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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 a 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 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 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.
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      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
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