
[image: Cover Image: The Wildest Dreams Bookshop by Gracie Page]



[image: Title Image: The Wildest Dreams Bookshop by Gracie Page, Avon a logo]




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

About the Author

Books by Gracie Page

Back Ads

Copyright

About the Publisher




Chapter One

Sometimes getting away from it all is exactly what you need.

Anna recalled her mum’s farewell words to her as the small train swung round another bend and onto the coastal track. Leaving London for the summer sounded great in theory. A chance to escape to the idyllic-sounding Fox Bay, hide from her disaster of a life. She just hadn’t realized that Cornwall was quite so far away . . .

Anna’s summer had gotten off to the worst start and it was only the end of June. She was pretty sure she’d failed her exams. For some reason—despite months of careful study, despite acing her practice tests—when faced with the exam papers, her mind had gone blank. She’d found herself scribbling frantic, incoherent sentences, skipping over dates, giving what she knew were garbled, superficial answers. Goodbye, dream university and law degree.

Then her internship at a prestigious London law firm had fallen through. She had nothing that would help her present as the well-rounded individual she’d portrayed in her university application. And, if that wasn’t bad enough, her handsome, clever, seemingly perfect boyfriend Max had unceremoniously dumped her two days ago, surprising her as she put the finishing touches on his bon voyage cake before he set off for Paris.

“I just don’t know if I can commit to anything long-term right now,” he’d told her as they’d stood in her parents’ messy kitchen, surrounded by bowls of creamed butter, sugar and flour. “We’re going to be apart all summer. A lot can change in three months.”

“It’s two weeks,” she’d reminded him, standing frozen with a spoon in one hand, icing dripping onto the floor. “Your internship at that Parisian law firm is for two weeks.”

“Oh, I’ve booked an open ticket,” he’d said, running a hand through his carefully styled, tousled blond hair. “I’ve decided to make the most of the summer before uni. I’m going backpacking instead.” He smiled his dreamy, heart-melting smile. “I’m going to find myself, Anna.”

“But . . . but why do you need to find yourself without me?” She gasped.

If anyone knew who he was, it was Max. He had grown up in Islington, in a handsome square of elegant houses, a bus ride away from Anna’s own, scruffier Camden. His parents and friends were all about vacation homes and skiing in Zermatt. Max was the most handsome and most popular boy at school, and Anna had been shocked when he’d shown an interest in her at the start of senior year. It had made sense to everyone else, though.

“You two are perfect for each other,” her friend Bernie had told her as she’d helped Anna straighten her wild, curly hair in her bedroom, lock by lock, before their first date. “Smart, gorgeous, with matching five-year plans. A future power couple in the making.” 

Admittedly, dating Max had sometimes been a bit tiring, like walking a tightrope, but, two years in, things had seemed great. Max’s friends liked her; his parents liked her. They fit. They were both on track for excellent exam results. Both had offers from top universities. Max had an unconditional offer to study Philosophy, Politics, and Economics at Durham, she would be studying law at University College London, and then they would move back together. Pick up their London life where they had left off. Their future was solid. They had talked about little else all last term. And now Max wanted to find himself ?

“More like find hot girls,” her friend Sylvia had commented when she’d heard.

“I don’t think that’s it,” Anna had said loyally.

Although now, as the scenery became increasingly rugged and the little train swung more queasily round the bends, Anna wondered if that was it. They were, as her parents had told her repeatedly, very young to be committing to each other.

“Maybe this is a good thing,” her mum had said gently as Anna sobbed out the whole story from the kitchen floor after Max had left. Mum slid down the wall to sit beside Anna, still dusty with sugar and flour. “You’re only eighteen. I’ve always wanted you to take some time for yourself, maybe take a gap year, instead of rushing into all these plans.”



“Stop saying that,” Anna had sniffed. “You and Dad were my age when you got married—”

“Ridiculously young,” her mum said, shaking her head. “I don’t know what we were thinking.”

“And now you’re ridiculously happy, and you never fight. Which is sort of a hard act to follow.”

Mum squeezed her hand. “Well, you think we never fight, and it takes a lot of work to stay happy.” She paused, then said, “You know, Josie rang me this morning . . .” She spoke in the innocent voice that Anna knew well, the voice that meant Mum had a plan brewing. “She wanted to know what you were up to this summer.”

“A big fat nothing,” Anna had replied grumpily. 

She loved Aunt Josie, her mum’s older sister. She had curly hair like hers (except that Anna’s was always carefully straightened and Aunt Josie’s was streaked with gray), a loud laugh, and wore jeans and lots of chunky silver jewelry she made herself. She’d moved to Cornwall six years ago and, after a few different jobs, had opened the Wildest Dreams Bookshop. (“Because never in my wildest dreams did I think I’d own a bookshop,” she’d explained.)

“It sucks,” Anna went on. “I can’t even hang out with my friends. Bernie’s doing an internship at a gallery in New York, and Sylvia’s taking her one-woman play to Edinburgh Fringe. While I’m stuck here, in London.”

Anna had never thought she could be bored in London. She just hadn’t planned to spend the summer there alone, heartbroken, with her future hanging by a thread and her best friends hundreds of miles away. Another tear trickled down her cheek.

“Well,” her mum had said cautiously, “that’s where Josie thought she might be able to help. You know her bookshop? She told me she could really use another pair of hands this summer. She can pay you, and it’s beautiful down there in Fox Bay. I’ve always felt guilty we haven’t managed to visit. Apparently it’s right on the sea, white sands, blue skies . . .”

“She’ll pay me?” That sounded promising to Anna. 

“A bit. Josie’s always scraping to make ends meet, you know that. But it could be a great opportunity. She adores you. She always said you and she were kindred spirits.”

“I don’t know about that,” Anna said doubtfully. Josie believed that furniture had emotional energy, regularly consulted a guru called Leo to check that her chakras were aligned, and opened the windows to speak to the tides.

Mum squeezed her hand again. “You might have more in common than you expect. Think of it as a retreat. And you could learn to surf!”

“I guess,” said Anna grudgingly. She couldn’t imagine herself surfing—that was for sporty types who wore bikinis and shorts, whereas her wardrobe was exclusively blazers, blouses, smart trousers and skirts, in anticipation of the high-flying career she would one day have. Surfers had windswept hair, while hers was carefully straightened each morning. And she’d never be sun-kissed, only sunburnt.

All the same . . . Fox Bay. It sounded nice. Quiet. Restful. Picturesque. The sort of place she could hide out for a while. Whenever Anna thought back to her papers—the blank pages in front of her, an omen of her empty future—her stomach gave an uneasy lurch. She hadn’t picked a backup option; her heart had been set on UCL. 

“Okay,” she’d said unenthusiastically. “I’ll do it.”

“Great!” Her mum bounced up to her feet and clapped. “I’ll call Josie now. She’ll be thrilled. It’s interesting she called at this exact time—she’s always said she was a little bit psychic. Very spiritual. Maybe she knew this is exactly what you need this summer!”

Those words rang in Anna’s ears now, on a sunny Sunday afternoon, as the train juddered onward. She cast a glance around the car. She’d taken a train from Paddington and then a smaller one that served a scenic branch line. The people who had boarded the little train with her were a mix of surfer types, in worn T-shirts and shorts that seemed to have a lot of pockets, and groups of hale-looking elderly people, many laden with anoraks, walking sticks and, unbelievably for summer, woolly hats. There was a strong smell of sunscreen too. One by one, the passengers got off as the train wound its way through Cornwall.

“It’s the very end of the line,” Aunt Josie had told her on the phone. “The last stop. You’ll feel like you’re at the end of the world.”

Great. Anna groaned and jammed on her headphones, opening her affirmations app. 



Deep breaths, she told herself. I am where I’m meant to be. My life is moving in the right direction.

She had to stay positive about this summer. Positive was all she had. This was her chance to regroup, figure out a way to get her life back on track. She would return to London rested, with a bit of a tan (hopefully), and then she would schedule makeup exams. She’d make the most of working for Aunt Josie and finish the summer as a well-rounded individual, the ideal candidate for a law degree. 

Although, as rain began to spatter the windows, Anna couldn’t help but wonder whether she should have at least packed a raincoat.




Chapter Two

The rain passed as quickly as it had started, and the train approached its final platform in glorious sunshine. Anna had been lulled asleep by the slight rocking of the train, but woke up just in time. She managed to drag her enormous suitcase down the little steps, before a whistle blew and the train chugged slowly out of the station, leaving Anna standing solo on the platform, greeted only by the screech of seagulls. She caught a whiff of sea-salt air that whipped her hair—so different from the sounds and smells of Camden.

Anna looked up and down the platform, suddenly feeling small and alone. It was uncannily silent, except for the shrieking of gulls. And it was hot. Her hair was already sticking to her forehead. Where was everyone? Josie had told her she’d be here. Anna checked her phone to see if her aunt had texted her. Nothing.

Spying a small station kiosk at the other end of the platform, Anna set off, tugging her wheelie suitcase behind her. A faded paper timetable was pinned to the noticeboard. She squinted at it—it was four years old. Above it was a chart of the local tides and a flyer for a “Those Summer Nights” bonfire and beach party. There was also a worn card for Ted’s Taxis—“only runs on Wednesdays and Fridays.” Sighing, Anna dug out her phone again. No reception. Terrific. So this was what happened when you left the North Circular.

Pulling her suitcase behind her, Anna started toward the town—or was it a village? What even was this place?—when a Jeep pulled up. A tall boy with windswept (of course it would be) mahogany-brown hair jumped out.

“Josie’s niece, right? She asked me to give you a lift. She said something came up.”

“Oh.” Before Anna could say anything else, he flung her suitcase easily into the boot of the Jeep. Inwardly cursing her sweaty hair, she climbed in, brushing sand off the front passenger seat and noting the mini surfboard dangling from the rearview mirror. 

“Thanks,” she said. “I’m Anna.”

“I know.” 

He started driving and Anna found herself noticing his tanned arms. His brown hair, which needed a trim, fell into his eyes. He wore faded shorts, a gray T-shirt, and—naturally—sandals. 

After a beat, in which it seemed to dawn on him that he should say something polite, he introduced himself: “Jacob. I help Josie out sometimes.”

“Nice to meet you,” Anna replied. “I’m here to help Josie out too.”

Jacob drove in silence for a while but eventually spoke again, just as Anna was wondering whether all Cornwall guys were lacking in social skills.

“Nice shoes,” he said—except it was in such a deadpan voice that she was unsure whether he was being sarcastic or not. “They’ll be great on the beach.”

Anna glanced at her heeled ankle boots and tugged the creases out of her checked skirt.

“I’ve got sandals in my bag,” she said coolly. “For hanging out on the beach or whatever else you do here for fun.”

“There’s plenty. We surf,” he replied. “Bodyboard. Swim . . .”

“Sounds great,” Anna lied. “Do you work for Josie then?”

“Sometimes.”

“So you’ve finished your exams?”

“Last year,” he said.

Anna raised her eyebrows. “And you’re not at university? Or working?”

“Sure, I work,” he replied, giving her an amused smile. “In fact, I have several jobs. What is this, the third degree? Actually, Josie said you were studying to be a lawyer, so that checks out.”

“I’m just interested,” she said. His life sounded pretty aimless to her. No plans for uni. Surfer. Multiple jobs. Not exactly playing against type.

The Jeep trundled along the narrow coastal road, and the scent of sea salt wafted in through the open windows. Anna perched on the passenger seat, clutching the strap of her bag like a lifeline as Jacob shifted gears effortlessly, one tanned hand resting casually on the wheel.

“Long trip?” he asked, glancing at her.

“Long,” Anna replied with a tight smile. “Two trains. And a bus.”

Jacob nodded, his expression unreadable. “So how come you’re working for Josie this summer? How does that fit into the law degree?”

“I’m thinking of this summer as a little reset,” Anna said brightly, smoothing her hair where the breeze caught it. “I’m helping out, but I’ll have plenty of time to prep for uni. Get ahead with the reading. This wasn’t exactly the plan,” she went on, unsure why she was confiding in someone she’d only just met. “My legal internship fell through due to unforeseen circumstances. But it’s fine. Everything’s fine. I’ll start my degree at UCL at the end of September. Back to civilization.”

She gave a nervous laugh. She had deliberately left out the conditional part. And the fact that her history paper had gone so disastrously wrong that she still couldn’t think about it without feeling sick. She barreled on.

“And I was going to visit Paris with my boyfriend, Max, only . . . we’re reevaluating things. Taking a little space to grow, you know. A long-distance relationship is a serious undertaking. We want to make sure we’ve explored our options fully before making that commitment.”

Jacob gave a slight nod. “Right. Sounds . . . mature. So Fox Bay is a chance for some time off?”

“This is just a—a detour before the whole career plan kicks in,” Anna said. “Josie needed help, I had some free time—it’s perfect, really.”

“Perfect,” Jacob echoed. “Nothing like a detour to make you appreciate the scenic route.”

Anna couldn’t decide if he was being sincere or teasing. She was about to retort when Jacob gestured ahead. 

“Fox Bay is worth the trip, though. Coming up over this hill is where it hits you.”

She followed his gaze, and the view caught her breath. The road crested, revealing a sweeping panorama of the wide bay below. The sun hung low, casting the water in shimmering golds and silvers. The cliffs were wild and jagged, the beach stretched out like a ribbon of pale sand, and the waves rolled in with hypnotic grace.

“Prepare to be dazzled,” Jacob said. His tone was light, but there was pride in it too, Anna thought.

The ocean was on their left, turquoise and vast, with sweeping moorland to their right. The road wound down into a small, almost impossibly pretty seafront town. If Anna looked up “unspoiled charm” in the dictionary, she might have been met with a photo of Fox Bay.

“It’s beautiful,” Anna admitted, and she meant it.

They descended into the town. There were slate roofs, a jumble of pastel-colored houses, water of the bluest Caribbean blue. Cobblestone streets. Gulls shrieking. They passed Ted’s Fish and Chips (was this what Ted did when he wasn’t driving taxis?), a picture-perfect pink pub with a sign proclaiming it to be the Mariner’s Arms, surf shops and cafés selling ice cream. A trailer on the beach advertised wood-fired pizza, and, farther round the headland, a pier jutted out into the turquoise sea.

Jacob pulled up. “It’s not exactly Jeep-friendly,” he told Anna. “You want to go down that way.” He pointed at a nearby cobblestone lane. “See you around!”

“Thanks,” muttered Anna, dragging her suitcase out of the Jeep and slamming the boot door slightly harder than was warranted. 

She set off along the cobbles. At the end of the row of shops, pink with a sky-blue awning, there it was: the Wildest Dreams Bookshop. And Aunt Josie stood outside, arms outstretched.

Anna hurled herself at her aunt.

“I’m sorry, darling!” Josie cried. “I was coming to collect you, but then the pipe burst and I was trying to clean up and Jacob saved the day.” She waved down the lane and called, “Jacob! Send love to your mum. And tell Bethie we’ll see her at story hour as usual.”

Anna was barely aware of Jacob driving off. This was her Aunt Josie, who she hadn’t seen in nearly five years, when her aunt had last visited London. Early fifties—wrinkles at the corners of her eyes and more gray in that wild, curly hair—but still her thrilling Aunt Josie with sea-green eyes, who would wake Anna in the night to welcome the harvest moon, and slip her fivers and sweets because life was too short not to have fun. 

Anna was swept up in a jangle of necklaces and a familiar scent as her aunt pulled her into a tight embrace. Suddenly all of it—the heat, the smell of patchouli and vanilla, the feel of her aunt’s arms, the beauty of this place, and the terrible mess she had left behind—made Anna want to cry.

“It’s all right, darling,” Josie whispered into her hair. “You’re here now. And the summer is only just beginning.” 






Chapter Three

The first thing Anna noticed as she stepped inside Wildest Dreams was the smell: the specific scent of books that she remembered from libraries as a child, mingled with the salty tang of the sea air and a faint undercurrent of patchouli. Of course Josie would burn incense in a bookshop, Anna thought.

There was a window seat set into the curved bow window with its leaded panes, and a battered wooden counter was situated opposite, on the other side of the shop. Then came the books themselves. As Anna slowly walked through, entranced, she saw shelves stretching from the scuffed wooden floors to the wood-beamed ceiling. They were packed tight, overflowing in some places. Wooden signs dangled from the shelves, hand-painted in Josie’s swirling script: Poetry, Mystery & Suspense, Nautical History. There were boxes stacked in corners from which more books peeped out and, toward the back, an entire shelf of tiny glass bottles, stoppered with corks.

“My wish bottles,” said Josie, leaning against the counter. “You put a wish in them and cast them out to sea. Only I keep forgetting to do it.”



Anna continued to investigate the densely stocked but cozy bookshop. Her attention was caught by a section labeled Russian Literature. The collection was absurdly large for a bookshop of this size, crammed with the heavyweights—Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, Chekhov—alongside less recognizable spines. Anna remembered that Russian literature had always been Aunt Josie’s true love and had a faint memory of her aunt reading Russian poetry to her.

“Ah, the Russians caught your eye,” said Josie, following her. “That would make sense. You are my niece, after all.”

“Why does it make sense?” asked Anna, trailing her fingers over the spines.

“Well, for one thing, you’re named after Anna Karenina!” Josie said, beaming. “I chose your name, darling, to suit our heritage. Didn’t your mum tell you?”

“She did not,” Anna replied suspiciously. Josie was prone to exaggeration. “Mum always said I was named after her best friend from college.”

“I probably planted the seed,” Josie said vaguely. “Your mother wasn’t going to name you Nastya, after my first suggestion. The diminutive form of Anastasia, you know, after the missing princess . . .”

“Probably for the best,” Anna said. “And what is our heritage exactly?”

“I’m positive we have some Russian blood in our lineage,” Josie said. “You can’t have got those cheekbones from your father’s side of the family. Oh, Anna, I’m so glad you’re here. I know you’ve had a rough few months, darling, but I can feel that your luck is about to change. That you’ve been brought to Fox Bay for a reason. Why else would I be inspired to call your mother when I did?”

“Coincidence?” murmured Anna.

“No such thing! It was fate. We’re alike, you and me. We’ve always had dreams. What’s that Pushkin line I love? Something about it being better to dream a thousand dreams that never were than to never dream at all. That’s us, Anna! We’re dreamers and—”

The sharp jingling of bells interrupted them as a black cat leaped down from a nearby shelf and sauntered over, tail held high.

“And here’s Pushkin himself,” Josie added as the cat began weaving between Anna’s legs.

“Pushkin?” Anna asked, bending down to scratch behind the cat’s ears. He was a rather large cat, with gloriously floofy fur and a proud tail.

“The shop mascot,” said Josie. “And probably a czar in a past life. Isn’t he aristocratic? Don’t let him fool you with the purring, though—that cat judges everyone.”

Pushkin sniffed at Anna’s fingers, then gave a soft chirrup of approval, as if to confirm that Anna had passed some test. Anna wasn’t sure that he looked aristocratic—he seemed like a softie to her.

“Let me give you the tour,” Josie said, slipping her arm through Anna’s. “Let’s begin at the beginning with nautical history,” she said, gesturing to a section by the door, filled with weathered maps and books with titles like Ships That Changed History and Sailors’ Superstitions. 

“Tourists love all this,” she added with a conspiratorial grin. “Even though the farthest they go out to sea is in Old Bill’s fishing boat, and he barely leaves the shore these days.”

“Is there really a fisherman here called Old Bill?” Anna asked incredulously.

“Fox Bay is full of eccentrics,” said Josie absently, seemingly not realizing that she was presumably one of them.

“You’ve found the Russians, of course,” Josie continued, “and we have many romances too. Classics like Austen and the Brontës, and more modern-day titles for the tourists and young people of Fox Bay. Over in the corner we have our local authors, and I keep my most enticing books on display.”

She waved her hand at a central table, which proudly held special editions of the works of Fyodor Dostoevsky, surrounded by leaflets for events such as Treasure Island Book Club and Macbeth Murder Mystery Night. Tucked round it were several mismatched chairs.

“What’s that?” Anna asked, nodding to a pretty decoration hanging above the wooden counter—a brass moon and stars dangling from red string.

“My prize possession,” Josie told her. “My friend Tamsin gave it to me. It predicts the weather better than any forecast, including storms the forecasters denied were possible. I never head out if it tells me to stay in.”



Josie then led Anna past the wooden counter, into a smaller room. 

“Next, the children’s corner.” 

This was dominated by faded cushions, beanbags and walls covered in pencil drawings of scenes from children’s books, mostly featuring ships—the flying ship from Peter Pan, the Hispaniola from Treasure Island, the tiger on a raft from Life of Pi, the children from Swallows and Amazons guiding their boat home after their unexpected sea voyage. Anna found herself smiling at the drawings, conscious suddenly of how long it had been since she’d picked up a book for pleasure. All she’d read over the last few years were textbooks, essays, or Booker Prize winners designed to make her university applications look amazing.

“We do a weekly Story-Time Adventure for the kids,” said Josie. “You’ll be a wonderful asset.”

“I’ll give it a go,” said Anna cautiously. She wasn’t sure she’d be a natural with kids. 

Separated by a tall, wide bookcase, on the other side of the children’s area was a small kitchen, with three chairs and a slightly lopsided table. A spiral staircase led up to the next floor, and next to it was a worn but clearly well-loved sofa. Anna caught the lingering aroma of coffee and chai.

Anna looked around—the scuffed counter and wonky table, the heaps of books, the cozy circle of beanbags, the patch of damp by the sink, where the pipe must have burst earlier. 

“I love it,” she said, and it was true. The shop was all so perfectly Josie. Chaotic and creative and scruffy and utterly alive.



“Now let me show you where you’ll be staying,” Josie said, leading Anna up the spiral staircase. “I hope this is all right for you, darling. It’s rustic, but very peaceful. And the shower usually works.”

The stairs creaked under their feet as they reached a small landing with three doors at the top.

“I’m in this room,” Josie said. “Then in here is the bathroom. And here . . .” Josie flung open the final door with a dramatic flourish, stepping back to let Anna inside. “This is your room.”

It was like walking into pure sunshine. Pale yellow walls glowed in the late afternoon sunlight, and yet more fairy lights were strung across the ceiling. A bed, neatly made with a quilt in cheerful russet shades, was set against one wall. A vase of daisies stood on the nightstand. Tucked into the corner was an armchair, just big enough to curl up in, with a knitted throw draped over the back. Beside it was a low bookshelf full of novels, from Tom Clancy to Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, with the occasional battered paperback romance thrown in.

But it was the view that took Anna’s breath away.

Through the window at the back, she could see the paved courtyard below, which led into a pretty garden studded with stepping stones to a little gate set into a hedge. And then beyond that, the sea stretched out, sunlight dancing on the waves.

“Josie,” Anna breathed, turning to her aunt. “It’s perfect.”

“I knew you’d love it,” Josie said. “Best guest room in the house. Well, the only guest room. But it was made for you, Anna.”



“It’s amazing,” Anna said, feeling overcome with gratitude. “Thank you. Thanks for everything. For taking me in this summer, for giving me a job . . .”

Josie waved her hand. “Please, darling. We’re family; I’m always here for you. You’re meant to be here in Fox Bay this summer—I just know it. And, besides, I’m selfish. I’ve put everything into this shop these past few years, but the runes told me to look inward, to take time to reflect. So I need someone to cover for me on Thursdays when I go to yoga.”

“I hope I can do a good job,” said Anna.

“Oh, you will. Besides, it’s easy really. I have a system.”

Anna raised an eyebrow. This, she thought, was hard to imagine. “A system?”

“Yes,” Josie said. “I’ll explain all that tomorrow. And Raye will be here to help.”

“Raye?” asked Anna.

“My other wonderful bookseller. You two are going to be best friends. Now, I’ll go and sort out dinner,” Josie went on. “I’m making a lentil stew. Exactly what you need after a long journey.”

As her aunt left, Anna sank into the armchair and looked out over the garden to the sea. Pushkin hopped onto the windowsill, curling up in the last rays of the setting sun, his tail flicking lazily. Anna still felt confused and tired and her heart ached, but, excitingly, she felt a flicker of hope. Maybe her aunt, for all her dramatic ways, was right. Maybe Fox Bay was exactly where she was meant to be this summer.




Chapter Four

Anna woke to the smell of butter and vanilla. Pancakes, she thought. She could hear the strains of Janis Joplin floating up through the floorboards, along with the rich scent of coffee. For a moment, she blinked at the ceiling, trying to remember where she was. Right. Wildest Dreams. And she was here for the whole summer. She studied the ceiling while she got her bearings. The beams above her were draped with fairy lights, scarves, and a dried bouquet of lavender.

Anna slid out of bed and went to the window. The vast bay stretched out before her, the sunlight sparkling on the water. She checked her phone, waiting patiently for her aunt’s Wi-Fi to kick in. No texts from Max. He should have taken off by now, she thought. She sent him a quick text, trying to sound as breezy as possible: 

Safe flight. Or should I say bon voyage? Text me when you land!

With that done, she went in search of coffee.

The bookshop was quiet in the morning light. Anna wound her way down the spiral staircase and found Josie in the tiny kitchen nook, flipping pancakes with surprising grace.

“Morning, darling!” Josie called. She wore a chunky sweater over a flowing linen dress and her silver-streaked curls were piled on top of her head in a loose bun. A pair of dangly earrings shaped like tiny quills swung with every movement. “How did you sleep?”

“It was so peaceful,” Anna mumbled, rubbing her eyes as she took a seat at the wonky table. She caught sight of the clock and saw that it was past nine. “Oh, sorry, I didn’t mean to sleep this late. I’m usually up at six for a run.”

“You must have needed it. I made sour cream and plum pancakes with cardamom,” Josie announced proudly, sliding a plate toward her. “It’s an old family recipe.”

“Really?” said Anna, watching her aunt liberally sprinkle chia seeds on top. “I don’t think Mum ever made these.”

“Your mother’s always been in denial about our Russian roots.” Josie poured her a cup of coffee, and Anna inhaled its scent gratefully. “I always imagine that if Tolstoy made pancakes, they’d taste like this. Did I tell you we’re related?”

“You think we’re not just Russian but related to Tolstoy as well?” said Anna. “And was he also known for his love of pancakes?” she added with a grin.

She picked up her fork and took a bite. To her surprise, they were delicious—sweet and spiced. “These are amazing!”

“See?” Josie winked. “Never doubt the literary inspiration of a pancake.”

Anna was halfway through her second pancake when the bell above the shop’s door jingled, and a girl breezed into the back room. She was short, with cropped hair dyed pink, a nose piercing, and an impish expression.

“Anna, this is Raye,” Josie said. “Raye, this is my niece, Anna, who will be working with you. Isn’t she perfect?”

“Morning!” Raye greeted, grabbing a chair next to Anna. She was wearing faded ripped jeans and a Fleetwood Mac T-shirt. Clearly Josie encouraged an informal staff environment, Anna thought, casting a mental eye over her own wardrobe of skirts, cardigans, and striped shirts. 

“So you’re Anna,” said Raye. “I wasn’t sure you were really coming.”

“Why not?” asked Anna, bemused.

“Oh, you know,” said Raye, accepting a cup of coffee from Josie with a grin of thanks. “I thought it might be one of Josie’s stories. A plan that never materialized.”

“Oi,” said Josie, swatting Raye’s shoulder with a copy of Fox Bay Weekly. “My plans materialize. Some of the time. What about the Macbeth Murder Mystery Night? Treasure Island Book Club and all the others?”

“None of those have actually happened yet,” Raye pointed out.

“Well, they will,” said Josie blithely. “In fact we should do an event next week. I’ve penciled several ideas in my notebook. Why don’t we have a planning session later? Anna is very clever, you know,” she went on. “She’s set for incredible exam results and then she’s going to study law.”

“Wow,” said Raye admiringly.



“Well, I haven’t gotten my results yet,” said Anna. “I don’t want to get ahead of myself.”

“Nonsense, darling—your mother told me how well you did on your practice tests. Now, let me put some more coffee on and we can chat.”

“No more for me, thanks,” said Anna. “Is there anywhere I can get a green juice or—”

Her aunt shook her head. “You’re a long way from Camden,” she said. “But the ice-cream van will be out around lunchtime. And I make a mean chai.”

“Maybe later, thanks,” said Anna. She turned to Raye. Even though they were presumably the same age, Raye—with her tattoos, pixie cut, and confidence—made Anna feel shy. “You’re here early. I thought the shop opened at ten. Is this what time we’re expected to start work?”

“Nah, I get in early for Josie’s pancakes,” Raye said, grabbing one off the plate. “Your great-great-uncle Tolstoy knew what was what.”

Anna laughed. “You know we’re not actually related to Tolstoy, right? My parents are both from Surrey.”

Raye winked at her. “Don’t spoil the mystique.” She swallowed a mouthful of pancake and said, “How come you’re here? I’m not knocking Fox Bay, but it sounds like you’ve got a lot going on in London.”

“I thought it would be interesting to gain wider life experience before I start university,” Anna said, a little primly. “Get some shop-floor, ground-up, hands-on experience.”



“Makes sense,” said Raye, looking amused. “Wildest Dreams is certainly a hands-on experience.” She nodded to the sink, where a bucket was slung under it, catching a slow drip-drip of water. “Helps if you can do odd jobs too. We have Jacob round the corner, but you never know what’s going to flood, leak, or break.”

“Jacob?” said Anna, intrigued. “He gave me a lift from the station.”

“Fox Bay’s answer to James Dean,” said Raye dreamily. “And his on-off girlfriend, Skye, is even cooler. Now, what else can I tell you about Wildest Dreams? Oh, yeah. Are you prepared to conduct seances with long-dead Russian authors?”

When Anna stared blankly, Raye laughed. “I’m joking. Sort of.”

“Are you in school?” Anna asked.

“It’s my final year of sixth form next year,” said Raye. “My dream is to go to Glasgow to study textile design, but it’s a competitive course . . .”

“Eat up,” her aunt called, coming over with a pot of steaming coffee. “We have work to do. We need to talk about book events, and I’m going to introduce Anna to the system.”

Raye groaned. “The system? I’d have that second coffee,” she remarked to Anna. “You’ll need it.”

While Josie and Raye were having another coffee and chatting, Anna headed upstairs to her room. She showered—the water wasn’t precisely warm, but it did the job—then painstakingly dried and straightened her hair, before braiding it neatly and dressing in a pinstripe shirt, knitted tank top, and gray skirt, slipping her feet into loafers. Just because Raye and Josie took a more casual approach was no reason to let her own standards slip. She curled her lashes, did her usual eyeliner flick, applied some tasteful pale pink lip gloss, then headed down to the shop where Raye was shelving stock and her aunt was lighting incense.

Raye let out a slow whistle. “Fancy!” she said. “Fox Bay won’t know what’s hit it.”

“Darling, don’t you look smart?” said Josie. “But sneakers are absolutely fine. You’ll be on your feet all day. Now, let me see. What to show you first . . .”

“You should show her the website,” said Raye, dimpling mischievously. “I’m sure Anna would love to see it. It’ll really give her a flavor of how things work round here.”

Josie clapped in delight. “Great idea! You young people are so good at tech; you’ll have it figured out in no time.” She patted a stool behind the counter. “Hop up, Anna. So just click here and it should come up.”

Anna sat down in front of Josie’s laptop as the website loaded—although calling it a website was . . . generous. It looked ancient, complete with Comic Sans font and a scrolling marquee that proclaimed: Welcome to Wildest Dreams: A Literary Journey! It was followed by several quotes in Cyrillic.

“Wow,” said Anna, trying to think of something positive to say. “This is something.”

“Isn’t it just?” said Raye gleefully. “Wait till you try to order something on there.”



“Josie,” Anna said carefully, as if the wrong tone might crash the entire site, “when was the last time you updated this website?”

Josie, perched on
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