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Praise for The Tiny Magic Bookshop

‘A tender story about grief and a wonderful love letter to bookstores and booksellers. This book will touch your heart!’

Sarah Beth Durst, New York Times bestselling author of The Spellshop

‘Enchanting and comforting all at once, this hug of a book gently explores the devastation of grief, the healing power of community, and the true magic that lives in books and bookshops. Perfect reading for a cosy, quiet afternoon with a cup of tea (and perhaps a tiny owl) at your side.’

Jamie Pacton, bestselling author of The Absinthe Underground and Homegrown Magic

‘This book is magical, enchanting, and intriguing. Exactly the kind of escape book lovers adore.’

Amanda James, author of The Midnight Bookshop

‘The Tiny Magic Bookshop was the cosy, whimsical story I didn’t know I needed … With dreamy prose and a magical cast, this is a must read this summer!’

Chloe Ford, author of Work Trip

‘A story that has heart at its centre. The Tiny Magic Bookshop reminds us how powerful literature can be. Reading books, recommending books, and sharing books is a magic in itself. August Bloom perfectly captures how magical this world is when we have books in it. A book lover’s dream!’

Jack Strange, author of Look Up, Handsome

‘August’s writing positively glows with cosiness … describing the almost indescribable pain of grief and heartbreak along with the hope of positive change and new beginnings.’

Helen Gaskell, author of The Regency Switch
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Dedication

For Mum,

thank you for teaching me to love books.
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One

The back room of a bookshop is not usually a magical place.

We all know the particular brand of magic found in bookshops. Waiting on their shelves are portals to other worlds, characters to love and revile, quests to complete and enemies to overcome.

You feel a special kind of magic just stepping foot in a bookshop. The happy hush of customers browsing the shelves welcomes you in. The musty vanilla scent of slowly ageing paper. The bright spines that beckon you closer, promising that within their pages you can lose yourself for a while.

The back rooms of bookshops are not so picturesque and inviting.

They are where booksellers keep the moving parts they don’t want customers to see. The aspects of running a bookshop that would ruin the hushed illusion. The accounting spreadsheets and flattened cardboard boxes. The publisher catalogues and damaged hardbacks. The tuna sandwich one bookseller would find a moment to scarf down between waves of customers and the dented bicycle another had wobbled to work on as the sun rose. Lost umbrellas, old book vouchers, a cardigan no one had claimed but that looked too comfy to throw out.

The back rooms of bookshops are not traditionally magical places, but the cluttered room at the back of Lamplight Books was a little more magical than most.

Perhaps because it was on a magical street in a magical village. Over half of the inhabitants of Lampton were not human. Werewolves and witches and trolls and selkies and orcs muddled along together in this small village nestled between a sprawling forest and a long sandy beach.

Or perhaps the magic of Lamplight Books had been imbued by a woman who’d loved so many of the titles on its shelves. A human who had become a legend even in such an unusually magical village.

In the back room of Lamplight Books, even the mundane debris found in a thousand other bookshop back rooms seemed unusually special. Dust coating the piles of receipts and damaged stock shone golden in the glow of fairy lights strung between wooden beams crossing the ceiling. Shelves bending beneath the weight of years of tax returns and book adjacent merchandise were painted pastel hues of pink and blue and green. The rug on the floor was worn in a well-trodden path between the desk and the door, but the fluffy orbs of the Hungry Caterpillar’s body weren’t diminished despite its uneven colouring.

The back room of Lamplight Books was a perfectly magical place. Just like the bookshop itself.

At least, so long as you ignored the woman sitting cross-legged on the rug, sobbing into the creases of a month-old receipt.




Two

Max hadn’t been crying when she’d initially sunk down to the floor.

After letting herself into the bookshop, she’d left her overnight bag at the bottom of the winding staircase that led to the cramped flat above, then silently stepped between shelves until she’d reached the door to the back room.

Before she’d left to study accountancy and finance at university ten years ago, this had been her orderly domain. Since then, it had changed drastically.

When she’d used the room for schoolwork and carefully inputting the bookshop’s tax returns, the narrow space had been lit by a wholly sensible bulb hanging from the middle of the ceiling, its glare softened by a plain white shade.

At some point in the intervening years, it had been replaced by strings of fairy lights that gently awakened in irregularly spaced lines across the cobweb-strewn ceiling.

Max had glared at them after she’d flicked the switch. ‘Who in their right mind would ever decide that fairy lights provide adequate or appropriate lighting for an office space?’

Edging around a stack of magazines that threatened to topple if the air near them moved too much, she’d padded across the obnoxiously colourful rug to a desk angled towards the bookshop. It used to face the opposite way. When Max had occupied this room the most, she’d liked hearing the bustle of the bookshop behind her when working through increasingly complex maths homework. She’d look up from her notebooks and through the crooked window at the tops of tangled brambles that couldn’t block out the broad sky. A reminder that the world was much vaster than a tiny bookshop in an oppressively magical village.

Apparently, her mum hadn’t been able to bear having her back turned to the bookshop. Not even during the minutes she’d spared each month for the essential paperwork involved in keeping a business afloat. Geraldine Livre had always been ready for her next customer, eager to draw them close and find their perfect book.

Max’s mum had such a knack for choosing books that spoke to, and often resolved, the issues weighing down her customers that half of Lampton claimed she had a magical ability that manifested in this one specific way. Max’s mum had laughed every time someone overexcitedly claimed she must have a witch or two in her family tree, or at least a hint of an elf.

There’s so much comfort to be found between the covers of every book, Geraldine would say, plucking one off a shelf and pressing it into the person’s eager hands. It’s no wonder that my recommendations help people.

Max was never sure if her mum’s ability to find the right story for each person was magic or due to an extensive knowledge of classic fiction, but she’d loved growing up between the shelves of Lamplight Books. Each of the stories Geraldine suggested to her daughter made her feel special and loved. She’d read them surrounded by familiar laughter and happy customers.

That was, she’d loved practically living between the shelves until it became stingingly apparent that whatever magical ability might have been at work in her mum had passed over Max completely.

That was when she’d swapped reading in the shop’s cosy armchair for squinting at equations in the back room.

When Max had been in charge of the – according to everyone who’d fawned over her mum – boring parts of running Lamplight Books, this room had been spotless. Papers to be kept were filed and anything out of date was ruthlessly shredded or recycled.

Max cleared a jumbled pile of unattached barcodes and curling receipts to glimpse one thing that was completely unchanged since her departure a decade ago: her old laptop, dusty even underneath the deep layer of clutter. The unicorn stickers she’d painstakingly added to its cover the day she was gifted it at age twelve glittered dully.

Partially excavating the ancient computer had been a mistake. The shifting of the hundreds of papers residing above it had released a plume of dust that a more romantic individual would have gleefully watched shimmer in the soft – impractical – glow of the fairy lights.

Max had accidentally inhaled it.

The ensuing coughing fit had caused tears to stream from her eyes. Her curly black hair had threatened to escape the strict bun at the nape of her neck as she’d hacked and sneezed. Apparently unable to learn her lesson the first time, she’d shuffled the papers on the desk in search of a tissue. The second dust wave had robbed her of so much oxygen that she’d opted for sitting on the multicoloured rug before she fell down.

Max hadn’t found a tissue, but some of the receipts scattered across the desk were so old and worn that they made acceptable substitutes. She’d cleared the worst of the dust from her nose with a couple she’d hoped wouldn’t become essential for tax purposes, before wiping her itching eyes on the sleeve of a blouse that would never be as white and spotless as it had been when she’d unlocked her mum’s bookshop.

One of the receipts she’d blindly grabbed wasn’t as ancient as the others. Blinking away the dust determinedly blurring her vision, Max had flattened it on one knee.

One month ago, at ten minutes to five, someone bought a copy of Wuthering Heights. Max didn’t like to think what issues that person must have been enduring if such an unhinged story was the key to unlocking their emotional breakthrough. Hopefully it had been a book chosen to complete a school project or it had been suggested by a friend as a prank.

Max’s breath had stuttered as her eyes traced to the bottom of the receipt, to where the name of the cashier was printed.

Two people had worked in Lamplight Books a month ago: Max’s mum and a flaky wood nymph called Oakley. Max had once called Oakley her second best friend, but after ten years’ absence and recent events, Max might have to reclassify her as a major aggravation. Either way, there was a chance her mum wouldn’t have pressed Heathcliff and Cathy into this customer’s unsuspecting hands.


Geraldine Livre



Whoever had bought that book had to have been her mum’s last customer.

Max hadn’t set foot in Lampton for over a year for various reasons that felt valid each time she’d rebuffed her mum’s attempts to invite her to stay, but she’d been told by the dozen eye witnesses who’d been enjoying the unusually balmy autumn afternoon one month ago that her mum had shut up the bookshop promptly at five o’ clock.

Then Geraldine Livre had promptly stepped off the pavement and promptly been mown down by an out-of-control truck careening the wrong direction along the one-way street.

Sniffing away the last of her one-sided battle against years’ worth of dust, Max had stared at the evidence of her mum’s final sale.

The bookshop behind her had never been so quiet. Even after Geraldine had locked up each day, she had hummed as she’d cleaned the shelves or the floorboards overhead had creaked as she’d cobbled together a meal that would have been nutritionally sound but aesthetically void.

Max’s chest juddered.

It had been a month since the chance of Geraldine ever doing those things – of doing a thousand things that were only possible while she’d floated between the shelves of Lamplight Books – had become irreversibly impossible.

Hence the crying into a receipt.




Three

Dun dun. Dun dun.

The two ominous notes of the Jaws theme tune cut through Max’s broken sobs.

Assigning that ringtone to the elderly solicitor overseeing her mum’s affairs had made sense when she’d spoken to him weeks ago. He’d reminded her of David Attenborough, his voice distinguished and his white hair pushed carelessly away from his earnest face. Max had decided his calls should be heralded by a song linked to an animal. She hadn’t realised how sinister those two notes would automatically make any contact from the kindly man.

Placing the damp receipt on the fluffy rug, she wiped her dusty sleeves over her face. She didn’t need a mirror to be 99 per cent sure her pale skin would be decorated with random red blotches. The minimal mascara and eyeliner she’d applied this morning in her flat in London would be smudged, creating the impression that she was a human-sized racoon.

She’d met a couple of them once in the bookshop. Theirs was not a look she’d ever hoped to replicate.

Max pulled her phone from the pocket of her precisely pressed chinos – a deep plum colour that was about as daring as her wardrobe got – and carefully packed thoughts of her mum into the box at the back of her mind where she kept everything she didn’t want to think about.

She’d have to consider upgrading to a filing cabinet if she kept adding things at the rate she had been since her mum died, but that was fine. Absolutely fine.

Max squared her shoulders and summoned all the professional energy available to her when recovering from a spontaneous sobbing session. While sitting on a children’s rug. Covered in a tacky layer of dust.

She tapped her phone screen and music literally composed to be a harbinger of awful news abruptly ceased.

‘Hello, Colin.’ Max winced at the nasal tang to the words. ‘Thank you for returning my call so promptly.’

‘Miss Livre, are you quite all right? Have I caught you at a bad time?’

Max closed her eyes and wished that several things about her life would spontaneously change. Most importantly, that her mum would still be alive and there would be no reason for Max to be in Lamplight Books’ back room. Instead, she could be in her flat in London. In a pair of matching fleece pyjamas. Drinking hot chocolate. Surrounded by dust-free shelves full of books published well within her lifetime.

If that wasn’t doable – it was a big ask – then a reduced wish was that she hadn’t unleashed a dust-nado and been rendered an emotional wreck by a short slip of paper.

If whatever magical entity might currently be peering inside Max’s mind wasn’t capable of either of her first wishes, then she’d settle for Colin calling when she felt equipped to deal with this conversation. Maybe in a year or so.

‘I’m fine.’ Max would even settle for less snot bunging up her nose. Anything to make her lie more convincing. ‘I’m sorting through a few things at my mum’s bookshop. There’s a lot of dust. It made me sneeze.’

She was overexplaining. A classic tell. Although Max was part of the accounting wing of Locke and Yarrow Associates, she’d spent enough time with the droves of solicitors – who protected their wealthy clients’ assets with a fanaticism more often seen at K-pop concerts – to have learned how to spot a fibber.

Colin was a different breed of solicitor, but likely no less astute. Max had barely been able to process that the world was continuing on without her mum when he’d ushered her into his wood-panelled office and explained the terms of Geraldine’s will. Max had nodded along, staring at Colin’s bushy white eyebrows rather than into his sympathetic eyes, allowing his gentle voice to lull her into a stupor.

That daze in his office was the reason she’d asked him to call. Max needed to know her options. The prospect of selling Lamplight Books felt no more horrifying now than it had done a month ago, but if she couldn’t find someone to manage it, then that might be her only choice.

Max had asked Oakley to look after the shop and flat above after Geraldine died. Not forever. Just until Max figured out what to do. Relocating to Lampton was out of the question, but Max couldn’t face selling the bookshop straight away.

Max had asked Oakley to give her time, which the wood nymph had promised she would provide.

Until she got distracted by whatever shiny thing had captured her attention this time and run off into the forest, not to be seen for days. A move that shouldn’t have come as a shock given her track record for disappearing for random intervals.

‘If you’re sure, my dear,’ Colin said.

Max willed the smallest amount of kindness shown by a virtual stranger to not usher her back into a storm of tears. ‘I need to talk to you about the future of Lamplight Books.’

‘I see.’ Papers rustled. ‘Let me find the relevant section of your mother’s will.’

Colin had offered Max a copy before she left his office just under a month ago. She’d shied away from his outstretched hand, unable to touch incontrovertible proof that her mum was gone.

‘The manager has had to take a sudden break,’ Max explained, unwilling to disclose that she’d trusted the wrong person. She’d been friends with Oakley for long enough and should have known better.

Max had hoped, despite having barely any evidence to support her theory, that Oakley had become more dependable as she’d gotten older. Geraldine had repeatedly increased her hours and responsibilities at the bookshop. Max had assumed that spoke of Oakley’s more steady presence, but perhaps it was proof that her mum had been too soft.

‘If I can’t find someone else to look after the bookshop, I might have to sell it,’ Max said, steadfastly refusing to consider the practicalities of her own words.

Colin coughed. ‘I’m not sure that will be a viable option.’

Max couldn’t claim any flavour of magical ability, but cool dread trickled down her spine like a premonition of impending doom. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Let me read the relevant section.’ More paper shuffling. ‘“On the event of my death, it is my wish that my daughter, Maxine Livre, will reside at and oversee the daily working of Lamplight Books for a minimum of one year before undertaking steps to sell the property.”’

Max counted to ten – more like an impatient teen than the zen psychologist she’d half-watched on Instagram – and scrunched her puffy eyes shut. ‘What?’

‘In plain English: your mother asked that you yourself live and work at the bookshop for a year before putting it on the market. Employing another manager wouldn’t satisfy the terms of your mother’s will, nor would the property sitting vacant. If you are determined to sell, then I’m afraid you will have to go against your mother’s wishes.’

‘That cannot be right.’ Geraldine couldn’t have been delusional enough to consider Max running Lamplight Books a good idea. She had always told Max she was brilliant, but she couldn’t have been so biased that she’d thought Max working in a place where she had always been woefully inadequate would benefit anyone.

‘I assure you it is.’ A faint shout hinted that Colin had a life beyond delivering terrible news to tearful family members late on Saturday afternoons. ‘I apologise, but I have to get going. If you’d like, I can send you a copy of your mother’s will. What address should I use?’

Max didn’t need to take another look around the back room, the corners hidden in gloom due to the whimsical lighting, to confirm that she would need more than a weekend to fix this. She hadn’t taken a full inventory of the darkened bookshop as she’d walked through, but there had definitely been more mess out there than ever before.

Feeling like she might already be admitting defeat but determined to take a look at the will and ruthlessly hunt down any loopholes, Max mumbled, ‘Please send it to the bookshop.’

‘Wonderful. I’ll make sure it’s with you on Monday. Good day, Miss Livre.’

Colin hung up before Max could figure out how to respond to such an antiquated farewell. Without allowing herself to think too deeply about her mum’s request – and collapse into a sobbing heap again for a different reason than simple grief – Max scrolled to her line manager’s number.

Thankfully, Jillian didn’t pick up. In her current state of mingled sadness and abject disbelief, Max much preferred talking to a soulless machine rather than her chatty colleague.

‘Hi, Jillian. Sorry to call at the weekend, but I wanted to let you know that I’m going to take that leave of absence you suggested after Mum died.’

Max had been surprised by how considerate the higher ups at Locke and Yarrow Associates were determined to be after her one day of unauthorised leave when she’d received the worst phone call of her life. Locke himself had visited her cubicle to express his condolences. He’d assured her that she should take all the time she needed to grieve and order her mum’s affairs.

She’d smiled through gritted teeth and assured him she was fine to work. Losing herself in complex accounting problems was about the only thing that distracted her from the axis-rocking grief that hadn’t lessened 1 per cent since she’d learned of her mum’s death.

Now, Max had something much more complicated and dust-infused to occupy her mind.

‘I need time to organise Mum’s bookshop.’ Max calculated exactly how long it would take to fumigate the back room, excavate any useful paperwork, tidy the bookshop itself, figure out how to overlook her mum’s ridiculous demand, get a – reliable, this time – manager in place, and sort through the flat upstairs. ‘A couple of weeks should suffice.’

Max was about to explain – redundantly, since Jillian knew her work was impeccable – that her wealthy clients wouldn’t notice her short absence as she finished her tasks well before deadlines, when she was interrupted by a sharp tap on the back room’s crooked window.




Four

Max flinched so mightily she dropped her phone. In her defence, she was emotionally fragile after her receipt-induced crying and she’d never heard anyone knock on the outside of the crooked window before. She wasn’t sure a human physically could.

When she was small, the wilderness that constituted the bookshop’s garden had seemed impenetrably wild and vast. It was no less so as an adult. Only a person impervious to thorns and nettles and with clothes they didn’t mind being shredded or covered in sap could have knocked on the window. Or it was some other kind of being altogether. Perhaps a gryphon or a mischievous fairy able to fly above the jungle.

Careful not to dislodge the paperwork lumped across the desk, Max gripped the edge and rose to her knees. She peered at the window. The glass was smudged and leaves pressed close to the edges of the crooked frame. Heart sinking, Max struggled to discern what magical being was so desperate for their fix of books that they’d flown around to the back of the bookshop to find her.

Max had grown up surrounded by the magical residents of Lampton, so her disinclination to interact with any more of them than was strictly necessary wasn’t due to the fear that some humans had of beings a whole lot smarter or stronger or bigger than themselves. It was more that they occupied a large section of the box she would rather leave undisturbed at the back of her mind.

Max could spend blissful weeks in London without seeing anyone other than bland humans. Cities didn’t attract magical beings the way rural places like Lampton did. Most of them needed space to roam and commune with nature. There were probably more vampires and other vaguely humanoid beings in the city than Max or the millions of unobservant humans realised, but she wasn’t slapped around the face with their existence.

She’d planned to get in and out of the bookshop, to figure out what exactly needed to be done to get it back up and running or safely shut up until she could decide what to do with it, then leave before she encountered any of Lampton’s less ordinary inhabitants. She’d hoped to escape without experiencing the deep ache in her chest awakened each time she confronted this part of the world where she wholeheartedly didn’t belong.

Which was why she felt a mixture of relief and exasperation when she saw that it wasn’t a magical being tapping on the bookshop’s back window, but a small brown and cream owl. Wide yellow eyes glared from behind the single pane of glass.

Max stretched to pick up her phone, not breaking her staring contest with the bird judging her through the window. She didn’t know exactly what she’d done to incur such pointed avian wrath, but it was undeniable.

Max lifted the phone to her ear. ‘I have to go. There’s an owl at the window.’

The words slipped out before she could consider whether it was wise to share such a strange occurrence with her city-raised line manager. The most exotic birds Jillian encountered were the pigeons that flocked London’s streets, and she always gave them a wide berth.

At least such a weird statement would add strength to Max’s demand for time off. Jillian would assume Max had become unhinged by grief. Since insanity and maths didn’t mix well – at least not when millions of pounds were at stake – Max wouldn’t be hurried back to the office until she was certified mentally stable once more.

Demanding leave from work didn’t fit into the orderly flow of Max’s world, but then she didn’t usually sob in the back room of a bookshop or receive aggressive eye contact from birds. Allowances had to be made in such extreme circumstances.

Max’s phone woofed, which the owl seemed to take as a great personal affront. The teeny thing angrily fluffed its feathers.

The bark was Will’s text tone. Max’s boyfriend had self-proclaimed golden retriever energy. She didn’t read his message before slipping her phone into her pocket. She remained locked in furious eye contact with the owl outside the window instead. The likelihood that Will would have contacted her about anything important was minuscule. Max wasn’t sure he’d ever sent a serious message in his life. Her bet was on it being a selfie of him caving with the friends he’d gone away with this weekend.

Another of the things filed in the box at the back of Max’s mind was why she’d chosen the weekend her boyfriend was absent – and therefore couldn’t offer to accompany her – to visit Lamplight Books. Her summons here a couple of days ago might have been unexpected, but nothing needed urgent attention. Or so she’d thought before she arrived. The level of grime in the back room alone would constitute a serious health hazard if left unchecked for much longer.

Max rounded the desk, careful not to nudge a single sheet of paper with her hip in case it prompted a dust-pocalypse, and stood before the window.

The tiny owl was more intimidating up close. Its eyes were perfectly spherical, turned almost neon yellow in the reflected shine of the fairy lights. Its ruffled feathers were speckled off-white and brown. Small talons that would undoubtedly be capable of inflicting serious damage curled around a thick bramble.

Apparently incensed by Max’s proximity, it rammed its beak into the window.

‘Oi.’ Max wrenched the latch open. ‘Don’t do that.’

The crooked window had been here when Geraldine and her daughter – Max a bundle of blankets only slightly larger than the scowling owl – arrived in Lampton. Max had no idea how fragile the aged glass was. One well-placed peck from the feathered menace could shatter it. Max’s mental list of tasks to complete before she could foist the bookshop off on someone else – that had to be an option – was already worryingly long. She didn’t need to add replacing an oddly shaped windowpane to it.

She pushed the latch wide, letting in the sugary air wafting over from the bakery three doors down. Max deliberately didn’t think about who might be pulling pastries or cakes from the huge ovens. She didn’t need to add guilt to the other emotions rowdily crashing around inside of her.

Max hoped the window swinging towards the owl would make it scarper, or would at least deter it from tapping on the glass again.

Instead, it hopped expertly between inch-long thorns on the bramble. It spread its wings, preparing to fly inside.




Five

‘No.’ Max pressed a finger to the centre of the owl’s chest before it could take flight. The digit sunk a surprising distance into soft down. ‘You are not coming inside.’

The owl slowly angled its head to stare down at the finger lost in its feathers, giving the impression it had never experienced such a breach of civilised etiquette in all its life.

Before it could switch from indignation to furious pecking, Max retracted her finger. She held it equidistant between them and tried to match her expression to the disapproval oozing from every feather of the bird quivering outside the window.

‘I don’t know what’s given you the idea that wild creatures are welcome in this bookshop, but they’re not.’ Max hoped any mice nearby were listening too and would pack their bags. ‘Maybe Mum fed you one time or Oakley let you in, but that stops now. I’m not going to have birds flying around in here.’

The owl didn’t have eyebrows but somehow Max knew its non-existent appendages were lowered over its bright eyes.

‘Excuse me.’ Max refused to think too deeply about why she’d politely asked a bird to move out of the way.

The owl ruffled its feathers. Max prepared to shove her whole hand into its chest to prevent an invasion, but was pleasantly surprised when the owl hopped sideways to allow her to swing the window closed.

‘No more tapping.’ Max touched her finger to the glass to demonstrate. The owl might have moved after she’d asked, but that didn’t mean it was capable of comprehending human speech. Why Max thought it would be more able to understand rudimentary signs was yet another thing she decided not to think too much about.

The owl bestowed a withering look, then spun around. It flew off above the wild tangle of garden.

The relief that her unwelcome guest had left without major protest was momentary, quickly swamped by dread. It had made sense for Max to check the downstairs of the slim cottage in an orderly fashion. It made no sense for her to linger here now. The best use of her time was getting a good night’s sleep before tackling the mess her mum’s sudden death and Oakley’s flakiness had left behind.

Max squared her shoulders and edged around the desk. She flicked off the fairy lights then, using a combination of muscle memory and the scant light of the moon shining through the bookshop’s front windows, she navigated around shelves to the winding staircase tucked between the gothic horror and naval sections.

Her bag clutched in one hand and the other coasting along the smooth rail, she climbed upstairs.

Lamplight Books was owned by Geraldine, but it also belonged to everyone else in the village. The space above was different. It was Max and her mum’s in a way that was private and safe. Unintruded on by the expectations of the rest of Lampton and the failings Max couldn’t escape between the shelves downstairs.

The unmistakable must of disuse hit as she stepped clear of the last step, quickly followed by a hint of sickly sweetness. Underneath the unfamiliar smells were those that threatened to smash open the flimsy lock on the box at the back of Max’s mind.

The floral perfume her mum bought from a kind but introverted hag who emerged from the forest on the second Thursday of each month. The thick beeswax used to protect the wooden kitchen counter. The lavender candles Max bought her mum for each birthday and Christmas, which Geraldine refused to burn when her daughter was away.

It was difficult to sum up such a medley of smells. If Max had to label them succinctly, it would be as home. Soft and inviting. Warm.

Max swallowed. She willed that the sobbing she’d done in the back room had been enough that she wouldn’t crumple onto the squidgy sofa in the middle of the narrow flat and never find the energy to get up again.

Breathing almost evenly, she flicked on a lamp. The photos on the opposite wall immediately snagged her attention.

They stretched from the sanded skirting board to the sloping ceiling, clustered together in different shapes, sizes, and frames. A picture chosen by Geraldine and Max each year had been added to the chaotic muddle.

There was a Polaroid snapped at Lamplight Books’ front door by the elderly chimera who used to own the jewellery shop next door, Max barely as tall as her mum’s knee and Geraldine holding an armful of books. A visiting photographer had taken an arty shot of Max curled in the bookshop’s armchair while her mum leant over to point at an illustration. The curly black hair Max had inherited covered every part of her face but her beaming smile.

The village headmistress had captured Max on her first day of primary school as her mum had adjusted her high pigtails at the front gate. A blurred Max and Geraldine dancing beside the huge bonfire at the town’s annual Halloween festival had been printed from Oakley’s phone. She’d captured another of Max and her mum arguing in their kitchen over the proper decoration technique for chocolate cupcakes. Max had taken a selfie as a moody teen. Snuggled reluctantly into Geraldine’s side on a dune at the beach, she’d been full of resentment about why her boobs weren’t getting any bigger and why the cream Oakley had concocted wasn’t getting rid of her acne.

One of the thoughts carefully tucked into the box at the back of Max’s mind was how easy it had been to pick the more recent photos. They’d been taken during her infrequent visits to Lampton or Geraldine’s brief trips to London, so there weren’t a great many to choose from.

There wasn’t a single picture of Max and her mum to add to the wall from last year.

Max had found a dozen excuses to not come to Lampton, to not visit a place where she always felt inadequate. Max prided herself on being logical, but she’d fallen into the classic trap of believing she would always get a tomorrow to fix things.

Until the tomorrows ran out.

With each of Max’s decreasing visits to Lampton, the picture wall had demanded her attention more and more. Guilt had bloated each time she looked at the reminder that she wasn’t making as many special memories with her mum as she used to.

The guilt had been chased away the moment Geraldine had to attend to something in the shop below. She’d disappear for an hour or two, perhaps not quite forgetting Max was upstairs but too trusting that her daughter was perfectly happy to wait.

Max knew her mum loved her and thought the world of her, but she would have liked to have had Geraldine all to herself sometimes. For her mum to want that too.

Where bitter self-righteousness had once competed with guilt, now only hollowness remained. Max wasn’t sure there was much she wouldn’t give for a hurried minute of her mum’s time now.

Swallowing against the tightness in her throat, Max looked away from the photo wall. Three doors at the far end of the room led to two tiny bedrooms and a dinky bathroom. Wooden floorboards creaked underfoot as Max shifted her weight between her sensible trainers.

This place hadn’t been home to Max since she’d left to study in London a decade ago, yet it always would be. Nothing could take away the years she’d lived here. It was her height tracked with pencil marks against the bathroom door frame, stopping abruptly at 5’6” and refusing to creep even half an inch higher. It was Max who’d dented the round wooden coffee table when she fell into it elbow first while trying on her first pair of heels. She who had helped hem the flowery curtains covering the room’s one wide window overlooking the tangled garden and who’d picked out the cream paint for the walls and helped haul their two-person dining table up the stairs.

Max was infused into this place, just like Geraldine was. But, unlike her mum, Max could still impact it. She could create new imprints of herself across the rooms. All she had left of her mum was fading memories.

Max took a shuddering breath. The urge to crumple into a tearful heap eased when the sickly sweet smell tickled her nostrils again.

She set her bag on the armchair only ever used by guests. She and her mum had always snuggled together on the sofa no matter how old Max got or how painfully aware she was of their differences. People had often remarked how they looked like two peas in a pod with their matching pale skin and curly black hair. Once puberty had kicked in, Max even had the same gently rounded figure as her mum. From the outside, no one could tell how glaringly lacking Max always was when compared to her mum. In Lampton, at least.

Following her nose, Max edged closer to the kitchen that stretched along one wall. The herbs her mum grew in pots had died and the sink emitted a weird smell, like the water in the pipes had gone stale. Max ran a finger along the counter and it smeared through a thick coating of dust.

When Max got the message from Oakley’s parents a couple of days ago informing her that their daughter had abandoned the bookshop, she’d tried not to get too mad. Since her mum died, she had a tendency to feel things deeply. Incidents that before would have been small irritants now made her want to rip off her clothes Hulk-style and rampage.

Her new emotional volatility made it difficult to distinguish if her desire to track Oakley down and punch her in her button nose was a regular urge or one fuelled by displaced grief.

The neglect to the flat wasn’t days old. It was the result of a month of the wood nymph popping her head up the winding staircase and merely ensuring the roof hadn’t collapsed. If that.

Calm breathing was hard to accomplish when the smell of cloying rot grew with each step Max took towards the fridge.

She placed one hand on the handle of the rose-coloured appliance she and her mum had fallen in love with as soon as they’d spotted it across the vast shop. Bracing herself, she pulled it open.

‘Oh, holy mother.’




Six

After Max scrubbed the fridge clean – disgust at the fetid stench of gone-off vegetables combined with awe that potatoes could grow such long roots that extended across each of the cool shelves – she showered then fell into an exhausted heap on her childhood bed.

Her old bedroom soothed her frazzled nerves. Just like it had when she was younger. It was nothing like the chaotic bookshop downstairs or the slightly less disordered flat. Classic books Max had left behind when she moved to London sat in perfect order on the shelf above her bed. Matching frames hung in a straight line above her desk, teenage versions of herself and old friends – that she didn’t look too closely at for various reasons – grinning at the camera.

The next morning, she wrestled hair that had formed a lopsided black halo where she’d fallen asleep while it was damp into a strict bun and pulled on a fresh blouse and navy chinos. She ate an interesting breakfast of the second half of a tin of peaches and another of rice pudding. She’d found them in a cupboard and had picked at their contents the night before, the smell of the fridge lingering long after she’d banished its unholy inhabitants and scoured her skin.

She descended the steps to the bookshop with the firm intention of getting to work on the intimidatingly long to-do list she’d composed on her phone while breakfasting.

Her plan shook at its foundation when she hopped off the creaky bottom step. The full scope of the bookshop’s disarray was much clearer in the morning light streaming through windows that had never been so dirty in Geraldine’s lifetime.

Lamplight Books specialised in classic fiction. Tucked behind the staircase were squat shelves bursting with naval, military, and cowboy fiction; some called them westerns but Max preferred to be honest about what people read them for. The counter occupied the rest of the space alongside the back wall, next to the door – even that looked dusty – to the back room. In front of the counter, stretching towards the front of the shop, were high shelves full of romance and general fiction, plus a massive range of children’s classics. On the other side of the room, the non-fiction, translations, horror, fantasy, and sci-fi practically toppled from their shelves.

Down the middle of the bookshop was a wide aisle. A long rug covered the well-trodden floorboards; its random flowery pattern was much more to Max’s taste than the garish Hungry Caterpillar in the back room.

The faded roses and tulips looked lonely without one of Geraldine’s flowing dresses swishing across them. That was where she had often chattered with her favourite customers, laughing and pressing books into their hands.

Lamplight Books was a tiny bookshop, but even when Max had felt shunned by its patrons she had never ceased to be amazed by the wide range of books her mum managed to cram onto its multicoloured shelves.

Books’ placement on said shelves was decided by a system that had only made complete sense to Geraldine. Max suspected it was loosely grounded in genre and more concretely based on vibes.

The usual cosy mismatch of books had been replaced by clashing untidiness.

Max couldn’t be entirely mad at Oakley for allowing the bookshop to descend into chaos in the weeks she’d been its stand-in manager. The books collected on the sturdy wooden shelves were only one nudge away from being hopelessly muddled while Geraldine was alive. It wasn’t reasonable to expect that they would have retained any kind of order while the wood nymph was looking after – Max used that term loosely – Lamplight Books on her own.

Max couldn’t be entirely mad, but smoky resentment burned in her chest. She’d called Oakley each week since her mum died. Her childhood friend had breezily assured her that everything was fine.

‘This isn’t fine,’ Max muttered. She loosened her hand from the staircase’s winding rail and slowly walked between the shelves.

Oakley had clearly been struggling. Books were shoved together in a way that couldn’t follow any system. A series of Shakespearean plays were interrupted by Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and I Capture the Castle, a collection of First World War poetry sat alongside early gothic fiction and translated Chinese literature.

Max didn’t need to run her finger along the shelves to know that a feather duster



























OEBPS/images/map.jpg
% /_<\ /_«\ n W " :,:_ Q%O | :~,_ o o~
1 M“ %; % 4“ % 0 | 4 il

) 1 fes
i « M“ " o e mw " " VNN )V )\
« « " U BOE )09 G mmu 0N TETITRT " o
% * o0 AR v o g T "

" 1 IALLETIN 1] ITIERTT - AEE:.G %
E& o oo o " .
el , % @ 1 JLSIIY s

I o 2008 o -

mw—.(«h—dm ._.mmz.__w HOIH ﬂVﬂ
<

IOVTIIA o — 2

i o] ek & =
IO g

m 1)

= ] -
S O:. % i
I\ "
:O nn % :,O o018y O % T .
UAY T 1) «

.__ :_ n « v iy
20" 00 AR






OEBPS/images/9780008808822_FC.png
The magi'c begihs.'y)vhen you turn the page. .. 4

“author.of The Spellshop -

AUGUST BLOOM





OEBPS/images/9780008808822_TP.png
The

Tiny Ma;

Bookshop

AUGUST BLOOM

ONE PLACE. MANY STORIES





