in an uncertain world. Adelaide shakes her head at these thoughts and wonders if she’s going a little mad. Fay, the bookshop – even in daylight – and spending time with her new friends means more to her than she could have ever imagined a short time ago. She’s only known them five minutes, after all. What she’d told Fay earlier is the absolute truth too, though she’d not articulated it before, even to herself. Something has changed inside of her and she’s glad of it. Even though Mark had put his hands on her again after he’d found she’d taken a day off without his knowledge, he hadn’t completely broken her. Not this time.

      ‘Adelaide?’

      Adelaide looks at the question in Jo’s eyes. ‘Sorry, I was away with the fairies then.’

      ‘I was asking how far you’ve got with Oliver Twist.’

      ‘I’m doing really well,’ Adelaide says, glad to be able to share her enthusiasm for such a wonderful story. She taps her finger on the cover of the book. She’s been speeding along over the last few days, and with each page she reads, she feels a little stronger, even though she’s had to read in the bath or on the loo to avoid Mark discovering her. ‘It was tricky at first with the Victorian words and stuff, but I love it. I’m rooting for poor Nancy. Though I know from the film, it doesn’t end well. I can’t remember exactly what happens to her but…’ Adelaide feels a rush of sadness and has to stop.

      ‘I watched it when I was a kid and I do remember. Shall I tell you?’ Kye asks.

      ‘No!’ Jo and Adelaide say at the same time.

      Kye holds his hands up. ‘Okay, no spoilers then – just trying to be helpful.’

      Adelaide notes the twinkle of mischief in his eyes and realises he wouldn’t really have told her. ‘Good. And that Bill Sikes, well he deserves to end up in the Thames.’

      ‘I remember what happens to him too…’ Kye gives them a cheeky wink as they both glare at him.

      ‘Why do you think the book chose you?’ Jo asks her, leaning her elbows on the table.

      Adelaide’s not really considered this, what with the latest Mark episode and the fact that she never has time to call her own. After pondering a while, she feels uncomfortable. She identifies most with Nancy. Nancy is under the heel of that brute of a man, Bill Sikes, living with fear and despair. The parallels between Adelaide’s life and the fictional character’s are stark and obvious, and she can’t think why she hasn’t seen them before. There’s no way she’s sharing this with Jo and Kye, of course. How can she? There would be too much well-meaning sympathy, advice and pity to contend with. This is unacceptable to Adelaide, especially now she’s feeling a bit stronger. ‘I’m not sure yet. Maybe there’ll be a big reveal at the end.’ She hopes her laugh sounds more genuine to them than it does to her.

      Jo smiles and turns to Kye. ‘What about One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest?’

      Kye picks the book up and taps it against his chin a few times. ‘Honestly? I think it chose me because my life is a pile of shit and I need to discover how to smash my way out of it.’

      Adelaide wasn’t expecting such an honest response and glances at Jo who’s staring wide-eyed at him. ‘Sorry to hear your life’s shit, Kye,’ Jo says quietly. ‘Mine’s pretty crap too, if I’m honest. Do you want to tell us more? Because we’re here to listen.’ Jo swallows and shifts in her seat – awkwardly, Adelaide thinks.

      ‘Not about my life, thanks. At least not right now.’ He dips his head towards Jo and gives her a smile that transforms his face. Its warmth is reflected in Jo’s, and Adelaide has a fleeting idea there might be a shared attraction between them. ‘But I’m enjoying the book, though it’s a difficult read in parts.’ He quickly precis the story about American inmates in a 1960s asylum and the vicious nurse who oversees their treatment in the institution. ‘I’m seeing little chinks of light beginning to shine through all that darkness now though, and I’m waiting for them to see it too.’

      Jo’s nodding and nodding as if she doesn’t know what to say next, so Adelaide saves her with, ‘That all sounds really positive, Kye. And what about The Great Gatsby, Jo?’

      Jo brightens and holds the book to her chest as if in an embrace. ‘I’ve been saving the last few chapters because it’s such a short book I didn’t want to race through, and I’ve been reading another book in between.’ Her face floods with colour and she fiddles with her long plait for a second. ‘Gatsby is about the love of money, power, and the futility of the American Dream.’ She sits back in her chair and tilts her head to the side, her gaze fixed on the carved cat on the nearby bookcase. ‘Also, how romantic love is sometimes unattainable and the quest for it a mistake, especially if it’s aimed at the wrong person.’

      ‘So you love someone and they don’t love you back in real life?’ Kye asks.

      Jo shakes her head. ‘No, that’s just another thread. My real life involves the love of money and the incessant drive to accumulate things … to be seen as a somebody instead of nobody. Or should I say, my mother’s and to a much lesser extent my father’s lives do. I’m involved because I’m caught up in the whole charade.’

      She’s about to say something else, but Fay comes back over and stretches her colourful kimono wings again. ‘Now, my dears, I couldn’t help overhearing that you don’t seem very happy.’

      Overhearing? Adelaide thinks. But she was nowhere near the table when they were talking just now.

      ‘Well, apart from Adelaide, here. But she’s playing her cards close to her chest, which is perfectly understandable.’ Fay lays a hand on her shoulder. A sense of comfort and warmth spreads through Adelaide’s body and she’s grateful for that. She looks at the table knowing she ought to have been as honest about her life as Jo and Kye. Next time she hopes she will be.

      ‘No, I’m not very happy,’ Jo says, simply.

      Kye shrugs. ‘Nope.’

      Fay’s scarlet mouth shapes a sad smile. ‘A shame. However, the main thing is the books are helping, and the more you read them, the more they’ll help. Next time, when you come here at midnight, I have another idea how we might start to put things right. I once found this incredible idea in a very old book. Ancient really. The book chose to share it with me, and I’d love to share it with you.’ She looks over at the till where an older lady waits. ‘But for now, back to work with me!’
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        * * *

      

      Later that day, Adelaide and Jo are sitting in a café not too far from the cathedral. The rain has held off and it’s not a bad day for January. Adelaide will feel better once spring is here, it’s a season of new life and hope. Mostly though, the long winter and dark nights seem endless. She has to tell herself it won’t be forever, like her unhappiness. Kye said he couldn’t join them as he had stuff to do – he didn’t elaborate on what ‘stuff’. Sharing personal details seems to be off the menu for him, but then that’s very Kye. Adelaide smiles to herself. Very Kye? How can she imagine she knows the boy well enough to decide that? She has no clue, but she knows it’s true.

      Jo takes her bag from the back of the chair and grabs her purse. ‘I think I might have an eclair with my coffee? How about you? My treat.’

      Adelaide’s not sure she wants to be treated, because then she’d feel like a charity case – which she’s not. But then she remembers how much is left in her bank account and says, ‘That’s very kind of you, Jo. I’ll get them next time.’ Adelaide likes the fact that there will be a next time. Again, she has no clue how, but she knows there will be. As she watches Jo walk to the counter, something tells her she’s made lifelong friends with Jo and Kye, and that knowledge is tucked away in her armoury for later use, along with spring and hope.

      ‘So what do you make of Fay’s ancient book idea? I’m very intrigued,’ Jo says, a few minutes later, sliding a tray of coffee and eclairs onto the table.

      ‘Me too. And I can’t wait to go back to the bookshop at night.’ Adelaide takes a sip of coffee. ‘I have never felt like I belonged anywhere as much as I did there, last time. In a way, I felt like a little kid at Christmas, the complete sense of wonder, you know?’ Jo nods vigorously which encourages Adelaide to give her words free rein. ‘The beauty of the place, the magical carved animals, the plants, the arched windows with the moonlight streaming in and, of course, the books. Beautiful books, everywhere!’

      Jo laughs and Adelaide realises her overly loud excitement has attracted the attention of others on nearby tables. But she doesn’t care. Mark’s constant suppression of her identity over the years has left her a cowed, quiet, drab little mouse of a woman, but now, right here in the café, the old Adelaide is coming back. The Adelaide who is unafraid to share her enthusiasm, speak her mind and … just be herself.

      ‘I feel exactly the same!’ Jo’s eyes shimmer with joyful emotion. ‘The sense of peace and belonging is especially strong for me. I’ve loved books all my life, made them my friends; and when I was in the bookshop, I felt I’d come home… And then when I met you and Kye, I knew I’d found my tribe.’

      Adelaide has to swallow hard before she can speak. ‘That’s incredible that we share the same feelings.’ She laughs. ‘No idea how Kye feels though, because he doesn’t like sharing … or can’t.’

      Jo nods and finishes a bite of eclair. ‘Hmm. You know how you just said you can’t wait to go back to the bookshop at night?’

      Adelaide nods. ‘Yeah. It’s the one place where I feel safe…’ She notices the alarm in Jo’s eyes and adds, ‘You know, safe from everyday worries, stresses.’

      Then let’s go back there tonight, just us!’ Jo says, her face beaming with excitement.

      Adelaide’s heart is going like the clappers as she imagines being in that wonderous space again. ‘But won’t Kye feel left out?’

      ‘Nah. It’s just a spur of the moment thing, and he has stuff to do anyway.’

      ‘Perhaps we should go and ask Fay – see if it’s okay to pop over again so soon.’

      ‘I’m sure she won’t mind. Fay will totally get that we need another bookshop fix.’

      A reminder of Mark’s cold eyes full of fury pushes to the forefront of her mind and Adelaide says, ‘Okay, but I’ll text you if I can’t get away. As you know, it’s not always easy for me…’
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        * * *

      

      It’s as if Adelaide is floating high above the cobbles that night as she turns down the narrow street to the bookshop. Unbelievably, Mark said he was going out with the lads, and would be staying over with one of them. He made a very special effort with his appearance she noted, and even put on the new cologne she’d bought him a while ago. Maybe he has another woman in his sights and isn’t going out with the lads at all. Adelaide prays that’s true, though if it is, she can’t help but feel a bit sorry for her, whoever the woman is. If she exists, maybe she’ll have more sense than Adelaide and dump Mark before too long.

      Jo, who is already inside the bookshop sitting at the table, tells her that Fay is totally fine with them just showing up and not having read any more of their books. Apparently, she’s making coffee for them and will be back in a mo. Adelaide leaves her scarf on, but takes off her coat and walks along the aisles, the bookshelves, marvelling at the wonderful space. The magic that was missing is back! That magic. That animated, living, breathing feeling that’s present in every book, carved animal, every wall, window, leaf and root, is back. It’s as if she’s come home. A sense of belonging reaches around her like the tendrils of the tallest plants by her side and envelops her in a comforting embrace.

      ‘Coffee’s ready!’ Fay calls, and Adelaide hurries back to the main area. Fay’s wearing red pyjamas, white fluffy slippers, a silky black gown with sunflowers on each pocket, and her hair’s covered with a bright orange and yellow African-print scarf. Patting the scarf, Fay says, ‘I was just off to bed and I heard the door. Would you mind awfully if I left you to it? I have an early start tomorrow. It seems I’m needed urgently in 1980s South Africa.’

      Jo and Adelaide share a puzzled glance. ‘How can you be needed in 1980s South Africa?’ Jo asks.

      Fay’s cheeks pinken and she puts a hand to her mouth as if she’s told them something she wishes she hadn’t. ‘Ha! I didn’t mean to say that. Silly me, I mean I’m reading a book about Nelson Mandela to some schoolchildren. Toodle-pip! See you soon.’

      Jo and Adelaide sip their coffee in silence. It seems to Adelaide that Fay felt caught out and made a fib up about reading to schoolchildren. But how could she possibly have been going to 1980s South Africa?

      Jo sighs. ‘Fay is certainly a riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma and tied with a puzzle.’

      Adelaide laughs. ‘She certainly is. We never seem to get a straight answer.’

      ‘Nope. But that adds to her mystery and magic, I think.’

      ‘It certainly does.’ Adelaide looks at the tallest bookcase nearby and thinks she sees the carved cat’s tail swish. Obviously, a trick of the light or moonlight. But still, it did seem to move. Adelaide decides she’s seeing things because of all the trauma of Mark’s latest behaviour. She didn’t sleep at all that night, and here she is, wide awake at well past midnight again. Adelaide looks at Jo’s excited expression. ‘I feel the magic’s back that was gone earlier today, do you?’

      ‘Totally,’ Jo says. It’s probably a trick of the light, but I thought I just saw the dragon’s eyes flash!’ She nods at the creature high up in the rafters.

      ‘And I saw the cat’s tail swish!’ Adelaide exclaims, relieved she’s not imagining things.

      Jo laughs. ‘Amazing! This place is bloody amazing.’ Then her smile fades as she stares at the shadows towards the far recesses of the shop.

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘Can you see the edge of a door? It definitely wasn’t there before.’

      Adelaide stares and then stands up. ‘I can see something … come on.’

      They hurry through the rows of bookcases and underneath the magnificent arched window set in the back stone wall, they find a wooden door. It’s very old, arched with a black metal knocker in its centre. It reminds Adelaide of the kind of door that can be found in ancient churches. A green and yellow ivy twists a sinuous path around the top and sides of the door, but they can’t figure out where its roots begin.

      They share a look and Adelaide nods at the knocker. Jo stretches out her hand and gently lifts it and lets it fall, twice. Nothing. Adelaide tries to lift the latch, but it won’t budge. The door is locked. ‘Maybe it leads to a garden. The door does looks a bit secret-garden-ish, doesn’t it?’

      ‘It does. We’ll ask Fay next time.’ Adelaide laughs. ‘She’ll probably say it leads to a ladder to the moon, knowing her.’ Then she frowns and points to her left. ‘I don’t remember seeing that little corridor through the bookshelves over there either.’ She sets off towards it.

      Jo follows. ‘No, it looks like it opens onto another room…’

      ‘Another huge room full of floor-to-ceiling bookshelves,’ Adelaide says with a delighted chuckle. It’s sumptuously decorated in reds and golds with old-fashioned glass wall lights, and a domed glass roof, through which the moon shines on her upturned face.

      Jo looks around the new space, ‘How the hell can it be so big? The shop would have to extend way out over the street outside to accommodate this lot.’

      ‘I have no answer to that. All I know is that I adore this place and will be eternally thankful to have found it.’
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        * * *

      

      Back at the table, they talk about their books and their visit to the bookshop with Kye earlier that day.

      ‘I was sad when Kye said he was unhappy and is having such a tough time in his life. He’s such a lovely young man,’ Adelaide says.

      Jo looks thoughtful. ‘Yes, although I hope you don’t mind me saying, you didn’t share much about your state of mind when Kye and I did. We admitted that we were unhappy, and I explained briefly why, related to my book.’ The silence stretches a little as Adelaide wonders what to say. ‘Hey, no pressure to share if⁠—’

      ‘I’m unhappy too. I’m married to a bully and a control freak. He’s an alcoholic but won’t admit it… Our money goes on booze, and I’m not sure how I’ve managed to live with him all these years. If Mum hadn’t left me the house, we’d be out on the street—’ Adelaide puts a hand to her mouth like Fay did earlier. She hadn’t intended to blurt it all out like that.

      Jo’s mouth wobbles a little and she wrestles it into a half-smile. ‘I’m so sorry, Adelaide. I shouldn’t have asked you about it… I never know when to shut up and⁠—’

      Adelaide holds up a hand. ‘Don’t be sorry. I’m really glad you did,’ she says, and means it. To her surprise deep within her core, she’s already feeling a weight beginning to lighten. ‘Normally, I keep all this to myself. Who am I kidding, I always do. My work mates think I’m in a happy marriage and one or two of my old friends too – those that I’ve managed to hang onto after Mark sifted through them all as if they were applicants for a job. Unfortunately, he dismissed most.’ Adelaide looks away from the pained sympathy in Jo’s eyes. Pity is there too. This is what’s stopped her sharing in the past, that and shame, but then what does she expect? She’d be the same if the boot was on the other foot. This old saying reminds her of her mum, and she takes a gulp of coffee to wash away an uncomfortable lump.

      ‘How long have you been together?’ Jo asks, quietly.

      ‘Ten years. And I can see in your face, you are wondering why the hell do I stay?’ Jo frowns and opens her mouth but Adelaide ploughs on. ‘Honestly? I don’t know sometimes. I’ve asked myself that question on a regular basis. Misplaced affection, security, the hope he’d change, fear of being alone, worries about where I’d live … I could go on.’

      ‘Don’t you have family you could go to?’ Jo’s face flushes. ‘Sorry, I’m sure you’d go there if…’ She clears her throat and looks a bit out of her depth.

      ‘No. Well, I have an older brother who lives in Nottingham, but I couldn’t go to him and his lovely family and admit what a shitshow I’ve made of my life. There was just us and Mum growing up, as Dad died when we were young. Car accident. Mum was everything to me…’ Adelaide stops and takes a breath. ‘She’s the one who named me Adelaide, because that’s where she came from. She was backpacking around Europe when she met Dad. She fell in love with him and with Cornwall and stayed. Though she always said one day we’d go back to visit her folks in Australia. Never could afford it though. I couldn’t cope when she died, and Mark came along just when I was at my lowest. He seemed kind and loving, and he was at first but, once we were married it all changed.’

      Jo nods her understanding and reaches out to take Adelaide’s hand. This small gesture nearly destroys her, and she has to gather all her strength to keep the tears at bay.

      ‘I can’t pretend to understand what it’s like for you, Adelaide. But one thing I do know. You’re not to blame. You didn’t make a shitshow of your life, Mark did. He’s a controlling bully and it’s his fault, all of it. Okay, yes, he’s addicted to alcohol, but you can’t make the change for him if he won’t listen. It would be good if he got help, but your priority is you … especially as I can see his control is physical as well as mental.’ Jo blinks rapidly and dabs at her eyes with a tissue.

      Adelaide’s hand flies to her scarf at her neck and her heart sinks as she realises it’s hanging low at one side revealing dark bruises made by Mark’s hands. She pulls it up and sighs. ‘That was the other night. He found out I’d had a day off and pretended I hadn’t.’ She tells Jo all about it, and Mark’s punishment.

      Jo brushes away angry tears. ‘He tried to bloody strangle you?’

      ‘Yes… Well, no… He wouldn’t have actually killed me, but I did pass out.’

      ‘You need to report him, Adelaide. I’ll come with you.’

      Jo’s words almost jolt Adelaide out of her seat. ‘No. No I don’t. I have had years of this and know how to handle things.’ She doesn’t, but her gut tells her this is not the way.

      ‘But he can’t be allowed to⁠—’

      ‘Jo, listen,’ Adelaide says calmly, even though inside she’s anything but. ‘I’m sharing this with you because you’re my friend and it’s been such a huge relief to unburden myself at last. So I thank you from the bottom of my heart for that. But I have to do this my way, okay? Please.’

      Jo looks as if she’s going to object, but just releases a long breath instead. ‘Okay. But listen, you could come home with me. We have a spare room.’ She lifts her hands. ‘Hell, we have three. And I hate the thought of you going back to him.’

      The fact that Jo would do that for her, someone she has only recently met, is incredibly heartening, but she knows that wouldn’t work.

      Adelaide manages a smile. ‘I’ll be fine. And I have a feeling things will start to change soon. Let’s meet up here at the bookshop in a few nights’ time when we’ve all managed to finish our books, and find out what secret Fay has to share with us, yeah?’

      Jo heaves a sigh. ‘Okay. But I’m on the end of a phone day or night, and my offer to stay with me still stands.’ She frowns and stares out of the window at the starry sky. ‘Would it be okay if we told Kye your story? My gut’s telling me we’d be stronger if we all had each other’s back.’

      Adelaide considers this for a second and replies, ‘You tell him. Not sure I could face it a second time. He’s such a sweetie, but I couldn’t face his pity.’

      ‘No problem.’

      Adelaide chuckles. ‘He’s also very handsome, isn’t he?’

      ‘Who?’ Jo’s cheeks redden.

      ‘Kye, who else?’

      ‘Erm, yes, I guess. Nice blue eyes.’ she directs her remark to her empty cup.

      Adelaide decides it’s time she made a move. Even though Mark said he was staying at a friend’s, she can’t risk him going home instead and finding her gone. She stands up and checks her scarf again. ‘Right, must be off. Keep in touch and see you soon.’

      Jo lifts a hand and the corners of her lips. ‘I will. I’m leaving in a moment too. Bye, Adelaide.’

      As Adelaide steps out of the bookshop door, she realises she’s left something behind. The weight of shame, present for so long, is now absent. She’s sure this is down to the magic of the bookshop. It gave her the courage to divulge all her secrets to Jo, and having shared them, she feels stronger. Adelaide smiles and strides off towards Old Bridge Street.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Kye

      Kye wakes up feeling more positive than he has for many years. Though the bookshop visit a few days ago wasn’t the magical experience he and the other two had expected, Fay and her radiant energy had watered the little seeds of hope that had started to grow within him on that first moonlit night. Hope had always been crushed under the boot of the ‘institution’, as Kye’s beginning to think of his present circumstances, but he has to acknowledge that the courage to allow hope room to flourish is growing too, it’s hard to ignore.

      He pulls the duvet up to his chin, yawns and studies a damp patch on the ceiling that looks a bit like Italy, while thinking about the last visit again. Something Fay said made him feel special, and that is rare. He can remember it word for word, he’s recited it in his head many times.

      ‘The Midnight Bookshop draws close the ones who need it most. Perhaps those who go the extra mile and open their hearts and minds receive the biggest reward. Even though the odds might be against them, and the stakes very high.’

      The bookshop has drawn him close, which makes him smile. A surreal idea strikes him. What if he, Jo and Adelaide have been chosen by the bookshop? If books can choose you, maybe the bookshop can too. If he had thought that a few weeks ago, he would have worried about his mental health, but now he is comforted by it. Kye definitely likes the idea of rewards, and the ancient book idea Fay told them she’d share next time. Apparently, it will help to put things right, and Kye needs some of that.

      There are things he can do before that, though, he’s decided. He’s been reading up on the powers of healing because of the silver-dragon dream, and the dragon in the bookshop too, of course. Kye’s also researched his mum’s condition and there are some things he’s sure would help her, if she’d only listen. Before he gets out of bed, Kye takes a deep breath and tries to clear his mind, like he’s read about in the healing and self-help stuff online. He acknowledges the things he can’t change, but there’s a big list of things he can. Most of them sprout from this positive feeling he’s got swimming about in his chest.

      One thing he knows he can change is the way he reacts to others. The other day at the bookshop, so many times he wanted to tell them exactly how he felt about books, reading and his love of writing. Though he’s only admitted the latter to himself recently. It’s been so long since he’s sat at a keyboard and allowed his ideas free rein. Kye thinks he ought to show gratitude to Fay too, instead of challenging her with his shitty questions to maintain his ‘cool’ image. There was a breakthrough when his little confession about his life burst out, related to the book, but he’d not expected it and it was shocking to him, though he’d hid it well. More of that is needed, no matter how vulnerable it makes him feel. Breaking out of the institution is a long way down the road, but he knows how to take the first steps upon it.

      When Kye walks into the living room a bit later, his mum is in her usual spot on the sofa in front of the TV. She’s huddled under her favourite red and black checked blanket staring at the screen, but he can tell her thoughts are far away. ‘Can I get you some breakfast, Mum?’

      She looks up and smiles, and for a moment he sees the old mum. The lovely happy mum she used to be before his dad died and she got ill. ‘No thanks, lovely. I had a bit of toast that Leon made me before he went off to work.’

      Work? That’s a joke. Kye knows his mum still hangs onto a comforting lie concocted by his brother concerning both her sons’ daily activities. Leon once told her he was a community worker and that Kye helped him. ‘Okay. Cup of tea?’

      ‘Nah. Maybe in a bit.’ His mum nods towards the hatch separating the kitchen from the living room. Pass me my ciggie papers and stuff, will you?

      Kye ignores the request and perches on the coffee table by her side. ‘I’ve been reading up on fibro, Mum. There’s stuff you can do to make yourself feel better.’ He holds a hand up to stop his mum’s well-worn argument. ‘Yes, I know there’s no cure, but there are other ways than your stash to cope with it.’

      His mum runs her hands through her greasy hair in frustration and narrows her eyes at him. ‘Like what? ’Cos those meds I get from the doctor do sod all.’

      ‘Not those necessarily, though I do think we could look into the surgery prescribing a different type, but maybe more herbal stuff, you know?’

      She rolls her eyes. ‘I have herbal stuff over there, thanks. Now can you just pass it me?’

      ‘There’s diet too, and exercise. Gentle exercise, I mean, on your good days. It would give you a lift to get some fresh air too, when the nicer weather comes. If you ate more regularly and healthy, cut down on the gin, as well, you might feel the benefits.’ His mum is staring resignedly through him, but at least she’s not interrupting. ‘CBT too. It means cognitive behavioural⁠—’

      ‘I know what it means. I ain’t seeing no shrink, there’s nothing wrong with my head,’ she snaps.

      Kye remembers he’s supposed to try and react to others in a positive way when he can and takes a deep breath. ‘The thing is, it can give you tools to deal with negative thoughts, anxiety and depression. You do get down, Mum, and it’s not surprising given the pain you have on your bad days.’ His mum studies her hands and bites the skin around her ragged thumbnail. ‘There’s meditation too. I’ve started doing it in the mornings sometimes and it helps.’

      ‘Well, that’s all very nice for you, Kye. But I’ve found the only thing that works for me is my own herbal remedies. Now, if you won’t pass it to me, I’ll get it myself.’ She sticks out her chin and blinks away standing tears.

      Kye knows he’s losing the battle. ‘Just give these ideas a chance, please, Mum. You could do the meditation anytime just sitting on the sofa … and I can get you some healthy food instead of those chips and take-outs Leon brings home.’

      ‘At least Leon brings me treats! What ese have I got to live for nowadays?’ The despair in his mum’s eyes is too much to bear and he looks away. Suddenly she throws the blanket on the floor and pulls herself up, a hand thrust in the small of her back as she fights a spasm. ‘I’ll get them myself. At least then I’ll be getting some exercise, eh?’
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        * * *

      

      Kye walks to the park a few hours later, just to get out of the flat. There’s a children’s playground next to it, all the kids are in school, so he has it to himself. He sits on a swing, his mind full of his failed attempt to get his mum to agree to any of the suggestions he made, and he thinks that her eventually taking a ride on the silver dragon of healing is about as likely as him growing wings and flying alongside. So much for positive thinking. He should have known it wouldn’t work. His mum is too far gone down the road she’s on, and Leon’s helping her walk it. At least Kye has had the satisfaction of ignoring Leon’s calls and messages today. He’s not going to deliver the package he’s been instructed to. Kye will just say his phone was dead when questioned by his ‘big bro’ later.

      Kye grabs the metal chains of the swing and pushes off the ground with his feet. Leaning back as the swing takes him higher, he watches a flock of birds fly across the clear blue sky and he wishes he could join them. It’s a crisp, sunny winter’s day and on days like this, the world is beautiful. He imagines all the things he could be doing if he wasn’t trapped in the institution. Kye is eighteen years old, fit and healthy and has so much to offer. Right now, he can’t see it happening. All the ideas he’s had about a new life seem as far away as the cold winter sun.

      His phone beeps and he slows the swing to a stop. Leon again, he expects. His spirits rise a little when he sees who the message is from.

      Hi Kye, would you be up for a midnight bookshop meet tonight? Adelaide is, so let’s say 11.55 on the bookshop steps? Or we could meet for a drink before that. Adelaide won’t be able to as she has trouble getting away. Also, I have something to share about her life that she’d prefer me to do when she’s not there. Hence the drink invite. Jo

      Kye doesn’t even have to think about it. The bookshop at midnight is the only place he wants to be. He wonders what’s so bad about Adelaide’s life though. She seems a grounded kind of person, a bit like his mum used to be a few years back. There’s a comforting presence about her, and he trusts her implicitly, which is very unusual for him. Experience has told him trust is almost always betrayed.

      Yeah, let’s meet for a drink first. Text me when and where. He’s just about to put his name as a sign-off but remembers his idea to be more positive and adds, Really looking forward to going to the bookshop tonight. Kye. [image: smiling face with smiling eyes]

      For a few seconds he considers deleting the smiley face, but sends it before he can.
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        * * *

      

      Kye walks into the pub three streets from the bookshop at 10:30. He’s met with a hubbub of chatter, raucous laughter and a mixture of perfume and alcohol hanging like a curtain across the stuffy atmosphere. He’s not a big fan of pubs really, and tonight after his quiet walk in the fresh air, stepping into this feels like an assault.

      Jo’s in an offshoot, which is thankfully quieter, but she looks totally out of place. Lady Galadriel has obviously been captured from Lothlórien, probably by Orcs, a few of which are roaring at each other at the bar. Now here she sits in Mordor territory, wearing a green velvet top and dark trousers, as far as he can tell, because she’s sitting down. Her caramel and golden hair is in two plaits for a change, both of which hang down over her chest, and she’s wearing a touch of peach-coloured lipstick, he thinks. The grey smudgy eyeliner she always wears make her blue eyes stand out under the lowlights, and she looks relieved to see him as she waves and smiles.

      ‘I took the liberty of ordering you a pint. I think you said you liked real ale at some point.’ Jo gestures unnecessarily at the pint on the table and Kye can tell she’s nervous. Maybe she doesn’t like pubs much either.

      He can’t remember ever saying that, but it’s true, he does like real ale. ‘Thanks.’ He takes a sip and nods at her glass of red wine. ‘What’s your poison?’

      ‘Merlot. Just the thing for a chilly winter’s night.’

      ‘I’m not a wine drinker really,’ he says. Jo nods but looks even more nervous, so he decides to cut to the chase. ‘So, what’s the story with Adelaide?’

      ‘Well, remember that time we all went to the bookshop during the day, and we were sad because the magic had gone? Adelaide and me went back that night at midnight.’ Kye immediately feels a bit left out, until she adds, ‘I hope you don’t mind us not telling you, but you said you had stuff to do, and I could tell she really needed to get things off her chest. So I thought the bookshop would be the place for her to do it.’

      ‘Right. No, I get that.’ And he did.

      Jo takes a sip of wine and then tells him a sad story about the abuse of his gentle, lovely friend. He listens without saying much, but Kye is furious on Adelaide’s behalf. Why do some men think they have the right to control the lives of others. To hurt the ones they’re supposed to love the most? Half the pint disappears swiftly as he tries to drown his anger, but it swims back to the surface. He bangs the glass down and growls, ‘I’m gonna go round there and teach that low-life skank the meaning of a proper fucking beating.’

      Jo sits back wide-eyed. ‘Um, I don’t think Adelaide would thank you for that, Kye.’ Then she smiles and touches his hand lightly. ‘I do get where you’re coming from though, and he deserves worse, but in the end, using violence to punish violence only perpetuates it.’

      Kye’s tempted to say who does she think she is, Ghandi? but for all he knows she might be quoting him, and then he’ll feel even more inadequate than he already does. It’s obvious Lady G is very well educated, which unfortunately highlights his own shortcomings. ‘I guess. So what’s she going to do?’

      ‘I said she could stay with me, but she told me she has her own ideas of how to deal with it all. I hope she’s safe with him in the meantime though. Puts my problems into perspective, that’s for sure.’

      Kye remembers the stuff Jo said at the bookshop about her parents being money orientated. ‘Your folks have a thing about money and being seen as successful, right?’ Jo nods. ‘I can think of worse things. Having no money and feeling trapped to name but two.’ As soon as the words are out Kye regrets them. He clears his throat as he watches Jo’s eyes grow steely.

      ‘Poor little rich girl, eh?’ Jo folds her arms and glares at him.

      ‘Some might say that, but⁠—’

      ‘They might if they were morons and knew nothing about my situation.’ She downs her wine and places the empty glass carefully back on the table. ‘Do you want to hear about my situation, or have you already made up your mind?’ Her voice is calm, measured, but Kye can tell by her face she’s feeling anything but inside.

      ‘Yes, of course. Don’t mind me. I’m sorry for assuming things without knowing the story.’ Kye’s both surprised and pleased he’s apologised. The word ‘sorry’ doesn’t come easy to him. ‘Can I get you another drink?’

      ‘Please. And it’s okay. I suppose if you don’t have money, people moaning about having it might be annoying.’ Jo smiles at him and then hurries on. ‘Erm, I’m not assuming that you don’t have money… I just⁠—’

      Kye laughs at her discomfort. ‘Stop. You’d be right to assume it, and the trapped bit, as it goes. But we’ll get to that after I’ve come back from the bar and you’ve told me your story.’ Kye is pleased with himself again. He sounds caring and in control of his emotions for once, and he likes it.

      Jo looks more relaxed upon his return, but still fiddles with her plaits which he’s noticed she does when she’s a bit unsure. She takes a breath and says, ‘Okay, so my parents are rich, I get an allowance which is obscenely generous, and I do sod all with my life, apart from read and mooch about around Cornwall. Well, Truro, mainly. They bought me a brand-new electric car for my twenty-first and everything is done for me at home. Laundry, meals cooked, beds changed, everything. They sent me to private school, which I hated, but I aced all the exams and then went on to uni to study English. I loved it, but in my third year I decided I couldn’t be arsed to do the final exams, even though I knew I’d smash them, and dropped out.’

      Kye is torn between saying something which encapsulates his incredulity – probably quite loudly and with the word fuck in it, or something in keeping with his newly discovered caring-and-in-control mode.

      ‘Wow. Can I ask why?’ Well done, Kye.

      Jo’s laughter is cold and bitter. ‘To piss them off. Mummy and Daddy, whom to myself I call Dummy and Maddy, because of their intellect and temper, were devastated by my “ill-thought-out and reckless” decision to abandon my education. They’d spent lots of money on it and didn’t I realise that they came from nothing, and wanted to do everything in their power to make sure I had all the advantages in life they never did when they were young?’ Jo places the palms of her hands on the table and blinks back tears. ‘I did realise, but it meant nothing. I didn’t want their money you see, I wanted their love.’

      Jo looks as far away from Lady G now as Kye’s ever seen her. Though she’s three years older than him, she looks so young and vulnerable right now. ‘They don’t show you love?’ he asks, gently.

      ‘Dad might, in his own detached way, but Mum never has really. I’ve never been quite good enough, always making the wrong decisions despite their efforts. Too headstrong, too unruly. She treated me like a possession – making plans for me, wanting me to be a great, this or the other. She wanted a good return on their investment.’ Jo takes a sip of wine, twists her mouth to the side, looks directly at Kye. ‘Leaving uni wasn’t my finest hour, might have shot myself in the foot there, but it had to be done. As did the shoplifting.’

      Kye can’t help himself. ‘Shoplifting? What the actual fuck?’

      Jo laughs. ‘I know. Who’d a thought it, eh?’ Then she gets serious again. ‘Until I went to the bookshop on my own that first night, I had a compulsion to steal. It was exciting, I loved pitting my wits against the “man”. Let’s be clear, I never stole from ordinary people, just big companies. But the main reason was to shame my parents. Punish them. I only started to admit that part to myself recently.’

      ‘What changed when you went to the bookshop?’

      Jo’s smile is radiant. ‘Everything! It was exhilarating, magical, and I felt like I belonged for the first time in my life. Meeting Fay too. Fay is amazing. And it was me who felt ashamed that night, ashamed that I broke in with the intention of stealing books. Okay, I was pissed, but that’s no excuse.’ She spreads her hands wide. ‘I mean, can you imagine? It would be like stealing from a loved one.’

      Certain things are making sense to Kye now. He remembers being puzzled as to why Jo entered the bookshop via a window when she’d told him and Adelaide that day at the community larder, and later when they’d first gone to the bookshop. And she’d been vague about it all when he’d asked. ‘The bookshop changed your mind, showed you it was wrong?’

      ‘Yes, I guess. Fay too. She joked about me stealing a valuable copy of The Great Gatsby and I felt physically sick at the thought of it. Books are precious. They’re here for everyone to enjoy.’

      ‘Yeah. And talking of stealing, we haven’t paid Fay for our books yet,’ Kye remembers.

      ‘I know. We’ll do it tonight. Now, what’s your story?’

      Kye looks around the pub full of raucous Orcs and beer stench and decides that even though he intends to answer Jo’s question, this is not the place for his story to be heard. It’s only half an hour to midnight, and suddenly he knows where he needs to be. ‘Come on,’ he says shrugging his jacket on. ‘Let’s go to the bookshop, I’ll tell you there.’
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        * * *

      

      There’s no sign of Fay when they arrive at the bookshop, but the door is unlocked and so they make themselves at home. Jo’s pulling out various books from the shelves, waving them at him and saying excitedly, ‘Oh, I remember this one from when I was a child!’ And ‘I always meant to read The Grapes of Wrath but never did!’ Kye leans against a bookshelf content just to watch her. She’s almost balletic in her movements and he’s entranced. Putting a book back in its place, she beckons him, a finger to her lips.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Come with me,’ she whispers and strides off towards the back of the shop.

      Kye does as she asks, then abruptly, Jo stops and shakes her head in bewilderment. She peers around various bookshelves, then after retracing her steps, returns again to run her fingers over the big stone slabs of the back wall. ‘What are you looking for?’ he asks.

      ‘You’re not going to believe it, but when me and Adelaide were here the other night, we found a really old door in this wall. It was locked and had ivy growing over it. It looked very mysterious. We were going to ask Fay about it tonight, but now it’s gone!’

      ‘Gone?’

      ‘Gone.’

      ‘Shit.’

      ‘You can say that again. We need to ask Fay later… It’s totally insane.’

      ‘Or there’s magic at work?’

      Jo raises a surprised eyebrow. ‘Okay, Gandalf, let’s go and sit at the table. You have a story to tell me, remember?’

      Kye’s not sure where to start at first, but when he does, he can’t stop. Jo listens mostly in silence, interjecting a heartfelt comment now and then during the times he draws breath, but when he’s done, he feels so much lighter. She’s not judgemental about his ‘career’ under his boss Leon either. He realises he’s been carrying so much grief, frustration, despair and anger all by himself for over two years since his dad passed. Given the big differences between them, Kye can’t believe how close he feels to Jo tonight. She just seems to ‘get’ him. Apart from his parents, and Leon before he became who he is today, Kye’s never really felt properly close to anyone. Despite an underlying feeling of vulnerability – he is baring his soul, after all – it’s as if he’s compelled to let all his pent-up emotions and feelings out.

      Well, almost, there is one thing he can’t really admit to himself, let alone Jo. Right now, she’s staring at him intently, the blue of her eyes warm in the moonlight streaming in, her half-smile encouraging his words, Kye has the urge to reach out and trace the contours of her face, to lean forward and gently kiss her mouth and… This is no good, he tells himself. Jo is a lovely friend, and no more can come of it.

      As if she’s read his mind, Jo breaks eye contact and he thinks there’s a blush warming her cheeks. She takes a deep breath and says, ‘It seems to me the feelings you have about being trapped are mainly because you can’t go off somewhere, maybe to college or wherever to change your life for the better, because you’d have to leave your mum. I know you’ve tried to help her, but do you think there’s mileage in talking to a medical professional – try to get alternative medicines for her? Sorry if you’ve done this already, I’m just thinking of ways to help.’

      ‘I have tried that, but she’s not interested in seeing the GP.’ Kye tells her his fears about his mum’s mental and physical health and the silver-dragon-dream. He realises he wouldn’t tell anyone else about that, apart from his new-found friends as anyone else wouldn’t understand. Kye is comforted by the idea he has a group of people around him now who do.

      ‘I talked to her yesterday about trying meditation, herbal remedies and such, but she wasn’t having it. I wanted to share some of the positive vibes I’ve been having since we found the bookshop, but it was like banging my head against a brick wall. So it looks like the chances of her riding on the silver dragon look slim, to none.’ Kye shrugs and folds his arms.

      ‘At the moment,’ Jo says with a twinkle in her eyes. ‘Who knows what’s to come? I doubt your mum will just accept ideas which seem too far beyond her just like that. She’s suffering mentally and physically, as, of course, you know. She has a lot to deal with, and her road to recovery won’t happen overnight. But we have been drawn to this bookshop and Fay for a reason. If we trust in it and in her, I think we might be able to achieve anything. Even things we think are impossible right now.’

      Kye looks at her and then the silver dragon in the rafters, silver light caressing its wings, and a shiver of anticipation runs through him. ‘I think you could be right, Jo.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Jo

      Fay is resplendent in a 1920s flapper-girl outfit: a sparkly headband with a peacock feather sitting snugly on her shiny black bob, and a knee-length yellow and black dress with a black fringed hem. Jo and Kye have just walked back into the bookshop after meeting Adelaide outside, and see that it’s gloriously magical, bathed as it is in the silver light pouring through the arched windows. And there by the table, under the moon’s ethereal spotlight, Fay twirls her long silver beads at them and laughs throatily, her cat eyes alive with excitement.

      ‘Isn’t it a fabulous evening, my darlings?’ She turns in a circle, head back, arms thrown wide. ‘Regarde la lune!’

      Kye throws a puzzled glance at his companions but says nothing. Jo giggles and whispers, ‘She said “look at the moon”.’

      ‘It is pretty amazing,’ Adelaide ventures, slipping her shapeless brown coat off to reveal a surprisingly figure-hugging green cashmere jumper and dark trousers. Jo’s amazed to see that Adelaide has some lovely curves normally hidden under the frumpy clothes she usually wears.

      ‘You look nice,’ Kye says, and then looks bashful.

      Adelaide flushes and fans her face. ‘I’ve been cutting down a bit on the grub. Mark likes me with a bit of extra weight on me, but I’m starting to not give a fuck about what he likes.’

      Jo laughs out loud, she’s not used to hearing Adelaide use such language and she’s thrilled her friend seems to be taking steps to win back control of her own body. ‘Good for you, mate.’

      ‘Good for you, indeed!’ Fay cries, hurrying over and giving Adelaide a fist bump. ‘That’s what people do to congratulate each other these days, isn’t it? It is rather refreshing, I must say.’

      Kye laughs. ‘May I congratulate you for having such an incredible bookshop.’ He gives Fay a fist bump and she claps her hands.

      ‘Marvellous. Oh, I forgot, I’ve selected some music for this lovely midnight book club. Hang on a sec.’ Fay skips over to the till and bobs down behind the counter. Cool jazz in keeping with her flapper image suddenly filters into the shop from somewhere, and Jo’s feet want to dance. She’s never danced in public before, so just sways in time with the music until Fay grabs her hands and they enter into some kind of crazy Charleston, laughing uproariously. Adelaide joins them, but it’s obviously one step too far for Kye. Nevertheless, he taps his foot and smiles at their efforts.

      With a last twirl of her beads, Fay grabs a red-feather fan from a chair and flops down at the table. ‘That’s enough dancing for this bookshop’s lady tonight.’ She fans her face as they sit down and get their books out.

      ‘I’m impressed,’ Kye says with a grin. ‘How long have you been this bookshop’s lady, Fay?’

      Fay looks at him in surprise. ‘My goodness, that’s a question.’ She places the fan on the table and stares thoughtfully up at the silver dragon, now once again animated under the moonglow. ‘I’ve been part of this place forever and always, I suppose.’

      Kye raises his brows. ‘Yeah, but what did you do before you owned this place? You’re from Scotland, so what did you do up there?’

      Fay looks at him indulgently, as a mother might to a small child. ‘I never said anything about owning. There was no before, Kye. The bookshop and I are as one. Wherever I am, so is the bookshop.’

      He frowns at Jo and Adelaide, and Jo must admit she shares his puzzlement. Kye folds his arms. ‘Not sure I understand what you mean, Fay.’

      Fay taps his hand with a long pointy red nail. ‘As I said once before, young man. Don’t question things too closely, as the answer isn’t always available.’ Kye opens his mouth to say something else, but Fay silences him with, ‘Now, tell me, have any of you finished reading?’

      ‘Almost, but things have been a bit tricky at home’ Adelaide says, apologetically.

      ‘There’s no deadline, my dear.’ Fay squeezes Adelaide’s hand and gives an encouraging smile. ‘I have a feeling that by our next meeting you will have.’

      ‘I’m an almost too,’ Kye says. ‘But yeah, next meeting will see me done.’

      ‘Excellent. How about you, Jo?’

      ‘Yes. I finished last night.’ Jo always feels a little bereft when she’s finished a story she’s enjoyed, but in this case, it’s like she’s lost people she actually knew. Most of those people she wouldn’t care to meet again, but there are aspects of some that she will certainly miss.

      ‘It’s always mixed, isn’t it?’ Fay asks, head on one side.

      ‘What is?’ Jo wonders.

      ‘The feelings you have when you have to bid farewell to the characters.’

      A shiver runs down her spine. It’s as if Fay just got inside her mind and read her innermost thoughts. ‘Oh, it is,’ she manages in a small voice.

      ‘Yeah, and we didn’t pay you for our books,’ Kye says. ‘Can we do that now?’

      ‘No. I’ve decided these first stories will be a gift. If you decide to read more books, then of course you can cross my palm with silver.’ Fay gives them a wink.

      ‘Thanks so much,’ Jo says. And of course we’ll read more. I can’t imagine never coming back here.’

      ‘Imagination can be surprising and as real as you or I, don’t forget,’ Kye says.

      Fay narrows her eyes at him, two flashes of green sparkle, alive with humour. ‘Are you mocking me, my dear?’

      ‘Absolutely not,’ Kye says. ‘I agree with you. I don’t think I understood what you meant last time, but I think now, if you imagine and believe something might happen, then it can become a physical reality.’ He shrugs. ‘I’ve not experienced it properly yet, but I live in hope.’

      ‘Bravo!’ Fay says so loudly, that all three of them jump. ‘What a fast learner you are, my boy! Very sharp, the product of a quick mind.’

      Jo thinks a bashful Kye is so endearing and wants to tell him so, but that would make him even more embarrassed. She also wants to tell him how proud she is of him for trying to get out of the horrible mess his life seems to be. One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest sits finished on her bedside table, and she can certainly understand why it chose Kye. Instead, she says, ‘Well, I for one would be the worse for not living inside books all my life. Imagination and exploring new worlds have got me through so far. Reading has been my saviour, and I’m not joking.’ She looks at the others in earnest. ‘Real life can be dull, cold and scary in comparison.’ Jo catches Kye’s eye. ‘And can imagination be a physical reality, Kye? Absolutely. But it has to start with books. It has to start here…’ Jo tails off, wondering where the hell all this is coming from.

      Fay stands up. ‘It does, indeed, and as I told you last time, I have an idea to share with you now from the ancient text I found many moons ago.’

      Jo suddenly remembers the door. ‘Before you do, Fay. Can you explain what happened to the door Adelaide and I saw the other night at the back of the bookshop?’ She gives Adelaide a meaningful look. ‘Because it’s vanished.’ Adelaide’s jaw drops and they both whip their heads round to stare at Fay.

      Fay puts her head on one side. ‘Very old, arched, covered in ivy?’

      ‘Yes,’ they say in unison.

      ‘Hmm, it’s a door for my personal use. Not your concern.’ Fay claps her hands. ‘Now for the text!’ And with a bright smile, off she goes.

      Adelaide is the first to speak. ‘I’m not even going to begin to try and puzzle out what happened to the door, because it’s pointless. I’m just letting myself become immersed in the whole fantastic experience. Isn’t this all incredible? We’re in a magical bookshop, at gone midnight, with a very unusual bookshop owner dressed as a flapper, waiting for an ancient book secret. I can’t tell you how much my life has changed over the last few weeks.’ She points through the middle arch of the window and says, ‘Regarde la lune,’ in a poor imitation of Fay’s French accent.’

      French rings a very faint bell, but Jo can’t think why. Then it comes to her after a few moments. ‘Oh my God.’

      ‘What?’ Her companions ask at the same time.

      ‘I’ve just realised – Revil is an anagram of livre.’ Jo stares at them in wonder but gets twin puzzled expressions back. ‘Livre is the French word for book.’

      Adelaide laughs in delight. ‘That’s amazing. Do you think it’s just coincidence, or do you think she changed her name from something else, because she loves books so much?’

      Kye shrugs and replies, ‘Don’t ask so many questions, my dear, because the answers aren’t always available.’

      They are prevented from further comment by Fay returning with an old buff envelope. ‘Here it is.’ She waves it aloft. ‘Now, gather round the table and I’ll let you have a look.’ From the envelope, she gently pulls out a torn and tatty piece of paper, yellowing and smelling of age and long-ago books. Fay places it on the table face down. ‘Now, before I turn it over, I need to tell you where I found it. Many years ago – feels like about a hundred nowadays’—she winks at them—‘I was sitting in a library in Istanbul – or was it Constantinople at the time? I can never remember. Anyway, I was studying an ancient text, as I was writing a thesis for one of my degrees, and in a marvellous book, I discovered this’—she taps it with her nail—‘written in English too. Amazing, no?’ Fay gives them an incredulous look.

      They nod and Kye’s about to say something, but Fay sweeps on. ‘So here we go my dears. Also, no touching, as you can see the paper is very old.’ Carefully she turns the paper over, sits back and smiles.

      They are looking at a short passage written in blue ink, faded and ancient with lots of loops and flourishes.

      
        
        Good books are like the outpourings of the human soul. They reach into our own, settle in hearts and minds, so that we may carry the story forward with us always. Sometimes our stories are less than perfect, and at times, have tragic endings.

        To rewrite your story, say thank you to a book, to the characters, the wondrous tales. A few words should be spoken from the heart onto paper, slipped between the pages, along with the belief that to move forward you have to revisit the past. A book is nothing without a good edit, and neither is a life.

      

      

      They finish reading and look at Fay and each other. Jo is fighting to keep her emotions under control. The words moved her hugely, though she doesn’t know exactly what to do with them.

      Kye is the first to speak. ‘That’s profound.’ He nods to himself as if answering a silent question. ‘So we write our thanks to the book we’ve been reading on a bit of paper and put it inside?’

      ‘Exactly,’ Fay says, with an encouraging smile.

      Kye leans forward and looks at the paper again. ‘And if we do, will our lives get better? Will the story we identify with, somehow become part of our own?’

      Fay nods. ‘Very possibly. I also think the interpretation of this passage will be different for all three of you.’ She stares at each of them and then at the carved cat stalking along the bookshelf in the moonlight. ‘Though you did all say you were less than happy with your lives the other day – well, apart from Adelaide.’ She looks directly at Adelaide. ‘But I think since then you might have let a few things slip.’ Adelaide looks at her in shock but remains silent. ‘So if you’re asking for my interpretation, I’d say your lives need a good edit.’

      Jo can’t help herself. ‘But how do we do that exactly? How does it work?’

      Fay laughs and raises her hands. ‘I do not have all the answers, but I do know what happens in this bookshop is very often to do with magic. How you achieve your edit is to do with this magic, and magic does not have a set of rules or instructions.’ She lifts a cautionary finger. ‘Also, believe that your edit will work, believe in the book, and hopefully the rest will follow.’

      They sit in contemplative silence for a while as Fay puts the paper back in the envelope. Jo’s thoughts are in turmoil. It’s as though she’s frantically searching through an old-fashioned filing cabinet for the right folder, the right ideas, but the labels are all mixed up. Then a spark of clarity puts the right file in her grasp. ‘My…’ she begins, her voice sounding wobbly and small in the magnificence of her surroundings, ‘…my interpretation of the text is that as well as thanking the book, we have to go back to where things started to go wrong for us. Try to find that moment or time and do something – write something – to hopefully change our futures for the better.’

      Fay clasps her hands to her chest. ‘That’s a splendid interpretation! I love it. On this moonlit night, I imagine anything can happen. Believe in the story and believe that imagination can become reality, these are two very powerful ingredients.’ Fay stands up and moves towards a tall bookshelf, its uppermost books caressed by the leaves of one of the huge plants. ‘The most important ingredient is being here in this bookshop, of course. Let’s not forget that.’

      Jo can’t contain her excitement. She takes out her notepad and The Great Gatsby. ‘Because I’ve finished my book … can I be the first to try it?’

      ‘Of course, darling.’ Fay beams. ‘May I suggest you find a more suitable spot, a spot where you can be alone and concentrate on your task?’ She indicates a smaller seating area, a few bookshelf rows away, which Jo can’t remember seeing before. ‘Don’t overthink it all, and may I also caution that you might not see immediate results … though, on the other hand, who am I to say?’

      Jo stands up. ‘Well, here goes my edit,’ she says to the others with a little wave. They wish her luck as, bathed in moonlight, she makes her way between the bookshelves.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Jo

      Jo sits on a comfy green leather armchair and hugs both The Great Gatsby and the notebook to her chest. Beneath her palm, her heart’s thumping as fast as the thoughts slipping into her mind, one after the other, like post through a letterbox. There’s a lot of junk mail amongst it, however, and Jo has to sift through, wondering where she should start and what she should write. If she thinks about it too hard, the answer seems further away, so maybe if she opens her notebook and puts pen to paper, the right words will come.

      
        
        Dear Great Gatsby, thank you so much for choosing me and allowing me to see how the story shares some parallels with my own life.

      

      

      Jo stops and considers putting a line through ‘allowing’. The book isn’t alive – not a person, is it? It has no authority over her. But then, which word would she put in its place? Fay’s advice not to overthink cuts through her worries and she starts again.

      
        
        At first, I was unsure of the setting and style, 1920s America is unfamiliar to me, but I quickly overcame this and was swept along in the story. I identified most with Jay Gatsby, I suppose. He, in my view, is partially like me and partially like my parents – my mother, specifically, as she wears the trousers, or the pants, as Mr Fitzgerald would say. Mother, like Gatsby, is always looking for acceptance from the powers that be. To be seen as a somebody, a force to be reckoned with, a woman of substance. I on the other hand, again like Gatsby, am searching for love. Not romantic love like Gatsby is, with the unattainable wealthy socialite, Daisy, but the love of my p

      

      

      Jo has to stop as a fat teardrop splats on the page followed by more and still more. She has to cover her mouth to prevent a sob, and lifts her eyes to the arched windows and night sky. The moon is peeping at her from behind a silver cloud and a scatter of stars twinkle below it. The hard edges of books around her are softened by their light and seem to blend into the wooden shelves and leaves of the tall plants; through her shimmer of tears, they become one. A thought suddenly occurs to Jo. The pages of books are called leaves, the same as the leaves of trees. Paper is made from trees; books are made of paper and trees…

      Trees are the lifeblood of our planet, and together with the words penned upon the echo of old forests, new worlds are created. These worlds are only briefly inhabited by the reader, yet sometimes, the story can remain part of them forever.

      Jo’s glad she still has her hand over her mouth to thankfully muffle her gasp. This thought was definitely sourced from someone else’s letterbox. It was posted by a someone who sensed her innermost beliefs and hopes. Jo has always escaped into books, found refuge in other worlds, longed to stay inside them, dreaded a return to her own. But this magical bookshop is in her world, and the first time she entered it, she knew she had changed. It had changed her, made her feel as if she belonged for the first time ever. Jo, the square peg in her own round life has been shaped, moulded, made to fit. With renewed confidence, she continues.

      
        
        parents. Poor old Gatsby never did fully realise he was doomed to fail in his quest, but thanks to this wonderful book, I can see that I am going to fail in mine, if I don’t do something to actively change my story. I need to give my life a little edit, and where better place to start than where my narrative began to go wrong. Once again, thank you for this story, I loved it, it taught me so much, and I know it will live with me forever.

      

      
        

        Jo

      

      

      She touches the paper to her lips and then slides it between the leaves of the book and places the book on her lap. She rests her head on the padded cushion of the chair and closes her eyes. Where exactly did everything go wrong for her? Was it the first time she silently told her parents she hated them? The first time she wished she was adopted? The first time she dreamt up their alternative names, Dummy and Maddy? Or later, when she first stole from a shop; or even later, the time she walked out of the university course she loved, halfway through her final year, to hurt her parents, but ended up hurting herself even more? Where did that little seed of hopelessness start to grow, hopelessness encased in an outer shell of sarcasm and anger?

      There’s a floating sensation in her head and Jo opens her eyes to looks at the rows of bookshelves on each side. Her hands grip the arms of the chair – she needs to steady herself, but then the books are gone. She’s not in the bookshop anymore … she’s outside. The sun warms her face and a salty breeze kisses her lips. Jo is standing on a wide sweep of lawn that rolls down to the ocean, and a grand colonial house sits at the top of a drive. Jo shakes her head. This can’t be happening. Her imagination has taken her to West Egg and Gatsby’s house. But it feels so real…

      Imagination can be surprising. Perhaps what’s in our head, is as real as you or I.

      A 1920s car sweeps up the drive to the house, then another and yet another and soon there are lots of people on the lawn, laughing, chatting, accepting glasses of champagne from silver trays held by penguin-suited waiters. The women look like flappers and the men are smartly dressed in suits … and there’s music, music that’s blending perfectly with the jazz playing distantly in the bookshop. Jo knows immediately that these are characters from the book. A man and a laughing woman walk right past her; they’re so close that Jo can feel the woman’s breath on her cheek, and she realises she’s invisible to them. Jo looks for Gatsby, the main character, but she only has her imagination to go on. A tall, suave man with a clipped accent is surrounded by an adoring knot of people who hang on his every word, but Jo can’t quite hear what he’s saying.

      Jo wonders if she should move closer to join them, but half of her is worried that she’ll never be able to return to her world if she does. In her gut is the unshakable conviction that she has escaped into a book. Not in the normal sense of that term, but actually, physically escaped into a new world. This realisation is both terrifying and exhilarating. Jo’s feet make the decision for her as they take one step back, and then another. The scene begins to fade along with the music, but then a man’s voice drifts across the lawn towards her, clear and melodic.

      ‘So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past’.

      Jo recognises the words … she thinks it’s the last sentence in the book, but before she has time to draw breath, she’s in another place, another time. There’s an overwhelming aroma of baking and a warm kitchen. Cinnamon and lemons. A young girl’s laughter. A woman singing. It’s her mother. Jo is eleven. She and her mummy are making hot cross buns. Jo grips the chair again and tries to regulate her breathing, calm her pounding heart. This is real, so real. She and Mummy are having fun. Real fun. They are happy. Mummy is telling Jo she is such a good baker. Then Jo drops the flour container on the floor, a white powder fountain stretches across the tiles. Mummy gets mad and calls her clumsy. Jo remembers it’s not the first time Mummy has lost her temper and belittled her. The happy high she’s been on comes crashing down and she starts to cry.

      Jo grips the arms of the chair so tightly her nails dig into the leather, and a whirl of emotions crash into each other inside her head. There’s more to see, but she’s not sure she can watch. Jo acknowledges she can’t not watch either, and bites back a sob. The eleven-year-old Jo is left in the kitchen alone as Mummy storms off to answer the phone. Jo takes a cloth from the sink to try and mop the flour up, but makes it worse. There’s a thick, stodgy white mess on the tiles now and she knows Mummy will be even more annoyed, so she goes to ask Mummy what she should do about it.

      At the kitchen door she stops as she hears Mummy on the phone talking to someone. Jo lets go of the armchair and wraps her arms tightly around herself. This is the time she overheard her mother saying she wished she’d remained childless. Telling them how useless and annoying her daughter is. Jo’s breath comes out ragged and uneven. This must be it. This must be the moment everything started to go wrong. Jo can see her eleven-year-old self so clearly. The anguished, tear-stained face, the hands covered in thick white gloop, the pain in her eyes.

      Trembling and shaken, Jo knows it’s time to come back to the bookshop. She’s seen enough. Knows enough. She opens her eyes and focuses on the books bathed in silver light. This grounds her, brings comfort, helps to calm her breathing. Slowly, her heart rate returns to normal and she releases a long breath. The phone call memory has always been very raw and real to her, but the events leading up to it have been forgotten, until now. The cinnamon and lemon of Fay’s perfume had been so familiar for a reason. Hot cross buns. Hot cross buns and happiness. Everything had been wonderful until Jo made that mistake and dropped the flour. Mummy couldn’t cope with imperfection. Mummy had to have the perfect daughter, the perfect life. Her mother, after all this time, still doesn’t realise that is an unachievable goal. Sometimes, it seems as if Jo is the adult, and her mother is the petulant child. Overwhelmed, Jo bows her head and silently cries into her sleeve.

      Once she’s recovered, Jo goes back to the others at the oval table, though she doesn’t sit down. They are deep in a conversation about Kye and the fact that in the past, he always loved to write. Jo finds a smile from somewhere and nods in what she hopes are the right places, though her thoughts are far away in the past. Adelaide has her back to Jo slightly and is saying she thinks it might be a good idea if at one of their meetings, they did some creative writing and discussed it afterwards. When she looks up at Jo, her face falls. ‘Oh, Jo. You’ve been crying. What’s wrong?’

      Jo lifts her hand as Adelaide jumps up to comfort her. ‘No hugs, please. I’ll be in bits.’

      Kye shuffles in his seat. ‘I did think you looked upset but didn’t like to say.’

      Fay nods her understanding and gives Jo a knowing smile. ‘I can tell you’ve had a bumpy edit. It might be a good idea to ponder on it a while. Sort out what comes next in your chapters.’

      Jo daren’t speak, she’s too emotional. She nods and picks her coat from the back of the chair. Once she’s put it on and zipped it up, she whispers into her scarf. ‘I’m off home. See you all soon.’

      ‘Can we call you tomorrow, lovely?’ Adelaide calls after her.

      Without turning round, Jo says over her shoulder. ‘I’ll call you. Don’t worry, I’ll be fine.’

      Fay says, ‘There’s no doubt about that, my dear. The rest of your story is waiting to be written, and you hold the pen.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Adelaide

      Adelaide is on autopilot in the supermarket today. After returning home in the early hours, she’d managed to get about three hours’ sleep before the alarm yelled at her that it was 7am and time for work. Mark was still snoring; thanks to the vodka she’d kept adding to his beer last night. Her heart had been in her mouth waiting for him to notice the taste, or difference in strength, but after a frown or two and swishing the liquid around his mouth, he gulped it down as usual. Adelaide guessed it could be that his tastebuds have finally given up. A bit like she has, trying to save their sham of a marriage.

      Lack of sleep isn’t the only reason she’s on autopilot. Jo’s edit, as Fay calls it, is playing on her mind. What had made her so upset? Adelaide doesn’t know what happened when Jo had gone to the other end of the bookshop to write her thank-you letter. She’s no idea what is actually supposed to happen, because Fay didn’t really explain everything, but just outlined various possibilities in her usual mysterious way. Adelaide’s not sure she wants to write her own thank-you letter to Oliver Twist if it will leave her as upset as Jo was. Adelaide has enough upset in her life, without looking for more. On second thought, Fay isn’t likely to point them in the right direction, only to block their way to achieving their goal, is she?

      Adelaide takes Oliver Twist along with a cup of instant soup to the staff room and considers her goal. What exactly is it? She has lots of vague notions, swimming about in her cheerful little pool of ideas with the sun shining on them, but none of them are what she’d call a tangible plan to change her life. They shimmer about on the edges of her consciousness, mainly out of reach, and as ephemeral as the moonbeams dancing along the bookshelves last night. A vague image of a happy life, living without fear, with a change of job and maybe eventually a child, is what she’d like. The only way possible towards this future is without Mark. This at least she is clear on. Crystal.

      The soup has lumps of powder floating on the top and it tastes as much like chicken as an old slipper. In fact, an old slipper is probably what it’s made of. Adelaide puts it on the table and thinks of a future without Mark in it. It’s exhilarating. But even though she’s crystal clear about wanting this future, she is less clear on how to achieve it. In fact, it seems impossible. It terrifies her. Even though she told Jo she had to do it her way at the bookshop the other day, she isn’t sure what her way is. The very idea of telling Mark she thinks the marriage is over makes her blood run cold. Horrific images of what he would do to her crowd into her mind like a gang of thugs emerging from the dark alleys of Victorian London. Bill Sikes’s evil face looms at her through the staffroom window so she shuts her eyes, wraps her arms tightly around herself and forces her imagination to the beach on a sunny day. A trip there is long overdue … maybe her two new friends might want to join her.

      Adelaide is comforted by this thought and she opens up Oliver Twist. Then she closes it again. It’s only three minutes until her break ends and she doesn’t want to be immersed in the story only to be yanked back into reality. There’s not that much left to read, as she’s snatched time here at work and at home in the bathroom, after she’d checked Mark was snoring in front of the TV, his belly full of beer. Adelaide needs to finish the book so she can do her thank-you edit at the bookshop. No matter if it’s upsetting, she knows in her core that it’s something she must do. Maybe she will find that way forward to that future she’s dreaming of. She trusts Fay, and she trusts the magic that’s alive in the soul of the shop. If she said that out loud to anyone, well, apart from perhaps Jo and Kye, they would think she was crazy, but she knows it’s true. She doesn’t know how she knows, but she does. Adelaide also knows that, no matter how tired she is tonight, she will finish the book. She has to.
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        * * *

      

      Adelaide’s in the bedroom changing out of her work clothes when she catches sight of her reflection in the mirror. The rolls of fat around her middle that she’s had to get used to have disappeared, and though curvy, her shape is much healthier and dare she say, attractive. This is how she looked when she first met Mark. He used to tell her she was beautiful. It wasn’t long, however, before he told her she needed to wear this or that, scrub the ‘muck’ from her face – as he called her make-up, and wear ‘proper’ glasses instead of her contact lenses. Adelaide watches a tear slide down her cheek and she quickly wipes it away. No time for tears. She needs strength and determination to move forward.

      As she’s putting a pie in the oven later, her mobile rings. It’s Jo. Adelaide’s heart simultaneously lifts and then falls, because the clock tells her Mark’s due home in five minutes. There’s no way he can catch her on the phone, or he’ll demand to know who she’s talking to and then she’ll have to make up some lie. Because if she tells the truth about the bookshop, that will be the end of it all.

      ‘Jo, I’m so pleased you called, I’ve been worried about you.’

      ‘I thought you might have been, but I’m fine. The edit was … well, I can hardly put into words exactly what it was, but it was incredible! It took a while for everything to begin to fall into place, but I think it’s making sense now.’

      Jo’s enthusiasm is infectious, but Adelaide’s conscious of the time ticking. ‘I’m so pleased, but Jo, I can’t talk now, much as I’d like to, because Mark’s due home and I’ll be late with dinner.’

      Jo sighs. ‘I wish you’d leave him and come to me. I hate thinking of you there with him wondering if you’re safe.’

      Adelaide swallows hard. It’s so lovely to be cared about. ‘I’ll be fine. And as I said to you at the bookshop, I will sort it. There’s no way I’m staying in this marriage for much longer. I just need to figure a way out, that’s all.’ Through the kitchen window she sees Mark’s car swing onto the driveway. ‘Speak soon, okay? And I’m so pleased your edit’s making sense.’

      ‘Thanks, and don’t forget. I’m right here if you need me.’

      ‘Lade! You seen my golf clubs?’ Mark yells from the hallway as she quickly ends the call and shoves the phone in her bag.

      ‘Um, not for a while. Didn’t you put them in the garage?’ Adelaide remembers when Mark had hurled the golf bag across the driveway upon his return from an unsuccessful game, must have been about six months ago.

      ‘I don’t know. If I did, I wouldn’t be asking you, now, would I?’ He stands in the kitchen doorway, arms folded, an accusatory glare in his shark-like eyes.

      ‘I’m almost sure you did.’ Adelaide looks away, pretends to be checking the pie because she can tell he’s in no mood to be reasonable tonight. Is he ever these days?

      ‘Go and look then. I need a drink.’ Mark ruffles his salt-and-pepper curls, draws a hand down his stubble and yawns long and loud. Adelaide thinks he looks tired, drawn. She notices he’s got more lines around his eyes lately, more than a man of his age should have, and his skin has a sallow hue. What happened to that handsome man she first met? Booze happened, that’s what. ‘Are you on another bloody planet?’ He shakes his head at her.

      Adelaide wants to tell him she wishes she was, because he wouldn’t be there. She also wants to tell him to look for the stupid golf clubs himself as she’s busy, but she knows better. ‘Let me just turn the oven down, don’t want this pie to burn.’

      ‘No, I hate burnt crust. Hurry up then, woman.’ He playfully slaps her bottom as she scuttles past. Adelaide pretends to smile at him, while inside, she’s revolted by his touch.

      The golfclubs are just inside the garage so she grabs them and hurries back to the kitchen. ‘There you go,’ she says propping them against a chair and goes to check the pie. Mark says nothing, just draws out a club from the bag and examines it. ‘You’re planning on taking the game up again?’ Adelaide hopes so, because she’d have more time to herself at weekends.

      ‘No, I thought I’d sell them. I can’t be doing with all that trudging about for miles across damp grass, just to whack a golf ball into a hole. Pointless exercise.’

      Adelaide’s heart sinks, but she says nothing, sets down the pie on the worktop and puts the veg pan on the hob. ‘Maybe you could take up tennis again. You used to love that.’

      He raises and eyebrow. ‘Trying to get rid of me?’

      Hell yeah. ‘’Course not, just thought it might be a way to de-stress after work.’

      Mark takes a swig from his can and gives her the look. The look that always makes her stomach twist. ‘I can think of better ways to de-stress after work,’ he says, suggestively.

      Adelaide turns away and gets plates from the cupboard. ‘Do you want to have a quick shower before dinner?’

      ‘No. I’ll have one after, then we’ll have an early night.’

      It’s a statement, not a question and Adelaide knows exactly what’s expected of her later. The thought of his hands on her is repulsive and she knows that she can’t go through with it anymore. Until now, she’s acquiesced, gone through the motions, switched her mind off, but not anymore. She can’t. Adelaide is changing, growing stronger, reclaiming the confidence she lost. Adelaide knows she has the bookshop and her new friends to thank for this and she’s grateful beyond words. Resolutely she sets her shoulders back and dishes up the pie. When Mark turns to her in bed later, she will refuse him. No matter the consequences.
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        * * *

      

      The shower stops and so does Adelaide’s heart, almost. As instructed, she’s in bed awaiting the inevitable. The bedroom door is open and across the hallway, the bathroom door opens and Mark walks in, throws his wet towel on the floor and grabs a hairbrush from the dressing table. ‘That bathroom’s filthy, Lade. You need to get your act together before we get mould on the ceiling.’

      Adelaide watches him drag the brush through his hair as she tries deep breathing to calm her rapid pulse and quell her panic. He glares at her through the mirror, so she quickly responds with, ‘Yeah, I’ll get on to it tomorrow.’ The bathroom is spotless, but it’s pointless saying so.

      The drone of the hairdryer snaps on and then a few minutes later he walks across to the bed and slides under the duvet next to her. His legs are still a bit damp from the shower and she tries not to flinch as his knees touch hers. It takes all her strength not to lash out when his hand yanks up her nightie, to caress her stomach. Abruptly, he stops. ‘Bloody hell, Lade. You’re just skin and bone these days. You know I don’t like skinny women, so what are you up to, eh?’

      Adelaide swallows hard. ‘I … I’m not that hungry, I suppose.’

      ‘Well, we need to feed you up a bit.’ Mark resumes his fondling and moves his hand lower.

      It’s now or never. ‘I don’t feel in the mood, Mark. I’m really tired and have a bit of tummy ache.’ She hears the pleading in her voice, and it turns her stomach. The same as Mark’s hand is doing as it travels to her breasts. Adelaide turns away from him. ‘No, Mark. Not tonight.’

      ‘Come on. You’ll feel better once we’ve done it, it’s been a while…’

      He tries to turn her back to face him, but she grabs the edge of the bed and hangs on for dear life. ‘No, Mark!’

      His fist lands in the middle of her shoulder blades and she stifles a cry. ‘What the fuck is wrong with you!’

      ‘I … I’m just tired. I don’t feel like it,’ she whispers.

      ‘Do you ever? You just lay there like a wet fish on a slab. It’s like fucking a corpse!’ Mark pushes her roughly on the hip. ‘Actually, no. Nowadays it’s more like fucking a stick insect with all your bony bits jabbing into me.’ They lay in silence for a few moments and then his voice whispers in her ear. ‘Come on, Lade. Let’s get laid, eh?’ His chuckle sends a shudder through her, and his hands start wandering again.

      The inevitable is about to happen and Adelaide doesn’t know what to do. The consequences of refusing him are unknown – she’s never done so before – and the resolve of earlier is melting away like snow on a sunny day. Suddenly, an image of the bookshop in all its midnight glory fills her mind, and drawing strength from that, she pushes his hands off her. ‘I said no.’ To Adelaide’s surprise, her voice sounds authoritative, in control, and her heart lifts a little.

      Mark thumps the pillow, narrowly missing her face, and kicks her from the bed onto the floor. She lands awkwardly, one leg twisted, but keeps silent. ‘Fuck off then!’ he rages. ‘I don’t think I could face it anyway; you repulse me looking like you do. Go and sleep in the spare room until you put some weight on and remember what a marriage bed is for!’

      Adelaide drags herself up, trying to ignore the bruises, she can feel forming on her knee and back, grabs her dressing gown and hurries out. In the bathroom, she pulls Oliver Twist from under a pile of fresh towels in the airing cupboard and flees to the sanctuary of the spare room. Once in bed, she can feel her heart rate returning to normal and more of her confidence too. She did it. She defied Mark and she’s still in one piece. Then, forcing her eyes to stay open, she takes up her book and begins to read.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Kye

      Kye is crying. He thought he’d forgotten how, because of the practised way he’s learnt to hold back his emotions over the years. The last time he properly cried was the day of his dad’s funeral. This had earnt him a flinty look from his grandfather, who’d informed him that Jamaican men don’t cry in public. Leon had sniffed a bit, but managed to keep tears at bay, which made Kye feel inadequate next to his ‘big bro’. As usual. Since then, Kye has become a master at hiding the turmoil ever present in his heart and mind; the revulsion that accompanies him on every drug drop or theft, like an unwanted chaperone.

      So it comes as a big surprise this morning when he read the last bit of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest to find his cheeks wet. It’s even more of a surprise to find that he’s now laughing through his tears. Kye blows his nose and looks out of his bedroom window at the pale winter sunrise and thinks about his jumbled emotions. He decides the reason he’s laughing and crying at the same time is because the life blood of the story is pumping around his heart. Kye’s both happy and sad. Relieved and unsettled. The book chose him, and having just finished it, he has to admit it was a good choice.

      The ending is almost unbearably sad, yet Kye realises there is so much hope too, and this makes him smile. Kye identifies strongly with the narrator of the story, Chief Bromden, who had a Native American father, and a white mother and has been placed in the mental hospital, diagnosed with schizophrenia. Chief endures hundreds of electric-shock treatments along with humiliation and racism, which make him feel small and helpless, despite being six foot seven inches tall. He’s compliant and goes along with the rules of the institute, but eventually, with the help of the antihero, he finds the courage to rebel against the dehumanisation he’s experienced for over ten years in the institution. At the end, after finding McMurphy lobotomised, Chief Bromden escapes: he breaks free by lifting a water cooler and smashing it through a window.

      This is when the tears came, for Kye because he remembers what he said to Jo and Adelaide that day in the bookshop when they were discussing why they thought the books had chosen them. He’d said he thought his had chosen him because his life was a pile of shit and he needed to discover how to smash his way out of it. The fact that in the book, Chief Bromden had literally done just that, is both a revelation and a turning point. Kye is unsure what his own, particular water cooler will be, but he knows he needs to find it very soon. Kye’s hoping his thank-you note to the book will reveal the moment in his life where everything went wrong, so he can attempt to edit it. Desire for change flares like a fire in his gut, and what’s even more exciting is his belief that he might even achieve it. Hope is here and it won’t be denied. Not this time.
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        * * *

      

      Even Leon’s miserable face at the breakfast table can’t kill Kye’s mood this morning.

      ‘You need to do a drop on Wednesday. It’s an expensive one and needs to be done right. And don’t go off-radar like you did the other day.’ Leon crunches into his cereal.

      Kye shrugs. ‘Off-radar?’

      ‘Yeah, pretending your phone was dead or some shit. You never let your phone die.’ Leon kisses his teeth and drains his coffee mug.

      Kye has been trying his best to avoid ‘the work’ recently, and has made up a variety of excuses, so Leon’s attitude isn’t unexpected. His brother pushes his cereal bowl away and pulls his stripy black and red woollen hat down over his locs, his serious green eyes regarding Kye with contempt.

      ‘Yeah, whatever, my lovely big bro,’ Kye says, turning to the sink and running water in the kettle.

      ‘I’m serious. You need to start pulling your weight around here.’ Leon flexes his muscles as he always does when he’s trying to intimidate Kye.

      Buoyed by the new fire burning in his belly, he answers, ‘And if I don’t?’

      ‘You’ll find out, boy.’ Leon stands up and slaps Kye on the back, a little too roughly. ‘Now, I’m off to the gym. Make Mum’s breakfast and I’ll text you the instructions for the drop when I know them. The stuff’s in my room in the usual place. And don’t fuck it up, Kye, yeah?’

      Kye gives a non-committal grunt and his brother leaves.

      A few minutes later, he hears his mum’s door open and she appears in the kitchen, hair stuck up, dark circles under her eyes, but she looks a little … Kye’s not sure what to call it. Brighter, possibly? ‘Hi, Mum, want some toast?’

      She shoves her hands into the pockets of her tatty blue and white checked dressing gown and looks at him, head on one side. ‘You know what? I think I fancy scrambled eggs. I’ll make you some too, if you like.’

      Kye nearly spits his coffee out. He can’t remember the last time his mum did any cooking … or much of anything really. ‘Er … yeah, if you sure?’

      ‘Might as well, while I’m feeling okay-ish for a change. I had a decent sleep, which helps.’

      Kye sits at the table and watches as his mum moves slowly round the kitchen collecting eggs, a pan and butter. She chats about the improvement in the weather and that it’s nice to see the sun, as she cracks eggs into a bowl, and Kye wants to tell her how good it is to see her up and about, and doing normal stuff, but he worries that if he makes a thing about it, she might retreat into herself again. Instead, he tries to build on her positive mood. ‘I heard about some herbal pills that might help you, Mum. Shall I get some from the health food shop?’

      She turns, a little frown furrowing her brow. ‘Oh, I don’t know, lovely. They probably won’t work you know?’ Kye nods, he expected as much. But then she adds, ‘But you might as well, we can try them for nothing, eh?’

      He gives her a big smile. ‘We can.’ Then he has to look away because tears are threatening again. Happy ones. What if this is a turning point for his mum too? What if the silver dragon of healing from the bookshop is reaching out to her through him? Yeah, Kye. And what if you’re starting to go a bit loco? He chuckles to himself.

      ‘What you laughing at, baby boy?’ She asks over her shoulder.

      Kye’s glad she’s not looking at him, because he’s choked up by that term of endearment. She always used to call him baby boy, even when he begged her not to when he turned ten. Mum responded by saying that he was her baby boy, as he was the youngest and would always be her baby. But since his dad died, and she became ill, baby boy had died too.

      ‘Oh, nothing really,’ he manages, after another swallow of coffee. ‘Just thinking it’s nice to have breakfast together.’

      ‘It is.’ His mum sticks bread in the toaster. ‘It would be nice to have had Leon with us too, I just missed him I think.’

      ‘Yeah, he went to the gym.’

      ‘Oh, that’s right. I remember him saying so. I think he’s going straight to work after that.’

      ‘Work, yeah. Leon is always so busy at work.’ Kye’s snidey tone is like a cold draught through the warm atmosphere and he immediately regrets using it.

      Kye’s mum says nothing, but he notes her shoulders have tensed and she sets down the pan on the side with more force than is necessary. ‘Do you want ketchup on the side or brown sauce?’ Her tone is clipped, brusque.

      ‘Ketchup, please.’ Kye’s wondering how to lighten the atmosphere again, but nothing comes to him.

      His mum places his breakfast in front of him and sits opposite at the table. ‘He does try his best you know, our Leon. It’s not been easy for him since his dad passed.’

      ‘It’s not been easy for any of us,’ Kye replies gently.

      Through a mouthful of eggs she says, ‘Yeah, but he sees himself as the head of the family now. The main breadwinner. I’m not saying that’s right, but that’s how it is. He’s influenced a lot by your granddad.’

      Kye takes a forkful of eggs, which are actually pretty good, and says, ‘Yes, I know, Mum. But the work he does … that I help him with, is…’ The ice in her blue eyes almost stops him, but he has to speak his mind. Tell her the truth so they can move on stronger together. ‘Well, Dad would turn in his grave if he knew what we⁠—’

      A jab of her fork at him through the air halts his words. ‘Now just you stop there, Kye. Leon does his best with the community work, and you help him because we need the money.’ Her eyes fill with tears. ‘I wish I could go back to hairdressing, but I can’t, not with my back and…’ She looks at her plate and swallows hard. ‘Just leave it, okay?’

      ‘Okay, Mum. I just wanted to say that I hate helping him and⁠—’

      ‘I said, leave it, Kye.’ She pushes her half-eaten food aside, stands up and walks into the living room.

      Kye puts his head in his hands as he hears the drone of the TV and there’s a whiff of cannabis in the air. Why did he try and tell his mum the truth? It spoilt everything! The lovely breakfast, his mum’s good mood. Everything. What was even worse, she already knew the truth. He guessed as much, but he didn’t really know, until now. Kye thinks she hates it all as much as he does, but has given up, given into it, not least because she’s heavily dependent on cannabis and sometimes coke. Kye’s earlier fire has dimmed a little, but it’s not turned to ash yet. Baby boy has not given up, and like the chief, he will smash a way out. What’s more, he’ll take his mum with him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Jo

      There are daffodils in the garden. Jo can hardly believe it, it’s only February, after all, but here they are, popping up through the grass under the trees; little yellow trumpets of joy, heralding the coming of spring. She’s out in the summer house with a cup of coffee and a chocolate biscuit or two, still thinking about her incredible experience at The Midnight Bookshop. Jo’s thought of nothing else in three days, and now she believes she’s beginning to have an understanding of how to move forward with her ‘next chapter’, as Fay had put it. Jo has briefly spoken to Adelaide on the phone about her experience, but Adelaide had been strangely quiet, and rushed off – said they should arrange another bookshop meet because she was almost ready to write her edit.

      Jo can’t wait to get back to the bookshop and tell Fay, Adelaide and Kye all about the breathtaking trip back to 1920s America, because that’s what Jo firmly believes happened. The thank-you letter had transported her, allowed her into another world for a time. A dazzling, colourful, intoxicating world. Jo’s literal ‘escape into a book’ had meant she’d been inside the imagination of F. Scott Fitzgerald, the world of Jay Gatsby, and it was as real as you or I. The trip into her own past hadn’t been as much fun, to say the least. But Jo knows it had been necessary to find the moment where everything in her story had started to go wrong. With this knowledge, the edit of Jo’s present can begin. It’s long overdue, and it starts with her mother.

      Poppy’s outside chasing imaginary rabbits, and Jo watches her through the window as she sniffs the grass around the daffodils then stands still, her head cocked to one side, the sun on her flank turning her red coat to burnished copper. Jo whistles and the dog barrels in, places her head on Jo’s lap, and stares up at her with soulful brown eyes. Jo sometimes wonders if the darling can read her mind, as she often comes to her when Jo needs a cuddle. Once Poppy’s had a treat or two and been made a fuss off, she runs back outside and Jo wonders about her plan to talk to her mum. Dummy and Maddy are no longer allowed in her head, she’s decided. Those nicknames are disrespectful and engender negative vibes. It will be Mum and Dad in future, or possibly, Cathy and Simon. Mum and Dad out loud, because she doubts they would welcome first names. It’s about being kind from now on. Negativity ends up hurting Jo, just as much as her parents, and it’s time to stop.

      Jo eats another biscuit and re-examines her thinking about the whole thank-you letter experience, and what it means for her future happiness. Her mum wants the Gatsby life, or the life he was striving for. The respect money brings, the prestige, the plethora of things she’s supposed to have in order to look successful. The house, the car, the clothes, the jewellery, the perfect figure and face. The adoring husband and daughter, a daughter to be proud of. But why did Gatsby and her mum aspire to this way of life? Were they born wanting money and things, or did they learn to want it? Mum, just like Gatsby, is affected by societal norms and values. Jo thinks of the constant messages we are all bombarded with daily. Adverts insist we should buy this, that or the other; ‘celebrities’ who act and dress in a certain way sell us the personification of success. Jo thinks success has many guises and for her, they don’t involve pots of money, or the accumulation of ‘things’ for the sake of it.

      Jo’s also decided that a big difference between herself and her mum is education, the lack of it, in her mum’s case. A wide education brings understanding of the world and often, your place in it, so Jo needs to be the bigger person. In a way she feels like she’s the adult and her mum, the child, in terms of intellect. She acknowledges this sounds very snobby, to say the least, but she thinks it’s true nevertheless. The thing she’s resolved to ask her mum about is her childhood. Jo had a pretty miserable one overall, but did her mum? They have never really talked about it much, apart from her mum’s well-worn mantra – I grew up on a rough council estate and had to share a room with my sister. Jo’s maternal grandparents both died when she was small, so she doesn’t have a clue what they were like.

      Thoughts of grandparents bring back wonderful memories of her paternal grandma. She never knew her dad’s dad, as he’d died before Jo was born, but Granny Diana was like a warm blanket on a cold night. Physically, the treasure box is all Jo has left of her; well, and a few photos, but the precious memories Jo carries in her heart will be with her always. Granny Diana was a bookworm and Jo’s convinced that’s why she is too. Jo cups the warm coffee mug in her cold hands and remembers her granny’s soft voice reading endless stories to her as she fell asleep, lost in her imagination, safe in her granny’s love.

      Jo finds her cheeks wet as she remembers a time when her mum had told her off as usual, and in tears, she’d run to Granny Diana who was staying for the weekend. The feel of Granny’s soft wool jumper against her cheek and the scent of the Estée Lauder perfume is almost tangible again now, as Jo remembers Granny Diana’s calm voice saying, ‘Let it go, little one. You have a big heart, and a beautiful soul. Let it go.’

      Jo wipes her eyes, and the last line of The Great Gatsby comes to mind, as it has many times since she’d first heard it in the magical bookshop, though she was far away in a different world.

      So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past.

      Right now, with the memory of her granny so close, she understands it fully for the first time. That magical night at the bookshop, Jo returned to the past; it was both painful and a revelation. But she’s determined that unlike Gatsby’s, her boat won’t allow itself to be ceaselessly borne back, searching for the impossible, repeating the same mistakes, over and over, allowing resentment and anger to grow in her like a cancer. Now Jo’s resolved to move forward, heal herself, change her present and strike a course to a happier future. Let it go, little one. Let it go.
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        * * *

      

      Jo finds Cathy at the kitchen table, a black polo-neck snug against her chin, hair in a high ponytail, writing out a shopping list. Jo knows it’s a shopping list because Cathy always writes it on yellow Post-it notes, a little frown triumphant between her brows; a physical display of how tedious the task is. Jo notices that Cathy’s hair needs highlighting as little stands of grey are daring to show themselves at her temples. Probably not a good idea to mention them right now though.

      ‘Hi, Mum,’ Jo says in her cheeriest voice, even though her stomach is churning.

      Cathy looks up, surprised no doubt that her daughter sounds happy to see her. ‘Hello, Joanna. What are you up to this afternoon?’

      Jo pulls out a chair and sits opposite. ‘Not much. I was thinking, about the shopping list. If you jot down the things we need as we go along during the week, I will do the big shop for you. You could even tell Alexa to add things to the shopping list and then they’d be on my phone ready.’

      Cathy looks at her open-mouthed. Anyone would think Jo’s just spoken in a foreign language while performing a fandango. ‘But … but you never go shopping?’

      ‘Well, I have done, just never bothered to pay for stuff in the past.’ Jo laughs to lighten the mood, but Cathy’s expression is stony. ‘Seriously, Mum, I was thinking that it’s about time I did, really. Help more around the house too. You do everything yourself and I’m twenty-one. Not two.’

      ‘What’s brought this on?’ The question carries with it an undertone of suspicion. And can Jo blame her, really?

      Jo considers her answer as she strokes the sleeves of her red furry jumper. With a sigh she says, ‘Not really sure.’ She is, of course, but she can’t tell the truth about the bookshop, can she? Cathy would be on the phone to the doctor before she’d even finished her explanation. ‘Mainly it’s to do with trying to have a better relationship with you and Dad. I’ve been thinking about stuff in the past, and how I can make my future happier.’

      Immediately irritation flickers in Cathy’s eyes, and her hackles go up, Jo can almost see them. ‘So, you think you had an unhappy childhood?’

      ‘That’s not what I said,’ Jo says evenly.

      ‘It was implied.’ Cathy’s eyes moisten.

      This is not going well. Jo wonders if it’s guilt that’s provoking such an emotional reaction. ‘I suppose we have had our ups and down over the years and⁠—’

      ‘And why is that? My fault I suppose?’ Cathy looks away and frantically scribbles something out on the list. Maybe she wants to do the same to Jo.

      Jo takes a breath and decides she needs a new direction; reminds herself that she’s the bigger person. She’s the mum in this relationship, she’s the wise one – the one with the education. ‘Not saying that, Mum. I’m far from perfect.’ She gets the astonished ‘fandango’ look again. ‘You know what I realised the other day?’ She goes over to the kettle and flicks it on. No response. ‘I don’t really know about your childhood. What my grandparents were like and stuff. I know you lived on a rough estate and had to share a room, but that’s about it.’

      While the kettle boils, Cathy stares into space, perhaps she’s reliving the past, so Jo doesn’t push her. Then she glances across at her daughter, suspicion once more obvious in her hazel eyes. Suspicion eventually gives way to resignation. ‘I didn’t think you’d be interested.’ She accepts the cup of Earl Grey Jo hands her. ‘I’ll tell you if you really want to know.’

      ‘I do.’ Jo sits opposite and takes a sip of tea.

      A shrug. ‘Okay, my dad worked on the railways, a labourer really, and my mum was a cleaner. We never seemed to have enough to make ends meet and my dad had no ambition to make anything of himself. Mum always used to be on at him to try for this, that and the other job, to better himself, you know?’ Jo nods. ‘But he never would. I overheard Mum telling him once that he had no spine.’ She stares past Jo for a moment or two, visiting old memories. ‘Mum pushed me and your Auntie Lisa, and she was right to. Made sure we’d done our homework, took pride in our appearance and so forth. Mum said there was no way we would end up as cleaners like her.’ Cathy fiddles with the collar of her polo-neck and her cheeks flare. Jo suspects a hot flush but knows better than to comment. ‘Dad never bothered to encourage us at school or anything. I had a dream of going to uni – but I wasn’t the brightest.’ She gives Jo a meaningful look. ‘Not like you, who aced every exam. I had to work so hard to get my qualifications, though I still didn’t do well enough to get a place. In the end, Dad said there was no money for me to go to uni anyway. I had to get a job and start bringing some money in – paying for my keep. The government grant for students wasn’t a fortune, after all. Mum was sad, but in the end, she had to resign herself to it. It was just how things were. We were poor, so the doors were open for wealthier students, while mine were closed.’

      Tricky pieces of Cathy’s puzzle are now rapidly falling into place for Jo. Before, a few corners and edges of the jigsaw were all Jo had, straight, regular and uniform. The main picture was missing, always had been. Thankfully, the way Cathy has always behaved towards her is all starting to make far more sense. Jo just wishes she’d tried to understand before now. If she had only asked about Cathy’s past earlier, things between them might not have got so strained. Perhaps Jo needs to acknowledge that her emotional intelligence is severely lacking compared to the academic. Then a voice a lot like Fay’s reminds her that she needs to be kind to herself. After all, growing up, Jo was just a child needing love, and encouragement, that was severely lacking too.

      Jo wants to take her mum’s hand but thinks that might make her cry, and she needs to say more. ‘That must have been so hard for you, Mum. My grandma tried her best for you. Was she happy, do you think?’

      ‘Erm, I don’t think so, no.’ Cathy wipes her eyes. ‘She wanted more. Much more from life. She always made sure she had lipstick on, the most decent clothes she could afford, but she would have loved to have had her hair done now and then, or gone to a beautician for a manicure or a facial. She always used to say that if you didn’t respect yourself, why should others?’

      Another gap filled. Cathy had turned into her own mother. Enjoyed the things her mum couldn’t, tried to use the money they had managed to accumulate to transform her daughter into the person she had always wanted to be. Achieve the things that she never could. ‘Right. That’s so sad,’ Jo says, reaching for her mum’s hand and giving it a squeeze. The fandango look reappears, but standing tears wash it away, and her mum squeezes it back.

      ‘It is. And then they both died before they were forty-five. Dad in a car accident, and Mum of breast cancer. Isn’t life wonderful?’

      They sit in silence staring at the tabletop as if it has the answers written on it. Jo wants to say, yes. Yes, life can be absolutely wonderful. I have seen such magic lately, Mum. There’s so much wonder and comfort to be found in the pages of books. I wish you could come to the bookshop with me, see it, experience the magic. Instead, she says something that she had no idea she was going to say. ‘I’ve been a bit of a disappointment to you, I know. You only wanted the best for me, like your mum did for you, but I always saw that as criticism.’

      Cathy sighs and blows her nose. ‘Only disappointed that you never seemed to want the same things as me and your dad. You always kicked against everything we tried to do for you. Strong-willed, as my mum would have said.’

      Jo swallows hard. ‘It all seemed to go wrong when I was about eleven… I seem to remember a day where we were having great fun making hot cross buns. But then I dropped the flour and…’ Words desert Jo, and she looks away from Cathy’s searching gaze.

      ‘I don’t remember that, Joanna.’

      Jo almost laughs out loud. The lead up to the point in her life where it started to go pear-shaped, and her mum doesn’t even remember it. ‘Yeah, and then after you got mad at me for being so clumsy, I overheard you telling someone on the phone that you wish you’d remained childless.’ As soon as the words are out of Jo’s mouth, she wishes them in again as Cathy’s face darkens in anger.

      ‘That’s rubbish. I would never have said that. You must have misremembered.’

      Jo wants to backtrack, but it’s too important to just let go. ‘I didn’t, Mum. I asked you about it at the time, and you said that you didn’t mean it and blamed the menopause.’

      Cathy pushes her chair back and stands up, grabs the half-empty mugs, spilling some tea on the table. ‘Now I know you’ve misremembered, because I’m only just going through the menopause now, for God’s sake!’

      Jo gets a cloth and wipes the tea from the table. ‘I didn’t, misremember, Mum. But now it’s all out in the open we can⁠—’

      Her mum throws her hands up in exasperation. ‘Why are you dredging all this up anyway?’

      ‘To make things better between us. To clear the air and⁠—’

      ‘Ha! That’s a joke, because it hasn’t, has it? No. It’s just hurtful.’ She glares at Jo for a moment and then stalks to the door. ‘I’m going shopping.’

      ‘Let me go,’ Jo pleads, barely holding back her tears. How did everything go so wrong so quickly?

      ‘No. You’ll probably get the wrong things because you aren’t used to it. Besides, I need to get out for some air.’

      ‘No, wait, Mum! Listen—’ Jo starts after her, but Cathy’s answer is the front door slamming behind her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Adelaide

      Chapter Forty-Seven of Oliver Twist nearly broke her. Nancy was brutally murdered by Sikes, and Adelaide couldn’t stop sobbing, huddled under the covers in the spare room wondering if she would ever recover from it. At the time, any notion of reading until the end had been flatly refused headroom. Adelaide wasn’t strong enough. That had been two days ago, and since then, she had reasoned that the bookshop had chosen Oliver Twist for her with a purpose. Even though it wasn’t an easy read, just like her life, Adelaide must find the courage to finish reading. Now in the early hours of the morning, with the sound of a blackbird singing its heart out in the tree opposite her window, she lays down the weighty novel and cries again. This time her tears are not ones of grief, but of happiness. Oliver was safe and would have the life he deserved, and Sikes had got his comeuppance, at last.

      Adelaide pictures again the figure of Bill Sikes, a dark silhouette against the night sky, swinging from the rooftops at the end of a rope, with which he’s accidentally hung himself. He had been trying to escape justice, but the rope somehow looped around his neck and justice had been served in a completely different way. Adelaide had no sympathy whatsoever for the brute, but it did shame her a little to realise that she would probably feel the same if Mark was no longer around. Since she’d refused his advances the other night, he’d barely spoken to her, just eaten his dinner and gone out to the pub. He’d not even commented on the fact that Adelaide was still sleeping in the spare room, but she knew it wouldn’t be long before he did. She had a sickly feeling in her stomach that he would just take what he wanted, whether she consented or not.

      Adelaide gets up, tiptoes past the bedroom where Mark is sleeping, and goes down to the kitchen. As she makes a cup of tea, she decides tonight has to be the night for her edit. A short conversation she’d had with Jo the other day had convinced her that it would go okay, though she must admit, she couldn’t say she totally understood everything Jo was talking about. The description of her experience seemed a little bit hard to swallow, to say the least, but the fact that Jo was full of joy and enthusiasm reassured Adelaide.

      She resolves to contact both of her new friends this morning, to see if they could meet at midnight in their sanctuary. The word sanctuary isn’t too dramatic for the bookshop. It means safety. And it’s the only place she really does feel safe now. Somewhere that Mark has no knowledge of and no control over. As luck would have it, both Kye and Jo are free to meet and Adelaide practically skips about her business in the supermarket later that day.

      As ever, Mark looms large in her thoughts. He’s taken to going to the pub most nights now, and she worries he might not arrive back until she is ready to go to meet the others. This is unlikely though, because he has to work the next day. Now that she sleeps in the spare room, Adelaide hears him return home around 10:30pm on his night out, and his snores soon filter through the thin walls a short time later. She tells herself it will all be fine and she needs to stop worrying. The main thing is to write the thank-you letter and the beginnings of a life edit. Once she’s found out how to start that, Adelaide can formulate an escape plan.
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        * * *

      

      It’s 11pm and Mark’s still not back. Adelaide is under the duvet fully dressed, ready to slip out as soon as he gets back and she can hear his snores through the wall; but it has to be soon, or she won’t get to the bookshop in time. She even considers calling him, but then notices he’s forgotten to take his mobile with him, having left it on charge in the kitchen. Even though Adelaide’s wearing her clothes, she can’t stop shivers travelling down her spine. If he doesn’t get back in the next few minutes and conk out, Adelaide realises she won’t be able to risk taking the car. The engine could wake Mark if he’s only in a light sleep. It’s too far to walk, so she’ll have to get a taxi. Damn him! Where the hell is he? Maybe she should call Jo and Kye, tell them they will have to do it another night, but her gut tells her it has to be tonight. Tonight feels right – perfect.

      There’s still no sign of him at 11:30, so Adelaide takes a deep breath, tells herself she can do this and creeps out of her room, listening out for any movement downstairs as she carefully sets her foot on each stair. Outside the front door, she holds her breath and looks both left and right down her street. Nothing and nobody. The streetlight on the corner seems the most likely place to wait for a taxi, but if Mark sees her… Adelaide sets her shoulders and gathers strength. If she doesn’t get a move on, everything will be ruined, and she won’t allow Mark to win. Not tonight.

      The taxi operator tells her that a cab is on its way and should only be a few minutes, thank goodness. Adelaide puts her phone away and then quickly steps out of the streetlight into the scant shadows, just as a bray of laughter and men singing an old 1980s song cuts through the silence. ‘Come on Eileeeen! Toora, loora, toora, loo-rye-aye!’

      Shit! It’s Mark and Kevin, one of his waste-of-space friends who lives on the next road. Adelaide presses her back against the stabby twigs of a privet hedge and looks anxiously for the taxi. Sneaking a glance back towards her house, she can see Mark and Kevin laughing and chatting at the end of the path. Kevin looks like he’s about to leave and he’ll have to walk right past her on his way home, and then Mark will catch her. Adelaide bites her lip and tries to keep a lid on an almighty panic rolling in her chest. It will be okay … it will be okay. It has to be. This mantra repeats over and over in her mind, trying to win the fight over the terror of what Mark will do to her if he finds her out on the street.

      The twin beams of powerful headlights suddenly swing around the corner onto the street and Adelaide is relieved the taxi’s arrived – but petrified too. In the lights, she’s going to be rudely exposed as she gets into the cab, and it’s only a short run from their house to where she is. With her heart in her throat, once more, she gathers strength, reasoning that it’s now or never. Adelaide knows she can’t stay in the shadows, because the driver of the cab is looking right at her, and she can’t wave him away, or he might get out of the cab and come over to ask questions. This will attract attention from Mark and Kevin. Oh, what a fucking mess!

      Propelled by some inner force, she rushes from her hiding place, pulls open the door of the cab and quickly slides into the back seat. As she’s slamming the door shut, she hears Mark yell in surprise, ‘Adelaide? Adelaide!’

      The driver asks her to confirm her destination, and as she does, the taxi sets off. Adelaide quickly turns to look through the rear window. Thankfully, there’s only Kevin walking down the street in her direction. Mark must have gone inside to call her from his mobile, so she switches hers off. Thank God! She’s done it. She’s got away. What will happen to her tomorrow is another problem entirely, but she’ll think of something between now and then, she has to. Tonight, Mark has no place in her head, because she’s escaped and heading for sanctuary.
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        * * *

      

      The taxi stops a little way down the street from the bookshop because it’s a cul-de-sac and quite narrow. As she taps her credit card on the payment machine, she sees Jo and Kye walking up the steps and through the door. The anticipation of being enveloped in the bookshop’s magic and the comfort of her friends swells Adelaide’s heart with joy, and she gets out of the cab and crosses the street.

      ‘Adelaide! Where the fuck do you think you’re going?’

      Fear stops Adelaide in her tracks, and she turns to see her husband slamming their car door and charging after her. No! This must be some kind of anxiety induced hallucination … but it isn’t. The truth rapidly dawns on her with horrible clarity. Mark hadn’t gone in the house to call her at all, but instead had jumped in the car and followed the taxi. Turning on her heel, Adelaide runs for the bookshop as fast as she can. The red door with the brass knocker is just within her grasp, but she stumbles on the steps, tripping over her feet in her haste to get inside. As Adelaide struggles up, she hears the pounding footsteps of her husband on the cobbles behind her and his roar of fury turns her blood to ice.

      ‘Adelaide, stop right there or you’ll be sorry!’

      He’s only a few paces away, but even though she’s only a step away from the door, she’s rooted to the spot. Fear of disobeying him renders her immobile. Then the door opens and Fay yanks her inside and slams the door shut behind her. Adelaide collapses into her embrace, sobbing with relief.

      Mark’s fists and feet pummel the door. ‘Adelaide, you stupid bitch! Come out right now before I kick this door down. Adelaide!’

      Kye and Jo appear, and Jo dabs a tissue at Adelaide’s cheeks. ‘Hey, hey. Don’t cry, my lovely. You’re safe now.’

      Kye pushes past them, his face a mask of fury. ‘I’m going out there to give him a battering!’

      ‘No, you are not,’ Fay says with calm authority. ‘He has no power here.’

      Kye points at the door, his eyes twin blue flames. ‘Er, I think you’ll find he’s gonna kick the door down, if I don’t stop him, Fay.’

      Fay lifts a finger and suddenly the pummelling stops. ‘What the—?’ Mark’s voice is muffled, yet the surprise in it is clear. ‘Where the fuck did the door go … this place go…? Adelaide… What…? Where are y⁠—?’

      Then, silence. There’s nothing but beautiful, peaceful silence, and the rushing of blood in Adelaide’s ears. She looks at Fay who she notices for the first time is dressed in a long grey Victorian gown with pearls at her neck. ‘What happened?’

      Fay smiles and readjusts the pearl hair comb at side of her head. ‘Let’s just say we sidestepped him. He can’t harm you now.’ She slips her hand in Adelaide’s. ‘Now, my dear, let’s go and have a stiff drink. I think you need one.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Adelaide

      Once out of the hallway and in the bookshop proper, Kye and Jo run to the window and peer out into the darkness. ‘He’s still outside,’ Kye shouts over his shoulder.

      Jo giggles with childlike glee. ‘But he’s turning in circles with his hands to his head, totally bewildered, as if he’s gone crazy.’

      Fay sighs. ‘Come away, now, children. Let’s have our book club and a tot of brandy.’

      ‘He’s staring right at the window… but he obviously can’t see me!’ Jo says, incredulous.

      Fay claps her hands twice and Kye and Jo spin round, startled. ‘I said, come away. He is of no consequence.’ Her voice is clear, calm, but has an air of authority that can’t be ignored.

      Adelaide hides a smile as her two friends scurry over to the oval table like a couple of unruly schoolkids in trouble with the teacher. They gabble on about Mark’s strange behaviour, and what on earth did Fay’s comment about the bookshop sidestepping him actually mean, while Fay goes off to get refreshment, but Adelaide doesn’t join in. She’s too busy looking up at the huge cathedral window below the vaulted ceiling. Shafts of moonlight pour in like molten silver, cascading over the lush green leaves of the tall plants and bookcases and Adelaide releases a long sigh of relief. She’s made it. She’s here. Sanctuary.

      Looking around at every bookcase, shelf and the carved animals atop each, she lets the beauty and majesty of the place imprint on her brain, commits everything to memory, so that if she ever finds herself in need, she can let the memory warn off any fear. The lion rampant, eagle, dolphin, cat and phoenix seem alive with energy, and the dragon – she thinks of it as Kye’s dragon – looks ready to fly into the moonlit heavens at any moment. By her foot, the huge stone book is propped against the leg of the oval table. Its title The Reality of Imagination, is still engraved on the cover, but under it, where it was once blank, there’s now an author’s name, Joanna Rowe.

      Adelaide isn’t sure of Jo’s surname, but her instincts tell her she’s correct in thinking it must be Rowe. Even though it’s incredible that her name is now magically carved on the book, she can’t help but be a little envious. Kye has the dragon, Jo is drawn to the cat, and the book … the book has always been Adelaide’s favourite. Fay comes in with a silver tray and their eyes meet. Adelaide’s cheeks flame, because it feels as if Fay’s noted her envy and offers a sympathetic smile. How childish of her to be possessive about it. This bookshop and everything in it is for all of them.

      ‘Now, we have brandy and mince pies.’ Fay sets the tray on the table. ‘Help yourselves. I know it’s February, but I think mince pies shouldn’t just be for Christmas. I find brandy always tastes better with a good mince pie.’

      They all tuck in, and Adelaide’s about to ask Fay about her Victorian attire, but Kye beats her to it. ‘Right, I expect you’ll answer me with a riddle, but how come you’re dressed as a Victorian, Fay?’ Kye gives Fay a smile to die for, so there’s no way she can be offended.

      Fay takes a sip of brandy and nods at Jo. ‘I think Jo might have an idea.’

      Jo’s eyes grow round. ‘I do, actually. But I know better than to ask you how you know I do.’ She knocks back her brandy with a grimace, coughs, and says, ‘Okay. I think it’s because Adelaide is planning to write her letter to Oliver Twist tonight. Oliver, as I’m sure you all know is set in Victorian England. Fay wore a flapper outfit when I wrote my letter to The Great Gatsby, so there we are. I’m not entirely sure of the exact reason or…’

      ‘You are correct.’ Fay beams at her. ‘And we don’t need to know the exact reason for things. This bookshop is built on imagination, mystery and magic. Exact reasoning has no place here, we go with our gut, our intuition and our love of getting lost in stories – other worlds.’

      ‘I think you must be magical, Fay,’ Kye says shyly, then hurries on. ‘I mean totally magical in the way you know so much about books, and the way a good story makes people feel. Even your name is magical. Fay Revil.’ He glances at Jo. ‘Jo told us your surname is an anagram of livre, the French word for book, and I looked up your first name. Fay means fairy. It also means confidence, trust and belief.’ Kye knocks back his brandy and stares at his plate, seemingly a bit shocked to have shared all this.

      Fay smiles warmly at them all and her eyes moisten, though she says nothing. Adelaide is unsurprised to find her own eyes following suit and she blurts out what’s in her heart. ‘I completely agree – magical. And confidence, truth and belief are what you have inspired in me.’

      Jo nods her agreement and adds, ‘Absolutely. And my letter of thanks was followed by a breathtakingly miraculous experience. I told Adelaide a little about it over the phone, but if I may, I’d like to share it in more depth with you all?’ Jo tells them all about it, and Adelaide is even more astounded than she was before.

      Kye massages his temples, fiddles with the beads on his locs, and shakes his head in bewilderment. ‘You mean you actually believe you went inside the book, inside the world of Jay Gatsby? Like, physically?’

      Jo nods, looks him in the eye and replies, ‘I know I did.’

      ‘But…’ Kye folds his arms, sits back. A sudden frown. ‘Nah.’

      Jo snaps, ‘What do you mean, nah?’

      ‘Well, it’s not possible, is it?’

      Jo snorts. ‘Depends if you’re willing to embrace the magic of books, of this place, of your imagination. If you have a closed mind, you have a closed life.’

      Kye’s eyes flash and he’s goes to reply, but Fay gets there first. ‘That’s enough for now, my dears. As we discussed once before, all our experiences, hopes, dreams and beliefs are different. This means our thank-you letters, consequent experiences and edits will be too. What was true for Jo here, might not be for you, Kye, or you, Adelaide.’ She looks at Kye as he glowers into his glass. ‘But then, of course, they might be very similar.’

      Adelaide worries that if her experience is too real, she might not be able to cope with it. She’s had enough scary experiences in her life, and the narrow escape from her husband just now is still fresh in her mind. Yes, she’s in her sanctuary at the moment, but what about later when she returns home? Adelaide decides she can’t return home tonight, she’ll ask Fay if she can sleep in the bookshop on a chair, or even the floor. Not the comfiest, but certainly safer, and needs must.

      ‘So you know now where your life started to go wrong,’ Kye addresses Jo. ‘Are you trying to improve things with your mum?’

      Adelaide notices Kye’s voice is softer, encouraging. Maybe he’s sorry he poured water on Jo’s theory about physically going into the story. Jo sniffs and fiddles with her plaits. ‘I did try, but it all went a bit pear-shaped at the end. Mum thought I was criticising her and, well … I’m not sure if my efforts are worth it.’ She ends on a shrug.

      Fay wags a finger at Jo. ‘I did tell you that results might not be immediate, remember? Edits of a book take a while to get the story the best it can be, and so do life edits.’

      Jo nods. ‘Yes, I’m not ready to give up yet.’

      ‘Glad to hear it. And remember, you can only try your best. I can see the determination and desire within you to make changes, right wrongs and create the conditions in which happiness can grow. If your mother cannot, or will not see that, then it’s not you that has failed.’

      Jo is visibly moved, and Adelaide gives her hand a squeeze. Then, Fay turns to her. ‘Now, before you write your letter, Adelaide, I sense you are puzzled about Jo’s name appearing on the stone book.’

      Jo frowns and leans over to look at the book propped against the table leg; Kye too. ‘Oh my word!’ Jo exclaims How the bloody hell…? Did you get a stonemason in, Fay?’

      Fay laughs at Kye’s and Jo’s astonished faces. ‘No stonemason. I think we’ve established that the bookshop is working its magic here.’

      There’s a moment or two of bewildered silence while Adelaide contemplates Fay knowing her thoughts, and then she plucks up courage to ask, ‘Is Jo’s name on there because she’s experienced the reality of her imagination?’

      Fay smiles. ‘I very much think so. And with any luck, once you and Kye have done the same, both your names will be added. Three authors of very different, yet similar stories.’

      Kye’s frown knits his brows together. ‘I can’t see that we are very similar – our stories, I mean. We three have completely different backgrounds and experiences.’

      ‘Indeed, but you are similar in the way that you were drawn here to this special bookshop and are unhappy with your lives, but have far to go and much to offer,’ Fay says, and drains her brandy glass. Then, standing up, she holds out her hand to Adelaide. ‘Come, my dear, let’s get you comfortable.’

      Jo and Kye wish her luck and Adelaide swallows a lump of apprehension and takes Fay’s hand, just as the strains of classical music start up from somewhere. Then she follows Fay as she makes her way between the bookshelves to a small seating area at the other side of the shop. There’s a comfy-looking, green leather armchair and a little table with a notepad and pen in the centre of it. Adelaide sits down and looks up at Fay. ‘I’m not really sure where to start my thank-you letter. My stomach’s in knots and my emotions are all over the place after what happened with Mark tonight.’

      Fay’s hand on her shoulder immediately brings calm. ‘There is no right or wrong way, sweetheart. Trust your instincts… and if you feel like you need me, I’m not far away, okay?’ Then, with a swish of satin, she is gone.

      Adelaide picks up the pen and closes her eyes, remembers the deep breathing exercises she finds have helped her when she’s felt anxious in the past. A few moments later, she feels ready to begin. Looking through the window at the night sky, she imagines the moonglow enveloping her in a protective silver cloak, and she picks up the note pad.

      
        
        Dear Oliver Twist, and Mr Dickens, of course…

      

      
        It has taken me longer than I wanted to finish your wonderful story. I found it uplifting, but also dark, sad and scary, if I’m honest. I think this was mostly because I identified with the character of Nancy. Not totally, of course, but in the way she was controlled and

      

      

      Adelaide stops and taps her pen against her bottom lip searching for the right word. Even though disgust and anger fill her heart, the right word has to be⁠—

      
        
        abused by the man she loved.

      

      
        This is why the book chose me. It made me realise things had to change before I ended up like Nancy. Made me realise my life didn’t have to be like this and … gave me hope, even though I cried for Nancy’s senseless loss. I also have to admit, I was glad to find that Bill Sikes got his comeuppance. I’m not a violent person, but he deserved what he got. Many men nowadays are just like him, unfortunately, including my husband. I shudder to think how many Nancys in the nineteenth – and Adelaides, in the twenty-first century – are still living in desperation and fear.

        Hope is still with me, and right now it is stronger than fear. Thank you so much for helping me connect with Nancy and giving me the courage to read until the end. I won’t live like this any longer. I can’t. Thanks again for choosing me, and I hope others find comfort within your pages too.

        

      

      
        Very best wishes,

        Adelaide x

      

      

      The kiss at the end is an afterthought, and she wonders if it’s appropriate to send a kiss to a book. Then Adelaide considers the whole surreal situation in its entirety and adds another, then slips the letter inside the book.

      Sitting for a moment in the calm of her sanctuary, with the soothing music of the piano in the background, Adelaide lets herself relax. Perhaps she won’t experience anything like Jo described. Maybe she won’t enter the world of Oliver Twist and … then the chair moves under her. Adelaide’s eyes fly open, and she grabs the arms in shock, her nails digging into the leather. The leaves of plants silhouetted against the moonlight begin to sway, as if under the force of a stiff breeze and then the bookshelves are gone. The windows are gone. The bookshop is gone.

      There’s a smell of rotting vegetation, smoke and manure and once the smoke has cleared, Adelaide finds herself in a dark, narrow alleyway. The walls of the buildings bookending the alleyway are damp with rain, and in the courtyard beyond is a huge pile of rubbish, and worse. That’s where the smell is coming from. Adelaide covers her mouth and hurries forward towards a dimly lit street, her heart hammering in her chest, the cold of the night seeping into her bones, and for some reason her feet feel wet. Glancing down, she notices she’s not wearing the lemon jumper and jeans she came to the bookshop in, but a long moth-eaten red dress and thin cotton, black shawl. On her feet are a pair of battered Victorian button-down boots, both of which appear to have holes in the sole.

      Panic stops her dead. She’s inside Oliver Twist. This is terrifying. Jo had described her experience as uplifting, well this is anything but. She needs to get back to the bookshop, but there seems no way to do that. Turning in a circle, Adelaide looks up and down the street and thinks she can hear voices in the distance. Hoping it might be Fay and the others, she hurries down the street and out into what looks like a town square, it’s hard to tell with only the guttering light of the gas lamps. The sound of voices grows louder, and suddenly in a rush of bodies, shrill whistles and the angry shouts of men, a huddle of people come into view and gather in number. Men and women dressed in a similar attire to Nancy and indeed Adelaide, are pointing up to the rafters of the building opposite. The shrill whistle pierces the night again, and Adelaide realises from the man’s attire that he’s a policeman. More dressed like him thunder past, and then torches of fire burst into light as a gang of men thrust them skyward.

      Adelaide presses her back to the damp wall of a building, trying to make herself inconspicuous, as shouts and calls go up to a dark figure, a man, judging from his stocky build, teetering above her on the rooftops. A rope swings from one of his hands and he looks as if he is trying to secure it to a chimney. It’s hard to make out in the flickering light. Though Adelaide knows exactly who he is, and what he’s doing. Nausea rolls in her gut as she realises she’s about to witness the demise of Bill Sikes. It’s all so real. Too real. The square is filling up fast, people are pushing up close to her in their frenzy to watch the spectacle, and the stink of unwashed bodies and bad breath is almost making her gag. Adelaide puts the shawl over her nose and mouth, though the smell of that isn’t much better, and stares at Sikes trying to escape, high above. Some people are shouting his name, chanting, the torchlight reflecting the glee dancing in their eyes.

      Unable to look away or close her eyes, Adelaide watches as Sikes stumbles and falls, the rope somehow forming a noose around his neck, and there he dangles. The roar of the crowd competes with that of the rush of her heartbeat in her ears, and her knees threaten to give way. It’s then that Adelaide realises she can’t actually fall over, because the seat of the chair is still firmly under her bottom. She’s seated, yet in this world, she’s standing too. Though it’s a strange sensation, it’s comforting, nonetheless, as with any luck she’ll be able to return to the bookshop.

      As she raises her eyes once more to the body of Bill Sikes, a vaguely familiar figure blocks her view. He is dressed smartly in Victorian attire, has bushy hair at each side of a domed head and a long, thin, straggly beard. Adelaide’s memory reaches for identification, how could she recognise anyone from these times? Then it hits her. Charles Dickens.

      Dickens nods as if he’s read her mind. ‘You are correct,’ he says with a little smile. ‘Now you have a choice to make, dear Adelaide.’ He gestures at Sikes with a jab of his silver-topped walking cane. ‘Cut him down, or leave him hang?’

      ‘What?’ Adelaide manages after she’s gathered her senses.

      ‘You heard well enough.’ Dickens stares dispassionately up at Sikes.

      Adelaide looks again and is astonished to find that Sikes is inexplicably still on the roof. Then he trips and falls, his lurid face growing larger, as if on a cinema screen, zooming towards Adelaide, until it’s only a few inches away. Adelaide lets out a scream as his bulging bloodshot eyes loom ever closer and his scarlet face turns purple as the noose tightens. Once again, she finds she can’t look away. Then Sikes morphs into Mark and she screams again.

      At last, she is able to cover her eyes with her hands, yet Dickens still asks the question, ‘Cut him down, or leave him hang? There is little time. Turn your back or raise your hand. The choice is yours.’

      Then all the horrible things Mark has ever done to her in the past flash before her eyes at a terrifying speed, along with the terror she felt at the time, insisting he deserves to die. A chant starts as a whisper at the back of her mind, then grows in volume until she can hear nothing else ‘Leave him hang, Adelaide. Leave him hang!’

      Fury and revenge begin to move her feet, and she half turns her back. All she needs to do is walk away… Then, at the last moment, something makes her raise a hand. Adelaide swallows tears, takes a huge breath and opens her eyes to the complete all-enveloping velvet darkness. The street scene has gone, Dickens has gone, Sikes/Mark has gone. There’s a floating sensation in her head, but she’s strangely calm, unafraid. Safe.

      ‘A good choice, Adelaide.’ Dickens’s voice drifts to her ears as from a long way off. ‘Even though you have suffered much cruelty at his hands, you are the better person. You’re the one who will walk into the light.’

      As he says the last sentence, Adelaide has to shield her eyes as the darkness is replaced by a bright light, which quickly fades into moonglow. She’s looking up at the cathedral window, back in the chair – and then the tears come. She had been about to let Sikes/Mark hang, but then she changed her mind. Was this the right thing to do? Why should men like that deserve pity? Nancy didn’t receive any, and neither has Adelaide. After a few moments, a shuddering sigh brings an end to her tears. It’s done now.

      Emotionally drained, she sits quietly listening to the music, and now and then the muted conversation of her friends floats through the notes. Adelaide knows there’s no need for her to think very much about the point in her life where everything went wrong. She remembers it clearly. Remembers the pub she and her friend were in after the cinema and Mark and his friend came over, asked if they could buy them a drink. Adelaide said yes, and that was the beginning of what would be a ten-year nightmare. Adelaide takes a tissue from a box on the table, dabs at her eyes, blows her nose, then gives a start as she feels a hand on her shoulder.

      ‘It’s only me, my darling.’ Fay says, and hands her a brandy. ‘Here, drink this. You’ll soon feel better. I can tell you’ve had a lively experience.’

      Adelaide gives a bark of humourless laughter. ‘You could say that!’ Then she knocks back the brandy in one. Fay’s lovely green eyes are full of sympathy as she takes Adelaide’s hand. ‘I don’t know if I’ve done the right thing … Mr Dickens seemed to think I did, but…’

      ‘If Mr Dickens thought you did, then he’s right. You’ll have a much clearer idea about the way forward when you’ve had some sleep. It’s time for you to go home to bed, my dear.’

      Thoughts of home and what Mark will do to her sends a tremble of fear through her whole body. ‘I can’t. I can’t go home tonight. Mark will⁠—’

      ‘No, he won’t. Mark will not harm you. Go home, you’ll be safe. Trust me.’
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        * * *

      

      At Fay’s suggestion, Adelaide leaves without saying goodbye to the others. She knows she can’t face questions, not tonight. Fay kindly gave her money for a taxi and as she watches its red taillights disappear around the corner of her street, Adelaide walks up to her front door. Even though she trusts Fay absolutely, the tremble is back, so much so that her fingers can barely get the key in the lock, but eventually she’s inside, standing in the hallway, listening out for any sign of Mark. So far there’re none. On the landing outside their bedroom, Adelaide puts her ear to the door. No snoring. No movement. Nothing. The spare room is empty, and the bathroom is in darkness.

      Adelaide carefully opens the door and walks into the bedroom she and Mark have shared for ten years. The bed is still made, there’s no sign of him. Noticing the drawer is open on his side of the bed, she hurries over to look and finds it empty. He has phone chargers in there, indigestion tablets, all sorts – but they’re gone. Hope starts to nibble away at the fear and apprehension never far from her mind, and Adelaide lets it take a big bite. A burst of adrenaline has her rushing to the wardrobe and flinging the doors wide. All Mark’s clothes are gone, his shoes too. Everything! Flying into the bathroom, she flicks the light on and sees just one solitary toothbrush in the stand. Her toothbrush. A sob breaks free and tears of joy course down her face. That single toothbrush is the most beautiful thing she has ever seen in her life. Mark has gone. Gone! And Adelaide knows with unshakable certainty, that he’s never coming back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Kye

      Kye’s not sure why Lady G often riles him. He has the sneaking suspicion that it’s because he thinks she’s better than him. Not in general terms, but in terms of education – she clearly is. This means she knows more stuff, has a wider experience of the world, and knowledge is power, as he remembered a teacher once informing him. Lots of people are more educated than Kye, so why does he let it bother him where Jo’s concerned? There is an answer lurking in his depths that he doesn’t want to acknowledge. It’s been there since the night he, Adelaide and Jo met for a drink and shared their stories. Maybe even before that. It occasionally breaks the surface and whispers in his ear before he quickly drowns it again. Kye wants her to see him as an equal, wants her to like him, because … well, because he likes her. Finds her fascinating, enjoys their chats, even though some of the things she says irk him. Then there’s the way she looks, Kye. Let’s not forget that part of it.

      ‘Adelaide’s been gone a while.’

      Jo’s voice snaps him out of his musing, and he lifts his eyes to hers. ‘Yeah, longer than you were, when you did your letter.’

      ‘Hope she’s okay.’

      ‘She will be. Fay won’t let anything happen to her.’ Kye looks past her towards the end of the bookshop where he thinks he can see a faint outline of a door. ‘Jo, look!’

      Jo swivels round in her chair. ‘Oh my God. It’s the door I was telling you about. The one that vanished, and Fay said was none of our concern,’ she says in a low voice, throwing a furtive glance around the shop. ‘Come on, let’s see if it’s unlocked.’

      ‘Not sure we should. Fay said it was for her personal use.’ Kye doesn’t like the determined look on Jo’s face. If it’s Fay’s private room, they should leave it well alone.

      ‘She won’t know, and we’re only looking. Not doing any harm.’

      ‘Not sure we should…’ Kye’s voice tails off, because Jo’s already out of her seat and hurrying along the bookshelves. Great.

      As he joins her at the door, Kye puts his hand on her arm as she reaches for the latch. ‘Jo, I don’t think this is a good idea. It’s obviously a magical door; how else could it disappear and reappear? We could go in and disappear too!’

      ‘Shh!’ Jo shakes his hand off and looks round again. Then she sighs. ‘Okay, I get your point. Let’s just put our head round and see what’s there. It could be a garden or somewhere Fay goes to relax.’

      Kye can see he’s fighting a losing battle so just shrugs. Jo lifts the latch and the ancient door opens without even a moan or a creak, swings silently open and beyond is … what looks to be a study. He didn’t know what he was expecting, but this room lined with books with a red leather three-piece suite, and long pine coffee table arranged around an open fire is slightly underwhelming. Though the lamps dotted here and there are on, and the fire is lit, giving the room a rosy glow. ‘Okay, it’s a study, then. You satisfied? Let’s go before Fay comes in.’

      Jo doesn’t reply. Kye stands on the threshold and watches her darting around giving a brief look at the books, under the sofa, the coffee table, and then she comes to a standstill in front of a large portrait above the fire that he’s only just seen. ‘Oh my God,’ Jo gasps. ‘Kye, come in, look.’

      Kye glances over his shoulder, but nothing’s moving in the bookshop, not even a carved animal, and so he hurries over to the portrait. Commanding his attention is a figure of a woman in an off-the-shoulder multicoloured gown, standing against a background of swirling flowers and dancing peacocks. The joy and beauty in every stroke is overwhelming, so much so, that he can’t look away. The main reason he can’t look away though, is that he recognises the woman. ‘Oh my God, it’s Fay’ he mutters. ‘Her hair’s up in a bun thingy, and she’s much younger, but it’s her all right.’

      Jo traces her fingers over the artist’s signature and the blood drains from her face. ‘This is impossible.’ She looks at him, blue eyes wide with wonder and amazement.

      ‘Why?’ Kye looks at the childlike signature in block capitals. ‘Gustav Klimt?’ he reads aloud. ‘Never heard of him.’

      ‘Oh, Kye. He is one of the most famous painters in the world … but if memory serves, he died around the end of the First World War.’

      ‘But that would mean that Fay must be well over a hundred years old, and—’ Kye stops abruptly as the absurd notion refuses to stick in his mind. ‘Nah, you’re right. It’s impossible. Must be her mum or grandma.’

      Jo flops down with a thud in one of the armchairs and closes her eyes. She’s taking deep shuddering breaths and Kye worries she’s going to faint. ‘Grandma? Maybe, but… I have this gut feeling…’

      ‘Come on. Let’s go. If Fay comes in and sees us in her personal space, she won’t like it.’

      Jo opens her eyes and points at a green, embossed album on the coffee table. ‘Where the hell did that come from?’

      Kye doesn’t know. It certainly wasn’t there when they came in. ‘Come on, Jo. I have this prickly feeling at the back of my neck. This is Fay’s private room, and we’d better get out before the whole bloody thing disappears and takes us with it.’

      It’s as if he hadn’t spoken. Jo grabs the album and opens it. The first thick, creamy page is blank apart from the title My Biggest Successes. Kye’s heart sinks as Jo ignores his second plea to leave the room and turns the page. There’s a black-and-white photo of Fay, wearing a smart 1950s two-piece suit, with a group of young schoolchildren on the steps of a library. Each of them has a book and a big smile for the camera. In small, neat writing under the photo it says: Sevier County, Tennessee, 1956 – then a list of the children’s names is printed neatly under that.

      ‘This is too much to take in,’ Jo looks up at him and jabs a finger at a pretty little girl with wavy fair hair, bang in the centre. ‘Read the name of number twelve.’

      Kye feels the prickles on the back of his neck start up again and swallows hard. ‘Dolly Rebecca Parton,’ he whispers. Then he thinks he can hear the distant rattle of crockery coming from the bookshop. ‘Jo, put the album back on the table. We need to get back to the shop. Now!’

      Thankfully, Jo does as she’s asked, and in seconds they’re both through the door and back in the bookshop.

      Kye pulls out a chair at the oval table and sinks into it. There’s a coffee pot and mugs on the table that weren’t there when they went off to the study and he can hear Fay singing somewhere, probably in the kitchen. Jo joins him and starts to laugh, a little hysterically, Kye thinks. ‘My head is properly mashed up now. What the hell just happened?’

      Kye flaps a hand at her. ‘Lower your voice. Fay’ll be in any minute. We keep this a secret, right? We do not breathe a word.’

      After a few seconds, Jo gets it together. ‘Okay. Yeah, I think you’re right. We keep it to ourselves… But I am a bit worried now about Adelaide. She really has been gone far too long.’

      ‘As I said before, Fay won’t let anything bad happen to her.’

      Warmth floods Jo’s sky-blue eyes. ‘True. God knows what would have happened if she’d not stopped Mark barging in.’

      Kye leans forward across the table and lowers his voice. ‘About that. What do you think actually happened? Fay said we’d sidestepped him – which makes no sense. It was obvious that he couldn’t see us through the window, or the shop. Why the hell not?’

      Jo ponders on it a few moments. ‘I honestly don’t know. But maybe it’s like when we couldn’t see the shop right at the beginning, remember? Then we all met at midnight, went out of our way to find it, showed how determined we were…’ Her face pink, she tails off, gives an embarrassed shrug. ‘I’m rambling, ignore me.’

      Kye can see where she’s coming from, however, even though it’s completely irrational. ‘So the bookshop is there for those who know how to find it? Need to find it? Mark didn’t know, and was unwanted, so he was kept out?’

      ‘Bravo, young man!’ Fay has appeared from nowhere, startling them both, not least because she’s dressed in a pink mini-skirt and a white, ribbed polo-neck and is wearing pale eyeshadow, dark, winged eyeliner and pale pink frosted lipstick. Her dark bob is coiffured into a bouffant flip style, and a pink hairband completes the look. Kye doesn’t question the dress change, as the answer is obvious to him. ‘That’s a very good description of what might have happened,’ she says and claps Kye on the back.

      Kye looks up puzzled. ‘But how exactly does that work?’

      Fay tuts and puts her hands on her hips, the huge metal hoops in her ears flashing silver in the moonlight. ‘It’s that silly word exactly again. We don’t need to know about exact things. Not in this bookshop anyway.’ She takes Kye’s hand and pulls him to his feet. ‘Now, are you ready to write your letter, Kye?’

      Kye glances at Jo in panic, his heart beating a steady tattoo in his chest. Is he ready? Right now, he feels like running away. Kye’s thought about writing his thank-you letter for ages, but now it’s time, it all feels a bit … well, scary if he’s honest. And all of that on top of just being in the secret study and witnessing Fay’s apparent everlasting youth, plus her meeting with a child who became a famous country music star, is not helping matters at all. Jo’s smiling her encouragement, however, so he can’t bottle it now. ‘Um, I guess. But where’s Adelaide?’

      ‘I sent her home, poor love. She had a bumpy ride and needed a good old sleep.’

      Jo frowns. ‘But will she be okay at home with Mark? I was going to take her back with me tonight, whether she liked it or not.’

      Fay pats the top of Jo’s head in reassurance. ‘No need to worry about that, darling, Jo. Have some coffee, and how about you have a go at writing a poem or something while Kye’s busy? You could even let another book choose you? Right, come on, dear boy.’

      Kye returns Jo’s wave, takes a deep breath and quickly follows Fay as she makes her way between the bookshelves to a small seating area at the other side of the shop. There’s a comfy-looking, green leather armchair, and a little table with a notepad and pen in the centre of it. Fay waves him towards the chair. ‘Get settled and then “go for it” – as you modern people often say nowadays.’ She laughs and then clicks her fingers before walking away. As she does, the harmonica intro to ‘Love me Do’ starts up nearby.

      Kye places his book on the table, sits with his hands folded in his lap and thinks about the letter. In his head he’s planned out many times what to say, but now he’s here, all the plans are forgotten. Just strands of it remain, like a tattered battlefield flag fluttering in the breeze. Chief Bromden, the narrator of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest is close by, but Kye can’t make a connection to him. Through the window, a silver-edged cloud uncovers the face of the moon and bathes the beautiful carved dragon in its light, and suddenly Kye knows what to say.

      
        
        Dear Mr Kesey,

        

        Thank you for writing such an inspiring story, and allowing me to live inside it for a while. I found it hard to read at times and had very mixed feelings about McMurphy – but I know that was your intention. I identified very strongly with Chief Bromden, however, and saw parallels between his life and my own. I don’t mean that I’m in an asylum, though sometimes it feels like it, but that I feel trapped within the institution of society. On a smaller scale, I feel trapped within my own family and need to break free of my brother Leon’s control. Thing is, he’s trapped within the institution too – but he doesn’t realise it. Like many of the inmates in your story, Leon’s happy to go along with it, believes he’s successful, doing well. I try to tell him that what he, and until recently, I, do, brings misery to so many people, but he doesn’t want to know. Also, my mum is poorly and needs my help, and in order to give her that help, I need to break out, just like Chief Bromden did. Thank you once again for helping me realise I have to make a big change. All I need now is a water cooler to pick up and smash my way out, like the chief did. I think this bookshop is my water cooler, and Fay too.

        

      

      
        Thank you once again,

        Kye

      

      

      Kye folds the letter and slips it inside the book. He’s reluctant to set it on the table, but he knows he has to let go. Others need it. So, now what? He tries to remember what Jo said about returning to Gatsby’s world in the 1920s, and how it actually started, but his mind is fuzzy. Sitting a little longer, Kye realises nothing seems to be happening, so maybe he’ll go back to Fay and Jo. Fay said all their experiences might be different, and perhaps his won’t happen at all.

      Reluctantly, Kye’s about to stand up, but finds himself pushed back down by an invisible force. Next, he finds himself in a long, sterile hospital corridor with a formidable-looking nurse in a white starched uniform marching towards him. Her rubber-soled shoes squeak along the linoleum and her furious eyes strike fear into his heart. Kye knows exactly who she is. Nurse Rached, the sadistic and vindictive nurse who controls the inmates. She’s close now, and he can tell he’s going to be punished for something, then a strong arm encircles his waist and he’s pulled through a side door into a common room, with lots of inmates sitting on chairs around the edges.

      Kye looks up at a very tall Native American with a half-smile on his face. ‘Chief Bromden,’ he says, in awe.

      The chief nods but puts a finger to his lips. Kye realises it’s to remind him that the staff don’t know the chief’s only pretending to be deaf and dumb. This ploy has helped him eavesdrop on the staff’s conversations over the years and given him some personal control. The chief points to all of the men seated and beckons to them. Puzzled, they look at one another and then as one, they get up and follow the chief out. Kye tags along behind, wondering what the hell is happening, because he doesn’t remember this scene in the book at all.

      The group of men follow the chief into a large tiled area and there in the centre Kye spots the huge marble water cooler. Then he does a double-take, because McMurphy is there amongst the others, laughing and joking as usual. Kye knows that by this time in the book, he’d been lobotomised to stop him causing trouble, and the chief had put him out of his misery by smothering him with a pillow. So how could he still be alive now? Kye watches McMurphy laughing with the others, and wonders if he can speak to him, or if he’s somehow invisible, as nobody has looked him in the eye. Kye thinks he will ask the chief, but as he goes over to him, the door smashes open and in walks Nurse Rached.

      Rached screams at the chief and tells him to step away from the cooler. She points an imperious finger at him and repeats her instruction, but the chief flings his arms wide and she’s hurled backwards out of the scene, melting through the grey stone wall as if it’s made of fog. That is definitely not in the book! Kye cheers and punches the air, but nobody seems to notice him. Then the giant of a man walks to the cooler and with a mighty effort, wrenches it off the stand, sending a fountain of water high into the air. The water is all the colours of the rainbow and as it meets the ceiling, it forms hundreds of tiny arcs, a sea of little rainbows dripping from every surface. The walls, the ceiling, the upturned faces of the beleaguered inmates.

      Kye’s laughing, and crying too, as the chief takes a few steps and smashes the cooler through the window. As he does, yet more colours fill the room. It’s as though a multitude of rainbows have entered through the broken window and the fissures in the walls, bending and twisting around each of the inmates, inviting them to join in a dance of triumph. The men laugh in delight and amazement, their hands raised to the heavens, incredulous to witness such beauty. Then the chief turns, a quiet smile on his face and beckons them to follow him into a brave new world. A world beyond the asylum. Kye and the chief lock eyes and it is as if hope, love and happiness have reached into his heart and filled it to the brim. This is it. This is where Kye smashes out of his own asylum.

      As the chief and the others walk out, Kye files on behind, putting one foot in front of the other, he’s a little unsteady, but with each faltering step he’s growing stronger. The men are still laughing, some dance, even hug each other, and it’s beautiful. They have done it; they have escaped the institution. Kye follows on, but stops dead as the men start to disappear one by one into a thick fog. The last one left is the chief. He stops, turns to face Kye and raises a clenched fist in salute … then he’s gone.

      Slowly the fog clears and Kye finds himself back in the bookshop, sitting in the chair. The music has stopped and he’s struggling to contain the tornado of emotion swirling in his chest. His heart aches for all the poor mentally ill people in the 1950s and 60s who were drugged, dehumanised, locked away behind the high walls of institutions like the one described by Kesey. Many of them never escaped, nor did most of the ones in the book, but somehow, Kye’s imagination made the unwritten scenes a reality. Kye sits for a while letting the tears come, not caring what his grandfather would say if he were there. A calm, light feeling settles within him, and he knows the next part of his experience is near.

      Kye is back in his flat at home, the TV drones from the living room, and his mum’s chesty cough accompanies the waft of cannabis drifting into the kitchen. Leon’s sitting opposite him at the table, ripping open a brown envelope and frowning as he reads the letter within. Kye grips the arms of the chair as he knows what’s coming next. He’s always known, really. This is the moment where his life went wrong. The moment he gave in to the institution – let it dominate, drug him, dehumanise him. Yes, it might have been for altruistic reasons, he wanted to be close to his mum, but he knows it was the wrong move. Kye is an observer of the scene, he’s there, but not there, as if he’s watching on CCTV from a corner of the ceiling. Kye watches himself and Leon regard each other, feels his gut twist as Leon screws up the letter into a tight ball.

      ‘What is it, Leon?’

      ‘A letter from your English teacher saying you should apply to college, ’cos your grades are good.’

      A leap of pride in Kye’s chest is quickly dashed as he looks at the challenge in Leon’s eyes and then at the ball of paper on the table between them. ‘Right, well it’s something I could think about⁠—’

      ‘No, it isn’t.’ Leon picks up the ball and tosses it back and forth from hand to hand. ‘We don’t have the money for you to go to university. You need to do something that will bring it in, not send it out.’

      Hope is draining from Kye like the rain pouring down the gutter outside the window, but he has to try one last thing. ‘But if I did good at uni, I could get a well-paid job and⁠—’

      ‘No.’ Leon stands up and walks over to the bin. ‘Time to put away childish things, Kye. Listen to your big bro – you have other work to do.’ Then he rips up the letter, throws it in the bin and walks away.

      Kye lifts his eyes to the window and watches the rain clouds darken, his heart full of sorrow, then seconds later, he’s looking at the moon and the star-studded sky. Kye is back in his beloved bookshop, and even though he’s just relived the moment where his life went wrong, he knows exactly where his edit starts. He wants to go on to higher education, to try to be more than he is, to know stuff. Because knowledge is power. If he has power, he can usefully help his mum. Right now, she’s trapped in the institution, and he needs to show her where her water cooler is. Kye isn’t naïve enough to think it will be easy to have that bright future he’s dreaming of, but he knows he will never give up trying to achieve it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Jo

      Jo watches Kye walking towards her through the rows of bookshelves, trailing his hands along the spines as he does, with a huge grin on his face. Even though he looks happy now, she can see he’s been crying. Oddly, she feels as if she wants to throw her arms around him. Jo’s not really a huggy type of person. After the ‘phone call moment’ where everything went wrong, she withdrew from physical contact, because every time her mum put her arms around her, all she could hear were the words – I wish I had remained childless – whispering in her head. The hug felt devoid of comfort, cold, false. Her dad was never much of a hugger, so nothing really changed there, in fact the only time Jo can remember wanting to hug someone recently, was when Adelaide was upset in the café that day, and she’d gone to comfort her.

      Kye’s at the table now and shakes his head as if in disbelief, and she can tell by the excitement shining in his eyes that he’s got lots to tell her. But before he can say anything, Fay appears from the back room and does what Jo dare not. ‘Come here, my brave boy.’ Fay envelops him in a fierce embrace and Kye gently lays his head on her shoulder. He looks so young and vulnerable right now that Jo has to look away. Fay holds him at arm’s length and looks into his eyes. ‘How about a nice hot chocolate before you go, eh?’ Kye smiles his acceptance. ‘Sit yourself down and chat with Jo while I get it. Hot chocolate, Jo.’

      ‘Yes, please, Fay,’ Jo says quietly and returns Kye’s sweet smile. She wonders what he’d say if she told him she’d never had a boyfriend. Never been held by anyone romantically. She guesses that even though she’s three years his senior, he will have had many girlfriends by now … or boyfriends, of course. He has to have had. So good-looking, thoughtful and kind too.

      Kye looks at her and vigorously shakes his head, the action making the beads in his short locs bounce. ‘You weren’t shitting me when you said the experience was real.’ He throws his hands up. ‘I mean it was as if I was actually there, there in the story, their world – with Chief Bromden and the others.’

      His enthusiasm is infectious, and Jo remembers vividly the way she felt in Gatsby’s garden. ‘Yeah.’ She laughs. ‘That’s because you were there, Kye. You literally escaped into a book.’

      Kye stares through her, lost in thought. ‘Yeah … yeah. I think you must be right.’

      ‘I’m always right, you know that.’ Jo gives him a cheeky smirk to let him know she’s joking.

      There’s no trace of an answering smirk, just a deadpan expression. ‘You know what, I think you are … well, almost. That’s because you’ve had a proper education. The more you know, the stronger you feel, I reckon. Knowledge is power.’

      ‘Michel Foucault.’

      ‘Eh?’

      ‘The French philosopher, that’s where the quote’s from.’

      Kye frowns. ‘I never heard of her.’

      ‘Him.’

      ‘Right. Kye sighs. That’s what I mean, see? You know stuff, lots of stuff about everything. I thought it was just something my English teacher had come up with.’

      Jo feels a bit up herself now. She hates that Kye might feel belittled by her knowledge and tells herself not to be so quick to share it without thinking in future. ‘Hey, I didn’t mean to show off, it’s just⁠—’

      Kye holds a hand up. ‘You weren’t showing off. I’m glad you told me where the quote was from.’ He lowers his voice. ‘You knew the artist of that painting too.’ Then he gives her a heart-stopping smile. ‘And in the future, I’m going to know just as much as you, if not more.’

      Jo’s about to ask why, when Fay swishes in dressed in paisley pyjamas and a midnight-blue velvet dressing gown and immediately answers Jo’s unasked question. ‘Because this darling boy has a plan, don’t you?’

      Kye takes his hot chocolate and takes a sip. ‘I won’t even ask how you know, but yes, I do. It won’t be easy, but tonight’s experience has shown me the way forward out of the institution. I’m out already, in my mind, I just have to make some practical changes to achieve my goal. My mum’s too.’

      Fay smiles. ‘Why don’t you tell us both about what happened? I can tell you’re brimming over with excitement.’

      Jo listens while Kye paints a vivid picture of emancipation and joy. When he lets himself get caught up in the moment, he has a wonderful way with words and she loves the way enthusiasm lights up his eyes like twin blue flames, and his constant twiddling of the beads in his hair make his locs stick out at crazy angles.

      Both her and Fay say how thrilled they are that he had such a positive experience. Then there’s a brief silence while they sip their drinks, allowing Jo to ask a question she’s not sure she should. ‘So, will you have to get a student loan to finance your studies?’ She remembers when they met at the pub that evening, him saying he had no choice but to ‘work’ for his brother.

      Kye’s smile falters. ‘I haven’t sorted all that out yet. But I will. I’ll go back to my school and have a chat to the English teacher, Mrs Greenhill. She will help me figure it out and apply for whatever I need to. College is the first step, I think. One thing’s for certain – I’m not doing any more work for Leon.’

      ‘That sounds like a plan,’ Jo says with an encouraging smile. ‘And what degree do you fancy doing?’

      Kye twists his mouth to the side. ‘English Lit, no question. That way I get to read loads of books. Not sure what kind of a job I can get with that, but there must be quite a few… But in the end, what I really want to do is write. I want to create fantastic worlds for others to live in, to escape inside for a while. I want to write the kind of stories that will stay with people.’ He looks away, clearly embarrassed. ‘That’s a crazy idea, right?’

      Fay clasps her hands together and beams at him, pride shining from her eyes. Then she gives Jo a meaningful look.

      Jo looks intently into Kye’s eyes. ‘No, not crazy at all.’ Seemingly unable to control her actions, she watches her hand snake across the table to Kye’s, slip her fingers through his and give it a squeeze. Kye looks at her shyly and squeezes back.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Jo is sitting in Adelaide’s cosy kitchen with a mug of coffee and a cherry scone not long out of the oven. When Adelaide had called her at 9am, gabbling that she had something wonderful to tell her and that Jo must come round immediately, Jo had wondered if Adelaide was thinking straight. Normally, she wouldn’t have anyone to visit because Mark wouldn’t approve. When Jo had said something to that effect, Adelaide had giggled and said that Mark wouldn’t be a problem.

      ‘Scone okay?’ Adelaide asks, pushing her glasses up her nose and raking her fingers through her mop of red hair. Jo thinks she looks like she’s been up for hours and there’s a bit of a manic gleam in her hazel eyes.

      ‘It’s absolutely delicious, Adelaide. How come you’ve been baking so early?’

      ‘Oh, I couldn’t sleep after my experience last night. I was too wired! And, my God, let me tell you I feel on cloud nine and don’t want to get off it.’ She drains her coffee mug and pours herself more from the cafetiere.

      Jo nods at the mug. ‘Might be an idea to lay off the coffee then. You’re gonna crash and burn if you keep this up.’

      ‘No, I might crash, but I won’t burn. My burning days are done!’ Adelaide’s high-pitched giggle is slightly unnerving and Jo suggests she has some water. ‘Good idea, Jo.’ She leans across the table and stares at Jo intently. ‘And when I’ve got my water, I’m going to tell you something that will blow your mind.’

      When she returns, Adelaide just stares ahead, a half-smile on her lips, so Jo prompts, ‘Okay, what happened last night?’

      ‘It was incredible! I went back to nineteenth-century London and watched Bill Sikes hang! Well, he was Mark too – his face changed and’—Adelaide shudders—‘I don’t want to go into that bit, but suffice to say, it was terrifyingly real. I could smell the air, and the people, unfortunately, feel the cold and wet, I was wearing a Victorian dress and I was worried I wouldn’t be able to get back to our time, but then I could feel the bookshop chair under my bum and I knew I’d be okay. It was as if I was in the story, inside Dickens’ imagination, I felt like I was actually there in the past.’

      Jo nods catching Adelaide’s enthusiasm. ‘Same happened to me with The Great Gatsby, as you know. It was amazing!’

      ‘Yes. And incredibly, Dickens actually spoke to me. He asked me if I should let Sikes – who was Mark, and vice versa – hang, or cut him down.’ Adelaide ruffles her hair again and massages her temples. ‘I almost let him hang, Jo, but at the last minute I raised my hand which meant to cut him down. They were both utter bastards, and probably deserved death after what they did, especially Sikes, but I couldn’t do it, Jo. I couldn’t wilfully take the life of a fellow human being.’

      Adelaide brushes away tears and Jo feels her own eyes well up. ‘That’s because you’re a good person, Adelaide. You’re worth a million of those two.’

      ‘That’s what Dickens said – well, more or less. He said I’d done the right thing, and when I got back home last night, I know one hundred per cent that he was right. My leniency, my goodness, if you like, had been rewarded, Jo.’ Adelaide starts to cry, but she’s laughing too, and Jo isn’t sure what to do about it.

      ‘How … how exactly were you rewarded, Adelaide?’

      Adelaide blows her nose and flings her arms wide, with a smile to match. ‘Because my bastard husband has gone. Gone! I got back home and there was barely a trace of him. Apart from his accumulated crap in the garage, everything else has gone. All. of. it.’

      Jo stares, stunned, trying to process what she’s just heard. ‘How they hell did that happen? How was he able to take all his stuff, and go before you got back from the bookshop?’

      Adelaide shrugs. ‘I don’t know, maybe he had help, I don’t care. I don’t fucking care! Ooh, I said a bad word, somebody lock me up.’ Adelaide laughs. ‘I can swear whenever I want now, dress how I like, have my hair cut and styled, get my contact lenses in, and start actually living like a human being instead of a cowering animal waiting for the next kick from its master. I took the day off today, because I can! Oh, and I can read in public, instead of hiding away in stockrooms and bathrooms.’ Adelaide stares at Jo as if she can’t believe her own words and then her face crumples. She puts her head in her hands and starts to rock back and forth, sobbing.

      Jo knows Adelaide has had a very unhappy life, but the fact that she wasn’t allowed to even read openly in her own home, makes her want to hunt Mark down and hang him herself. Without thinking too hard about it, she goes round the table and wraps her arms around her friend, tears dripping off the end of her chin. ‘Oh, my dear, Adelaide. I’m so sorry for all the pain he caused you and I’m over the moon that you’re free of him.’ A dark thought nearly has her blurting out – but what if he comes back? But she bites her tongue.

      Adelaide grabs onto Jo as if she’s a lifebuoy and it feels good. Jo knows she’s being a comfort to someone, and she likes it. ‘Thanks, Jo. And I know he’s gone forever. Don’t ask me how, but he’s gone because of the bookshop. I just know. The bookshop was my sanctuary, but now it’s my saviour too.’

      Jo starts to question this logic – how could the bookshop make someone disappear? But then she reminds herself of the futility of such reasoning, especially after she and Kye went in the secret study last night. The place is full of magic and so is Fay. Believe, or don’t. It’s as simple as that. ‘I think it’s the saviour of all three of us – in different ways, of course. We have all begun our life edits, and hopefully by the end of our manuscripts, we’ll have a story worth reading. And, Adelaide, there’s something else I need to tell you about last night. But Kye and I think we should keep it from Fay.’ She tells her all about the secret study, the Klimt portrait and the photo of Dolly Parton as a child.

      Adelaide listens, open-mouthed. ‘Shit,’ she says eventually. ‘So this means that if the painting isn’t fake, which I don’t for one minute think it is, then Fay is what … at least a hundred and thirty years old, if she sat for the portrait as a young woman?’

      Jo shrugs. ‘Yes, so it has to be fake, I suppose.’ Even as she’s saying the words, she doesn’t believe them, but the logical part of her brain is trying to anchor her to some semblance of normality.

      ‘But that doesn’t explain the photo. It was 1956, right?’ Jo nods. ‘And you reckon Fay looked to be in her late twenties, early thirties…’

      ‘Possibly, it’s hard to say with any certainty.’

      ‘So that has to make her in her late nineties now.’

      ‘Yes. It’s all very weird. In fact, I haven’t pondered too much on it, because the thought of it makes my head explode. And what was she doing at a library with Dolly Parton? The album was entitled “My Greatest Successes”. Has Fay some kind of expertise in country music we don’t know about?’

      Adelaide laughs. ‘Knowing her, she might have. But I think it must have to do with the book thing. The kids were all holding books, so I think that was Fay’s doing. Do you know much about Dolly?’

      Jo thinks for a moment. ‘Not really, beyond knowing a few of her most famous songs and she has a theme park thing in the States – Dollywood, I think it’s called.’

      ‘That’s right. Well, I do know quite a lot about her, as it happens, because I’m a bit of a fan. Dolly’s a big philanthropist. Not only did she donate a million dollars towards developing a vaccine against Covid, she’s a huge believer in the power of reading and literacy, because she lived in poverty as a kid and her dad was illiterate. She funds a programme that gives free books to kids from birth up to the age of five.’ Adelaide spreads her hands. ‘Not just in the US either, it’s branched out to loads of countries. She’s given away millions of books. Dolly wants children to be inspired by books, to have the ability to get lost in stories and dream big.’

      Jo struggles with her emotions as she tries to piece together Fay’s involvement in influencing the young Dolly, despite the whole thing being logically impossible. Could it have been Fay who first inspired young Dolly to become a reader? ‘That’s so lovely.’ She sniffs and Adelaide passes her a tissue. ‘No wonder Fay has Dolly on the first page of the album. I’d love to see who else has their photo in there.’

      ‘And me.’ Adelaide dabs at her eyes too. ‘But I agree, we shouldn’t mention it to Fay. I reckon that study is her own private place where she goes to relax and remember everyone she’s helped over the years … the many years.’ Adelaide closes her eyes and takes a few deep breaths. ‘I’m emotionally exhausted. It’s certainly been a hell of a ride over the last thirty-six hours or so.’

      ‘It certainly has. And I think you’re right about leaving it well alone. Apart from the dates and Fay’s age not adding up, why the door to the study disappears and reappears is also still a mystery. Though much of what happens in the bookshop is, and you know what? I wouldn’t have it any other way.’

      Once Adelaide’s recovered, she asks Jo about Kye’s experience and is thrilled about his decision to go to college, then uni, and eventually become a writer. ‘Oh, bless his heart. That boy deserves to be happy, and his mum too. I just wish we could convince his brother to stop dealing. Maybe he’d listen to us?’

      Jo puzzles over that. ‘I don’t think we should interfere, really. It’s up to Kye to sort things out himself, just as it is with us. I’m not sure I’d thank you or Kye coming to my house and trying to talk to my parents, no matter how well intentioned.’

      Adelaide sighs. ‘You’re right, of course. Sometimes I can’t believe you’re just twenty-one. You’re so wise beyond your years.’

      ‘Hmm. I don’t always follow my own advice though.’

      ‘None of us do.’ Adelaide pats her hand and sits back in her seat, a thoughtful expression on her face. ‘Is there anywhere in Cornwall Kye could do the course he wants? It might be cheaper if he could study here and still live at home.’

      ‘Yes, Truro College for A levels, then Falmouth Uni. That’s where I was doing the same course, until I stupidly left in the third year.’

      Adelaide smiled. ‘That would be perfect for him. Not too far – easily commutable.’

      Jo nods. ‘It would be. I hope he can sort everything out and get on the course in September. Money will still be a problem, I expect, but he’ll get there.’

      Adelaide butters another scone. ‘And what about you? Had any thoughts about finishing your degree – or a future career?’

      Has she? The teaching idea has been wafting in and out of her mind for a few weeks now. To do that she’d have to finish the degree and do another year’s PGCE. Her thinking is all still a bit cloudy though, and Jo knows she’ll need a stiff breeze to clear them. Kye’s enthusiasm had rubbed off on her a bit too. It was great to see him so inspired. ‘Yep. I had thought of completing it and maybe a long-term career as a teacher – an English teacher, of course.’ Jo smiles.

      Adelaide beams. ‘Fantastic! You absolutely should do that. I can see you being the best teacher and inspiring so many to read, find the joy and meaning of the stories and make a real difference in their lives. Kids need people like you, Jo.’

      The conviction and enthusiasm of Adelaide’s words provide the stiff breeze Jo’s been looking for. Teaching is certainly looking more appealing, but she won’t make any firm plans just yet. Jo has the relationship between herself and her parents, well, Mum really, to work through first. One step at a time, as her grandma used to say. ‘Thank you, Adelaide. I must admit I am leaning more in that direction.’

      ‘Excellent! Just think, you and Kye could be at the same university together in a couple of years. Wouldn’t that be something?’ Adelaide gives her a cheeky wink which is very disconcerting.

      This is not a subject Jo wants to discuss at all. ‘Hmm. Now, what do you say to a brisk walk in the fresh air, Adelaide? You look like you could use it!’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Jo

      Jo has convinced her mum to join her for dinner. Just the two of them. It hadn’t been easy because Cathy had come up with valid reasons as to why they shouldn’t. The fact that she had defrosted a chicken for dinner later and Jo’s dad might feel left out, were two of them. Jo had said that her dad might be glad of a quiet evening with a takeaway, and it would be lovely to have a girls’ evening. It was hard for Jo to actually say those words, as there is so much wrong with them in her mind. What exactly is a girls’ evening? Neither of them are girls for a start. She doesn’t like the word girly either, because it conjures up images of pink, glitter and vacuous conversation. But Cathy had immediately brightened when she said it and agreed to the meal, so it had been worth it in the end.

      Cathy fluffs her already perfect blonde curls and checks her glossy pink lipstick in the passenger-seat visor mirror before getting out of the car. ‘Do you think this dress pulls a bit across my midriff?’ She opens her faux-fur coat and nods down at her flat belly, the soft woollen pink dress clinging perfectly in all the right places.

      ‘No, Mum. You look stunning as usual.’ Jo notes the satisfied smile on Cathy’s face, opens the door to the restaurant and ushers her through. Even though appearances are paramount to her mum, Jo realises that Cathy is basically very needy and vulnerable. Hungry for praise. Hopefully the evening will go as planned and they will leave the restaurant closer than when they entered it. Mum and daughter, not antagonists.

      Once seated, Cathy looks around and nods approvingly. ‘This is certainly very nice; it’s new, isn’t it?’

      ‘Yes, got rave reviews too.’ Jo had researched the new bistro that had emerged in true Cinderella fashion from a couple of ruined fishermens’ cottages near St Agnes. In the daytime, it afforded far-reaching views of the ocean, but tonight, they had to make do with candle glow and moonlight through the floor-to-ceiling windows.

      ‘Bet it costs a packet,’ Cathy whispers, before taking the menu from the waitress. Her eyes grow round as she runs a sparkly, purple nail down the price list.

      ‘No need to worry about that, Mum. It’s my treat.’

      ‘Really?’ Her eyes grow even rounder. ‘Not sure you’ve ever treated me before.’

      That blow lands hard, but Jo tries not to let it show on her face. Is it true? Maybe she hasn’t treated her mum? She has to admit that the birthday and Christmas presents she gives her parents don’t really get a lot of thought, but she makes sure she spends a decent amount. But treats such as this, no. No, not at all. ‘I hadn’t thought about that, Mum. Yes, I suppose you’re right,’ she says. ‘I will try to do better, because I want us to be closer and⁠—’

      Cathy flaps a napkin at her and shuffles in her seat. ‘No. I don’t want you to treat me for the sake of it, I didn’t mean it like that,’ she says, snippily.

      ‘I know. But I want to make more of an effort.’ Jo finds an appropriate smile from somewhere and sees a tentative one lift a corner of her mum’s mouth.

      ‘That’s nice to hear.’ Cathy looks back at the menu. ‘I won’t have a starter, but think I might go for the fillet steak with peppercorn sauce.’

      Jo looks at the menu and then back at her mum noticing the challenge in her eyes. She’s picked the most expensive item on the menu, and Jo swallows her judgement with a sip of water. ‘I think I’ll join you.’

      Cathy’s eyebrows raise slightly but she makes no comment. ‘So why are we here now, then? It’s not a special occasion or anything.’

      ‘Just wanted to have a nice time with you. I told you, when we talked about your past and my grandma and stuff, recently, that I wanted to make things better between us.’

      Cathy clicks her fingers imperiously at the waitress, and Jo cringes. ‘A large glass of Merlot please. What do you want, Joanna?’

      ‘Sparkling water, please.’ She wishes it were wine but she’s driving.

      The waitress nods and hurries away and Cathy leans in closer across the table. ‘I seem to remember that little chat turned into you basically accusing me of telling you that I never wanted children. It didn’t happen, Joanna.’ She holds a finger up as Jo opens her mouth to say something. ‘Did. Not. And if we are to have a rerun of that, I might as well go home now.’

      Jo regards the fire in her mum’s eyes and looks away. Great.

      Cathy excuses herself and goes to ‘the little girl’s room’. Then the waitress brings their drinks over and Jo’s left alone with her thoughts. So now it seems that Jo has to accept that her memory and the bookshop experience of where it all went wrong is false? Jo knows it is true, one hundred per cent, but if she wants a new, better relationship with her mother, then she has to swallow her anger, annoyance and pride, to an extent. Can she do all that? She has to, if she really wants change. Reminding herself that Cathy’s the child and she’s the mum, that her education and understanding of the world enables her to see beyond the next hour or so – to place herself in her mother’s shoes. So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past. Jo needs to steer their little boat forward into the future, and to do that she needs to be stronger than she’s ever had to be before.

      Cathy flounces back and lifts the Merlot to her lips.

      ‘Okay, Mum. Perhaps, I misremembered what you said that day.’ The words sound easy, not forced, and Jo allows herself a little pat on the back. Before the bookshop, she would never have been able to do that.

      Cathy stops mid-sip and looks at Jo over her wine glass as if she can’t believe her ears. ‘Ri-ght. Happy to hear that.’ The waitress appears with her notepad and Cathy orders for them and a second Merlot for herself. ‘Now, what have you been up to recently? You still hanging out with your new friends?’

      Hanging out? What is she, fourteen?

      ‘Yeah. We all love being at the bookshop, it’s given us a new lease of life in a way. Fay, the owner is pretty special too.’ As soon as Jo’s said that, she wishes she hadn’t.

      A look of suspicion narrows Cathy’s eyes and she says too casually, ‘Fay? How come she’s so special, then?’

      Careful, Jo. ‘Mostly because she’s so well read, I think. She’s wise too, Kye looks up to her, probably because he’s not had much guidance from anyone, really.’ Again, Jo’s worried her mouth’s running away with her. Should she be sharing details of Kye’s life like this?

      ‘And how about you?’ Cathy swirls the Merlot around her glass and holds it up to the light.’

      ‘Me what?’

      ‘Do you look up to her?’ Cathy’s watching Jo’s face carefully, and there’s no mistaking the jealousy in her mum’s eyes.

      ‘Erm, kind of. I suppose it’s because she’s well read, as I said, and that she’s an older woman. The older you are the wiser, usually.’ Jo crosses her fingers.

      Cathy immediately brightens. ‘Right. Not so much a mother figure then.’

      Jo uncrosses her fingers. The age thing worked. ‘Oh, not at all. Kind of a teachery type figure.’ This isn’t how she feels about Fay at all, but if she were to wax lyrical about her, Cathy would not be impressed. One thing is for sure, if Cathy’s jealous of Fay, then she must care about Jo, because many times over the years the jury has been out on that question.

      ‘Hmm. All prim and proper – brogues and a tweed skirt?’ Cathy chuckles.

      Jo thinks of Fay at full flow in a kimono, arms flung back, talking to the moon, or dancing to jazz dressed as a flapper and has to hide a smile. ‘Something like that.’

      Their steaks arrive and they eat in companiable silence for a while, apart from commenting on how good the food is. ‘What was the other friend called? Anita or something?’ Cathy dabs at the corners of her mouth and makes a start on her second glass of wine.

      ‘Adelaide.’ Jo pours the rest of the sparkling water into her glass. ‘You asked me before if she was Australian, she isn’t, but her mum was from Adelaide. They planned to go back on holiday. But never got round to it.’

      Cathy nods. ‘Sounds like her mother has passed?’

      ‘Yeah, her dad too, sadly, when they were in their forties. Then Adelaide got in with a bully of a husband, but thankfully he’s gone now.’

      ‘How come?’

      Jo takes her time drinking her water, while the urge to tell her mum the truth has gone. Jo can imagine the look on her mum’s face if she told her that Charles Dickens had a conversation with Adelaide. ‘He just upped and went. I don’t know much more than that.’

      ‘Poor Adelaide. She might think her troubles are over, but they’re just beginning. There’ll be a divorce and then the house will be sold – assuming they own their own house, of course?’

      ‘The house is hers, her mum left it to her. Mortgage is paid so she won’t have worries there.’ Jo wants to add that selling a house and a divorce is hardly a worry, compared to the cruelty Adelaide has had to endure for ten years.

      Cathy holds up a finger. ‘Nah, she’ll have to sell it. Because if they were married, he owns half. Money is always a headache in situations like this. Remember when your Auntie Lisa’s first marriage ended?’

      Jo knows that’s not all necessarily true, because the deeds could be just in Adelaide’s name, but she nods in where she hopes are all the right places, as she half listens to Cathy rambling on and on about Lisa’s struggles over who owns what, and how much the solicitor will cost. Cathy has absolutely no idea what it is like to live under the control of a tyrant. Nor does she have much empathy. And once again, money and possessions are king in her narrow little world. She only seems to get animated when both are at the centre of conversation. ‘Would you like a pudding, Mum?’ Jo asks when Cathy draws breath.

      Cathy looks at her as if she’d been asked if she’d like to eat a plate of worms. ‘Good God, no! I’ve gone way over my limit with the wine and chips.’ She points to a smear of sauce which is the only thing that remains on her plate. ‘And that must have had a vat of cream in it!’ She fans her face. ‘Delicious though, I have to say.’

      ‘Yes, I enjoyed mine too.’ Jo sits back and sips her water wondering if this is the time to float her plans for the future. Her mum seems relaxed and in a fairly good mood, and after all, this is why Jo invited her mum out in the first place really, isn’t it? To bring them closer together, share her hopes and dreams. Show Cathy she’s not just a waste of space, a lazy good-for-nothing who sponges off her parents. So she’d better get on with it. ‘I think I’m going back to finish my course at uni this year, if I can get in. And then I’ll do an extra year PGCE, so I can become a teacher.’

      Both Cathy’s eyebrows shoot up without a struggle, which is a surprise in itself, then she says, ‘Really?’

      ‘Yep.’ Jo can’t tell if her mum’s pleased or not, as her expression’s not giving much away.

      ‘Hmm.’ Cathy finishes her wine and regards Jo with scepticism. ‘Now, are you actually going to do this? You’ve said it before.’

      ‘I have?’ This is not the reaction Jo expected.

      ‘Yes, to your Auntie Lisa at your twenty-first. Then when I asked you about it you said it was all small talk. We argued about it, if I remember rightly.’

      ‘Really? Not like us to argue.’ Jo can’t help but snap. Of all the imagined scenarios of this evening, this wasn’t one of them. But then, why is she surprised? Nothing’s ever right between them for long.

      ‘That’s typical of you. I’m trying to get to the truth of the matter here.’

      ‘The truth of the matter is, yes, I fobbed Lisa off at the time, but since then I have been seriously considering teaching, and I’ve made a decision to go for it. Thought you’d be pleased, as you’ve been pushing the idea for years.’

      Cathy tosses her hair. ‘I am pleased, or will be, when it actually happens! Until you walk in with that bit of paper that tells me you’ve finished the English degree and another one for the PGCE, anything could happen. You never stick at anything for long.’ Cathy sneers and folds her arms. ‘Well, apart from reading endless piles of damned books and mooching about the place. Or actually, these days, mooching around that bloody bookshop with this Fay woman and your odd-bod friends. Teaching is a career that you need to stick at. You can’t just flounce out of the classroom when things don’t go your way.’ Cathy pulls her neck back. ‘Trouble is, you’ve never had much patience with things.’

      Jo doesn’t know what to say. All the resentment and anger she’s been trying to put to bed since the bookshop experience – the deep understanding of The Great Gatsby visit, which shone a light on the way forward, has been plunged into darkness. All the empathy for her mum that’s welled up inside her since she learnt about Cathy’s past, and the reason she’s like she is, the realisation that Jo is the bigger person, or should try to be, at least, is fast disappearing. All Jo can see in front of her is a bitter, miserable woman with the IQ of a boiled egg, whose only focus is money and things. Oh, and needing a compliant, successful clone of a daughter.

      ‘Well?’ Cathy snaps. ‘Am I going to be disappointed again? Because you really need to get your act together, and I mean it this time. Time to grow up.’ She lowers her voice and leans in. ‘No more shoplifting either.’

      Jo releases a long slow breath and says calmly. ‘I don’t do that anymore and never will again – not since I found The Midnight Bookshop, and my tribe. My people.’ Jo’s voice is thick with emotion.

      ‘So, me and your dad are not your people. Is that what you’re saying?’

      Jo nods, sadly. ‘Yeah. I suppose I am. Well, Dad is just a dogsbody who you push around and who rarely interacts with me, but you … no, you are not my people. Even though I really wish you could be.’ An utter sense of failure crashes into Jo like a tidal wave as she watches her mum’s face darken in anger. Then she hears Fay’s words again, the day Jo had worried she wasn’t making progress with her mum. ‘Remember, you can only try your best. I can see the determination and desire within you to make changes, right wrongs and create the conditions in which happiness can grow. If your mother cannot, or will not see that, then it’s not you that has failed.’

      ‘Well, this girls’ night is not what I expected. I can’t seem to do anything right for you, Joanna, no matter how much I try.’ Cathy dabs at the corners of her eyes with her napkin, but Jo can see no tears.

      ‘Ditto. You go to the car, I’ll grab the bill.’ Jo’s surprised she sounds so calm as she’s shaking inside. Crying in the restaurant is not an option, however. No way will she give Cathy the satisfaction.

      ‘Gladly.’ Cathy jumps up and heads for the door.

      Jo watches her go, pays the bill and considers her options. Why does it always end with her mum walking away? Maybe it’s time for Jo to do exactly the same.
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      Kye

      Kye is up in the clouds the next day. The future is lit with possibilities, doors are opening up in front of him, and at last he thinks he has keys that will fit them. The walls of the institution are reduced to rubble, and it’s possible to see the green fields and blue ocean beyond. Even though he’s woken up in his dingy little bedroom, he knows that he won’t be here forever. After he’s done his degree and got a decent job of some kind, Kye will find a place for himself and his mum, a place where this daily frustration he feels, and the disgust he has for ‘the work’ will be just a sordid memory.

      A shudder runs through him when he thinks of what he did in the early hours upon his return from the bookshop. He’s both terrified and elated as he relives it. High from his experience, Kye had gone into the bathroom with Leon’s stash and flushed the lot down the toilet. He’d done his last drop for him, and fuck the consequences. Leon had texted him instructions before Kye had left for the bookshop, but he’d ignored them. He was supposed to drive to Plymouth last night, Leon had parked a car nearby for him to use, and mentioned it was a big drop. An important drop. And it was about time his little bro stepped up to the plate, earnt his keep. But Kye hadn’t done it. Once he’d had his wondrous experience with the chief, he neither had the stomach nor the inclination. All he had was a burning desire to move forward, change himself, become the best he can be.

      The door to his room crashes open, jolting him out of his musings and upright in bed. Leon stands there in the doorway, eyes blazing. ‘Where the fuck were you last night? They waited in Plymouth for over an hour and you didn’t show!’

      Kye’s heart is thumping in his chest. He can’t find his voice, so just shrugs.

      ‘Don’t you dare shrug at me, boy! You made me look a right fucking dick in front of one of the biggest dealers in the south-west!’

      ‘Leon! What’s all the shouting about?’ Their mum appears at the door, clutching the collar of her dressing gown, face ashen.

      ‘Keep out of it, Mum. This is between me and this arsehole.’

      ‘Kye, love? What’s going on?’

      She tries to get past Leon, but he pushes her back and walks into the room, towers over Kye. ‘So, where’s the stash? The box is empty.’

      Kye knows this is it. This is the last hurdle, and he has to leap it. Bunching his fists and bracing himself for onslaught he says, ‘I … I flushed it down the toilet.’

      Leon’s eyes widen in disbelief and he lunges at Kye, a strong hand tightens around his throat and pins him to the bed. ‘You did what?’ His brother’s voice, though calm, chills Kye’s blood.

      Kye manages a squeaky, ‘Flushed the lot. I won’t be part of peddling despair and misery to anyone, not anymore.’

      Kye watches a torrent of fury contort his brother’s face and knows he’s beyond reason. ‘I’ll show you misery and despair, you stinking pile of shit!’ The impact of Leon’s fury, in the shape of a heavy fist to his right eye, makes Kye yell out in agony, and then he’s powerless to do anything but curl into a ball as the blows rain down on him.

      ‘No! Stop it! Stop it this minute, Leon. I will not have violence in my house!’ Their mum throws herself on top of Kye as Leon’s oncoming punch accidentally clips her cheek.

      ‘Now look what you made me do!’ Leon yells, going to comfort his mum but she pushes him away.

      Kye sees the red welt on her cheek and a boiling fury pulls him to his feet. ‘How dare you!’ He yells and launches himself at Leon, fists swinging. Years of resentment, frustration and anger give strength to his punches, and he notes the surprise in Leon’s eyes as his head flies back against the wall.

      ‘Stop it! Stop it! STOP IT!’ their mum yells, sobbing hysterically as she stands between them.

      Leon bends over, puts his hands on his thighs and gets his breath back. Kye shaking like a leaf sits on the bed as his legs refuse to support him. ‘You’re leaving, Kye.’ Leon says quietly. ‘Pack a bag. I’m going to get a spliff and by the time I come back in here, I want you packed and ready to go.’

      ‘No! Where’s he going to go?’ their mum cries.

      ‘Not my problem. But he ain’t staying here no more, doing fuck all for free food, and all rent-free.’

      ‘You can’t make him go,’ she says, sitting next to Kye and slipping her arm around his shoulder. ‘I won’t let you. It’s my place, and I say who stays and who goes.’

      Leon glowers at her. ‘Yeah, right.’ He laughs humourlessly. ‘You do sod all too, but I look after you ’cos you’re my mum.’ Leon jabs a finger at Kye. ‘He flushed about ten grand’s worth of coke, heroin, meth and fuck knows what else down the toilet. Some of it wasn’t mine, and I owe them. This is not going to end here, little bro. You won’t be safe once I tell Big Frankie what you did.’ He takes a breath and walks to the door. ‘Watch your back is all I’m saying, and that’s more than you deserve.’

      Once he’s gone, their mum starts sobbing uncontrollably and Kye rocks her like a baby. ‘Hey, Mum. Don’t worry. It will all work itself out, I can stay with friends. Things are gonna change now, you’ll see. I’m going to college and uni, get a proper career and look after you. You’re already starting to turn a corner, cooking breakfast and stuff. It might not seem like a big thing to you, but it is, Mum, it is. And soon, we’ll have that silver-dragon moment, okay?’

      ‘Sil-ve-r d-rag-on?’ she asks, through hiccupping sobs.

      ‘Yeah.’ Kye laughs, wiping away his own tears. ‘It’s a long story. A dream, really, but I feel it’s closer than it’s ever been. You’ll get better, maybe not totally, but enough that you won’t need your stuff. One day you might even go back to work part-time, and we’ll get a place of our own.’ And he smiles, despite everything, because he knows it to be true.
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        * * *

      

      Kye spends that evening on the sofa of Jude, an old schoolfriend, but Jude’s parents make it clear it’s a one-off. They have heard about Leon’s reputation and don’t want to get involved, which is totally fair. Kye wouldn’t want to be involved with him either. Not now. Not ever again. The fact that he’s left his mum with Leon weighs heavy on his soul, but when he’d phoned her, he was reassured she was fine. She actually seemed a little stronger and said she was determined to get better so they could be together, like he outlined the night before. She was also so proud that he was looking to go back into education.

      While he’s been at Jude’s he’s been searching for jobs in the area, and after a promising phone call, might have found one part-time in a local café. As he’s unskilled, it would involve wiping tables and stacking the dishwasher, general dogsbody stuff, but he might progress to waiting tables. Anything that could give him enough for food is fine by him. Lodging is a different matter, but maybe Adelaide, Fay and Jo might have an idea about that. Jo knows everything, so she might know of a place that takes in homeless people. The word homeless weighs heavy in his gut, he never imagined it would come to this. But it won’t be forever. The main thing is he’s moving on. Moving up.

      It’s 11:30pm and he’s still roaming the streets wondering where to lay his head. Having dismissed calling Adelaide or Jo, because he’s not sure he knows them well enough yet. Deep down he knows that’s not true. Kye feels he knows them better than anyone, apart from his mum. There’s a bond they share that the bookshop has forged, and he’s never been more grateful. Embarrassment and a little shame are the real reasons. No, he can’t ask to stay with them and burden them with his troubles.

      Kye realises his feet are taking him towards The Midnight Bookshop. It’s still a little way off, but he’s enjoying the cool night air and the buoyant spirit within that lifts him higher whenever he’s near that magical place. It will be nice to see Fay alone, because he has more questions for her about the bookshop, her role and lots of other things, but she probably won’t give him a straight answer. That’s one of her annoying yet endearing qualities – adds to the magic and mystery. Though he knows not to mention her private study. That would be a step too far, and his gut tells him she wouldn’t thank him and Jo for going in there without her knowledge.

      He cuts through one of Truro’s many alleyways, smiling to himself as he remembers the rainbows dancing with the inmates, and the huge chief hauling up the water cooler with determined grace, when three men step out in front of him, blocking his way.

      ‘You got nothing to smile about, Kye Grant,’ one of them says. He’s smoking a cigarette; he’s tall, white and wiry, with a neck full of tattoos.

      Kye swallows and looks at the other two, who are Black, shorter and broader, they look like they could do plenty of damage. One of them he recognises from school, maybe a year below him. ‘What do you want?’ He manages, though he thinks he can guess.

      ‘Either the stash or the cash,’ Tattoo Man says, blowing a plume of smoke into Kye’s face.

      ‘I don’t have it, as I’m sure you know.’

      ‘Oh dear. Big Frankie will not be best pleased to hear that.’ Tattoo Man takes a step forward and the other two block the escape.

      Kye can see the streetlights beckoning at the end of the alley, if he could just wriggle through and run like hell, he’d have chance. It looks doubtful, but he has to try. If he keeps Tattoo Man talking, he can run when they least expect it, barge through. Kye has never been so scared, but he shakes his head slowly. ‘What can I tell you? It’s complicated.’ He leans against the damp wall of the alley and affects nonchalance.

      ‘Nah. Seems to me that it’s not complicated at all. You flushed Frankie’s stash down the bog and you’re gonna pay for it, you dumb bastard.’ Tattoo Man flicks his cigarette at Kye, sending a shower of sparks down his jacket.

      ‘Thing is,’ Kye holds a finger up. ‘It’s not quite what it seems, you see—’ Then he runs. Head tucked low into his chest, arms tight, quickly barging through the human barrier, he sets off like a hare. A moment later his legs are hooked from under him and he lands on his face on the cobbles.

      ‘Okay, boys. Let’s teach him a lesson.’

      Kye is about to reply but knows it’s futile.
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        * * *

      

      Kye stares up at the red door and the brass knocker and can’t make out if it’s real, or a dream. The bookshop… Please let it be real. The cold stone under his fingers feels real enough, and he resumes his slow crawl up the steps towards it. His hands are covered in blood, but he thinks it’s dripping from his face, his right eye. He can’t see out of it properly, nor breathe through his nose, and he has no idea how he got here. There’s a fog in his head which doesn’t want to clear. The cathedral is chiming the hour, must be midnight… He stops at the top of the steps and gingerly touches his face. A searing pain shoots down his cheek, though it doesn’t feel like his cheek, nor his face. It’s swollen, hamster-like, and every bit of it hurts.

      Rowdy voices come from a little way off. He needs to get inside. Grasping the railing next to the steps, he tries to haul himself up, but his left ankle won’t hold him, so he hops forward and tries the door. Thankfully it opens, and then he’s inside. He tries to call Fay, but his voice comes out muffled, indistinct, so he hops down the corridor and into the main room. The moonlight through the window is so bright he has to look away. It had been a cloudy night a minute ago, but now, the moon in the ink-black sky is studded with a myriad of stars.

      Holding onto the bookcases for support, he inches along to the oval table, grips the back of a chair, and marvels at the leaves of the tall tree-like plants shimmering under the silver light. Their branches seem to have grown up and out, their twig-like tendrils stretching around the wooden shelves, like fingers, stroking the spines of books as if trying to reclaim them for nature – return them to the forest. Inexplicably, Kye knows he needs to embrace the trees, avail himself of their healing powers, and it’s then he notices the dragon. In the apex of the roof the silver dragon is perched on a wooden beam, and slowly, slowly, it unfurls its wings as if stretching from long sleep, and with a slight movement of its head, fixes Kye with a fiery stare.

      Kye watches the flames dancing in its eyes, but he’s unafraid. The dragon spreads its wings, the silver scales shining like chain mail in the moonlight, and then in two beats, it’s up and flying. Flying! Kye’s heart leaps in his chest and he grips the chair tighter as he follows its progress, swooping and rising in lazy circles around the treetops; a magical vision against a backdrop of the moon and stars. But it’s not a vision. It’s reality. As this thought leaves him, his eye catches the stone book propped against the table. Kye gasps as he reads what is now carved upon the cover.

      
        
        The Reality of Imagination

        Joanna Rowe

        Adelaide Williams

        Kye Grant

      

      

      He has no time to ponder on this, because the dragon’s coming straight for him, the breeze under the beat of its leathery wings ruffling his locs, and then somehow, he’s sitting on its back and they are flying, up and up, heading for the tallest canopy of leaves. Kye holds his breath as they get dangerously close to the vaulted ceiling, then he releases it in quick pants as he looks below and the bookshop has gone. All he can see is forest and streams glittering in the moonlight. As they swerve a path through the silver-lit woodland, the wind on his face soothes his bruises and the featherlight touch of leaves on his skin allows his right eye to open, to reveal perfect vision once more.

      Kye holds tight around the dragon’s neck, both laughing and crying tears of joy, exhilaration pumping waves of adrenaline through his body. Then he can see they are coming into land on what looks to be a deserted shore, the ocean waves gently kissing the white sand. Silently touching down, Kye cries out with astonishment as dressed in flowing turquoise robes, his mum runs across the beach towards them, her golden hair flying out behind, her eyes sparkling, her cheeks rosy. She raises her hand and beams at him, and then she’s beside him on the dragon’s back, and once more they’re off. Up and up and through the forest, both of them laughing and whooping with joy.

      Fay’s voice whispering in the breeze catches his attention, and he slowly turns towards it, then immediately finds he’s seated at the oval table. Fay is sitting opposite, a mug of hot chocolate and whipped cream on a tray before her. ‘There you are, my dear. Back safe and sound, and all mended.’

      Kye looks at his hands, the blood has gone. He touches his face and finds it’s not swollen anymore. ‘Shit…’ he mutters. Flexing his perfectly fine ankle he looks at Fay. ‘I went for a ride on a dragon…’ He points at the rafters where the dragon sits, immobile. ‘On that dragon.’

      Fay chuckles. ‘How marvellous.’

      ‘But it wasn’t the size it is now; it grew loads so it was big enough to take me and my mum. She was there too. We flew through forests, over beaches, it was the most incredible…’ Kye’s torrent of words trickle to a stop as he realises Fay knows everything. How could she not?

      ‘I’m so pleased, Kye. The main thing is you’re healed now. Those awful men did some proper damage.’ Fay pushes the hot chocolate towards him.

      The drink is hot sweet and delicious and in a few minutes it’s gone. Kye realises he’s ravenous as he’s not eaten since breakfast. ‘God, that was good, thanks.’

      ‘There’s a casserole and freshly baked bread cooling in my kitchen. I’ll bring it out in a moment, and then you must sleep.’

      The euphoria starts to fade as the homeless word presents itself, but Kye can’t tell Fay about everything that’s happened, though she might already know. She’s done enough for him already. ‘I will try. I’m too full of adrenaline right now.’ He gives her what he hopes is a winning smile. The kind of smile that will prevent her from asking too many questions.

      Fay stands. ‘I’ll bring your food in and then there’s a comfy bed over there for you to get a good night’s rest. We’ll talk again in the morning about the next steps.’ Kye watches her walk towards the door, once again completely dumbfounded. Who is this woman, and how does she know everything? Looking back at him before she leaves, she says, ‘The worst is over, Kye. You have been very brave and followed your instinct. You have the power of a good book inside you, and chose to believe in the magic of the story.’

      After she’s gone, Kye exhales slowly, allowing his limbs to relax. The fear of spending a night wandering the city melts away, gets lost within the shadows of the bookshelves. The bed Fay mentioned is at the end of a long row of books and looks like one of the comfiest beds he’s ever seen. The duvet has a scattering of leaves over it, as if dislodged from above. The dragon and he exchange glances and Kye smiles. Spring is here, Kye, and winter is far away. He’s no idea where that thought came from, but he likes it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Adelaide

      The phone call Adelaide received at 6am was both unexpected and lovely. Adelaide didn’t even remember giving her number to Fay, but she must have, though as she realised some time ago, anything’s possible with Fay. The fact that Adelaide had been called upon by one of the most incredible people she’s ever met – no, the most incredible, swells her heart with pride, because it means Fay thinks she’s worthy. For the first time in a long time, Adelaide feels seen as a person, maybe even a strong person. Mark had made her question every little thing about who she was, what she did, how others saw her, until she felt she was a non-person, invisible. Kye and Jo have been very kind too, but maybe now Adelaide can actually make a difference to someone’s life.

      Apart from the phone call, another unexpected happening lifts Adelaide’s spirits as she walks into the hallway to get her coat. On the mat is a crisp white envelope with her name scrawled across it. The letter inside informs her that Mark will be over to collect his things from the garage tomorrow, and that she needs to be out, because he can’t face looking at her ‘pathetic’ face ever again. Apparently, he’s staying with a lady friend who he’s met at the pub recently and she’s worth a hundred of Adelaide. She knew it! The relief of those few lines flood through her like rocket fuel, and she laughs until tears stream down her face.

      Old worries crowd her mind, however, as she steps out of the car and hurries along the street to the bookshop an hour later. Fay hadn’t actually spelt out what was required of Adelaide, just that Kye was in need and maybe she could help. Before she can put her hand on the brass knocker, the door opens and Fay’s there dressed in thick brown trousers and a heavy blue shirt, with a yellow and black polka-dot scarf tied in a bow around her hair. Land girl during the war pops into Adelaide’s head, but she keeps it there.

      Fay pushes up the sleeves of her shirt and flexes her muscle. ‘All hands to the pump, this morning, my dear,’ she says with a giggle, and ushers her through.

      Once inside the bookshop, Adelaide slips her coat off and says, ‘So what’s the problem with Kye?’

      Fay flaps a hand and puts a finger to her lips, whispering. ‘Shh, he’s still sleeping, bless his heart.’

      Adelaide looks to where Fay is pointing and sees a big bed at the end of one of the aisles with the sleeping form of Kye in it tucked up under a leaf-patterned quilt. How the hell the bed got there is a puzzle, because the aisles are very narrow. Adelaide smiles to herself. Puzzles in this bookshop are best left alone, she’s found. ‘So, how come he’s here?’ she asks quietly, sitting down at the table.

      ‘That’s for him to tell you. Suffice to say, his brother, and later, a group of thugs set upon him, and he no longer has a home.’

      Adelaide gasps and covers her mouth. ‘Oh, no… Poor boy.’

      Fay sighs and looks towards the bed. ‘Yes, he was. But hopefully no longer. That young man is destined for greater things, his life will completely change over the next few years, if all goes to plan. He has already done the hardest work, now we all need to pull together to make sure he’s able to walk his chosen path.’

      Two thoughts arrive immediately in Adelaide’s mind. One is – how can she help? The other draws on a memory of what Jo had said the other day. Jo reckoned that it was up to each of them to find their own way, and that they should do it without interference from others. ‘Do you think Kye would thank us for interfering?’

      Fay gives her the raised brow. ‘Interfering? I don’t see how offering help can be seen as that. We are his friends, after all.’

      Adelaide hopes she hadn’t sounded as if she didn’t care, because that is very far from the truth. ‘Yes, we are… It’s just that Jo said if we started to interfere⁠—’

      Fay holds up a pale pink fingernail. ‘Ah, I might have known this is coming from our lovely Jo. She has been used to soldiering through life to all intents and purposes, solo, so any outside help to her would be seen as interfering. Though we must remember one thing, Jo has never had to worry about a roof over her head, or where the next penny is coming from, nor a sick mum.’ Fay cocks her head to one side and regards the sunbeams dancing over the bookshelves. Almost to herself she mutters, ‘Though perhaps her mum is sick in a different, way…’

      From what Jo’s told her, Adelaide can certainly agree with that. Fay’s looking at her expectantly, but Adelaide still isn’t sure what she’s supposed to say. She’d like to know how she can help Kye, so decides to come straight out with it. ‘What do you think I should do?’

      Fay smiles and spreads her hands wide. ‘You know the answer to that one, my dear.’

      The puzzle pieces suddenly slot into place. ‘You think I should ask him to live with me?’

      ‘Of course. Your husband is gone,’ Fay squeezes Adelaide’s hand briefly, ‘and will remain gone, in case you’re unsure, so you have two spare bedrooms.’

      A lightness inside Adelaide is lifting the shadows of doubt cast over her thinking. It’s wonderful to have her gut feeling confirmed. ‘Yes, I got a letter from Mark to say as much this morning!’ At this news, Fay claps her hands in delight, but Adelaide has an idea she already knew. Mark is gone and not coming back. She has control over her own house and her own actions. It would be wonderful to put a roof over this lovely young man’s head, and it would mean he’d have a secure base from which to attend college. There’d be no bullying brother to worry about every time he returned home either. One or two things bother her though.

      ‘I must admit I do like that idea, because I am really keen to help. Thing is … I don’t have the money to keep two of us, and as far as I know, he doesn’t have a job. The other thing is his mum. Would he leave her with his brother? I’m sure he once mentioned he stayed at the flat to make sure she was okay.’

      ‘The money issue might be resolved elsewhere, we’ll see,’ Fay replies, enigmatic as ever. ‘The mum issue… I thought she might stay with you too – at least for a short while? There will be a more permanent solution for her also, just as soon as she finds her feet, so to speak … and if you’re worried Kye might see it all as interference, which I think he possibly might, I will explain where the idea came from.’

      There is a lot to process here, and Adelaide nods slowly a few times while she tries to do that. ‘Okay … I…’

      Fay jumps up before she can finish her sentence. ‘Stop right there. Have a think about it before you say anything, while I go and make us a nice pot of tea. I’ll grab some date and walnut loaf that I baked last night. Won’t be long.’

      Adelaide sits back in her chair and allows her shoulders to come down from her ears. The spring sunshine is streaming in, turning the blonde wood of the bookshelves to gold, and although it’s not quite as wonderful as moonlight, it brings her warmth and comfort. Certainty about offering Kye and his mum a home begins to settle in her chest, and the idea of looking after them is becoming more appealing. Maybe it’s filling a hole in her heart. The one that is hollowed out by the desire to nurture and cherish that was left by Mark’s refusal to have a child.

      The sound of Kye’s soft breathing calms her even more, and as she relaxes, she can’t help but think of how lucky she is now. Adelaide also wonders why her two lovely friends haven’t been as lucky. They all wrote their thank-you letters to their wonderful books, and were consequently shown the way towards their life edits, but only Adelaide’s seems to have worked. This thought both saddens and puzzles her.

      ‘Here we are,’ Fay says, coming in with a red ceramic teapot on a wooden tray, three mugs, and alongside, a delicious-looking date and walnut loaf cut into slices. ‘Help yourself while I wake Kye. I need to open the shop in an hour or so and he needs to be up and off.’

      Surprised, Adelaide says, ‘But I haven’t told you my decision yet.’

      Fay laughs. ‘Oh. I already know what your answer will be. I’ll leave it to you to mention it to our sleeping beauty.’

      As she walks past, Adelaide grabs her hand. ‘I do wonder why both Jo and Kye didn’t get the miraculous result that I did when they wrote their letters. They were as dedicated to the task as I was, and certainly believed in the power of books and the magic of this place…’ She ends on a shrug, not sure how to continue.

      Fay drums her fingers over her lips, thinks for a moment, or pretends to. Adelaide has the idea that she knows exactly what the reason is. The calm green of her eyes washes over Adelaide like summer fields, and she replies, ‘Because your need was the greatest, most urgent. Mark had to go, because if he’d stayed, you’d be gone instead of him.’ Then she quickly walks down the aisle towards Kye.

      When this explanation has sunk in, a lump of emotion rises in Adelaide’s throat and her gratitude and love for Fay, The Midnight Bookshop, and her new friends threatens to overwhelm her. The realisation that her life has literally been saved by a book, is both incredible and unbelievable. Well, for anyone who hasn’t experienced this miraculous place.

      A little while later, Fay and Kye come through the bookshelves towards her. Kye looks as if he’s still asleep, his locs wild and unruly, stretching and yawning as he walks. He’s wearing black pyjamas patterned with yellow Minion motifs and to Adelaide, he looks closer to eight years old than eighteen right now. Kye rubs his eyes, yawns again and says to Adelaide, ‘Hey. How come you’re here so early?’

      Fay answers for her. ‘I thought it might be nice for us to have breakfast together. Sit down, my dear and I’ll pour us a nice cup of tea.’

      Kye stares at his pyjamas, a deep frown furrowing his brow. ‘What the hell am I wearing?’

      Fay’s tinkling laughter is infectious, and Adelaide can’t help but join in as Kye’s frown deepens and he pokes at a Minion with his finger.

      ‘They were the only things I could find for you last night,’ Fay tells him. ‘You won’t remember putting them on, as you were half-asleep after demolishing that casserole. I took your clothes and laundered them as they were a bit messy, to say the least.’

      Kye shakes his head in wonder. ‘I will never be able to thank you for all you have done for me, Fay.’

      Fay pushes a mug towards him. ‘That’s a relief, because I require no thanks. Good friends know when they’re appreciated, cared for. The thanks is largely frippery.’

      ‘Frippery?’ He snorts. ‘You sound like something out of her Mr Dickens book.’ He nods at Adelaide.

      Adelaide laughs. ‘Just because I had a chat with the man, doesn’t make him mine.’

      They all laugh at that, and then eat their impromptu breakfast in companiable silence. Fay dabs the corners of her mouth with a bit of kitchen roll and says, ‘Adelaide and I have been having a chat about your situation, Kye.’

      Before she can continue, Adelaide decides she very much wants to be the person who explains their idea. She wants Kye to think it came from her, because she’d hate to think she’d been railroaded into it. ‘Yeah. Look, Kye, Fay told me the gist of what happened to you. I don’t know the finer detail, and you can tell me later if you want to, or not. But the main thing I want to ask, is would you and your mum like to stay with me for a bit? Having her with you would put your mind at rest, and it would be a nice change for her, I expect.’

      Fay’s eyes moisten as Kye looks in bewilderment from Adelaide to Fay and back again. ‘You’re offering me and Mum a room in your house?’ His voice is on the edge of tears and Adelaide has to swallow hard.

      ‘Yes, lovely. And you’d have a room each. I have a garden too, and it would be so nice for your mum to sit in, now that all the spring flowers are out. You too, of course.’

      Kye wipes away tears and shakes his head again. Then his eyes widen. ‘But Leon might find us and then you wouldn’t be safe. I couldn’t bring all his shit down on your head too, Adelaide.’

      Fay taps his hand. ‘No. I assure you he won’t have a clue where you are. And I know it might be hard to hear for your mum, but I think he would probably be glad to see the back of her – have the flat to himself.’

      Kye gives them a wobbly smile and lets the tears come. ‘I don’t know how to thank you both and, I don’t care that I’m crying in front of you either. It feels a bit – what’s the word? – liberating to be honest.’

      Fay takes one of his hands and Adelaide the other. ‘I’m glad,’ Fay says. ‘So now we need to get you both out of here. I do have a business to run, after all…’ She gives them a wink and picks up the tea tray. ‘Your clean clothes are over there in a bag, Kye. See you both soon! Be good.’ Then before either of them can reply, she’s gone.

      Adelaide stands up and shrugs her coat on. ‘Right, my boy. Let’s get you home.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Jo

      Even though Adelaide said on the phone that Kye has had a bit of a mare, Jo’s wondering what she’s going to walk into when she pulls up outside Adelaide’s smart little terraced house. Adelaide has invited her over for Saturday lunch, and after the disastrous ‘girls’ night out’ yesterday with her mum, Jo is hoping for a bit of TLC from her new best friends. Though she acknowledges Kye might not have much of that to go round. Whatever his problem is, it has to be pretty serious, because Adelaide mentioned he’s staying with her.

      Adelaide appears at the door and Jo’s struck by her appearance. Her ‘goldfish eyes’ spectacles as Kye once described them to her, have gone, and her hazel eyes flecked with gold shimmer in the sunlight. Her hair has been cut and styled into shoulder-length copper curls, and she’s wearing a figure-hugging green woollen dress and fluffy black slippers. Jo looks down at her blue jeans and shapeless old black jumper and feels a bit dowdy in comparison. Then she reminds herself that nobody is comparing, and that this would be something Cathy would think. She is not her mother, thank goodness.

      ‘You look lovely,’ Jo says, giving Adelaide a hug. It feels natural and the right thing to do. Adelaide hugs her back, and this makes Jo smile. It’s exactly what she needs after last night.

      ‘Thanks. I’m just back from the hairdressers. Had completely forgotten until the last minute and had to leave poor Kye alone, almost as soon as he’d walked through the door. He seems to have settled in already though, so no harm done. Come on in.’

      Kye’s sitting at the kitchen table scrolling through his phone and gives her one of his trademark ‘to die for’ smiles. His light blue hoodie matches his eyes and Jo feels that pull towards him she’s been noticing of late. ‘Hey Jo, nice to see you. I was just saying to Adelaide it will be nice to get together and eat a proper meal together. We haven’t done that yet.’

      ‘It will and something smells delicious.’ Jo sits at the table and feels the tension leave her shoulders. She didn’t sleep well after she and her mum returned home, and it feels good to get away from the miserable place.

      ‘I grabbed a few bits on the way back from the hairdressers and bunged it all in the oven.’ Adelaide looks apologetic. ‘So, it’s not really the proper meal you were looking forward to, Kye. Just pizza, chicken goujons, sausages and salad, and a few dips and crisps too.’

      Kye shakes his head. ‘Sounds pretty good to me, though not sure what the salad, crisps and dips will be like, when they come out of the oven.’

      Adelaide frowns, but Jo gets the joke straight away. ‘No. Not sure I’ll be having any of that,’ she giggles, and Kye agrees, his lovely blue eyes lit with humour.

      Adelaide’s penny still hasn’t dropped, and she spreads her hands in a ‘what the hell?’ stance.

      ‘You said you’d bunged it all in the oven,’ Jo says, still laughing, though it hadn’t been that funny, but Kye is pulling faces at her across the table and pretending to retch.

      Hands on hips, Adelaide sighs. ‘Oh, very funny. Hilarious even. Now, what do you want to drink? Wine, beer, fruit juice or water?’

      A few minutes later, the ‘few bits’ from the oven are laid out on the table and at Adelaide’s instigation they raise their glasses. ‘To good friends, good times, and good books! Cheers!’

      Kye jabs a finger skyward. ‘In addition, incredible bookshops and magical Fays!’

      ‘Here, here!’ Jo says and they clink glasses and tuck into the spread.

      ‘This is really great, Adelaide, thank you,’ Kye says. ‘And would you mind if I called you Addy? It seems more friendly than using your full name all the time.’ He holds his hands up. ‘But I totally get it if you don’t want it shortened.’

      Adelaide chews her pizza and considers this. ‘No, I think it might work. Just as long as you don’t call me Lade. That’s what Mark used to call me. I hated it.’

      Kye says he wouldn’t dream of it, and they chat about the food and the weather and how lovely Addy’s little garden is. Then Jo looks at Kye. ‘I hear you had an awful night, Kye? I know no more than that, but you can tell me, if you feel like you want to.’

      ‘Me too.’ Adelaide says. ‘I don’t know much more than you do, Jo. Just that our lovely boy here was without a roof over his head due to his brother.’

      Noting Kye’s closed expression, Jo jumps back in. ‘But don’t feel obliged. Just thought it might help to talk. I had a shitty night too, but I’m guessing not as bad as yours.’

      Kye takes a big gulp of beer. ‘No, I want to tell you. You’re my best friends, and because of our shared experiences at the bookshop, the only people who will truly understand. Nobody else but you two would actually believe what happened at the bookshop when I found myself there … after I was beaten up and left for dead.’ Noting their horrified faces he adds, ‘I’m absolutely fine now, as you can see. Still as pretty as ever.’

      Adelaide gives him a playful shove, but when Kye winks at Jo, to her dismay, Jo finds a blush creeping up her neck and her cheeks are on fire. The idea of pulling both her plaits forward over her shoulders and fiddling with the hair bands still fails to hide her red face, so she has to find something very fascinating at the bottom of her wine glass, while Kye begins his story.

      The two women sit in stunned silence as he tells them about his horrible brother and the thugs who cornered him in an alley. But it’s the next bit about the dragon flight that has Jo crying the most. With joy, not sorrow. Adelaide joins her. ‘How absolutely fantastic,’ Jo says dabbing at her eyes. ‘You said you dreamt about a silver dragon ages ago, was the dream the same as what happened to you last night?’

      ‘Not quite,’ Kye says with a smile. ‘What actually happened was even better. The old dream was my mum riding on the back of the dragon. She was well, her hair was washed and shiny, and she had a big smile on her face. She was like the mum I remembered from before my dad died. As you know, last night, I was riding with her. The dragon healed me, healed Mum, and I think the fact we were there together might mean things are going to be okay for us both in the future.’

      Adelaide gives him a big hug. ‘I’m sure of it, my love.’

      ‘Me too,’ Jo says, holding her breath to stop herself sobbing her eyes out. Kye needs smiles and hugs, not her breaking down. She’s incredibly happy for him, but shame creeps in, because for a few moments, she’s selfishly wondering why her thank-you letter and Gatsby experience has, to all intents and purposes, failed? Addy’s results were immediate and miraculous. Kye’s took longer, but it looks like he’s on the right track now with the help of his friends. Yet nothing for Jo?

      ‘Now,’ Adelaide says, blowing her nose. ‘How about we pop over and see your mum in a bit? First, give her a call, explain what’s happened, and see what she says. If she agrees, she can pack her stuff and then we’ll go and get her? Sound like a plan?’

      Kye nods. ‘It does, thanks so much again, Addy.’ He squeezes her hand. ‘And I might have a job in a café. They’ll let me know on Monday. So, then I can contribute to food and stuff…’

      Adelaide shakes her head. ‘That will be welcome, Kye, but don’t worry about it for now. The main thing is that we get you and your mum settled.’

      Kye goes to his room to call his mum, and Jo and Adelaide face each other across the kitchen table. Jo drains her glass and gives Addy a watery smile. ‘You are incredible, you know that? To take Kye and his mum in. A woman you have never met.’

      Addy shrugs and passes it off, but Jo can see potential emotional problems in this respect, she can also see financial ones. She’s been thinking how she can help Kye too, and the answer is suddenly clear.

      ‘How would it be if I contributed towards the groceries, utility bills and stuff? I know you only have your supermarket wage, and Kye’s café job will hardly be a lottery win every week, will it? As far as I know, Kye’s mum isn’t getting money from anywhere, so it will be very tough for you all to make ends meet.’

      Adelaide smiles. ‘I have been used to struggling with those ends for the last ten years, so it won’t be new.’

      Jo can tell that her friend is trying to put on a brave face, and she doesn’t need to. ‘Please, let me do this. My parents have shovelled money at me in the shape of an allowance every month since I was sixteen. It goes straight into my account, and I hardly spend anything. I don’t really go anywhere or buy lots of clothes and make-up and stuff. Though I have offered, my parents don’t take anything for bed and board, so it’s just sitting there … thousands. It would make me happy to use it for something good.’

      Adelaide’s smile crumbles. ‘Oh, Jo. I don’t know what to say. That’s so, so kind. And yes, it would be a huge help.’

      ‘But then that’s what friends are for … they help each other.’ Jo’s swallows down a big lump forming in her throat. ‘I’ve never really had friends before. Not proper, genuine friends who have each other’s backs, no matter what. But now I have, and I’m over the bloody moon!’

      The two of them laugh together and Addy says, ‘It’s the same for me. Not long after my mum died, even before we married, really, Mark made it his business to get rid of all my friends – made his annoyance plain when they were around, and one by one, they disappeared. Can’t say I blame them.’

      Jo considers Kye. ‘I suppose Kye’s in a similar boat. His brother dominates his life – or did. Maybe any decent friends Kye had drifted off when they realised it wasn’t a good idea to be around him and be associated by default with, ‘the work’ and his dodgy, drug-dealing thug of a brother. But don’t let Kye know I’m helping financially. He might feel like a charity case.’

      Adelaide looks uncertain. ‘I think he should know. We are a team in all this, Jo. And as you say, that’s what friends do. Help each other.’

      Jo thinks for a moment. ‘No. Please don’t mention it to him. Let’s get things underway first.’
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        * * *

      

      Kye comes back after a while, and they can tell it went well with the size of the grin on his handsome face. ‘Mum was a bit shocked to be honest, and worried that Leon would follow us here. I told her there’s no way he would know where we were, and that magical Fay from the magical Midnight Bookshop had assured me, so then she calmed down a bit. Then she said she’d love to come.’

      ‘You told her that about Fay?’ Adelaide asks, open-mouthed.

      His face creases into laughter. ‘Of course not! But the other bit is true. She’s packing her stuff as we speak.’ Kye clears his throat and looks at the ceiling. ‘When I said you had a garden, she cried.’

      ‘Oh, how lovely. Not that she cried,’ Adelaide giggles. ‘That she’s looking forward to sitting in the garden.’ She collects the dishes. ‘Right, I’ll tidy up here, and then we’ll get going in a bit.’ Adelaide’s hand goes to her mouth. ‘Oh, I completely forget to show you this!’ She tosses a letter onto the table and Jo reads it, an ear-to-ear smile spreading as she does.

      ‘Great to have written confirmation that Mark’s gone forever. Feel a bit sorry for the woman though,’ Jo says.

      ‘If she’s any sense, she’ll boot him out soon. I might ring up his boss’s wife to see if I can find out more, maybe give the woman a warning to run. But the main thing is that he’s gone and not coming back!’ Adelaide does a silly dance which has them all laughing.

      Kye smiles at Jo and then says, ‘Oh, wait. We’ve not found out about your shit night, Jo. What happened?’

      Jo isn’t sure she wants to pick over the bones of last evening again. She’s been doing it mentally since she came home last night, and there’s no more flesh on them. But she can see that both Kye and Addy want to support her. She quickly goes over the whole miserable meal and her mother’s reaction to Jo’s announcement about returning to university. ‘So, you could say my attempts to bring Mum and I closer aren’t working. Not sure where to go with it all next, to be honest.’

      Adelaide shakes her head. ‘I really don’t understand it. You think she’d be over the moon that you were going to finish your degree and be a teacher.’

      Kye jumps in. ‘Yeah, especially as she’s been on your case about “making something of yourself” and shit like that for what, your entire life.’

      A warm glow spreads through her heart as she realises Kye is angry on her behalf, and that he remembers what she’d told him that night they met for a drink, some time ago now. ‘Yes, I don’t understand it either. I have tried my best … nothing seems to work.’

      ‘Have you thought about talking to your dad?’ Adelaide asks.

      Jo smiles when she thinks of her solid dad, just going about his business, directed by Cathy. He’s the strong and silent type, with not much going on upstairs. Jo’s saddened by that uncharitable thought, but it’s not an inaccurate one. ‘Dad is the “anything for a quiet life” variety. He basically does what Mum says and seems preoccupied with his construction business. When he’s around we chat about the day-to-day mundane stuff, but he’s not great at heart-to-hearts. Gets embarrassed and fidgety. On the few occasions he’s asked how I am, I’ve normally answered, could be better and so forth. I have tried to engage him in conversation lately, as he’s not really to blame in the same way Mum is, he’s just a bit weak. Though I do think he loves me in his own quiet way. But no. Dad’s not much help, really.’

      Kye sighs. ‘Hmm. Lots of men are like him, unfortunately. They don’t know how to show their feelings, trapped within the confines of the institution, schooled by the norms and values of what’s expected of them in society.’

      Adelaide raises her brows. ‘Wow. You’re already sounding like a college student, there, lovely.’

      He laughs. ‘Perhaps. I’ve promised myself, along with all the other changes I’m going to make, that I won’t dumb myself down to fit in with my peers anymore. Won’t use restricted vocabulary and will cry in public if I need to. My grandad will be so ashamed.’ Kye laughs again, but Jo can hear a little sadness in it.

      Jo nods. ‘Bet your granddad is a strong and silent type too?’

      ‘You might be right, there,’ Kye says absently, and stares over her shoulder as though he’s watching a scene from his past. Then he continues, ‘I just wish you could have some good results from your thank-you letter and edit, Jo. I had a huge setback in the shape of Leon and his associates, but now with the help of Addy, I am getting there, and she got a miraculous result straight away.’ Kye squeezes her hand. ‘You were the first of us to try it too. Must be frustrating.’

      Jo’s glad he understands, but before she can say so, Adelaide jumps in. ‘Funny you should say that, Kye, but Fay has a theory about it. I was feeling a bit guilty this morning when I heard what had happened to you, plus I know Jo was struggling, so I asked why I got such a fast and incredible result.’ Adelaide’s eyes flood with tears and she wipes them away. ‘God, look at me I’m getting so emotional here. Thing is, Fay said that I had the greatest need.’ She shakes her head quickly. ‘No, not the greatest, really. The most urgent. Mark had to go, because if he’d stayed, I’d be gone instead of him. That’s what Fay said … and I think she is right. My life was literally saved by a book.’ She looks at them both, her eyes round in amazement. ‘Literally.’

      Jo’s breath catches in her throat as she realises this is the answer beyond all doubt, and she has renewed hope. Maybe her future won’t include her parents, but in the end, she knows she will be happy. The Great Gatsby enabled her to understand Cathy as a person, to see why she behaves as she does, and Jo tried to put a plan into place – to make things better. If Cathy won’t see that, then just as in the last line of the book, her mother’s boat will be beaten back, endlessly. Jo decides right there, she refuses be in that same boat any longer. ‘That’s amazing and it makes perfect sense, to me,’ she replies. Then finds she has to do a bit of her own eye-wiping.

      Kye nods forcefully. ‘Makes perfect sense to me too. The bookshop’s magical experiences were prioritised in terms of need. And you know what else?’ They shake their heads. ‘If we had all had miraculous results straight away, at the same time, I don’t think we’d have learnt very much. We’d have seen it as some kind of magic trick – not looked at ourselves, not examined our role in our own happiness. I’ve understood more about myself in the last few weeks than I have in my entire life.’

      ‘Me too,’ Jo agreed in a squeaky voice. ‘We should go again soon. Have a proper book club. I feel like I need an injection of magic.’

      Adelaide flaps a tea towel at them. ‘Agreed. Right, I’m going to stack the dishwasher and tidy round before I start blubbing again. You have a chat and I’ll be back in a bit.’

      With Addy gone, and Kye’s eyes on her lips, Jo suddenly feels a bit awkward. There’s a ton of emotion she’s managed to brick up this afternoon, but now the wall is threatening to crumble. ‘I’m so glad things have turned round for you, Kye. I bet your mum loves it here and I can’t wait to meet her.’

      He smiles. ‘Thanks, she will love it. Mind you, I’m not expecting miracles, as she still has her illness and other issues to work through. But working through them here will be so much easier than in that miserable flat with Leon controlling our every move.’

      ‘Yes. And I think I’m going to head for pastures new too.’ Jo’s had that thought bobbing around in her mind since her mum walked out of the restaurant last night, but she’s a little surprised that it’s now popped out in the open. ‘Not sure where I’m going to live, but I know I can’t stay in that house any longer.’ Kye’s face is so full of concern and caring, Jo has to look away. And though she tries, the wall tumbles down and she’s sobbing. ‘Oh, God. So sorry I don’t know where all this is coming from.’

      Kye goes round the table and pulls her into his arms. ‘I do. I know exactly where it’s coming from. The same place as mine is.’ He presses his cheek to hers and she finds his face is wet. He holds her tight, and she leans into the warmth and strength of his embrace. Jo can’t remember when she’s felt so safe, so cared for. Being held by Kye feels amazing. Maybe the healing power of the bookshop dragon is still doing its thing and seeping into her. Or maybe it’s something else. Jo closes her eyes and squeezes him back.
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      Adelaide

      Kye and his mum have been living at Adelaide’s for a week. Despite Adelaide’s initial worries when she’d agreed to them moving in, she has been pleasantly surprised. His mum, Michelle, is only five years older than her, and they have much in common. Having faced major struggles in their lives is their main bond, she thinks. Both lost their parents young, and both have had awful trauma to contend with. Michelle’s trauma is more recent, because of the loss of her beloved husband, her subsequent illness, and her eldest son thinking he’s Truro’s answer to Pablo Escobar. Adelaide’s has lasted over ten long years, because her husband terrorised and completely reshaped her. Made her into someone she no longer recognised in the mirror.

      Kye has started work at the café and though it’s hard work, he’s enjoying having a decent, and most importantly, a legal and above-board job to go to. Unlike with his previous ‘work’, the customers aren’t hopelessly trapped by their addiction, facilitated by Kye. Well, apart from one regular – Tom, a social worker, who must order at least six take-out coffees a day. Kye seems brighter and so much more hopeful. After work this afternoon, he’s meeting his teacher at his old school to talk through his options. Then tomorrow, The Three Musketeers, as Jo called them on the phone the other day, are meeting for a book club at The Midnight Bookshop. Adelaide is fizzing with excitement, as it seems months instead of a few weeks or so since they were all there together.

      Michelle’s in the garden where she’s been sitting for the last hour. Adelaide’s preparing lunch and keeps glancing through the window at her. She’s sitting on the old rickety bench by the shed – which Mark said he’d fix but never did, surrounded by primroses, the spring sunshine on her face, and a smile on her lips. That could have something to do with the sweet-smelling cigarette she’s recently finished, but Adelaide thinks it also has to do with the joy of being outside in nature.

      Adelaide had tried not to show her shock at the state of the block of flats Kye and Michelle lived in. The outside was run down and dirty, graffiti and empty beer cans and rubbish strewn over the communal area, and the lift and stairwells stank of urine. The inside was grubby and unkempt, drab, dowdy colours, and an air of despair clung to every surface. The view from the windows almost made her cry – concrete blocks of the flats opposite and a broken-down play area. The burnt remains of what used to be a slide listed on unsteady legs, while two rusting swings creaked in the wind.

      Adelaide knows if she lived in such a place, she’d go slowly mad. In fact, not so slowly. It breaks her heart to think of so many people living like that up and down the country, but at least she’s managed to offer two of them a proper home. Adelaide stops stirring her pan of soup as that thought settles in her consciousness. She realises her house has really begun to feel like a home again, for the first time in a long time. The energy of the place has changed. Her sense of freedom and hope has spread into its very fabric, breathed new life into the bricks and mortar. Home is where the heart is, don’t they say? Her heart has been caged in darkness for ten years, but now light is flooding in, and the door is open.

      Michelle comes in the kitchen door and gives her a big smile, and hugs herself, the fluffy polo-neck jumper matching the blue of her eyes. ‘Something smells delicious, Addy.’

      ‘It’s my famous carrot and coriander soup, homemade from scratch.’ She tilts the pan to show Michelle.

      Michelle nods. ‘Nice. Where do you get this scratch from, then?’

      ‘Eh?’

      ‘Yeah. Homemade from scratch you said.’ She laughs and Addy realises Michelle has the same daft sense of humour as her son. Thinking about it, she supposes Kye got it from her.

      ‘Oh ha-ha. Sit down and I’ll put it out. Want some crusty bread?’

      ‘Yes, please. My appetite has improved so much since I’ve been here. I have done those gentle stretches you found online for me too. My legs feel a bit more flexible. Kye’s given me the herbal stuff he’s been banging on about for ages, and I’ve promised to go to the GP to get more ideas.’

      Adelaide is thrilled to hear this. ‘I’m so pleased. You certainly look healthier and more upbeat.’

      Michelle smiles. ‘Thanks. I’m not going to be running a marathon anytime soon, but I’m improving.’ She eats a few mouthfuls of soup. ‘This is delicious … and, Addy, I just want to thank you again from the bottom of my heart. Being here has given me hope, and I haven’t had a lot of that, since my Lenny died. As you know, I got ill, couldn’t do my job as a hairdresser and had to leave the salon. What I didn’t tell you is that we had to move into that flat, as it was cheaper rent, and everything got too much for me. I became dependent on Leon, for, well, less said about that and him the better.’ She puts her spoon down and wipes away a tear.

      Adelaide squeezes her hand. ‘I’m so sorry you have had to go through all that. Sorry Leon is who he is too. Such a shame.’

      ‘It is.’ Michelle looks at her through moist eyes. ‘How could one son turn out to be the loveliest of humans and the other the complete opposite. We treated them both the same.’ She shrugs. ‘I must have done something wrong somewhere.’

      ‘Hey, don’t blame yourself. Sometimes people just go their own way, no matter how much we are kind to them, try to love them.’ Adelaide’s throat constricts and she swallows her emotions as a memory of Mark’s face contorted with hatred comes at her. ‘You need to concentrate on yourself now. And your lovely Kye, of course.’

      ‘I do. And you never know. Maybe Leon will change as time goes on. I left him a note saying we’d gone and why, but not where, obviously. I’ll let him know more in the future and he can talk to me on the phone, if he likes. So far, he hasn’t bothered.’ Michelle’s voice hitches on the last word. ‘Maybe he’s glad to see the back of us.’

      Adelaide thinks she’s probably correct. The two of them finish their lunch and decide to sit in the garden with a coffee, albeit wrapped in warm coats, as the afternoon has brought with it a gust or two, it’s only March, after all. ‘One day we should go for a little walk by the ocean,’ Adelaide says after a warming sip of coffee. ‘It’s only down the road, but I can’t remember the last time I went. Crazy, as I love being there.’

      ‘Me neither. And I love it too.’ Michelle’s eyes mist over and she stares into the middle distance. ‘My younger sister Helena lives in Porthtowan, overlooking the beach, but I haven’t seen her for a few years.’

      Adelaide realises she has to tread carefully as Michelle’s on the verge of tears again. ‘That’s a shame, lovely. Why’s that, if you don’t mind me asking? Please don’t feel obliged to tell me though.’

      Michelle sets her coffee on the arm of the bench and hugs herself, something Adelaide has noticed she does quite often – must be a subconscious need for comfort. ‘It was because of my drug habit, my delightful attitude, and my slow spiral into misery. She tried to help me, but I wasn’t listening. Helena’s a property developer and she said she could find me a decent place near her for a knock-down price. I ignored her.’ Michelle looks directly at Adelaide. ‘I felt a failure, you know? Having to depend on my little sister for everything. I was already depending on my son, I just felt completely worthless.’

      ‘Oh yeah. I recognise that feeling all right.’ Adelaide slips her arm through Michelle’s.

      ‘In the end she said I knew where she lived, but until I was in a better place, I should keep away. I don’t blame her – she has two children, only ten and twelve. Her husband’s a copper too – can you imagine what he thought of it all?’ She laughs but there’s no humour in it.

      ‘I see. Well, when you’re feeling stronger, I can take you over to see her if you like?’

      A watery smile. ‘Maybe. Thank you, Addy.’ After a moment she says, ‘So what are your plans for the future, now your bully of a husband has gone?’

      Adelaide has considered this in the early hours of the morning when she’s woken up alone in a bed built for two. At first it felt strange stretching her arm or leg over to ‘his side’ and to touch nothing but the cool cotton sheet. Not bad-strange though, just unusual. As the days have gone on, it’s begun to feel liberating, as has the idea that she can do anything she wants to now. Mark’s not squandering what little she earns on booze, there’s no mortgage, but an idea has been percolating for a while and she thinks she’s ready to taste it on her tongue.

      ‘Erm, I think I’d like to change my job, Michelle. The supermarket’s okay, but it’s not what you’d call fulfilling. I’d like to do something with my days that I really enjoy and that brings pleasure to others too.’ Michelle’s nodding but looks puzzled. ‘Thing is, I love books, always have, but Mark didn’t like me reading… Anything I enjoyed, he frowned upon – it was just one more way to control me, of course. I’ve been thinking my ideal job would be to work in a library. A library assistant, I think they’re called.’ The taste of those words on her tongue turns out to be sweet and empowering. ‘The problem is, I have no idea what qualifications you’d need to do that.’

      Michelle raises an incredulous eyebrow. ‘That’s not a problem. Just go and ask in Truro Library. I used to take the kids there when they were little, and the staff were very friendly. They had lots for the children to do and a lovely selection of books.’ She smiles wistfully and looks out over the garden. ‘I used to read library books to both Leon and Kye. Kye mostly, as he adored it, especially at bedtime. I might start doing that again…’

      ‘Hate to disappoint you, Mum, but I’m a bit old for that now.’

      Both women turn to watch Kye walk down the path towards them. ‘I meant take out books to read, you daftie!’ Michelle laughs.

      Kye gives her a big smile. ‘Yeah, I guessed as much. How are my two best ladies?’ Adelaide budges along the bench so he can sit next to his mum.

      ‘Not sure Jo will like the sound of that,’ she teases him.

      He rolls his eyes. ‘Well, Jo, of course, too. My three best ladies.’

      ‘Had a good day at the café?’ Michelle asks.

      Kye’s face lights up like a beacon. ‘I had an amazing day, because guess who came into the café?’

      ‘Erm, Taylor Swift?’ Michelle asks, deadpan.

      ‘Nah, better than that. Mrs Greenhill, my old teacher came in for lunch with her husband? She had no idea I worked there and had never been in before. Saved me a trip to my old school. Would you believe it?’

      Adelaide nods. ‘Yes, Kye, I would believe it, actually. Because so many incredible things have happened recently.’

      Kye grins. ‘You can say that again. Anyway, we had a chat after my shift. She was so easy to talk to and everything looks like it’s on the way to being sorted.’ Kye laughs and throws his hands up. ‘If it all goes to plan, I will be starting Truro College this September. I need to apply for funding, but she reckons with my circumstances it won’t be much of a problem.’

      Michelle hugs him. ‘That’s wonderful! You will fly there; I can feel it in my bones.’

      Adelaide pats his knee. ‘So can I. Bet you can’t wait.’

      ‘Nope. And I can’t wait to meet up at the bookshop tomorrow night either. It will be great to tell Fay and Jo all about it.’

      Michelle frowns. ‘I’ve been meaning to ask, why do you always meet late at night at this here bookshop. Bit weird if you ask me.’

      Kye shuffles about a bit and looks uncomfortable so Adelaide rescues him. ‘I don’t know, really; we all just think having our book club in the moonlight feels more magical.’

      ‘Right. Well, all I know is that if I was reading at midnight I’d nod off.’ Michelle stands up and pulls her coat collar up. ‘Now I’m off inside before I freeze to death. Anyone want a hot chocolate?’

      They tell her they will be in shortly and once she’s inside, Kye turns to Adelaide. ‘It’s so hard keeping the bookshop magic from Mum, but she wouldn’t understand, or believe it.’ He widens his eyes. ‘Hell, Addy, if I hadn’t experienced it for myself, neither would I.’

      ‘Me neither. Adelaide stands up. ‘Come on, it’s bloody freezing out here.’

      ‘I’m so excited about the future,’ Kye says getting to his feet, ‘but I’m a bit scared at the same time, you know?’

      Adelaide thinks she knows why. ‘Because you’re worried it’ll all go wrong, things will come crashing down around your ears and you will be back where you started?’

      ‘Exactly that,’ he says, astonished. ‘How did you know?’

      ‘Because I feel the same. When I wake in the night sometimes, I forget Mark’s gone for a few seconds, and then my heart fills with relief when I remember. But then I worry he will come back at some point. Fay says he won’t, and I believe her, but I think it will take a little while for the collywobbles to leave me permanently. It’s only natural, I suppose. I lived in fear for so long. Things are on the up though. His boss’s wife told me he’s gone to Aberdeen with this new woman to work in their other car showroom there. It’s wonderful to know there are hundreds of miles between us. Pity there’s not a car showroom in Timbuktu!’

      Kye laughs. ‘Absolutely. Things are certainly looking up then.’

      ‘And I think your mum is definitely getting better as each day passes.’ Adelaide suddenly remembers something. ‘Your mum told me about your auntie today – the one that lives by the ocean. I reckon if we could get your mum off the wacky baccy we could get them together again. Because I think the more people she has on her side, the better.’

      Kye puts his arm around her and they walk up the path together. ‘Yes, that would be amazing if we could. Mum’s off the pills now, which is the main thing. That has to be the dragon’s doing, as there’s no way she could have done it so fast without it. So it’s just the cannabis we have to tackle now, but that’s not such a biggie, is it? Lots of people smoke it recreationally. And you’re right, things are on the up. And you know what? I wish something would come good for Jo soon, like it has for us. I hate to think of her feeling sad and hopeless.’

      Adelaide ponders on this and says, ‘I think she won’t be sad for much longer. She’s a strong young woman and already decided to move out of home, and I’m sure we’ll get to know more tomorrow. As long as we’re there for her, she’ll be fine. She can count on us, right?’

      Kye looks down at her. ‘That goes without saying, Addy. I’ll make sure I’ll always be there for her.’

      With a big smile on her face, Adelaide follows him inside. Something tells her that her two favourite youngsters might end up more than friends in future.
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      Kye

      Fay welcomes Kye with open arms. ‘Kye, my darling boy, it’s so wonderful to see you well again! Come, in, come in. You’re the first to arrive, so go in and make yourself comfortable.’ She waves him through to the bookshop with a swish of her flowing green and blue sleeves. Tonight, she’s wearing a long medieval-style gown with a scoop neck, around which nestles a little emerald and diamond necklace set in filigree silver leaves. Tendrils of her dark hair are twisted up from her face and secured with bejewelled combs, and a tiny, embroidered silk cap sits jauntily on the back of her head.

      Kye gestures at her attire. ‘A very unusual outfit, Fay.’

      She looks down at herself as if noticing her clothes for the first time. ‘Ah yes, it felt appropriate. I’m not entirely sure why, yet.’ Fay pouts at him. ‘Do you think this peach lipstick works? I love to wear red, as you know, but it didn’t go right with the rest of it.’

      ‘It’s perfect.’

      ‘Oh good.’ Fay’s cat eyes widen in relief. ‘Now, I’m off to put the kettle on and cut the cake. The others will be here before I get back, I expect.’

      As she closes the internal door behind her Kye hears the bell jingle on the front door and in come two of his favourite girls. Jo slips off her black velvet jacket and walks forward to greet him, a lovely smile on her face. As the moon shifts from behind a cloud, its light pours in through the arched window, showering her in silver. It’s as if she’s under an ethereal spotlight, and Kye can hardly breathe as he takes her in. Her hair normally in plaits, is loose and tumbling in soft curls over her shoulders, the moonlight picks out the blonde threads, turns them to rivers of gold. She’s wearing a similar colour lipstick to Fay’s, and her blue eyes sparkle like the sunlit shallows of the ocean. A crimson and blue velvet boho dress clings to her slim hips, ending just above the tops of her knee-length soft brown leather boots. Used to seeing her in browns and beiges normally, he’s blown away.

      Jo gives him a quick hug and stands back, a puzzle in her eyes. ‘Okay? You look a bit spaced out.’

      Kye realises his mouth is open and he’s gawping at her like some fool. Forcing a laugh he says, ‘Yeah, I was just miles away thinking about how magical this place is again tonight. The moon just broke its cover and flooded the bookshelves with mercury.’

      ‘Oh, nice. I can tell you’re a writer.’ Jo smiles.

      ‘Not yet, but I’m gonna be,’ Kye replies while wishing he could tell her straight what he’d been thinking. But he isn’t brave enough to say that it was her that looked magical, beautiful, sexy and totally incredible, and that he’d wanted to take her in his arms and kiss her. Kye thinks this is mainly because he’s processing his thoughts, and finds that while his attraction to Jo is not a total shock to him, vague mutterings at the back of his mind about her, have suddenly become coherent, louder, and won’t be ignored any longer.

      Addy hugs him. ‘Hey there. Not seen you for ages … at least three or four hours.’ She laughs and puts her red winter coat on the back of a chair.

      Fay sweeps back in with a silver tray full of goodies. ‘There you all are, my wonderful sweethearts! I can’t wait to hear what you’ve been up to, and also which book you’re going to choose for your book club tonight. Or I should say, seeing which book chooses you.’

      The three of them look at each other in surprise. Jo speaks for all of them. ‘I hadn’t realised we were picking a book tonight?’

      Fay pours tea into delicate china cups rimmed with yellow rosebuds. ‘Oh? I was under the impression you were going to let a single book choose you, one that you’d all read – like a traditional book club.’ She lifts her eyes to each of them in turn and Kye detects a hint of amusement. ‘But maybe I got that wrong. I can get hold of the wrong end of the stick at times.’

      Kye has never known Fay to do any such thing, and believes she’s guiding them towards what she suggested. He smiles at everyone. ‘I’m game, if you lot are.’

      Addy and Jo look at each other. ‘Don’t see why not,’ Jo says. Addy nods her assent.

      Fay flaps her hands at them. ‘Sit down then, and help yourselves. I’m dying to hear all your news.’

      They do her bidding, and through mouthfuls of delicious but sticky chocolate cake, tell her what they’ve been up to since they last met. Kye’s as surprised and happy as Jo is to hear that Addy is going to find out about becoming a library assistant. Fay seems happy, though unsurprised, but then he acknowledges that she tends to know everything anyway, even before they know things themselves.

      ‘That job would be perfect for you, Addy. You’ll thrive there,’ Jo says, giving Addy a hug.

      ‘I hope so, but let’s not get ahead of ourselves,’ Addy tells her. ‘I might not have the right qualifications.’

      ‘It will all work out, I have a feeling in my feet,’ Fay says, dabbing the corners of her mouth with her napkin.

      ‘Feet?’ Kye and the girls ask as one.

      Fay’s throaty laugh has them all giggling. ‘Yes! Others often feel things in their gut, I always get a tingling in the soles of my feet when I know something to be correct.’

      After a few moments, Addy looks at Fay and asks in a quiet voice. ‘Can I ask something on Jo’s behalf?’ Jo frowns and is about to say something, but Addy carries on. ‘I know she won’t ask you herself, but will her edit start to work out, the way mine and Kye’s is starting to do? What do your feet say?’

      Jo sighs and shakes her head, but Fay holds up the familiar finger. ‘My feet tell me her edit will work out just fine too. Not in the way she might have initially wanted it to, but in the way it has to. And Jo will be the happier for it.’

      Kye watches Jo’s face intently as a range of emotions sweep over it like cloud shadows across a summer lawn. Jo nods, her mouth a thin line. ‘Thanks, Fay. I think I know where I’m going with it all now. The edit’s been a bit troublesome, messy, and I’ve had to kill a few darlings – but in the end I know it will be a much stronger story.’

      Kye wonders if he’ll have a small chapter in it, or even a line or two, when Addy points at Fay and says, ‘Now, Fay. We’ve seen you in some unusual and fabulous outfits, but this one has to be the winner.’

      Fay smiles. ‘It is rather marvellous, isn’t it? It just called to me, made me put it on.’

      Jo’s eyebrows shoot up and she sweeps a hand over Fay’s attire. ‘So, something like that was just hanging in your wardrobe?’

      ‘Oh, yes. I have a wide range of styles – something for every eventuality … and book.’

      This jogs Kye’s memory. When he’d stepped into the world of Cuckoo’s Nest, Fay had been dressed in a 1960s outfit, and when the other two had stepped into theirs, Fay had been dressed in the fashion appropriate to the time. Kye had asked Fay why she was dressed as a Victorian the night that Addy was about to write her letter to Oliver Twist, and Jo had answered for her – said something about it was because she was being true to the world of the book. Fay had been vague and they had moved on.

      Kye had thought about this once or twice since, particularly since he and Jo had visited the secret study and he had secretly come up with an outlandish reason of his own. One that he thought would sound mad if he told the others. He’s about to dismiss it, but instead, as if he has no control of his own words, he says, ‘What do you think of this idea? Fay takes us, the bookshop and everything in it, to the time and place in which the book was written. That’s why the experience feels so real to us – because it is. While we are literally lost inside the story – the book’s world, the author’s imagination if you like, Fay’s outfit has to fit in with the fashion of the day, otherwise she would stick out like a sore thumb. Also, if she went in modern-day clothes, the story could be tainted for future readers.’ He comes to an abrupt stop, as he notes the incredulity and amazement in his friends’ eyes. And is there any wonder?

      Only Fay looks unruffled.

      ‘My, my, young man,’ she says with an encouraging smile as if she can sense his discomfort. ‘A time-travelling bookshop and it’s guardian, what an amazing imagination you have.’

      ‘You can say that again,’ Addy says, releasing a slow breath. ‘But Fay isn’t in our book world with us, is she? Or at least I never saw her in Victorian London… I can see what you mean though, but not sure if I can get my head around something like that, even if I no longer question if this place is magical.’

      Kye can tell she’s trying to placate him, and he feels foolish. ‘Yeah, well it’s one theory,’ he mumbles into his cup.

      Jo clears her throat and Kye watches her face turn crimson. ‘It is outlandish to say the least, but what if the reason we couldn’t find the bookshop at first, is because it wasn’t here. Maybe you, Fay, and this magical bookshop were in another time and place? Somewhere where other people like us needed your help? Or maybe sometimes you can make the bookshop invisible. Just like when Mark tried to get in and then the bookshop disappeared in front of his eyes. And just because we can’t see Fay in our book worlds, doesn’t mean that she isn’t there with us.’

      Kye wants to hug Jo. Her addition to his theory is perfect and would explain so much. Addy continues to stare at them both, gobsmacked, and Fay suddenly throws back her head and sends one of her over-theatrical tinkling laughs spiralling up to the ceiling arches. He thinks she does it hoping to distract them from the matter at hand. ‘You should write a story together! How wonderful.’ She quickly stands and makes her way to the first aisle. ‘Now, let’s have a wander and see which one of these many books will do you the honour of choosing you tonight.’

      Once again Kye can’t help himself. ‘Is it true, Fay? My theory, and Jo’s?’

      Fay smiles and runs her midnight-blue varnished nails along the spines of the books as she walks. Over her shoulder, her words softly trail, flowing like a veil. ‘If you imagine it to be true, then it is. As I have said before, more than once. Imagination can be surprising, and as real as you or I.’

      Kye takes a few steps after her and persists, ‘Yes, but is it really true? Do you go to different times and places with the bookshop? Am I right?’

      Fay whirls round to face him like she’s Mr Wolf in the old game. ‘Enough of the questions, dear boy. The main thing is you believe, Kye. Now, come on everyone. Let’s find that book!’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Addy and Fay go on ahead chatting about various books, while Jo and Kye linger behind talking in low voices. Jo whispers, ‘I know Addy thinks we’re mad, but what you said makes sense – well, in this bookshop anyway, not in the outside word. We have all agreed this place is capable of magic, so why is it so hard to believe that anything is possible here?’

      Kye’s thrilled to have his ideas taken seriously, but finds it hard to concentrate on Jo’s words as the moonlight shining on her lovely face is distracting him. The movement of her lips is hypnotic, and not just because of what she’s saying. Shit. He needs to sort it before he makes a proper fool of himself. His thoughts have already run away with him tonight and he’s spilled them to everyone, there’s no way he’s telling Jo how he feels. One reason he’s not telling her, is he has no idea of what that is – nothing coherent anyway. Just lots of swirling emotions crashing into each other, then falling over in a heap. ‘I suppose it is a big ask, even if Addy believes in this place as much as we do.’

      Jo nods and ruffles her hair. Kye wishes she wouldn’t. ‘Yeah. But another thing just occurred to me, which could back up what we think. Remember when Fay was telling us that she found the ancient text in the library book in Istanbul?’ He nods. ‘Well, she joked it was about a hundred years ago, and mentioned she couldn’t remember if it was Istanbul or Constantinople at the time? Well, I looked it up, and it became Istanbul in 1930, so almost a hundred years ago. Also, she had her portrait painted sometime before 1918, and was in Tennessee in 1956.’

      Kye feels a shiver run through him. ‘Fuck. You mean you think she was really there around that time? The painting wasn’t fake, and the photo album wasn’t some kind of trick?’

      Jo nods, her eyes sparkling with excitement in the silver light. ‘Yeah. I know it takes a bit of a leap – a lot of a leap, but yes, I think I do. And another time she said she was needed in South Africa in the 1980s, and then she looked embarrassed, as if she’d slipped up.’

      Fay suddenly pops up from behind a bookshelf and startles them. ‘Theorising again, my loves?’ They nod and look at each other like guilty schoolchildren.

      Kye worries Fay might be furious if she overheard them taking about the album, but it seems his fears are unfounded.

      Fay’s eyes twinkle with merriment. ‘That’s all very nice, but in the end, the truth doesn’t help, because we all have our own version of the truth, don’t we? You have to trust in your beliefs, your imagination, and most of all, your love of a good story and how they enrich our lives. A happy life well lived is our ultimate goal, after all … and in the end, nothing else matters.’

      Addy appears before they have chance to gather their thoughts, a deep frown creasing her brow. ‘I can’t decide. A few books have spoken to me, but nothing feels right,’ she says despondently.

      Fay smiles at Kye. ‘Any feelings one way or the other on a book, darling? Any burning desires?’ Kye could be mistaken, but the way she looks from himself to Jo and back, makes him think she’s talking about something else entirely.

      Heat floods his cheeks, and he mumbles into his chest. ‘Nope, not really.’

      ‘And you, sweetheart. I have an inkling you might have an idea percolating.’ She directs this to Jo.

      Jo twists her mouth to the side and looks heavenward at the star-scattered sky. ‘Kind of. I can feel the pull towards it, but it’s a book I’ve read more than once. I think I actually told you this before.’

      ‘The Lord of the Rings,’ Kye states.

      ‘Yes, that’s right…’ Jo answers, obviously pleased and surprised he’d remembered.

      Addy says, ‘Yeah, I remember that. We were talking about how sometimes when you come back to a book years later, you see it in a different light, or notice things you’d missed before.’ She looks at Fay. ‘You said what you bring to a book, meaning your particular experience of life, well, it can change everything.’

      Kye nods. ‘Yes, and that two people reading the same book will have different perceptions.’

      Fay claps her hands. ‘Indeed! Perhaps not hugely different, but they will have them, nonetheless. So, three of you could read it tonight, or some of it, as it is very long, and see where it takes you, yes?’

      Jo’s face is lit with excitement. ‘It will be perfect on a night light this,’ she points up through the window at the round face of the moon playing hide-and-seek with a host of dark clouds. ‘I’ll jump to the section of the book that calls to me, I think.’

      Fay taps her steepled fingers against her bottom lip, seemingly lost in thought. ‘You know what I find wonderful about reading?’ A short laugh. ‘Apart from everything I’ve ever said to you, of course. It’s the unique picture of the story that our imagination presents to each of us. It belongs only to us. The author could have done a wonderful job of describing something, setting the scene, letting us see what they see, but what we actually see is for our eyes only.’ She turns in a circle staring through the window at the sky. ‘Let’s take a woodland daffodil in spring, in full bloom, swaying in a gentle breeze, for example. We can see the yellow flute, the green stem and leaves, the woodland in which it grows, but there will always be a slight difference for each of us. Do you follow?’ She looks at them all expectantly.

      Kye does. ‘Yes. The smells and textures of the woodland will be different too. Some of us might even feel the breeze on our face, others will focus on the flower.’

      ‘That’s why reading is more personal than watching a TV drama, film or a stage play. In those two mediums, everyone sees the same thing at the same time,’ Jo says, still beaming.

      Addy nods slowly. ‘But wouldn’t it be something if we could see each other’s imagination, now and then? Or maybe it’s me wanting the impossible.’

      Fay flings her arms up. ‘Yes. I love it! That’s why book clubs are so interesting and popular. Because there is a sharing of our imagination, even if we aren’t actually experiencing identical images, the discussion about the book afterwards lets us “see” others’ perspectives. We get a deeper understanding of the book’s world, and of the lives of those discussing it.’

      Kye gets it, but feels he has to ask a pertinent question. ‘So you’re saying book clubs can bring people together, if they understand other members’ perspective on the books they’re reading. But it might do the opposite.’

      ‘Not sure I follow,’ Fay replies.

      ‘Well, they could have a very different perspective of the book, they might hate it, while you love it. Their imagination might be closed and underdeveloped for some reason, their life experience might bury the magic of the story, taint it for those who loved the book.’

      ‘Might I say, I love your thought process, Kye. You’ve always been bright, but now you’re allowing your intellect to shine. You have come a long way in such a short time.’

      Fay’s smile is encouraging, not patronising, which allows him to say, ‘Thanks. I’ve been making a conscious effort to say what I actually mean these days, try to issue more than a grunt or two, instead of paying attention to the “education isn’t for the likes of us” culture of my delightful brother.’

      Fay nods. ‘That’s excellent. Now, returning to the matter we were discussing, I said it might give a deeper understanding, not that it will. In addition, it depends on the strength of characters, and their willingness to accept that not everyone is able to appreciate a book in the same way. If understanding can lead to acceptance, without necessarily agreeing, then it’s all to the good.’

      ‘Seems logical to me,’ Jo says. ‘But I need to make sure you two actually want to read The Lord of the Rings. I don’t want to railroad you into it.’

      Addy nudges her. ‘I think it’s probably a foregone conclusion with our Fay dressed like that.’

      The playful manner in which Fay answers leaves them under no illusion that this reading session wasn’t planned. ‘I see.’ She puts a hand to her chest as if wounded. ‘You think I orchestrate these things? Clothes just spring from my wardrobe unasked for, don’t you know? I have no real interest in my attire. Perhaps it could be argued that my outfits influence where the bookshop takes us. But then, as I have said before, I am the bookshop and the bookshop is me. There’s no division.’

      ‘More riddles,’ Kye says.

      ‘But of course. What else would you expect from me?’ Fay does a little eyebrow wiggle.

      Their laughter echoes around the bookshop and Kye looks at each of his friends, thinking how lucky he is, and how grateful he will always be for picking up that leaflet and meeting them in the community larder. Whether that meeting was part of a grand plan involving Fay, he doesn’t know. Something tells him it doesn’t matter either. He’s here. They are here. Most incredible is that, at last, his life is moving forward in a way he’d never dreamt possible.

      Fay disappears and returns a few minutes later with three copies of The Lord of the Rings and hefts them onto the oval table. ‘Now, my dears. I will leave you to read, but I will be nearby if you need me.’ She stops by the door to the corridor and says over her shoulder, just before she goes through it, ‘Remember. Don’t be afraid of sharing your imagination with each other.’

      Kye shares a glance of anticipation with Jo and Addy, and turns to the first page.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Jo

      ‘Okay, so this is the follow-on from The Hobbit, right, Jo?’ Addy asks.

      ‘Yes, have you both read that?’ Despite what Fay said, Jo is conscious that her choice might not have been Addy or Kye’s.

      Kye shakes his head. ‘No, but I saw the film. Seen the film of this too,’ he taps a finger on the first page.

      Addy twists her mouth to the side and ponders. ‘I think I read the book, but it was years ago now.’

      Jo wonders if she should give a rough outline, or would she come across as too teacher-y? Kye’s already looking at her as if she has the wisdom of Solomon at her fingertips and wants him to put him at ease. A little frown appears across his forehead, and she wants to smooth it away, feel his skin under her touch, kiss his full, sensuous lips. Shit, these thoughts have no place here. Or anywhere. They are happening with alarming frequency, and she has to put an end to any romantic notion she might have about Kye. He isn’t interested in her like that. Why would he be? A gorgeous young man like him, interested in plain, flat-chested Jo with her spiky personality. Plus, there are three years between them. Jo flicks through the pages of the book while her face cools down and can think of what to say.

      ‘I could give a little recap on The Hobbit, if you like, and then you might be better placed to jump into this. But you might think that’s presumptuous of me and a bit arrogant, even…’

      Addy’s first to assure her. ‘Not at all. I for one would be very grateful for an introduction.’

      ‘You couldn’t be arrogant if you tried, Jo. You always share your knowledge in a thoughtful way. That’s why you’ll be the best teacher ever.’ Kye says with a bashful smile.

      Jo wants to kiss him again, so forces her mind back to the task at hand. Once the precis is finished, she watches her two friends eagerly leap into one of her most favourite books in the world. She envies them. How wonderful it would be for the first time to be in Middle Earth, meet elves, and be off on the road with dwarves again, as Bilbo Baggins once said. To become lost in the adventure, and see the incredible story unfold without knowing the end.

      For a time, Jo watches the others reading, while she gently turns the pages hoping for inspiration to strike. When it does, her spirits soar and she can’t turn the pages fast enough. The call of Lothlórien gladdens her heart and suddenly she knows that’s exactly where she needs to be – the magical elven kingdom. Jo has to hear the sigh of the breeze through the golden leaves of the mallorn trees, to be in the presence of the Lady Galadriel, feel the magic at work in the woods and in the hearts of the fellowship. Stepping back into that world, that will be a salve for the sadness of the last few months. Protect her against her mother’s cold indifference to Jo’s desperate attempts to make things right between them. In Lothlórien, she will find sanctuary, and for a little while, perfect peace.

      Deep in the story, Jo wonders where the draught on her cheek is coming from, but tries to ignore it as she’s so enthralled by the story. However, when her long curls are disturbed by it, she looks up from the text in alarm.

      What she sees does nothing to calm her panic.

      The bookshop has been replaced by a woodland of tall golden-leafed trees marching endlessly towards a mountainous horizon, a crystal waterfall pounds the rocks nearby and the sound of clear elven laughter tinkles from the tree canopies above. ‘Oh my God!’ Jo exclaims, gripping the edge of the table, which is somehow still there, though she can’t physically see it. ‘I’m actually in Lothlórien!’

      Though her heart is racing, she notices a stream in a clearing and runs to it. Pulling off her shoes and socks, she watches her feet step down into the cool swirling eddies, and the peace that she longs for seeps into her like water drawn through tree roots. Sunlight filters through the green and yellow interlocked canopies, and Jo turns her face to it, overcome by the beauty of Tolkien’s imagination. The calm is short-lived, as she hears the rustle of approaching footsteps and turns to see two familiar figures walking towards her.

      Through the trees come Kye and Addy, both wearing flowing robes of emerald and ocean blue. Kye’s locs are longer and unadorned by beads. Instead, stems of silver flowers are wound around the ends of each and his eyes reflecting colours in the robe are trained on her face, with the look of what she can only describe as adoration. Addy’s fiery tresses are lifting on the breeze and upon her brow, a crown of golden leaves settle as they float down from above. She’s smiling at Jo, but puts trembling fingers to her lips, trying not to cry.

      Jo wants to say something but can’t seem to find the words. This is incredible. Could it be that they are sharing Tolkien’s and each other’s unique imaginations? Is the magic at work in the bookshop allowing them this privilege? ‘I…’ she begins, but stops when Kye shakes his head in wonder.

      ‘Lady Galadriel.’

      Jo turns her head but can see no elven queen. Then, along the sunlit path, a tall willowy figure dressed in a long white gown appears, long fair tendrils falling to her waist, a circlet of silver sitting proudly on her brow. It’s Galadriel, as Jo has always imagined her. Galadriel, wise and strong, her beauty and magic immeasurable. The elven queen smiles at Jo, her eyes borrow patches of blue from the sky and Jo can barely stand on her feet … though there is a distant recognition she’s still seated.

      ‘Lady Galadriel,’ Jo breathes and bows her head, wondering if she should curtsy. As she raises her head once more, she finds the sunlit path is empty, and bereft, she turns to face her friends.

      ‘I wanted to ask her so many questions,’ Jo mutters. ‘Maybe she would know what the future holds for me.’

      Kye looks at her intently. ‘Ask yourself, my lady. You are in possession of that knowledge already, if only you would trust yourself.’

      Why is he calling me, my lady, Jo wonders? Then looking down, immediately notices she’s wearing the same gown as Galadriel and her hair hangs to her waist. Her forehead feels heavy, and she raises her hand to it but feels only a cool band of metal. ‘I’m Galadriel… What on earth…?’

      ‘This is how Kye sees you, Jo,’ Addy says simply, spinning round and flinging her arms wide, Fay-style. ‘Isn’t all this absolutely wonderful! I’m totally overcome by it!’

      A flurry of leaves whirl around her in a frantic dance and Addy joins them, spellbound, giggling with the abandonment of a small child. The clear haunting song of the elves drifts down from the treetops and Jo can only stare in amazement.

      Kye steps forward. ‘It’s true. You do remind me of Galadriel in the film, always have I suppose, but it’s only now that you have shared your imagination with us – let us see your admiration for her strength, wisdom and beauty, that I understand why.’

      A strange giggle escapes her, but Jo’s more nervous than amused. The way he’s looking at her is giving her hope, and that could be dangerous. Peace is what she needs, peace and happiness. She doesn’t need the turmoil of wanting something she can’t have upsetting the chances of that. ‘Thanks for likening me to her, Kye, but I am far from wise, and certainly not beautiful.’ An image of her skinny, naked body and flat chest shoves its way into her mind and she hopes to God he can’t see that.

      Kye steps forward staring into her eyes and takes both her hands in his. ‘You are. You are the most beautiful person, inside and out, and I’m so lucky to be your friend.’

      Jo is floating. She moves closer to him, closes her eyes and can hear nothing but the rushing waterfall, elven song and the sigh of the wind.

      ‘Aw, that’s really lovely!’ Addy says, too loudly, breaking the spell. As they both turn to look at her, they’re back around the table in the bookshop. Lothlórien is gone, she’s Jo again, and Kye, still holding her hands, looks at her in shock.

      ‘Sorry, Jo,’ he says dropping her hands. ‘Got a bit carried away there by the magic of it all…’

      Fay bursts in like a firework with a tray of brandy. ‘Now, how about that! It was absolutely phenomenal, Jo! Here, my dears, have a drink, you all look like you need it.’

      On autopilot, Jo downs the brandy, grateful for the path of fire burning her gullet, snapping her out of her trance-like state. ‘It … it felt so real,’ she mutters to the tabletop.

      ‘It was real!’ Fay chortles. ‘You shared your unique imagination with all of us. My God, your love of that book is something else. I could feel it in here.’ Fay thumps her chest, her eyes alive with excitement. ‘I have only experienced shared imagination a handful of times in my long life. So thank you. Thank you!’

      ‘But how could you see it?’ Kye asks, bewildered. ‘You weren’t even here with us, and we didn’t see you in Lothlórien.’

      ‘You know better than to expect an answer to that, dear one.’ Fay gives him a cheeky wink and downs her brandy. ‘Suffice to say, I am always where the bookshop is.’

      ‘It was one of the most beautiful places I’ve ever been to,’ Addy says quietly. ‘In fact, the most beautiful. Your imagination is amazing, Jo. Thanks.’

      Jo smiles. ‘I think Mr Tolkien is the one that deserves the thanks. He was the master of creating new worlds. I could always rely on him to provide a sanctuary for me to hide in when I was a kid, and now too, actually—’ She stops, because her voice can’t be trusted. The whole experience has been both glorious and overwhelming, not least because of the way she had felt when Kye held her hands in that magical place.

      ‘Tolkien does deserve thanks, huge thanks,’ Fay comments. ‘But let’s not forget, both the author and reader work together to bring a story alive. If the words remain unread, then the story dies. Simple as that.’

      They sit quietly digesting it all and Jo stares at the cat ‘walking’ atop the bookcase in the moonlight, it seems to be smiling. Beyond the cat, the moon is no longer full, it’s a crescent, and it’s hanging like a pendant from Venus. Jo knows it’s pointless trying to understand how the moon could have changed so fast, or why. What she does understand is the necessity to believe, to keep looking up at the sky, instead of down at her feet, to look for the jewels in the mire of life. Being in Lothlórien has taught her that. Then something that Sam Gamgee once said to Frodo strikes home and swells her heart with joy and hope.

      Jo thinks the particular reading had been when Frodo and Sam were at a low ebb and on the way to cast the ring into Mount Doom in the fires of Mordor. The journey had been long and hard, but Sam remembered the grand books of derring-do he’d read as a young hobbit and he’d always wondered why the characters had kept going against all odds, when they could have given up. Jo eagerly pulls the book towards her once more and thumbs quickly through the pages. With a lump in her throat, she finds what she’s looking for and traces the words as she reads the last section of Sam’s musings.

      
        
        
        Folk in those stories had a lot of chances of turning back, only they didn’t.

        They kept going because they were holding onto something.

        That there is some good in this world, and it’s worth fighting for.

      

      

      

      ‘Hey, Jo. What’s wrong?’ Addy asks, offering a tissue. Jo hasn’t realised she’s crying, but her cheeks are wet, so she takes it and dabs her eyes.

      ‘Nothing’s wrong,’ she says and manages a wobbly smile. ‘Sam Gamgee made me realise that even though my life has been pretty shit for many reasons, there is always hope, good people like you in the world, and a brighter future if you’re prepared to fight for it.’ Jo pushes the book to Addy and nods at Kye. ‘Read that section there. I know none of us have been on a horrific journey to Mordor, and you both have had it far worse than me, but I think we can all relate to the message.’

      Kye reads it and looks away, clearly moved. Addy grabs Jo’s hand. ‘We will fight for it together, my friend.’

      ‘How lovely,’ Fay remarks with a smile, picking up the tray. ‘It’s been a memorable night, one that none of us will forget in a hurry.’

      It’s clear by her tone that it’s time for them to go, though Jo wants to stay there forever. Addy stands up and shrugs her coat on. ‘We will never forget. I wonder, Fay, could you tell us why you think we could only see Jo’s imagination tonight and not ours?’

      This has crossed Jo’s mind, and she must admit she feels a bit awkward about that. It’s none of Addy’s making, because it’s obvious she’s just curious, but if it had been the other way around Jo would want to know why too.

      Fay ponders on this and sighs. ‘I can only suggest that Jo has the strongest feeling about, and connection to this book. That is why her imagination was dominant.’ Fay looks searchingly at Kye and then back to Jo. ‘I think there were heart-songs to be sung, and words that had to be heard. We saw a little of Kye’s imagination tonight, though, too, when he saw you as Lady G. I will leave that to your own interpretation. Now, away to your beds! The sun will be up in a few hours.’

      The three of them watch her whisk out of the bookshop with a wave and a rustle of her elegant robes. ‘Wonder what she meant by that?’ Addy asks, with the innocence of the devil.

      Her eyes sparkle with mischief and Kye mumbles into his jacket as he zips it up. ‘No idea. But then half the stuff she says has no rhyme nor reason to it.’ He looks at Jo, well he looks past Jo at the bookshelf beyond, to be precise. ‘Right, best be off – see you soon. Thanks for the great trip into your mind. See you in the car, Addy.’

      Addy slips her arm through Jo’s as they watch him walk through the door. ‘He’s embarrassed because of how he behaved with you inside the book. He’s not sure about everything, lacks confidence where it comes to you.’

      Jo wants to ask her what she means by all that, but instead parks it. Nothing is allowed to spoil the tremendous high she’s riding on. ‘Night, Addy. Let’s speak soon.’

      As she walks to her car, Jo looks up into the fading darkness, and is just in time to see the moon hide its fullness behind a cloud. Laughing quietly to herself, she saunters off along the cobbles.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Adelaide

      The Lord of the Rings is proving to be a wonderful adventure. Adelaide reads it every chance she gets, which isn’t that often, between working, spending time with Michelle and scouring the internet for a library post. Thrilled beyond belief, was how she’d describe her feelings when she’d discovered she didn’t need any specific qualifications beyond the GCSEs she already had. However, the tough part is trying to find an available post and one not too far from home. These are proving to be as rare as unicorn horns. The lovely assistant at Truro Library had been very helpful when Adelaide had popped in the other day and had promised to contact her if anything became available there, so she had everything crossed.

      Kye has been busy at the café and preparing for his college course, so she’s not had much chance to chat to him about their last magical visit to The Midnight Bookshop, which was almost a week ago now. Jo had been strangely unavailable too, when Adelaide had phoned her, claiming she was ‘run off her feet sorting out a flat’ as the reason, but she’d be in touch soon. Adelaide had her own ideas about that. It was her belief that Kye and Jo were avoiding each other, and by default, Adelaide too. They were avoiding talking about what had happened in Lothlórien. Adelaide had witnessed the deep look of affection that had passed between her two friends when Jo had morphed into Lady Galadriel as a result of Kye’s tender words and imagination. If Adelaide hadn’t such a big gob and interrupted them, she felt sure they would have kissed in that incredible setting, with the yellow leaves floating around them and elven song tinkling on high. Adelaide loves her two friends dearly, but they are both equally as stubborn and in denial about what happened as the other. To them, it seems what happened in Lothlórien, stays in Lothlórien. Adelaide is going to have to step in, and soon, whether they like it or not.

      Michelle is cooking tonight and has done a few nights a week for a while now. She says it helps her feel useful, and Adelaide has to admit, Michelle is a better chef than her. It’s so uplifting to see Kye’s mum changing day by day, growing, healing, and by and large she’s doing it without the aid of drugs. Adelaide and Kye were only remarking on her progress the other day. While they are not expecting Michelle to miraculously become a hundred per cent well again, they share the hope that with rest, exercise and herbal remedies, Michelle might eventually go back to the salon part-time. They know how much she misses being a hair stylist. Kye’s convinced her progress is down to living in a proper home, with proper food and a calm loving atmosphere. Overall, though, he thinks it’s down to the healing powers of the silver dragon, and Adelaide has to agree.

      Adelaide lays the table and wonders about a taking a visit to Michelle’s sister at the weekend. It would be amazing to for them to feel the sand between their toes. Perhaps Kye and Jo might join them, and that would be the perfect place to have that little chat with them both. Kye would have to be talked to first though, and perhaps not told that Jo would be joining them. A shiver of excitement runs through her, and she finds herself smiling as she starts to plan in her mind what she’ll say.

      ‘Penny for them?’ Michelle says, sprinkling fresh basil into the bolognaise sauce.

      ‘I was just thinking, wouldn’t it be nice to go to Porthtowan and see your sister this weekend? The forecast is good for the first few days of April, and it’ll be nice to get some sea air at last.’

      Michelle stirs the sauce thoughtfully, ‘Um, it would. But am I ready?’

      I think you are. I can’t believe the difference in you in just a short time.’ Adelaide notes Michelle’s apprehensive gaze. ‘And anyway, you’re not moving in with her, just visiting for a few hours … it will be grand.’

      ‘I must admit, this is the best I’ve felt since my lovely Lenny went… I just don’t want to balls it up with Helena.’

      ‘You won’t. Also, you won’t be on your own, will you? For extra support, I think we should ask Kye along, maybe Jo, but don’t mention her to him, in case she can’t make it.’

      Michelle turns the heat off under the pot and comes over to sit opposite Adelaide. ‘Nice idea, but Kye’s probably working this weekend.’

      ‘He is on Saturday, but not Sunday. I checked.’

      A frown creases Michelle’s brow. ‘Correct me if I’m wrong, Addy, but are you trying to do a bit of matchmaking behind the scenes? I’ve noticed my boy getting a bit shifty and awkward when you bring Jo’s name up, lately.’

      Adelaide’s about to deny it, but then acknowledges that Michelle could be a useful ally. ‘Might be,’ she says with a laugh. ‘They are smitten with each other, but too afraid, or just plain stubborn to say so. You’ll love Jo. She’s such a wonderful girl. Clever, witty, and gorgeous too.’

      Michelle brightens. ‘I’ll look forward to meeting her. Kye’s had a few girlfriends over the years, but I’ve never met any of them. I think they’ve only lasted a week or so each.’ She laughs and pulls out her mobile phone. ‘I’ll call Helena now and see if she’s around on Sunday. Otherwise, your plan will go tits up.’

      ‘Shall I put the dishes to warm?’ Adelaide asks, as Michelle leaves the room.

      ‘Please. And grate the parmesan too, if you would.’
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        * * *

      

      Now and then, Adelaide can hear Michelle’s laughter coming from the living room which is very encouraging. If the sisters are laughing and joking on the phone, the omen for a Sunday meet-up can only be good. As she’s putting cling film over the grated cheese, in comes Kye from work, looking quite pleased with himself.

      ‘Guess what?’ he says sparkly-eyed and grinning. ‘I have another two books for the course already.’ He pulls the weighty tomes from his rucksack and bangs them on the table. ‘Mrs Greenhill came into the café again today and gave them to me. She said a former student dropped them round the school last week in case she could use them.’

      ‘That’s great! Saves you some cash too.’

      ‘Yeah, I can get books from the library, but it’s good to have some at hand and not worry about taking them back in a set time.’

      ‘Exactly. So, your mum’s been cooking up a storm again, but she’s on the phone to your auntie Helena. We thought we’d pop over to see her on Sunday – you too, of course.’

      ‘Really? That will be nice, and great progress for Mum too.’ He washes his hands at the sink. ‘I hope they can patch things up as they used to be really close.’

      ‘Me too. Right, sit down, do you want juice with your meal?’ He says he does and Adelaide goes to the fridge deciding this would be a good time to chat with him before his mum comes back into the kitchen. She needs to make it as causal as she can, but her heart’s already upping the pace. Putting the juice in front of him she says, ‘Have you heard from Jo lately?’

      Kye takes a long swallow and looks at the glass with surprise, as if she’s given him a kale smoothie instead. ‘Jo? No, why have you?’

      ‘No. Well yes, but she was too busy to chat – she’s sorting out somewhere to live…’ Adelaide sits at the table and slowly turns the grated cheese dish round with her forefingers. ‘I’m just a bit concerned she’s avoiding me … us.’ She flicks her eyes up to his and they immediately dart to a corner of the ceiling. It’s apparently become very interesting.

      ‘Why would she avoid us? If she says she’s busy, she’s busy. I’m busy – we’re all busy. We can’t be at the bookshop every night, much as we’d like to be.’

      Adelaide sits back and folds her arms. This casual chat isn’t happening in the way she’d hoped, she’d be no good as a copper in the interview room. Getting to the point might be best. ‘Okay. I’ll share my observations. I think you and Jo have feelings for each other and⁠—’

      Kye snaps his gaze back to hers and curls his lip as if the juice has left a bad taste. ‘Feelings? What kind of feelings?’

      Romantic ones.’

      Incredulous, he snaps, ‘What? That’s just stupid!’

      ‘I don’t think so.’ Adelaide swallows and tries to keep her voice calm.

      ‘You’re wrong.’ He folds his arms and leans back, a mirror image of herself though his pale blue eyes reflect more than a little uncertainty.

      ‘You don’t have feelings for her, then?’ Adelaide thinks this must seem more like an interrogation than a casual chat to Kye, and he doesn’t have a lawyer present.

      ‘Of course I do.’ He throws his hands up, then tucks them back under his armpits. ‘But as a friend. She’s a wonderful friend, just like you are.’

      ‘When we were in Lothlórien there was something special between you. You would have kissed, if I hadn’t opened my big mouth at the wrong time.’

      ‘Oh, please. Have you been reading romantic fiction in your spare time?’ Kye resumes his inspection of the ceiling.

      ‘You said she was the most beautiful person, inside and out and⁠—’

      ‘That I was lucky to have her as a friend. Friend being the operative word.’ Kye glares at the table.

      Adelaide knows she’s in danger of him storming off if she continues, but she can’t let it go. ‘Kye. Look at me. Tell me honestly that you only see her as a friend, and I’ll shut up.’

      After a few moments’ silence, Kye releases a slow breath and looks up at her, all irritation gone, just resignation in his eyes. ‘I can’t tell a barefaced lie to one of my most treasured friends. So yes,’ he twiddles one of the beads in his hair. ‘I do have feelings for her. Romantic ones, in case you’re wondering… But it can’t happen.’ The ceiling has his attention once more. ‘For one,’ he holds a finger up, ‘Jo isn’t interested in me in that way. For two,’ he flicks a second finger,’ I’m too young for her, by three years. Okay, I’m nineteen next month, but even so, she sees me as a kid and three, four and five,’ he flicks more fingers. ‘I’m intellectually inferior, we have nothing in common, apart from reading … is that four or five reasons? Oh, yeah, and we share a dodgy past.’ Kye’s gaze meets hers once more. In answer to Adelaide’s puzzled expression he clarifies, ‘I meant her shoplifting and my drug-dealing, obviously. So overall I feel inadequate – she’s out of my league in every way. Hell, she’s even contributed to that meal my mum’s just made for us.’ He nods at the stove.

      ‘She has?’ Adelaide replies, really confused now.

      ‘You think I don’t know, but I heard you on the phone to her about your bank transfer details a few days after we moved in. Jo sends money every month for bills and food. I kept quiet because I know we need the money, and also I was too embarrassed to mention it. I feel like a scrounger. I’m gonna pay her back though, one day, no matter how long it takes.’

      Adelaide takes a sip of his juice to shift the lump in her throat. She’d been wondering how to tell him about that, and despite the hurt, she’s glad it’s out in the open. Such a proud young man, but right now he looks like a vulnerable child. Hugging him is not an option though, because he’s too spiky to accept it. They sit quietly for a few moments and then Adelaide tells him what’s in her heart.

      ‘I know you might not agree, but I think most of what you said is not the case. True, I can’t dispute that she’s older, though it’s only two and a bit years or whatever, and that won’t matter to you as much a few years down the line. But what I can dispute, is that she just likes you as a friend. There’s a real connection between you – any fool can see that. Haven’t you seen the way her cheeks go on fire when you say something nice to her, or hold her hand?’

      Kye shrugs. ‘Um, not really. A few times I guess … but she can be a bit nervous…’

      ‘Only when she’s around you, silly. Plus, ages ago, just we two were in a café and we got to talking about you. I said that you were handsome, didn’t she agree? Jo went all pink and said she supposed you had nice blue eyes. She couldn’t look at me for a few moments. It was like talking to a twelve-year-old about her first crush.’

      ‘Really?’ he asks. Adelaide nods, and if she’s not mistaken, there’s hope underlining that question. Then he heaves a sigh. ‘You might just be reading more into it than there is. I mean, why hasn’t she phoned me since our last meet-up?’

      ‘I’ll return that question to you. Why haven’t you phoned her?’

      Another shrug and a big gulp of juice.

      ‘I mean, you were hardly encouraging when Fay almost spelt out that there was something between you. It’s obvious she’s noticed what’s going on between you.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      Adelaide is finding it hard to believe he has no clue, but indulges him. ‘Fay said we saw a bit of your imagination when we were inside The Lord of the Rings. You saw Jo as Lady Galadriel. Then Fay said something about heart-songs, words that had to be heard, and that she’d leave that to your interpretation. I asked you what you think she meant by that, and you mumbled that it made no sense – no rhyme nor reason, or something like that. Jo’s face dropped off a cliff.’

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘Yeah. “Oh”. Plus, when we found ourselves suddenly back in the bookshop after I stupidly interrupted you and Jo as you were about to kiss, you dropped her hands as if they were burning you. Said you got carried away and you were sorry. What’s she supposed to think when the signals you are giving say “back off”?’

      Kye sits staring at the table glumly. ‘So, it’s all my fault then? If only I’d told her how I felt, she’d come running into my arms?’

      Adelaide ponders on this, and the answer isn’t straightforward. ‘Truth is, I don’t know. I’ve hinted before about an attraction between the pair of you and Jo’s brushed it off. Mainly, I think, because she’s worried about rejection. God knows she’s had enough of that from her parents, or her mother, at least. And as much as she’s a confident, intelligent young woman generally, I don’t think she is where romantic relationships are concerned.’

      ‘Hmm. Well, I’ve no idea where to go from here, Addy.’

      ‘Luckily, I do.’ She gives him an encouraging smile. ‘I’m going to pop and see her as soon as. I’ll ask her to come with us on Sunday and try and sound her out a bit. Because I know you’re as scared as she is about revealing your heart, only to earn you a virtual slap in the face for your trouble. If I don’t act as matchmaker, then nothing will happen. I’ll not tell her how you feel, and that we’ve had this chat, but I’ll hint that you like her. The rest will be up to you if she agrees to come to Porthtowan with us.’ Kye looks apprehensive, but there’s hope there too. ‘And the worst that can happen is that we’ll have a lovely day by the ocean. What’s not to like?’

      A glimmer of a smile appears. ‘Nothing, I guess. We still don’t know if Mum’s arranged it yet though.’

      ‘If Mum’s arranged what?’ Michelle says coming into the kitchen.

      ‘The trip to Porthtowan on Sunday,’ he replies.

      ‘Mum has. And she’s very much looking forward to it!’ Michelle kisses him on the cheek and grabs the pasta. ‘Dinner in ten, okay?’

      A knowing look passes between Adelaide and Kye, and a beautiful smile lights up his face. ‘Sounds great to me, Mum.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Jo

      The car is packed with the bits of Jo’s life she’d like to keep, mostly books and the treasure box from Granny Diana. There’s a short list of practical items too: clothes, hairdryer, toothbrush and a handful of jewellery. But the majority of her stuff is to be left behind in the heartless home, with a long list of unhappy memories. Her parents have been away for a week in Spain, but they’re due back any minute. Jo had made the decision to leave long before they went, but didn’t tell them. Her mind won’t be changed, and there’s a very good chance her parents won’t try too hard to change it anyway. Well, her mum won’t. Jo’s beginning to feel increasingly sorry for her dad. In a way, he should be pitied because of the way he allows himself to be bossed around – anything for a quiet life. But on the other hand, Jo thinks he could have tried to be strong enough to stand up for her over the years, instead of skulking off with his golf buddies, or staying at work longer than he needed to.

      Jo had experienced some toing and froing in her mind, about the idea of packing up the car and going to her new flat before they came back, but she acknowledged that would be bit cowardly. Her experience tells her that whatever she does, it will be the wrong thing.

      Upstairs in her room, she has one last check around and then hurries back to the kitchen to wait for her parents. A heavy weight settles in her chest, and it feels a lot like failure. Despite The Great Gatsby helping her find a better understanding of herself, of Cathy, and illuminating a clear path forward, Jo’s not been able to lead her mother onto it. Despite also, the fact that Fay and Jo’s two best friends have stressed she can do no more, and if Cathy is unwilling to try, Jo can’t be blamed, it still hurts. In the end, Jo wanted love to be the outcome, but unlike the plethora of things her mother possesses, love for her daughter seems not to be amongst them.

      Poppy bounds in from the garden, leaping all over Jo and licking her face as if she knows she needs comfort. Poppy always knows. Leaving her behind is going to be horrendous, but Jo knows Cathy won’t entertain the idea of her coming too, even though Jo’s been the one to look after Poppy for the last six years. To Cathy, the dog is a possession, like everything else. Nobody will be allowed to steal it. Poppy was the adorable and a must-have accessory when she was a puppy, but Cathy soon lost interest after about six months. Jo wonders how old she’d been when she’d suffered the same fate? Two years old? A year? Younger, even?

      The hum of an electric car and crunch of gravel on the drive alerts Jo and Poppy to her parents’ arrival. Poppy runs to the back door as it bangs open, and from the hallway Jo hears, ‘Get down you stinky creature! No, sit. Sit! We’ve only been away for a week, for God’s sake!’

      Cathy comes through, tanned and flustered, with three designer-labelled bags, full of must-have airport purchases, no doubt. After a brief nod at Jo, Cathy opens with, ‘Bloody hell, that journey was horrific. Delayed an hour, can you believe it? Bloody cheek, we paid a fortune too. Then the traffic was shit from Newquay airport. And if that wasn’t enough, on the plane, I was squashed in a seat next to a fat, greasy-haired woman who stank of garlic. I need a long, hot shower once we’ve unpacked.’

      ‘Hello, love,’ Jo’s dad struggles in with two suitcases and three weighty bags slung about his shoulders and neck. Poor Dad. She will miss him a bit, she realises. Jo just wishes he’d grow some balls, because once she’s gone, he will be the sole target for Cathy’s anger.

      ‘Hi, Dad. Nice time?’

      He slides a surreptitious glance at his wife. ‘Yeah, yeah. Lovely … nice break.’

      Jo wants to laugh. He obviously hated every minute. ‘Wanna cuppa?’

      ‘No!’ Cathy snaps. ‘Open the bloody wine – I need it after that shitshow.’

      Jo’s tempted to tell her where she can shove it, but does as she’s asked. Her dad divests himself of the baggage and slumps at the kitchen table with his wine, while Cathy does an impression of a whirlwind around the kitchen. She opens the bin to shove the luggage labels in, exclaiming, ‘Hell’s bells! When was this thing last emptied, Joanna?’

      Jo can’t be bothered to answer. It was bin day yesterday, but she’d had more important things on her mind, funnily enough. ‘There’s your wine, Mum.’ Jo puts the glass on the table, sits opposite her dad, and folds her arms.

      ‘Can’t believe you missed bin day.’ Cathy twists her mouth to blow a damp strand of hair from her cheek. She sits and takes a glug of wine. ‘I mean, it’s not as if I ask much of you. You do bugger all around here as it is.’

      ‘I’ll be doing even less soon.’ Jo observes this might not be the best way to introduce her impending move, but she’s had more than enough of Cathy already.

      ‘What’s that supposed to mean? Cathy’s brow almost folds in on itself. A Botox session will be imminent.

      ‘I’m moving out this afternoon. Got a lovely ground-floor flat at Malpas, overlooking the river and near the park. It has a decent-sized garden and big patio windows from the kitchen that open onto it.’

      Both her parents stare at her open-mouthed for a good few seconds. It’s as if someone pressed the pause button on them and Jo wants to laugh but manages not to.

      ‘What the hell are you doing that for? You never even discussed it with us first!’ Cathy roars.

      Jo has part of a little speech ready that she’s strung together over the last while. It’s to the point and hopefully not too inflammatory. ‘Well, I thought it was time. I’m twenty-one, after all, and I need my own space. As you know I’m going to complete my degree and then get my teaching qualification. So, I guess a new start all round felt right.’

      Cathy pulls her neck in and glares at her daughter. ‘I’ll believe it when I see it. As I said to you that night when we went out for a meal, teaching needs dedication, determination to succeed, and you never stick at anything. Your head’s in the clouds, Joanna, always has been.’

      Jo sighs and feels strangely unmoved. The anger she’d felt on the night her mother is referring to has become a calm sea of resignation; acceptance even. Jo is facing an angry child who’s had her toys taken away without her agreement. The child doesn’t really care about the toys, but she wants to keep control of what happens to them. ‘I’m doing it, Mum, whether you believe it or not.’

      The child juts out her chin. ‘So who do you think will pay the rent for this flat then? It won’t be cheap down Malpas way.’

      ‘I will pay for it from the generous allowance you and Dad have kindly put into my account over the years. There is more than enough to tide me through until I can get a teaching job. I might work part-time somewhere in the meantime too. We’ll see.’

      ‘Ha! Well, if you think we’re still going to pay you an allowance you can forget it!’

      ‘I don’t think that, hence me maybe having to get a job at some stage,’ Jo says calmly.

      Cathy snorts and drains her glass in one. ‘You’ll be crawling back, cap in hand. You’ve never had to do anything for yourself, Joanna. There’s no way you’ll hack it on your own.’

      Jo searches her mother’s glassy eyes and finds as well as anger, something else… A little hurt, perhaps? ‘I’m not really sure why you are so upset. I thought you might be pleased I’m going. We don’t get on, we have endless arguments, and all just exist together in this unhappy house.’

      Cathy thumps her hand on the table. ‘Unhappy house?! If it is, then you’re the one who caused it to be. All that shoplifting and rudeness, never doing anything around here, never making anything of yourself! When I think of all that money we poured into your education and then you just chucked it back in our faces. Leaving that degree halfway through⁠—’

      ‘For God’s sake that’s enough, Cathy!’ her dad yells, banging his wine glass down. This time the pause button is pressed on both Jo and her mother. ‘Leave the girl alone. You never stop nagging her, telling her she’s not doing anything with her life, then when she does, it’s still not enough! Well, I’m proud of her and I think she’ll do all right.’ He looks at Jo through unshed tears. ‘More than all right.’

      Jo grabs his hand, and they do wobbly smiles and nod at each other, while Cathy starts ranting, but neither of them are listening. At last, Dad has grown some balls. Maybe he’ll leave home too, one day, with any luck.

      ‘Thanks, Dad. I’ll be in touch.’ Jo stands up and walks to the door through the frosty silence that’s followed Cathy’s rant. Poppy runs after her and Jo kneels to give her a goodbye hug, her heart on the verge of breaking. ‘Be good, baby. Maybe see you soon.’ This is very unlikely, but Jo has to cling onto the idea.

      ‘Take her, if you like,’ her dad says.

      ‘What?’ Cathy snaps. ‘Poppy is my dog. She’s going nowhere!’

      ‘Give over, Cathy. Jo feeds her, walks her, sorts out her vet checks, you couldn’t care less about Poppy.’

      Jo’s heart leaps with joy. Poppy’s coming too. She wipes her tears and grabs Poppy’s lead from the hook. ‘Thanks so much, Dad. Speak soon.’ As she turns to leave, she looks back at her mum, but Cathy’s staring into space, dry-eyed. Jo thinks of The Midnight Bookshop and the visit to Gatsby’s world and wishes things could have been different between her and Cathy. Though Jo has tried her best, Cathy’s got out of her daughter’s boat and into another. Her mum’s boat is being ceaselessly borne back to the past, to darkness, while Jo’s is going forward – onward to the sunrise.
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        * * *

      

      Living in the apartment is everything Jo dreamt it would be and more. Only two days have passed since she left her old house, she won’t allow the word ‘home’ and her new place is already starting to feel like it’s somewhere she can put down roots. Somewhere she can belong. Home, even? Apart from when she’s in the bookshop, Jo’s not had that experience before. Poppy loves it too. Although there’s not as much land for the dog to go at, and no rabbits, imaginary or otherwise, as far as she knows – the park is on the doorstep and the garden is ample for a quick runaround. Right now, she’s got butterflies because Addy’s coming for lunch. Her first visitor to her new home.

      Excitement does have a little apprehension tagging to its coattails, because cooking has never been one of Jo’s ‘things’. Whenever she’d tried before, Cathy would always say she was doing it wrong and eventually take over. Still, the smell of chicken cacciatore wafting from the oven isn’t to be sniffed at. Well, it is actually – the aroma is mouthwatering. Jo puts the rice on to simmer as the doorbell rings and she hurries along the hallway, still clutching a wooden spoon.

      Addy thrusts a big bouquet of spring flowers at Jo as she opens the door and squeals, ‘Oh my God, Jo! This place looks amazing, and I’ve not even seen inside yet!’ She turns and points at the river. ‘And you have ducks!’

      ‘I do! And swans. Come in, come in!’

      Addy follows Jo down the corridor, exclaiming at the decor and how spacious it is. Once she’s seen the bathroom, two bedrooms and the kitchen diner, she can hardly contain herself. ‘This is incredible, and SO you!’

      ‘It is?’

      ‘Yeah. Tasteful, understated, but so bloody classy.’

      Jo hugs her. ‘What a lovely thing to say.’

      ‘It’s true. Even though it comes fully furnished, it’s as if you’ve put your own stamp on it already. All those books!’ Addy waves at the huge bookcase. ‘You’ll be giving Fay a run for her money soon.’

      Jo laughs and puts the flowers in water. ‘Hope you like chicken cacciatore. I’ve never made it before, but it smells okay.’

      ‘More than okay. Right. I came on the bus, so I might have a glass of wine and put my feet up.’ She pulls a bottle of Merlot from her bag.

      ‘Thank you! I might join you.’
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        * * *

      

      Although Jo says so herself, the food is delicious, and she resolves to cook everything from scratch when she has time. Poppy keeps coming in from the garden to beg for more scraps, but they’ve polished it off.

      ‘So have you heard from your parents since you left?’ Addy pours more wine and sits back in her chair.

      ‘Jo had explained what had happened over the phone to Addy the day she left the house. ‘Dad’s texted, but nothing from Cathy. I told him the address, and he says he’ll pop by soon.’

      ‘Bet you’re thrilled he eventually stood up to your mum.’

      ‘Yes. I hope it continues too. Anyway, how are things at your house?’

      Addy’s face is lit with a big smile. ‘Good. Michelle is doing so much better, and Kye is over the moon about it. He’s working hard at the café and preparing to go to college in a few months.’ She swirls the wine round the bowl of her glass. ‘Actually, I was wondering if you’d like a trip to Porthtowan on Sunday? It’s forecast to be sunny, and it would be lovely to get some sea air, wouldn’t it?’

      Jo pictures the spring sunshine casting a sprinkling of gold chips over the waves. ‘That would be perfect. I can’t remember the last time I went!’

      ‘Me neither. I was saying that to Michelle. Great that you can come. We are going to see Michelle’s sister who lives right near the beach. A momentous day, as they have been estranged, as you know…’

      Realisation dawns on Jo that this trip will not be just Addy and herself. Her stomach twists as she asks, ‘So will Kye be coming too?’

      An even bigger grin. ‘Yeah. We’ll all be together again, at last. Seems ages!’

      Immediately, all the unwelcome thoughts and feelings about Kye claw their way out of locked boxes to taunt her. ‘Yeah … thing is I might have to see Dad on Sunday, just remembered,’ Jo says to the tabletop.

      Addy heaves a sigh. ‘Right, let’s go and sit on the comfy chairs. We need to have a serious chat, young lady.’

      ‘We do?’

      Addy gives her a beckoning finger and gets up from the table. Puzzled, Jo picks up her wine glass and follows her to the armchairs positioned by the patio windows. They laugh as they watch Poppy chasing a butterfly through the cushion of yellow and pink primroses, and then Addy says, ‘I’m not going to beat about the bush. I think you have feelings for Kye and you’re ignoring them. The reason you’re ignoring them is probably because you’re worried about rejection, given your history. Maybe you’re not confident where romantic relationships are concerned. Maybe there are other reasons I don’t know about too. But what I saw pass between you and Kye in Lothlórien can’t be denied. There was a look of deep affection, which would have ended in a kiss if I hadn’t interrupted by opening my big gob.’

      Jo doesn’t know what to say because everything Addy just said is true. She can’t allow herself to hope that something could happen between her and Kye though. Jo’s on a new track, a new page of her story and it has to be a good one. There’s no room for sloppy mistakes and having to resort to more edits in the future. Jo is determined to put everything she has into making her book a bestseller and she knows Kye won’t thank her for writing him into it. She’s about to tell Addy she’s talking nonsense, but something in her friend’s open, honest face, won’t allow it. Addy cares for her, and for Kye, and she deserves the truth.

      For the first time Jo admits what that is to herself and says, ‘Okay, yes. I have feelings for him, but it can’t happen. Probably what happened in Lothlórien was because of the magic at work. Kye said as much when we arrived back at the bookshop. I think the feelings only went one way – from me to him. I mean, he’s gorgeous. How could he be attracted to a flat-chested, skinny woman with a truckload of baggage?’ Jo blinks away tears of shame. ‘Addy, I’m three years older than him and never had a boyfriend.’

      Unexpectedly, Addy starts to laugh which irritates the hell out of Jo. What on earth is so funny? Addy clocks her angry expression and takes her hand. ‘My lovely friend, I’m not laughing at what you said, because those concerns are very real to you. I’m laughing at the idea that you think you’re unattractive and flat-chested. You’re not, you’re beautiful, inside and out, as Kye actually said to you that evening. But even if you were all the things you believe yourself to be, Kye totally adores you. Fact.’

      Jo’s mouth drops open, and she scans Addy’s face which has turned the colour of a tomato. ‘Really? How do you know?’

      Addy shakes her head. ‘Me and my big gob again. I’m such an idiot. I told him I wouldn’t tell you how he felt, just that I’d hint to you that I think he likes you. He’ll be furious when he finds out.’

      A multitude of thoughts come at Jo from every direction and her heart is giddy with hope. If what Addy says is true, she’s the luckiest woman in the world. ‘So why hasn’t he told me?’

      ‘Similar reasons to you, really, overall. He thinks he’s not good enough for you. Said he’s intellectually inferior, that you might see him as too young for you, that he has no money and feels like a scrounger because you’re helping us out, and basically, you’re out of his league in every way.’ Addy ends with a shrug. ‘I know I’ve ballsed this up, but can you keep it to yourself? He would never forgive me if he knew I’d blabbed. I can’t forgive myself either.’

      Jo is caught between laughter and tears. Kye, that gorgeous young man actually has feelings for her, but he feels inferior? That’s mad! She wishes he was here so she could give him a big comforting hug and make good on the kiss that never happened. Addy is looking at her, defeated, muttering something about contact lenses and crying.

      Jo taps her on the arm. ‘Hey, I won’t say a word. Promise.’

      Addy brightens. ‘So, you’ll come on Sunday?’

      Will she? There’re enough butterflies in her chest right now to keep Poppy occupied for the rest of her life. ‘I will, but I can’t say I’m not anxious about it.’

      ‘Good. I’ll message you the address, be there about eleven a.m. And if it’s any consolation, I think Kye will be anxious too.’

      ‘You won’t tell him that I’m worried about my…’ she looks at down at her breasts, ‘my figure and stuff, will you?’

      ‘Of course not. I’ve learnt my lesson today. My lips will be firmly buttoned.’ Addy mimes buttoning her lip. ‘But I will say that I sounded you out and you admitted to having romantic feelings … otherwise he’ll clam up and be scared to say anything to you.’

      ‘Okay … fair enough.’ Jo decides she needs a calming cup of camomile tea. With only two days to go until she sees Kye again, she guesses she might need a few pots of the stuff before then.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Kye

      Kye hadn’t known he was going to visit the bookshop that evening. He’d actually been getting ready for bed, the conversation he’d had with Addy earlier in the day tumbling through his mind, along with the increased uncertainty that Jo could actually be interested in someone like him, when he’d had a sudden urge to be enveloped in the magic of that wonderous place again. His mum and Addy had already gone to bed, so it was just a matter of slipping downstairs and out.

      As Kye strides along the dark side streets of Truro, he wonders if Fay would think it odd, him turning up alone. On the other hand, he decides with a little smile, she’ll probably be expecting him. A moment of uncertainty slows his footsteps. What is he expecting there tonight? Yes, he wants the magic of the bookshop, but there’s something else driving him. Allowing his mind to explore this ‘something else’, he comes to the conclusion that it’s a sense of direction he’s after … the confirmation that his planned path forward is the right one, and that his feelings about Jo aren’t going to be ultimately in vain. How, or if, this will be achieved, he has no idea, but whatever happens, Kye knows the bookshop is wating for him tonight.

      Fay doesn’t answer, even after he’s lifted the brass knocker and let it fall three times. The sound of metal on wood is loud and intrusive, shattering the peace in the quiet street. Perhaps she’s not expecting him, after all. Why has he been so impetuous? Disappointment and frustration build inside him, but before he turns for home, he tries the knocker again, and this time the door swings open! Kye wonders whether he should call out to Fay, but realises she wouldn’t thank him if she was sleeping, so he slips silently through the bookshop door, closing it gently behind him.

      Kye’s rocked on his feet as he’s immediately bathed in a lustrous light, struck dumb and entranced by the beauty of the place. On his way here, the night had been moon-less and a determined Cornish mizzle had soaked his skin, but now … now through the huge cathedral window below the vaulted ceiling, shafts of moonlight pour like molten silver, cascading over the lush green leaves of plants, trees, carved animals and shelves with their vast collection of books, bringing it all to life.

      The wings of ‘his’ dragon are spread as in full flight, and the creature’s red eyes look up through the window at the pale face of the moon. Kye wouldn’t be at all surprised if the dragon took off and smashed through the glass right now. Across his vision, Kye watches vivid flashbacks of his healing flight. There he is sitting astride the dragon’s silver chainmail back with his mum. She’s laughing, her hair streaming out behind her as they sweep over night forests and seas. What a ride it was. One that he’ll never forget. The moon hides its face quickly behind a cloud and the light diminishes, though because the stars are so bright, the softer effect is no less lovely.

      Kye pulls out a chair at the oval table, intending to just sit a while and let the calm of the bookshop be a salve for his jittery nerves, but instead of sitting, he finds himself wandering the aisles of bookcases and shelves trailing his fingers across the spines as he’s seen Fay do many times. Little pulses of electricity flow through his fingertips now and then, and guessing this is another of the bookshop’s magical method of choosing, he selects a book to look at. Three more are selected yet returned, because he hasn’t really come here to let another book choose him, has he? Though when he arrives at the little table and easy chair where he wrote his thank-you letter, a bookshelf behind it draws his eye. The electric pulse is more like a shock when his fingers trace one particular book, and he is compelled to pick it up and look at the cover.

      It’s a dark cover with a photograph of a smiling black woman in the foreground, and her face rings a distant bell. It’s a poetry collection by Maya Angelou. Kye remembers now, she was one of his dad’s favourite writers. He’d told Kye she’d been a civil rights activist and had a very tough upbringing. He has a vague recollection of his dad saying something about a poem of hers, ‘Caged Bird’, that had made him cry. This was huge admission coming from his dad, who had been schooled not to cry by his own father.

      The green armchair seems the ideal place to explore the book further and Kye sits down and runs his finger down the contents page. There it is – ‘Caged Bird’. It’s six verses long, two of which are repeated, and it’s this repeated verse that takes his breath away. Kye can feel his dad’s presence as he wipes away tears and reads the verse again, this time aloud.

      
        
        
        The caged bird sings

        with a fearful trill

        of things unknown

        but longed for still

        and his tune is heard

        on the distant hill

        for the caged bird

        sings of freedom.

      

      

      

      Kye’s voice is hardly more than a whisper, but he reads it aloud again with a sense of wonder, of conviction, of strength, and the words reverberate with passion, bouncing off the walls through the bookshelves and up to the apex of the arched windows high above. It’s as if the poem is dancing inside him, speaking to him, connecting him to the heart of Maya Angelou. Kye has been a caged bird, an institutionalised bird, longing for a better future, a future as yet unknown, but now he’s beginning to change. His song has been heard on the distant hill, Kye’s life is his own, he’s won his freedom, the door of the cage is open.

      ‘Oh, Dad,’ he says through his tears as he closes the book and looks at the moon. ‘How I wish you were still here.’

      The chair moves beneath him and Kye’s no longer looking at the starlit sky, but at a handful of white, fluffy clouds hurrying across a sky as blue as spring bluebells. Startlingly white sand warmed by a tropical sun shifts like icing sugar under his bare feet, as the foamy waves of a turquoise sea roll in to kiss the shore. Kye cries out in childlike wonder and delight as his wobbly legs lower him to the sand, and he takes in his new surroundings. Tall palm trees lining the beach play shushing games with the sea, as the wind ruffles through their fronds. While in the distance, Kye can hear the sound of reggae music and laughter.

      Totally immersed in this new world, Kye doesn’t even try to make sense of what’s happening. It’s ‘simply’ another magical moment provided courtesy of the bookshop. Instinctively he knows he’s in Jamaica, his granddad’s birthplace. He’s seen countless photos of the place, and Kye and his dad always said they’d go and visit one day when they’d saved up enough. See their heritage, find out more about their ancestors. But sadly, that day had never come.

      A tall, broad figure of a man in a red T-shirt and khaki shorts is walking through the heat haze towards him and Kye lifts a hand to shade his eyes, tries to make out who it is. The steady thump of his heartbeat picks up a pace as the man gets closer. The gait and tilt of his head ought to have given his identity away before now, but Kye daren’t acknowledge what his eyes are telling him. Now, as the man gives him a wave and a huge grin, so like his own, Kye can ignore it no longer. He leaps to his feet and runs down the beach yelling frantically, ‘Dad! Daddy! Daddy!’

      Kye’s breath is taken as he’s clasped in a fierce, bear hug and he buries his head into his dad’s long locs, inhaling the familiar oils and cologne that he always wore. ‘Kye, my boy. How amazing to see you!’ His dad holds him at arm’s length, studying every inch of him. ‘And so grown too. You’re a man now. A man with a purpose.’

      ‘I am! I was just reading the poem you told me about. “Caged Bird”?’ His dad nods and gives him that slow smile and nod of approval Kye always received when he’d impressed him. ‘It fits in with everything I’m feeling. It’s sad but empowering too. I have so much to tell you, Dad!’

      His dad raises a finger to his lips. ‘Shh. I know already, son. I have been following your recent progress with great interest.’ He takes Kye’s hand. ‘Come let’s sit under the shade of the palms and be together.’

      They sit and Kye asks, ‘This is Jamaica, right?’

      ‘It is indeed. Isn’t she beautiful?’

      ‘Incredibly. And we got here together in the end then?’

      His dad laughs. ‘We did. But we don’t have long. Look at me, Kye, my son.’ Kye looks into his dad’s intelligent brown eyes and swallows an ocean of emotion. ‘First of all, you should know I am proud of you. Proud of the man you are now and the one you will become. Proud of the way you’ve looked after your mum too. Second of all, you have to know that the hopes and dreams you have chosen are the right ones. Everything you hold most dear, with your hard work and determination will all come to fruition.’

      Kye brushes away tears and clears his throat. ‘I love you so much. Thank you, Dad, for believing in me. And I thank The Midnight Bookshop and Fay from the bottom of my heart for giving me this precious time with you. This chance to see you, to speak with you again.’

      His dad looks intently into his eyes. ‘Yes. And I love you too, my boy. More than you will ever know.’ He looks away over the sea, his gaze fixed on the horizon. Then he points, ‘See that green boat with the white sails out there?’ Kye does. ‘That boat’s like your future. Steer her right, and don’t be afraid. Never be afraid, my boy, because I’ll be with you. Always.’

      Kye looks away from the boat and back to his dad … but he’s gone. The beach is gone, the palm trees are gone, the sea and the boat are gone, and he’s staring at the stars through the bookshop’s arched windows. ‘Dad, come back!’ He calls to the face of the moon as it glides back into view, but he knows it’s pointless. Bereft, Kye allows a wave of emotion to engulf him as he lowers his forehead to the tabletop and sobs his heart out.

      A few minutes later as he’s getting his emotions under control, he hears the door open and the rattle of crockery. ‘Kye, my dear, come and have some hot chocolate,’ Fay calls.

      Kye picks up his book of poems and wipes his face, then he heads back through the aisles to the oval table where Fay is pouring hot chocolate from a silver pot into elegant white cups. There’s also what looks to be a Victoria sponge on a plate. Though he’s feeling the keen loss of his dad, part of him wants to laugh out loud at the craziness of it all. He’s just been speaking to his dad in Jamaica, and now all of a sudden he’s back to find Fay dressed in pink, polka-dot pyjamas and a woolly, midnight-blue dressing gown, with cake and hot chocolate at – he glances at his phone – 1:25 in the morning. ‘You’re incredible, Fay,’ he mutters as he sits down.

      ‘Why, thank you.’ Fay laughs and smooths her shiny dark hair, which is ruffled a bit at one side as if she’s just got out of bed, which thinking about it, she probably has. Though she’s obviously had time to prepare the hot chocolate and apply her red lipstick, even if it has been blotted a bit. ‘I thought you could do with a nice, sweet drink to help you recover from your recent experience.’

      ‘Which you, of course, know all about?’ Kye smiles to show her he’s neither surprised, nor annoyed that she’s been privy to such an intimate meeting.

      Fay takes a sip of hot chocolate and cuts the cake. ‘Let’s say I know the gist of it. I’m so happy that you had that time with your father, Kye. Such a lovely man.’

      A rush of emotion swells his heart and he takes a comforting mouthful of hot chocolate. ‘He certainly was. The best. And after seeing him, the confidence I had since visiting the world of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest has doubled, tripled, even. I feel strong enough for anything now.’

      Fay hands him some cake. ‘Indeed. I always knew you would be, right from the night you first appeared in this little bookshop.’

      Kye bursts out laughing, and quickly covers his mouth to keep the cake inside it. ‘Little bookshop! This place is the most wonderful, magical, mysterious place in the world… I have no words to describe how much I appreciate everything you and it have done for me.’

      ‘There’s no need to try and find words, dearest. I hear each and every one, though they remain unspoken.’ Fay nods at the book of poems on the table. ‘You made a good choice. Maya Angelou’s one of my very favourite writers.’

      Kye can’t help himself. ‘Ah, I think you’re forgetting something there, Fay.’ He wags a finger Fay-like at her.

      Fay frowns. ‘I am?’

      ‘Yes. I think you’ll find that you don’t choose the book, the book choses you.’

      Fay throws back her head and sends one of her biggest and brightest dramatic laughs up through the tallest plants, to the vaulted ceiling and moonlit sky above.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Kye

      From behind the cover of a thin veil of cloud, the sun occasionally winks at Kye as the car snakes round the bends in the tiny Cornish lanes. He wants to wink back. The last time he felt so elated and uplifted (aside from the bookshop experiences) must have been… Actually, he can’t remember. Maybe it was the boat trip he took with just his dad many years ago. They’d hired a boat in Mevagissey and fished for the whole day. They’d only caught a solitary mackerel, but the time he’d spent with his dad and the memories made were more precious than gold. They’d had doorstep cheese-and-pickle sandwiches and too-sweet tea, then on the way back to harbour, his dad had told him that he could do anything he wanted in life. Kye only had be determined to achieve his goals and most of all, believe that he could. After the Maya Angelou evening, Kye did. With all his heart.

      Even after his dad died, he fought to hang onto his dreams, until the day Leon ripped up the letter from school. That was the day he’d given in; it had all become just too hard, and his life had been ripped apart too. Since Kye had found the bookshop and his new friends, he had tentatively started to piece together that life. They had helped him to glue the ripped-up shreds to form a whole. A new whole that was so much stronger than the old. Today, is his day too. Today he’s going to see Jo. Beautiful, clever, incredible Jo, who according to Addy has feelings for him, and he can’t wait to make her more than a friend.

      Auntie Helena, Uncle Jowan and his cousins, Ben and Sophie, live in a lovely house overlooking the golden beach of Porthtowan. Kye and his family came there many times over the years and he has fond memories of running along the sand with a kite as blue as the sky, his hair ruffling in the breeze, his parents’ laughter infectious as they shooed seagulls away from the picnic blanket, and playing football with Leon, his big bro. That big bro has changed and though it guts him, there’s nothing to be done about it, the past. Moving forward is the only way.

      Addy pulls the car onto the driveway and Kye becomes unexpectedly emotional as he looks out of the window at the white, stonewashed cottage. After a few moments, he decides it shouldn’t be unexpected at all. He acknowledges it’s not the fact that they’re visiting family they haven’t seen for a while that’s the emotional thing, it’s the reason they’re here. His mum is in the process of climbing out of the hell she’s been plunged into the last few years. The silver dragon of healing in the wondrous bookshop, his new friends and, yes, Kye himself has played a part in it too. Though in the end that was all a framework for his mum to build on. Now, he can see his mum’s strength and determined spirit shining through her pain, and its beautiful. Since the recent meeting with his dad, he wouldn’t be at all surprised to find his guiding hand at work somehow too.

      Auntie Helena comes rushing from the house like a bullet and almost hugs the life out of his mum. Both women start shrieking and dancing around on the driveway. They’re shortly followed by his cousins, Ben and Sophie, who give him a shy wave, so he hugs them to put them at ease. Helena hugs him too, and pinches his cheek, says he’s ridiculously handsome, which makes him feel about ten. Addy’s introduced next, receiving another big hug, and the three women link arms and go inside. Uncle Jowan is working, apparently, which suits Kye, as he’s always been a bit standoffish, he thinks. Probably because he is a policeman. Black youths are obviously going to be trouble, after all. Then Kye shakes it off and reminds himself his life has changed. Leon has no influence. Time to think positive and give the guy a chance.

      The big, open-plan kitchen takes up almost all of the ground floor of the original cottage and there’s an extension at the back, where the rest of the rooms are. While the three women chat nonstop over coffee and cake, Kye looks around, remembering eating huge noisy meals in this wonderful space as a kid and that he’d always wondered why they couldn’t live somewhere like this. Little did he know, their modest house of the time would later be exchanged for that hovel of a flat after his dad had died. He should have been grateful for what they had at the time.

      ‘You okay, lovely?’ his aunt puts her hand on his arm. ‘You look a bit sad.’

      ‘Just thinking about the past.’ Kye leaves it at that. ‘It’s great to be here again, Auntie Helena.’

      ‘And it’s great to have you here. A picnic on the beach later like the old days, eh?’ She looks at his mum, a slightly older carbon copy of herself. ‘It’s great to have my sister back looking so well too.’ Her voice gets wobbly and Kye takes a deep breath to quell his emotions. He knows it’s fine to cry in public now, but he wants to pick up the mood.

      ‘Ben and Sophie have grown so much. Can’t believe it.’

      ‘They have. And so have you,’ she says. ‘You are so handsome – did I mention that? Bet all the girls are throwing themselves at you.’ Mischief finds a home in her bright blue eyes, and he pushes her playfully. He notes a look pass between his mum and Addy and guesses Mum’s in on the Jo situation. Addy has such a big gob sometimes, but he can’t be angry with her. If it wasn’t for her, Jo wouldn’t be coming today.

      Thinking of which … Kye looks at the clock. 11:38. Shit. Thirty-eight minutes late. She’s not coming. Kye forces his lips into a smile as he accepts more coffee and takes it over to the window that overlooks the driveway. No sign of her. He tells himself to keep a lid on things, but nevertheless his feet start a slow pace up and down the kitchen while he’s pretending to look at photos and pictures on the wall, and all the time his heart is sinking deeper into his churning gut.

      Addy comes over and whispers in his ear, ‘You can stop the fake nonchalance act, she’s just pulled up.’

      Kye’s heart leaps and he hurries to the window. Jo’s getting out of her car. Her hair left loose, lifts on the breeze, the sun picking out the golden strands. She’s wearing dark jeans and a turquoise silky top that compliments her eyes and clings in all the right places. All that’s needed now is a breathy voiceover for perfume or something. He feels a bit like a Peeping Tom when she notices him watching, so he quickly waves and she eagerly returns it, her sensuous mouth lifting in a warm smile. Kye hurries to the door, his heart thumping in his chest, a gabble of words in his head lining up on his tongue in the wrong order. God, he feels like a proper jackass. What will he say in greeting? Hi? Hello? You look beautiful… What? He can’t say that. She’ll think he’s jumping in too fast and being weird. Luckily, Jo takes the decision from him.

      ‘Hello, Kye,’ she says with a wide smile as he opens the door. ‘So sorry I’m late, I took a wrong turn, got stuck behind a tractor, and then couldn’t turn round on the narrow lanes for ages. I brought Poppy too, she adores the beach.’ At the mention of her name, a gorgeous red setter appears from the bushes and leaps up at Kye, trying to lick his face.

      ‘Hello, girl, aren’t you gorgeous? And don’t worry about being late,’ he says with his best smile and ushers them in. ‘Come and meet my mum, auntie and cousins.’

      Everyone is smitten with Poppy, and Jo hits it off straight away with Michelle and Helena, and with Addy leading the show, they chat so much Kye can’t get a word in edgeways, but he doesn’t care. It’s amazing to sit watching Jo getting on so well with his family. There they are, four of his favourite women, all in one place. Just Fay is missing.

      After a while, Addy stands and nods to Michelle. Right, lets help Helena with the picnic prep, we need to get down on the beach before the weather changes.’

      Kye glances out of the window at the blue sky and is about to comment, but his mum gets there first, ‘You and Jo go down and scout out a likely spot, yeah? Take those blankets by the door.’

      Sophie runs in at the tail end of this and asks, ‘Can me and Ben come with you? We want to play with Poppy in the water.’

      ‘No, sweetheart, you’ll be needed to help us carry everything down, okay?’ her auntie says quickly.

      Kye hides a smile, and notices Jo is doing the same. Once outside, Jo turns to him. ‘Reckon we might have been set up, Kye.’

      Thankful for her decision to cut to the chase, he says, ‘You think?’ They burst out laughing which breaks any remaining awkwardness.

      On the way down, with Poppy leading the way, they chat about his memories of being here as a boy and a little about his mum, aunt and uncle. The vibe between them is easy, natural, and just as it’s always been, though Kye’s nerves rush back when they get on the beach and walk towards a likely picnic spot – some boulders in a sheltered area, between sunshine and shade. His gut tells him it’s time to address the elephant on the sand, by turning the conversation to how they feel about each other… Or should he leave it to Jo? Shit. He’s no clue.

      Jo spreads the picnic blankets out onto the sand and Kye kicks off his sliders, throws his jean jacket off and sits down, thankful he decided to wear shorts today instead of jeans like Jo. The sun is unseasonably warm for early April. ‘You hot?’ he asks, as she sits beside him.

      ‘You tell me,’ she says, with a throaty giggle.

      He’s amused and shy all at the same time, but manages, ‘You’re the hottest woman I know.’

      Jo stretches her hand across to him. ‘Nice to know. I feel the same about you,’ she slides a shy glance his way from under lowered lashes. Then she laughs again. ‘You’re the hottest man, I mean, not woman.’

      Kye laughs too, but can’t help staring at her gorgeous eyes, her mouth… And before he has time to have a silent debate about it, he moves closer and kisses her gently on the lips. To his delight her hand snakes around the back of his neck and she returns the kiss, but deeper and longer. The nerves are gone now, and he lets the mood take him. When they break apart, he mutters, ‘Wow. I can’t tell you what that’s done to me.’

      Jo smiles and strokes her fingers slowly down his arm which leaves an army of goosebumps behind her touch. ‘I can guess, because I’m having all sorts of feelings right now.’ She picks up a handful of sand and lets it trickle away though her fingers. ‘I want to be honest with you, Kye. I’ve never had a boyfriend before, or even kissed anyone. Pretty lame, eh?’

      For a few seconds he’s thrown, but she’s looking really vulnerable right now, so he puts his arm around her and pulls her tightly against his side. ‘No, it’s not. And I feel very honoured to be the first.’
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        * * *

      

      For the next hour, while Poppy runs in and out of the water and up and down the beach like a torpedo, they talk about how they feel and are completely honest about why neither of them has admitted to it so far. Kye promises Jo that he will never give her cause to doubt herself and reiterated how special she is to him. They’ve agreed to take things slowly and see where it goes, but Kye knows already. Life without Lady G is unthinkable. They hold hands and watch the returning tide, white horses at the fore. This reminds him of being in Jamaica with his dad a few nights ago, and he wonders whether to tell Jo about it. After a few moments pondering, his gut decides he’d prefer it to remain a special moment kept between just him and his dad.

      Jo looks up at him. ‘And Kye, please never think you are inferior to me in any way. I’m in awe of how you’re turning your life around, given the start you’ve had. Yeah, I’ve had a shit start too, but I’ve never had to do anything under duress – put my life in danger like you did. Or like Addy, come to that.’

      ‘True, but that’s not to lessen your experience. I just thank God that we all found the bookshop, Fay and each other.’

      ‘Here’s to Fay,’ Jo says raising her water bottle.

      Kye gently taps his own against it. ‘To Fay. Long may she reign.’

      The laughter of Sophie and Ben racing up the beach towards them, followed by his mum, aunt and Addy, makes them move apart slightly, and they straighten the blankets to make room for the picnickers. Then, bracing himself for rejection, he asks, ‘Do we let them see we’re a couple, or keep us under wraps for a bit?’

      ‘I’m okay with them knowing,’ she replies shyly. ‘But what do you want to do?’

      ‘I’m okay with it too. More than okay.’
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        * * *

      

      Predictably, his mum and Addy act like giggly teenagers when they realise Kye and Jo are together, but they spend a wonderful afternoon eating, playing ball with Poppy and paddling in the Atlantic. This has to be one of the best days of Kye’s life, it’s right up there with the fishing trip. Golden, precious and never to be forgotten.

      That evening as they take their leave of Porthtowan, while his mum’s having a quiet chat with her sister on the doorstep, Addy says, ‘We need to have a book club as soon as. Poor Fay hasn’t seen us since Lothlórien. We have so much news to tell her. Oh, and I forget to mention it. Truro Library called me and said I could pop by for an informal chat next week. There might be a post for me!’

      Kye feels a bit guilty, because he has seen Fay very recently, but is so thrilled for Addy that he picks her up and twirls her round. ‘Well done!’

      ‘Fabulous, Addy!’ Jo says. ‘We should take a cake and a bottle of fizz over to the bookshop tomorrow. As a thank-you, you know? Our edits are done for now at least. At last, all our stories are coming together and it’s down to Fay.’

      Addy pulls them in for a group hug. ‘Sounds like a plan.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Adelaide

      The huge chocolate cake topped with drizzly icing and strawberries sits in the cake tin on the back seat of Adelaide’s car. She made it freshly that afternoon and is now worried it’s going to get ruined on the way to The Midnight Bookshop. Kye will have to hold it on his lap in the front, there’s no way she’s presenting it to Fay in bits. Fay had been thrilled that they were planning to come this evening when she’d called her yesterday evening, agreeing it had been far too long since the book clubbers had met.

      Kye comes out of the house dressed in a smart teal sweater and soft-navy jacket paired with dark jeans. It’s more formal than his normal attire, and Adelaide guesses he’s trying to look a bit older to impress Jo. Every time she thinks of her two best friends getting together, a warm rush of love for them both flows through her. They look so happy together. Oh, to feel like that again. Would there ever be a second chance for Adelaide? Parking that thought, she instructs Kye to hug the cake tin to his chest and guard it over any bump they might encounter.

      Kye sits in the passenger seat and takes the tin. ‘Chill, Addy. We’re only driving into Truro, not up Mount Everest.’

      ‘Oi, less of your cheek, matey.’ She cuffs him gently round his ear and hurries round to start the car.

      Jo’s already at the steps of the bookshop when they arrive, and Adelaide can see she’s made a similar effort to Kye. She’s opted for a soft olive-green velour dress, her brown leather boots and a dark woolly jacket. Her hair is loose again and her make-up is subtle and understated. Adelaide smiles when she thinks of the beiges and browns Jo used to wear along with the old, decidedly worse for wear, Chewbacca boots.

      ‘Hey, Jo,’ Kye says giving her a chaste kiss on the cheek.

      ‘Hey, yourself,’ she replies, sparkly-eyed and smiley. Turning to Adelaide she says, ‘I got a bottle of fizz and these.’ From behind her satchel, she pulls a bunch of yellow roses from a carrier. ‘Hope she likes flowers.’

      ‘Who doesn’t?’ Adelaide replies, inhaling their gorgeous scent. ‘I made a cake!’

      ‘And I got some chocolates,’ Kye says, brandishing the box. ‘Posh ones too.’

      ‘Only the best for our Fay, eh?’ Jo smiles and slips her hand in his. ‘Come on then, let’s go in.’

      Fay opens the door to them in a warm red-and-black lumberjack shirt, comfy joggers and unbelievably, fluffy white carpet slippers. Though she is wearing her trademark red lipstick and has her dark bob immaculately styled, she looks, well, normal. Adelaide is a little surprised as she’s always been dressed for a book adventure before.

      ‘My darlings!’ she exclaims pulling them inside one by one. ‘So, so lovely to see you again. Go through and make yourselves comfy.’

      When they’re all seated around the oval table, Adelaide opens the cake tin. ‘We thought we’d have a bit of a celebration, Fay. We all brought something nice. I made a cake.’ she nods at Jo.

      ‘I got fizz and flowers,’ she says, handing the flowers to Fay.

      ‘And I got chocolates,’ Kye says, pushing the box towards her.

      Fay claps her hands and gives them a huge smile. ‘Oh, how splendid. Aren’t I lucky? But tell me, what are we celebrating?’

      Jo speaks for all of them. ‘You, really.’ There’s a wobble in her voice and Adelaide has to look at the table. ‘You and this place, and how meeting you, and being here has changed all of our lives for the better. We were a sorry little bunch not that long ago, weren’t we? But then we put our faith and trust in you and this wondrous place and … well, we are changed people, aren’t we?’ Jo runs a finger under her eyes and looks at Kye.

      ‘We couldn’t have done any of it without you, Fay. We owe you so much, and we could never begin to repay you for what you’ve done.’ Kye blinks rapidly and looks up at the dragon bathed in moonlight. ‘For what this magical bookshop has done for us, for my mum too.’ Then he cracks out laughing and points up to the vaulted ceiling and arched windows. ‘There was a thick cloud cover when we arrived. Now look at it!’

      Adelaide and the others follow his gaze and chuckles to herself as she sees the full moon and stars twinkling down at them. Her heart’s so full she can barely get the words out, but Fay needs to hear them. ‘You and this bookshop saved my life. Literally. Mark went, and he’s never coming back, and that means I can build a new life. A new me, without having to live in fear when I hear the turn of a key in the door.’

      Fay dabs at her cat-green eyes, bright with tears and smiles. ‘That’s so lovely of you all to say. And yes, I will graciously accept thanks. My little shop and I have helped, no doubt. The books chose you, but remember, your stories would not have been altered without your determination, belief and love for each other and the written word.’ Fay throws her hands up and laughs. ‘Let’s not forget your imagination either. You all have incredible ones, which have guided your edits with a bold pen.’

      Adelaide sees her emotion reflected in her friends’ eyes and decides they all need cake. ‘Okay, time to taste this masterpiece!’ She takes a cake knife out of her bag and Fay rushes off to get plates and glasses.
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        * * *

      

      They spend the book club session eating cake, chocolate and drinking fizz while telling Fay all about what’s happened since they last saw her. Fay is over the moon, though Adelaide has the feeling she somehow knows lots of it already, and she’s particularly thrilled about Kye and Jo getting together.

      ‘I’m sure your new partnership will be fruitful and long-lasting,’ Fay says to them both gleefully. ‘You really are a wonderful match for each other.’

      Jo shares a shy look with Kye. ‘Thank you, Fay. I hope so.’

      ‘And you will all go on to bigger and brighter things.’ Fay lifts a leg and wiggles a fluffy slipper. ‘I can feel it in my feet.’

      Everyone laughs and then Adelaide shares a worry. ‘I’m afraid I haven’t read any more of The Lord of the Rings. The time has just got away from me.’

      ‘Me neither,’ Kye admits.

      Jo shrugs. ‘Well, as you know I’ve read it a few times – but not recently.’

      Fay’s carefree expression disappears under a heavy frown. ‘You haven’t? None of you? Really?’ They shake their heads. ‘What kind of a book club is this, for goodness’ sake?’

      Adelaide shares a concerned glance with her friends. ‘Sorry, Fay. The thing is⁠—’

      Fay’s trademark theatrical laughter halts her words. ‘I’m pulling your legs, you silly old things.’ Mischief sparkles in her eyes. ‘It doesn’t matter that you haven’t finished. You will, and then more books will choose you, and more and more, still. You have all the time in the world.’
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        * * *

      

      All too soon, it’s time to go, and Adelaide feels a bit sad, though she’s not sure why. They will all be back again very soon.

      On the doorstep Fay gives them all a quick hug and stands back. ‘Okay, off you pop, my dearest ones. It’s been my immense pleasure to see you here tonight and hear all your wonderful news.’ Gently taking Jo’s arm, she adds, ‘Here’s a something for you, darling Jo. Well, it’s for you all, of course, it’s just that Jo here was the first to find me. What a long way you’ve come since you scaled the back wall and rudely broke in!’ She laughs quietly, slipping a white envelope into Jo’s hand.

      ‘What is it?’ Jo asks.

      ‘A few words from my own pen. Read it when you’re all together – maybe at the community larder where you first met.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Jo answers with a little smile, but Adelaide can see her friend is holding back tears.

      ‘Now, away with you. It’s too cold for my old bones out here. Farewell, bonne chance, mes amis and happy reading!’ With that, Fay steps back inside and closes the door.

      Jo’s very quiet on the walk back to where they’d parked their cars, and suddenly she stops on the pavement, and turns her tear-streaked face to the sky.

      ‘What’s wrong, Jo?’ Adelaide asks, her heart sinking. She’s scared she already knows the answer.

      Kye puts his arm around Jo. ‘Is it the way Fay was just now?’ Jo nods. ‘Yeah. To be honest I have a sick feeling in my belly… It was as if she was saying goodbye. Forever, you know?’

      ‘That’s it, exactly,’ Jo mutters. ‘I think we should read the letter now, is that okay?’ Adelaide and Kye nod, so with shaking hands, Jo opens the envelope and moves underneath a streetlight. In a faltering voice she starts to read.

      
        
        My dearest Jo, Adelaide and Kye,

      

      
         

        A last word to you all. I’m overjoyed that you found us and am incredibly proud of the people you have become. Your stories have a long way to go, and many new characters will become part of it before you lay down your pens. Remember, my darlings, always try to find meaning and joy inside a book, and allow those imaginations of yours to become a reality. I will finally answer a question you’ve asked me over this last while. Do I and the bookshop go to other times and places, in order to help other lost souls like you once were? Indeed … but as I have told you already, there is no division between myself and the shop. We are as one. I am the bookshop, and the bookshop is me.

        I understand this must sound incredible to your ears, but if you really do believe in magic, it’s not so hard to accept. And don’t be under the illusion that I have no knowledge of Kye and Jo sneaking into my study. It’s a place I go to remember those I’ve helped in the past. And why does the door sometimes disappear? Because when I’m inside the study, I’m no longer in the present. I can imagine all your sweet little puzzled faces right now, with a dozen more questions waiting on your tongues! In the end, you don’t need to be told all the answers, because your imaginations can be surprising, much more interesting, and as real as you or I.

        Goodbye, my dears, and who knows? One day our paths may cross once more.

        

      

      
        With the fondest of wishes,

        Fay Revil

      

      

      Jo shoves the letter at Adelaide as if it’s on fire. ‘No … no … no!’ She stares wide-eyed at her and Kye. ‘We have to go back. Now!’

      She hares off the way they’ve just come through the cobbled streets with Kye on her heels. Adelaide lets out a strangled sob and follows them, daring to hope that what she fears won’t be true. A few moments later, an anguished cry tells Adelaide what she already knows deep down.

      Outside, where the bookshop once stood, Jo’s on her knees on the pavement, sobbing her heart out. Kye’s bent over, his hands on his head saying over and over, ‘No. No. What the fuck? No!’

      Adelaide kneels next to Jo and rubs her back. ‘Hey, shh, shh, lovely… It will be okay,’ she says through her tears.

      Jo glares at her. ‘Okay? How can it be bloody okay!? The bookshop has gone! Fay has gone!’

      Kye slides his back down the brick wall where the red shiny door used to be and hugs his knees to his chest. ‘I can’t believe it.’ He stares straight ahead in bewilderment. ‘What are we going to do without it, without Fay?’

      After a few moments, Adelaide gets to her feet. She leans her forehead against the cool bricks and wipes her eyes. Inside her heart, there’s a growing acceptance, a calm washing over the panic and sadness. ‘Listen, my friends.’ She turns away from the wall and looks at them both. ‘I know you’re devastated, so am I … but in the end we need to see it as a good thing. It means we don’t need the bookshop anymore. As she says in her letter, Fay’s taken it to find other lost, sad little souls like we used to be. Others who need Fay and The Midnight Bookshop, just as much as we did.’

      Jo looks at her, unable to speak through hiccupping sobs. She just nods her understanding as she takes Kye’s hand and he pulls her up. He wipes his eyes and says, ‘Yeah … yeah, Addy. I think that’s how we have to look at it. Hard as it is … it’s sad, but fitting, I guess.’

      Adelaide smiles and gathers her wits. Then she slips her arms through theirs, and together they walk away along the moonlit cobbles.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          FIVE YEARS LATER

        

      

    

    
      Jo

      ‘Kye, you’re going to be late!’ Jo calls down the corridor towards the bedroom, frantically grabbing her mobile phone and school bag.

      Kye appears from the bathroom, in his dressing gown, a puzzled look on his face. ‘I’m not. The last exam isn’t until this afternoon, I did tell you,’ he says, taking her in his arms and kissing her neck. ‘It’s you who’s going to be late, Miss Rowe.’

      Jo feels her stomach flip as it always does when he kisses her there. ‘Yeah, and if you keep doing that, I won’t get there at all.’ She holds him at arm’s length and gives him a peck on the cheek. ‘Good luck with the exam. You’ll smash it!’

      ‘I’m pretty confident as it goes. Can’t believe I’ll have a BA in English Lit in the not-too-distant future.’

      ‘Well, I can. It was never in doubt. Long-term you’ll be a novelist, I can feel it in my feet.’

      Kye laughs. ‘That’s the plan.’ He makes a fuss of Poppy as she barrels into them both. ‘Might take Poppy over to see Mum and give her a run on the beach this morning.’

      ‘Jo smiles ‘Who, your mum?’

      ‘Hilarious.’

      ‘Okay, but don’t lose track of time and be late for the exam. It might take a while getting to Porthtowan and back at this time of year.’

      Kye ponders. ‘Hmm, yeah. I might go visit Addy at the library instead.’

      ‘Okay, well I must run now. See you later, love you!’

      ‘Love you more!’ Kye calls after her as she closes the door.
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        * * *

      

      On the drive to school through the sun-drenched morning, Jo thinks about how brilliantly things seems to be turning out for all of them and sends a silent thanks to Fay, wherever she might be. She does this on a regular basis and hopes Fay knows. Jo’s been in her new teaching job at the local high school for about six months and loves it. Addy’s in her element as a library assistant at Truro Library and is in a relationship with Dan, the nicest man on the planet, well, apart from Kye. There’s even talk of starting a family. Michelle’s health continues to improve, she has returned to work part-time, is living in a little flat in Porthtowan that Helena sorted for her and has a new man on the scene. Kye didn’t like that idea at first, but he’s coming round to it, now he’s seen how happy his mum is.

      Thinking of mums, her own is making more of an effort to be nice nowadays and grudgingly congratulated Jo when she found out her daughter had done all she’d set out to do. In her heart, Jo knows they will never have the close relationship that she’d dreamt of, but at least they are talking, and Jo is satisfied she tried her very hardest to bring them together. What is heartwarming, is the way she and her dad have grown closer. Kye gets on well with him and they even go for a drink together now and then. Kye tells her that her dad is getting better at sharing his emotions too. Progress, indeed; even though he can still be a bit of a closed book at times with her.

      After assembly, Jo makes her way to the school library where she’s meeting her Year 10 English class. They are using this lesson as a book club, and Jo’s looking forward to an interesting discussion of the set text. After the lesson, Lacey Frome – one of the quieter class members – comes over to Jo. Lacey is bright and a dedicated bookworm. Unfortunately, she doesn’t seem to fit in with the others and is a bit of a loner. She reminds Jo of herself at that age, and she smiles warmly as Lacey hovers next to a bookcase.

      ‘Can I help you, Lacey?’

      Lacey pulls the band on her dark ponytail tighter and nods. ‘Yeah. I need another read, miss, but don’t know what to get. I looked at books that people are recommending online, but there’s nothing on there that I think I’d like.’

      The sun streams in through the library window and turns the lightwood bookshelves golden. A snatch of a conversation she and the others once had with Fay in The Midnight Bookshop suddenly comes to Jo, and she swallows down a rush of emotion.

      She takes a breath and says, ‘Don’t worry about what’s popular, Lacey. The right book will find you. Remember, you don’t choose the book, the book chooses you.’

      Lacey smiles. ‘Thanks, miss. That’s a lovely idea.’ Then she wanders off along the bookshelves, trailing her fingertips across the spines as she goes. Jo closes her eyes and says yet another big thank-you to Fay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments
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            Thank you for reading…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        We hope you enjoyed The Midnight Bookshop!
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        Do leave a review if so on all your preferred platforms to help spread the word!
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        Don’t miss Amanda James’ previous novel The Garden of Memories.

      

        

      
        'It put a spell on me' 

        Lesley Pearse, Sunday Times Bestseller

      

        

      
        With nothing but time on her hands, retired nurse Rose Lanyon finds herself drawn to the garden that had once been her husband’s pride and joy.

      

        

      
        It may have started as a means of honouring her husband’s memory, but her little Cornish garden soon becomes so much more – a place where the lost and lonely can find solace, the forgotten can be remembered, and second chances take bloom. Because, as long as new life is growing, there will always be hope and new memories to make…

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: The book cover of The Garden of Memories by Amanda James.]
          
        

      

      
        
        Get your copy here!
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        You can also catch up on all her previous books by just clicking on the covers below!
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        Be sure to follow Amanda James on Facebook @MandyJamesAuthorPage for all the updates on her latest work.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            You will also love…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In the mood for even more effervescent fiction?
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        You will adore The Mysterious Bakery on Rue de Paris by Evie Woods, the million-copy bestselling author of The Lost Bookshop!

      

        

      
        Nestled among the cobblestone streets of Compiègne, there existed a bakery unlike any other.

      

        

      
        Rumours were whispered through the town that its pastries offered a taste of magic, chasing away the darkest of sorrows. Just one bite of a croissant might bring luck, unlock a precious memory or reveal hidden longings.

        But dark clouds were looming on the horizon…

      

        

      
        For Edie Lane, a recipe for disaster doesn’t require that many ingredients. Take an unhealthy amount of wishful thinking and a sprinkle of desperation and that’s how Edie left everything behind in Ireland for her dream job at a bakery in Paris. Except the bakery isn’t in Paris – and neither is Edie.

      

        

      
        This might not be where Edie intended to be but she soon realizes it's exactly where she needs to be…
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        Get your copy here!
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        You will also enjoy The Santorini Writing Retreat by Eva Glyn, a joyful new novel about friendship, lost love and hidden stories!

      

        

      
        Three women, one writing retreat, endless possibilities…

        Bestselling author Jessica Rose needs to escape from a terrible secret that’s robbed her of her creativity. Could leading a retreat on a gorgeous Greek island be just what she needs?

      

        

      
        Coming home to Santorini was never in Zina’s plans, but now she’s determined to make her new business a success.

        And then there’s Karmela, who just wants to write her book and make her mother proud.

      

        

      
        In the heat of their Greek island paradise, these new friends find the courage to shape their own stories, and write endings they can all be proud of…
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        Get your copy here!
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        Happy reading!
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        One More Chapter is an award-winning global division of HarperCollins.

      

        

      
        Subscribe to our newsletter here to get our latest eBook deals and stay up to date with all our new releases!

      

        

      
        Meet the team at:

        www.onemorechapter.com

      

        

      
        Do you write unputdownable fiction?

      

        

      
        We love to hear from new voices.
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