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      ‘Oh my days, this place is the absolute cutest. It’s like a doll house, but on water.’

      I smiled proudly as the excitable tourist bounced around the shop, cooing at my hand-painted bookshelves and gazing in awe at the hundreds of volumes sitting on them.

      ‘Let me know if you need any help,’ I said, already itching to steer her towards the corner with the Jane Austen books. There was a brand-new edition of Emma which I had a strong feeling would be the perfect match for her, with its frustrating but ultimately endearing heroine. Call it my bookseller sixth sense, but somehow I had a knack for uniting the right book with the right person, and nothing gave me more of a thrill. When she next glanced in my direction, I’d make the recommendation, I decided, already picturing her expression of eager anticipation when she read the blurb and realised that this was the perfect novel for her current mood.

      ‘Can you take my picture?’ she asked instead, sending me crashing back to depressing reality.

      ‘No problem,’ I said, studiously polite. ‘Are you ready? Say cheese.’

      I sighed inwardly as she draped herself against a bookshelf in a practised pose. Yet another of those visitors who somehow never converted their love for the shop’s aesthetics into becoming actual customers of its wares. They never failed to disappoint me.

      ‘Hold on, I need a prop.’

      Before I could respond, she’d grabbed a brand-new paperback at random from the central display. I winced as she audibly cracked its spine, then peeked coyly over the top of the open book and gestured impatiently for me to take the snap. Being an old hand at this kind of thing (unfortunately), I took half a dozen, zooming in for a couple, then passed the phone back. She discarded the paperback and scrolled through the pictures, frowning as she quickly added filters to her chosen image.

      ‘Don’t forget to tag the Oxford Bookship when you post it online,’ I said, but it was already too late as she was out of the door and heading down the towpath without a backwards glance.

      ‘Maybe I should pivot to being a professional photographer rather than a bookseller, what do you think, Hilda?’ I pondered glumly as I tidied up the display, running my finger down the now-tarnished paperback and silently apologising to it for the way it had been mistreated. If the tourist had shown a genuine interest in the book’s contents, I wouldn’t have minded so much, but I couldn’t forgive her casual carelessness all for the sake of the ’gram.

      Hilda beat her tail sympathetically from her usual position sprawled out on the well deck, which set the boat gently rocking. If visitors to the Oxford Bookship didn’t ask me to take pictures for their socials, they generally instead quizzed me about the wisdom of living on a narrowboat with an Irish wolfhound, one of the largest dog breeds in the world. Sadly, what they rarely did was actually purchase one of the books which filled my canal boat’s main cabin.

      When I first started trading just over a year ago, I’d rationalised the sluggish sales as being due to the newness of my boat bookshop venture, then as time wore on, the poor weather over autumn and winter had seemed like the obvious reason why would-be customers weren’t wandering along the towpath to spend their wages on my lovingly curated stock. But Oxford was now basking in early summer, the streets thronging with visitors as well as the usual students and locals, and still my card machine spent more time gathering dust than processing payments.

      I pushed the negative thought to the back of my mind, and went to join Hilda outside, taking a book with me. As she took up a good chunk of the deck area at the front of the boat, I clambered onto the roof instead and stretched out on a sun lounger next to my beautiful hand-painted Oxford Bookship sign to await more customers. Things would get better, I told myself fiercely, and I might as well enjoy the bookseller benefits of having a vast array of reading material at my fingertips.

      ‘Ahoy there, Ms Bramble. Permission to come aboard.’

      The voice dragged me away from Jane Eyre’s bleak childhood experiences and back to reality. I blinked and gazed around in confusion, trying to pull myself out of the jet lag-like disconnect I always experienced when interrupted mid reading flow.

      ‘Oh, hi, Eric, nice to see you,’ I said, although in truth, I would much rather he hadn’t turned up until I was at least at the end of a chapter. I was also slightly perturbed by his formal manner of address. Whenever he Ms Brambled me rather than using plain old Molly, it was usually followed by bad news. I sat up straighter and self-consciously tried to smooth my always unruly hair, aware that I’d been anxiously twirling it around my fingers as Jane endured the horrors of being locked in the Red Room by her cruel aunt. ‘Do hop on. If Hilda’s in the way, just give her a gentle shove. She won’t mind,’ I added.

      Eric Sanderson, retired academic turned extremely diligent chairman of the Oxford Boating Association, adjusted the knot of his tie and shuffled awkwardly. Yep, the formal outfit confirmed it. He was definitely here on official business. Eric led the organisation, which made sure the Oxford Canal and all who used it were kept in order. The ducks couldn’t even quack without Eric and his colleagues in the Association knowing about it or having an opinion on the acceptable decibel level they should be communicating at. My Nana Rose claimed that when Eric was off duty, he could be a right laugh, but the trouble was that since I’d opened the Bookship, I’d mostly encountered him in managing mode.

      Eric tentatively picked his way over Hilda’s limbs as she watched him benevolently. I hoped she was feeling too lazy today to sit up and sniff his crotch, which had been her mortifying trick last time he’d stopped by. She was normally impeccably polite with visitors, but her cheeky side had a tendency to emerge at the most inopportune moments, and generally with the most inappropriate of people. Thankfully on this occasion she restricted herself to a single twitch of the tail and a pointed yawn, before rolling over and going back to sleep.

      I waited a moment or two for the subsequent Hilda-induced rocking to subside, then slid down from the roof and joined Eric in the cabin. Maybe I could distract him from whatever blow he was about to deliver by steering him towards the second-hand book I’d recently acquired on the history of time, which I reckoned would appeal to his love of order and precision.

      ‘Trade good today?’ he asked, nodding his head towards the jam-packed shelves. Space is at a premium on a narrowboat, so I made use of every available nook and cranny to display my stock. When Eric had first visited to check out my new venture, he’d raised an eyebrow and muttered about the ‘chaotic atmosphere’ which I knew was the complete antithesis of the ultra-modern hybrid narrowboat with sleek Scandi-inspired interiors he lived aboard during the summer months. But even he couldn’t deny that the Oxford Bookship was a bibliophile’s paradise, a treasure trove of volumes both new and second-hand stacked from floor to ceiling, every one of them carefully chosen, waiting to be united by me with their perfect reader. If only more readers would turn up and actually make a purchase.

      ‘Couldn’t be better,’ I lied cheerily, and tried not to think about the £21.73 which was the sum total of my takings so far today, a meagre figure which sadly wasn’t an anomaly. The community on and around the Oxford Canal was a close-knit one, and news travelled fast along the towpath. I didn’t want to run the risk of any of my business worries reaching Nana Rose in her care home. As far as she was concerned, I was living out my dreams and enjoying the perfect existence working on her old canal boat. And I was – I really was – as long as I managed to suppress the terrifying worries about my paltry turnover and the rapidly dwindling savings I barely scraped by on. I couldn’t bear the thought of the Oxford Bookship, the embodiment of everything I’d ever hoped for, becoming the latest in my string of life failures, consequently proving my horrid ex right in his damning assessment that I was ‘too wedded to made-up stuff in books’ to be able to succeed in the real world.

      ‘Excellent news, that’s really good to hear,’ said Eric. ‘That makes me feel less concerned about delivering this.’

      He took a crisp white envelope out of his jacket pocket and a pit opened in my stomach. I had a horrible feeling I knew exactly what that envelope contained, and I’d rather he put it straight back in his pocket and let me retreat to the safety of fictional jeopardy. Sadly, he held it out to me, and I had no choice but to take it.

      I glanced down at the neatly typed label.

      
        
        Ms Molly Bramble

        The Oxford Bookship

        Oxford Canal

      

      

      It was rare to see it written out like that. One of the quirks of living on water was that I didn’t really have a proper address, and all of my post had to be sent to a PO box on land. Nana Rose had tried to persuade me to direct my mail to her care home when I moved on board, but when the final demand notices started arriving in the post as well as by email, I was relieved I hadn’t succumbed. My beloved grandmother was still as feisty as she had always been, but there was no escaping the fragility of her limbs beneath the jewel-coloured outfits she loved, which were all slightly too big for her now. It was more important than ever to protect her from the fears which dominated my life.

      ‘Thanks Eric,’ I said, although gratitude was the last thing on my mind.

      ‘The payment’s due by September, as always. That work for you?’ he asked politely, though we both knew it wasn’t really a question.

      ‘Absolutely,’ I said, injecting as much enthusiasm into my tone as I could.

      While living on water was undoubtedly less pricey than battling the rental market on land in Oxford, there were still some expenses which were unavoidable, mooring fees being one of them. And given the popularity of the waterways around Oxford, the mooring fees were high. I was in the extremely fortunate position of having a permanent berth for the Oxford Bookship, in a prime spot just a gentle stroll from the historic streets of Jericho. Before I took over the vessel, it had belonged to Nana Rose, and she’d negotiated a long-term contract for its mooring location, which had since been signed over to me. But it would only remain mine for as long as I could continue to pay for it. The fees were calculated upon the size of the boat, and what the Oxford Bookship lacked in width, she more than made up for in length. Sixty feet – or just over eighteen metres in modern money – of beautiful, traditional canal boat. When I started out last year, it was an expense I’d naively planned to cover through a combination of profits and savings. What I hadn’t anticipated was how little I’d have of either at this point.

      ‘Aren’t you going to open it?’ Eric asked, as if he’d handed me a birthday card rather than a bill.

      ‘I guess so,’ I said, although I’d actually been intending to file the envelope away safely under my laptop in the cabin and study its contents on another day when I was feeling braver. I glanced out of a porthole, hoping to see a crowd of customers heading down the towpath to give me the perfect excuse to get rid of my unwanted visitor and pretend this whole situation wasn’t happening, but no such luck.

      ‘Here goes,’ I said. I got a papercut as I tore the envelope open, which seemed like a bad omen. Blood smeared on the thick letter paper as I unfolded it, and my immediate ridiculous response to seeing the figure written there was that no wonder the Oxford Boating Association could afford such luxurious stationery.

      ‘It’s had to go up a little,’ said Eric, a note of apology in his voice.

      I tried to swallow the boulder which had appeared in my throat. This innocuous, horrid piece of paper essentially signalled the death knell of my beloved business. ‘A little? This is more than a little.’ I quickly did the sums in my head, trying to stave off my rising panic. Surely this had to be a mistake. Even in my worst-case scenario imaginings I’d never thought it would be this bad. ‘This is a 20 per cent increase. Even council tax doesn’t go up by that much in a year.’

      Eric nodded, as if he’d been expecting that response, then trotted out the party line.

      ‘The Association has done its best to keep the fees down. We wrestled with the accounts long and hard to minimise the increase. But as an organisation we can only absorb so many costs, and with prices for everything going up…’ His voice trailed off. ‘Anyway, I’m glad that business is going well. So it won’t be a problem, will it?’

      He wanted me to reassure him. Pompous as he could be at times, underneath it all, Eric was a good man who genuinely cared about the canal and the people who lived and worked on it. Nana Rose had spent nearly eight decades as the heart of the boating community at this very mooring, and I knew Eric was delighted that I was continuing the Bramble family tradition. But being Nana Rose’s granddaughter would only give me so many privileges. At the end of the day, the Oxford Boating Association had many miles of canal and towpaths to maintain, and they could only do that if everybody paid their way. If I didn’t find the £4,500 fee by the end of the summer, the Oxford Boating Association would serve me with an eviction notice for my mooring, regardless of the chairman’s soft spot for my grandmother. And that would be the end of the Oxford Bookship. Sure, I could change my boating licence to a continuous cruiser one and start travelling around the rest of the UK’s waterways, but if trade was bad in a permanent location, it would be even worse in a scenario where I was having to move the boat to a different place every two weeks with zero chance of building up a regular clientele. Besides, it would break Nana Rose’s heart to lose the long-held Bramble mooring. And it would break my heart to have to move away from her and the rest of the Oxford boating community who meant so much to me. This city had always been my home, and I desperately wanted it to remain so. I couldn’t imagine myself living anywhere else.

      ‘It’ll be fine,’ I said, doing my best to sound like the confident, successful business owner that I wished I was.

      ‘Marvellous,’ said Eric, looking relieved. I must have been a better actor than I thought I was. ‘The bank transfer details are all on the letter. As I mentioned, the payment is due by September, but if you want to get it out of the way sooner, that’s not a problem. Once you’ve made the transfer, you should receive an immediate automated response acknowledging that it’s arrived safely, as per our usual system.’

      ‘Sounds good.’ There was definitely an edge of hysteria in my voice now, but Eric seemed oblivious to it.

      ‘Excellent. See you around, Molly love.’ Now business had been completed, he was back to calling me by my first name.

      ‘See you.’

      Eric walked towards the door, then stopped in his tracks by the small turquoise trolley which displayed my latest sales promotion, a collection of books artfully wrapped up in brown paper.

      ‘What kind of books are you selling there? Nothing … inappropriate, I hope,’ he said, looking all uncomfortable again.

      I managed a smile as I realised where he was going with his misguided assumption. ‘Don’t worry, the erotic literature is at the other end of the cabin.’ Eric’s eyes widened in embarrassment, and I took pity on him. ‘They’re my Blind Date with a Book selection. Look, they’ve all got labels with clues on them indicating the genre and key themes, but readers don’t get to find out the title or author until they’ve bought and unwrapped it.’

      ‘Ah, that sounds fun,’ said Eric, visibly relaxing. ‘They do say you shouldn’t judge a book by its cover after all.’

      ‘Exactly. It’s a good way of helping people to discover new authors, or books that they might have dismissed as being “not for them”. The right book always has a way of finding the reader who needs it.’

      Eric raised an eyebrow at what he no doubt considered to be whimsy, but he shuffled through the selection, pausing to peruse a couple of the labels I’d spent so much time and effort writing.

      ‘A woman embarks on a mission to track down the “Awesome Andreas” whose name she’s drunkenly had tattooed on her back after a wild night out in Greece,’ he read out loud. ‘Goodness me. I’m glad it says it’s a romantic comedy. The situation sounds like a complete nightmare to me. I’ll get it for my granddaughter; it might be the kind of thing she’ll enjoy as a break from university finals revision. Hopefully it’ll put her off getting a tattoo.’

      I wasn’t convinced it would have the effect he wanted.

      Eric handed over a twenty-pound note, and I opened up my cash box to find the correct change, but he shook his head. ‘Don’t worry. You keep it. I’m delighted to have her birthday gift sorted and wrapped ready to go as well. You take care now, Molly.’

      There was a hint of tenderness in his expression. Maybe I wasn’t such a good actor after all. I didn’t want to accept Eric’s pity-inspired generosity, but I wasn’t exactly in a position to refuse it.

      ‘That’s very kind of you,’ I said.

      He was nearly back on shore when I swallowed yet more of my pride and called after him.

      ‘Is there any chance of a payment plan for the mooring fees?’ If I could spread the cost out and trade improved, then maybe, just maybe I could make it work.

      He softly patted Hilda’s wiry head before he replied.

      ‘I’m afraid the committee voted against offering payment plans several years ago. The decision is regularly reviewed, but unfortunately, I don’t think our position is going to change by the time this year’s fees are due. I’m sorry, Molly. I wish I could give you a different answer.’

      His sympathetic grimace was nearly my undoing.

      ‘That’s fine, not a problem at all. Just thought I’d ask,’ I said as cheerfully as I could manage. ‘The money will be with you by September.’

      Now I urgently needed to find a way to make that happen.
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      I tried to forget about the contents of the crisp white envelope as I carried on with the rest of my day, but terrifying words such as ‘failure’ kept leaping out from the pages of the book I was attempting to distract myself with, and even Hilda’s tail seemed to be beating in rhythmic clusters of four and a half thuds reminding me I had to somehow find a thousand times that amount by the end of the summer. If only I were a pampered pooch whose biggest worry was how long it was until my next walk.

      ‘Maybe I should set you up as a doggy influencer? The Hildabeast does Only Paws, what do you reckon?’ I suggested to her. Her unimpressed response was to unleash a silent but deadly protest fart and go to stand staring pointedly at the door which led through to the private part of the boat.

      ‘You’re right. I should probably shut up shop. I reckon we’ve had our quota of business for the day, sadly. A watched-for customer never arrives and all that. Maybe that’s where I’ve been going wrong.’ Hilda made a low rumbling noise. ‘Okay, okay, I know there are far more important things to consider at this moment in time, like sorting your dinner. Is that what you’re after by any chance?’

      Hilda blinked at me, doing her best impression of a mournful, deprived hound.

      ‘I’ll take that as a yes then. A much more sensible option than trying to pimp you out on the internet. I’m not going to lie, it would save me a fortune in dog food if we could get you a sponsorship deal. But I wouldn’t be without you for the world.’

      I rescued Hilda from a shelter eighteen months ago, although as many other pet parents have discovered, it was fair to say that in reality, she was the one to rescue me. I was stuck in yet another soul-destroying admin job, lacking direction and desperate to get off the treadmill of mundanity, but equal parts terrified and clueless about how to do it. Hilda’s picture had popped up on one of my social media feeds, an underdog at the local rescue centre, constantly passed over because of her size. As someone who was six foot and gangling rather than gorgeous with it, I could empathise with her situation. I’d taken one look at her scruffy features and the description of her as a ‘bundle of intelligence’ and fallen in love. And when I first met her, miraculously, she’d seemed to feel the same way about me.

      Hilda’s expression of utterly devoted admiration as we’d finally walked away from the shelter together had made me feel invincible for the first time in my life. So when Nana Rose admitted a few weeks later that life afloat was becoming too hard and she might be forced to sell her beloved canal boat, bolstered by new-found confidence from the unquestioning faith of my four-legged best friend, I’d come up with a plan which would make my grandmother happy again and allow me to fulfil a dream I’d harboured ever since I could remember. I battled the banks to get every loan going and bought the boat from Nana Rose, so I could transform it into the cosy bookshop I’d always fantasised about opening. In my head, it would become a magnet for book lovers, the floating hub of Oxford’s thriving literary scene, and I’d spend my days chatting about the stories I loved with fellow enthusiasts who would all leave the boat laden down with dozens of purchases apiece. Instead, I spent more time talking aloud to Hilda in lieu of the elusive customers, read more books than I sold and spent an inordinate number of hours staring helplessly at spreadsheets detailing my financial nightmare. It would have been much safer to stick to the daydreams. And now I had a deadline of September to turn it all around somehow or… No, I wasn’t going to allow myself to think of the alternative. I had to make this work. Despite the stresses of running my own business, I couldn’t imagine doing anything else now that I’d had a taste of being my own boss. And I definitely couldn’t let Nana Rose down.

      I took one last wistful look down the empty towpath, then went through the motions of bringing the Oxford Bookship sign in, locking up and checking through the day’s accounts. It wasn’t the worst day I’d ever had, but at this rate the only way I was going to be able to cover the mooring fees would be if I won the lottery, which wasn’t going to happen as I never bought tickets, warned off by Nana Rose’s declaration that it was a ‘tax on hope’. Nevertheless, I could do with a bit of hope at the moment.

      Hilda made another low grumbling noise, a gentle reminder that she was practically starving to death while I dawdled my way through closing up.

      ‘Okay, you win. Work is officially over for the day, and it’s dinner time for my bestest girl,’ I said.

      She shoved the door open with her nose, clattered through the boat’s tiny bathroom and then let out a sonorous woof next to the cupboard in our living space where I stored her food. I pushed my way past her and prepared the meal under her close supervision. As soon as it was ready, she nudged open the rear door of the barge and leapt gracefully onto the towpath, doing a few celebratory spins in the little garden as I followed and set up her bowl on the raised platform I’d created out of an old packing crate so she didn’t have to bend the significant distance down to the ground. She’d dropped a few hints about preferring to eat off the table in my galley-cum-living-room-cum-bedroom, but I had to maintain some standards.

      While Hilda feasted on her luxury grain-free dog food specially formulated at great expense to suit her delicate stomach, I stared at the uninspiring contents of my tiny fridge. In the Oxford Bookship, the bulk of the food budget went on the four-legged resident, while I made do with whatever yellow-sticker items I could pick up. I really needed to do a shop at some point, although it would be better for my bank balance if I could delay it for as long as possible. On-the-turn cheese on toast it was. Again.

      But on-the-turn cheese on toast prepared on board my very own canal boat was still better than any high-end landlocked version, I reminded myself. As I chomped my way through my meal, I considered the problem facing me. September was only three months away. That gave me approximately ninety days, which was over 2,100 hours. I forced myself to stop before my brain descended into the minutes and seconds calculations. The point to hang on to was that I had time, not a huge chunk of it, but time nevertheless. All I needed to do was apply myself to the problem and come up with a sensible and achievable plan of action to save my beloved boat bookshop. Simple. If only.

      ‘We will not be defeated,’ I said determinedly to Hilda who had returned on board to lounge at my feet and dream peacefully of her next meal. I looked around my modest living space and marvelled once again that I got to call it my home. From the wood-burning stove in the corner of the tiny kitchen area to the comfy sofa bench which transformed into my bed at night, every carefully chosen feature was a feat of clever design that made the most of each inch of space. As a small child I’d played house on board this boat during the school holidays when Nana Rose looked after me while my parents were at work, never thinking that one day it would actually become my home. The Oxford Bookship looked very different from when I was little, thanks to the months of renovation work I’d put in to transform the place from a boat that had barely changed since the mid-twentieth century when it was built, to the welcoming bookshop and snug home it was now. To keep the costs to a minimum, I’d learnt how to build bookshelves, strip down an engine and even fix a broken toilet pump-out system, thanks to a combination of trial and error, and YouTube tutorials. I was proud of what I had accomplished. Teachers at school and employers in the series of dead-end jobs I’d taken for most of my twenties had said I was too much of an impractical daydreamer to make a success of myself, but in establishing my business and setting up my canal boat home, I was determined to prove them all wrong. The gleaming Oxford Bookship was a floating representation of what I could achieve when I put my mind to it. And I was blowed if I was going to let the matter of expensive mooring fees bring my dreams to a premature end.

      I stood up decisively. Instead of brooding for the rest of the night, I was going to carry on as normal. Solutions were more likely to present themselves if I wasn’t bogged down in panic.

      ‘Come on, Hilda, time for an evening stroll.’

      Hilda was never one to say no to a walk. She made a token protest against putting her harness on, being, like me, a creature who preferred freedom, but we were soon strolling down the towpath away from Isis Lock and towards the streets of Jericho. It was peaceful alongside the canal at this time of the evening. The mooring next to the Oxford Bookship had lain empty ever since I moved in, and the owners of the berths closer to civilisation were still out at work, or busy below deck getting their tea on, judging by the variety of tantalising cooking smells wafting on the breeze.

      A family of ducks swam casually past, having a final outing before they retreated to their nests in the undergrowth. The sound of Oxford’s ever-present traffic was more of a distant hum, fading into the background against the sweet trilling of the birds and the occasional splashes from the fish swimming to pick insects from the surface of the canal. It seemed extraordinary to believe that somewhere so serene could exist in a city inhabited by over a hundred and fifty thousand people.

      A fellow dog walker hove into view, and we exchanged pleasantries as our canine companions carried out their sniff approvals of each other. In this corner of the city, strangers were happy to acknowledge each other, relaxed by the canal’s presence into the assumption of friendliness more commonly seen in villages or small towns. She told me about some moorhen chicks that she’d seen playing near one of the old tumbledown boatsheds that the Oxford Boating Association was trying to sell, and I made a mental note to wander there without Hilda at some point. Hilda was always incredibly gentle around other animals, but we were both conscious that her size could be off-putting for those meeting her for the first time. I casually name-dropped the Oxford Bookship a few times, in the hope of recruiting another customer, then after a final nod (me) and wag of the tail (Hilda), we continued on our way.

      ‘Fancy seeing the bright lights of the big city?’ I asked Hilda, wanting to prolong our walk. I interpreted the twitch of her ears as assent, although the movement could equally have been provoked by the cackle of a mallard as it took off from the surface of the canal.

      We climbed over the footbridge and dived among the terraced houses which lined the streets of Jericho. Although the Victorian buildings were fairly uniform in architecture, they all asserted their own personalities, with a selection of brightly coloured front doors, rainbow rendering and chaotically verdant pots lined up on doorsteps. A couple of students whizzed past on their bikes, laughing loudly about a friend who’d fallen asleep in the middle of a lecture. Perhaps I should invest in textbooks to attract more of the academic market? I quickly dismissed the idea. I’d never be able to compete against the discounts which the land-based chains in the city could offer. Besides, I didn’t have the capital to outlay on yet more products. I needed to find a way of increasing custom for the stock I already had.

      Hilda and I turned another corner. Now businesses started to appear – independent coffee shops with their own roasteries, a pizza place where the chefs were skilfully throwing the dough at a central cooking station surrounded by their customers, and a pub from which the sounds of a microphone being tested echoed out through the welcoming open door.

      ‘Check, check, one-two, one-two. Can anyone hear me?’

      The gathering crowd responded with a chorus of good-natured heckling to the would-be compère. I paused, curious as to what had drawn such a large group of people on what was after all a pretty average Tuesday night at the end of May. Normally when Hilda and I walked past at this time on a weekday evening, it was deathly quiet in there.

      ‘Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the Boaters’ Ale House. We’re delighted you’ve all joined us for our quiz night. It’s great to see so many new faces, as well as welcoming back our lovely regulars. This week the theme for the quiz is everything Oxford, and then at the end of the evening, we’ll be voting for next week’s theme. Remember, if you buy a meal with us tonight, you get your quiz entry refunded.’

      A couple of people cheered at this announcement. The presence of the enthusiastic crowd had got me wondering. It was only a kernel of an idea, but it was something. If a sleepy pub could create a hubbub by holding a Tuesday evening quiz, perhaps I could create a similar buzz by hosting some kind of event night at the Oxford Bookship. People could buy a ticket and then get the cost of it reimbursed if they bought a certain amount of books, which they’d probably do for the sake of a free ticket. After all, hadn’t I fallen into the trap of topping up an online shopping basket for dog supplies just the other day in order to qualify for the free delivery service? But what kind of event could I hold that would make it stand out from all the other bookish events happening in the city? I needed a brainstorming session, and I knew exactly the person to have it with. I’d just have to be careful not to let slip the reason I was having to branch out from bookselling into hosting.

      ‘Come on, Hilda, let’s go and find Nana Rose.’

      She picked up her pace immediately, delighted at the prospect of visiting her second-favourite person in the whole world. At least, I told myself it was that way round, although given that Nana Rose kept a stock of luxury treats for her great-grand-dog-ter, as she called Hilda, it could very well be that our positions in the love rankings were reversed.

      Nana Rose was in her usual place, snuggled up on a window seat in the communal living room of her care home, munching on her favourite chocolate caramels and no doubt teasing the care assistants about their taste in TV viewing. I paused outside for a few moments, taking the opportunity to observe her unawares, trying to reassure myself that she was doing alright on land. I often worried that her life force depended on the canal, and that her increased weakness was because she no longer resided on its waters. I frowned as I spotted her wincing in pain as she moved position on the seat. She’d deny it if I said anything to her, but I wondered if I should have a quiet word with one of the staff members. I knew she’d be far too stubborn to listen if I suggested she should ask the doctor to review her medication for the debilitating arthritis which riddled her bones, but maybe she would pay more attention if someone outside the family spoke to her about it.

      An urgent rapping on the window interrupted my thoughts. I waved back at Nana Rose, who was now beckoning me in with a huge smile on her face. Nothing escaped her notice for long.

      ‘Let’s go, Hilda,’ I said, holding her lead more tightly now to keep me grounded. However friendly and welcoming the staff were, and however homely they’d made the place, it still felt like an institution, a world apart from life on the canal, and even though it was less than a mile away, I still wasn’t used to seeing Nana Rose in such a different environment. But it had been Nana Rose’s choice to move here, I reminded myself. And she had made new friends, enjoyed a packed routine of teaching craft classes to her fellow residents, and no longer had to worry about having to feed the log burner on cold days, or get up in the middle of the night to check the mooring ropes were still secure when the weather was bad. Her former neighbours on the canal were regular visitors and a couple of them were even members of staff at the home, plus I did my best to keep her appraised of most things that were happening on the water.

      I checked in at the front desk, then walked into the super-heated lounge where Nana Rose was already on her feet and opening her arms.

      ‘Molly, my darling girl,’ she said, the joy in her musical voice making me wish I’d not left my visit to so late in the evening. ‘And you’ve brought your emotional support dog too,’ she added with a wink. ‘What a delight to see you both.’

      Technically only residents’ pets were allowed at the Jericho Grange Care Home, but the staff were such big fans of Nana Rose that they turned a blind eye. Besides, Hilda with her knack for gentle empathy was a popular guest for even the most dog-phobic of residents.

      I leaned down and kissed Nana Rose’s soft cheek, the floral waft of her Chanel Chance perfume setting off an instant wave of nostalgic memories.

      ‘How are you doing, oh Nana mine?’ I asked, gently clasping her tiny hand, trying not to wince at her painfully swollen knuckles.

      ‘All the better for seeing you, my darling.’ She held me at arm’s length and looked me up and down, nodding with approval. I was pleased I was wearing one of the colourful patchwork skirts she’d made for me several years ago out of clothing which had been heading to the landfill. I’d always admired her ability to see the potential in overlooked things, even when it was very well hidden. That trait had seen her backing me on more than one occasion when everyone else, including myself, had despaired. I would never forget how Nana Rose had stood up for me when I’d devastated my parents by flunking my A-Levels. ‘Molly has talents that exams are too blunt an instrument to detect,’ she’d said. I’d struggled to believe her at the time, and a decade later, I feared I was going to prove her wrong all over again.

      ‘You’re looking very well,’ said Nana Rose, blissfully ignorant of my internal torment. ‘And what a pretty little star you have in. Somebody with exquisite taste must have bought you that delightful nose stud.’

      ‘The best person I know,’ I said.

      Her eyes twinkled with pleasure. My best friend, Flick, always said that her grandma would have had a fit if she’d come home with a nose piercing, but my Nana Rose had taken me to have it done herself on my sixteenth birthday. ‘You’re from a long line of unconventional women, my darling girl,’ she’d said, holding my hand as the piercer did his work. ‘Never let anyone dull your shine or force you into society’s identikit moulds.’ It was a motto I tried my best to live by, although it felt increasingly hard to do so with the realities of my current situation.

      ‘It must be my lucky day for visitors,’ she said now. ‘Come, sit down.’ She lowered herself back onto the window seat and patted the space next to her. ‘You two are definitely the best ones so far, fear not. Eric Sanderson stopped by a little earlier, full of all the latest dramas from the Boating Association’s AGM. Those committee members are far too fond of the sound of their own voices, if you ask me. They spend too much time locked in meeting rooms rather than out on the water, and why Eric was bothering with wearing a suit and tie, I do not know. Totally impractical for any kind of boating activity, and the poor man was soon sweating in this place. They keep it hot because of all the old dears, you know. They weren’t lucky enough to spend most of their lives without central heating, and I’m sure it’s affected their temperature regulation. Anyway, I told Eric he must be having a hot flush, and he looked mortified.’

      Her laugh was a gurgle of wicked delight.

      ‘Nana, you really shouldn’t tease him,’ I said with a smile. ‘You know how seriously he takes everything. He’ll cancel my rubbish collections and escort me off the canal if you’re too hard on him.’

      Her expression suddenly turned grave, and I realised my error immediately. I’d opened the conversation into potentially dangerous territory.

      ‘Is everything alright with you?’ she asked, never one to miss a trick.

      ‘I’m fine and dandy, as always,’ I said, relieved that she hadn’t specifically asked about how the Oxford Bookship was doing. I didn’t want to have to lie to her, but it would be difficult to avoid answering a direct question about the health of my business without making it obvious. The last thing I wanted was for her to start worrying about me.

      I could see that she was preparing for a follow up question, but thankfully one of the care assistants, who also happened to be a fellow canal dweller, arrived with a tray of tea and biscuits for us and a bowl of water for Hilda.

      ‘Thanks, Bill, that’s very kind of you.’

      He cleared his throat and glanced around to check that no one else in the room was paying attention. ‘Rozina heard that we had a special visitor and sent these through from the kitchen, if that’s okay with you.’

      He pulled a silver foil cover off one of the plates on the tray to reveal the sausages which his wife had prepared for Hilda.

      ‘They’re freshly cooked, so you might want to wait a few minutes for them to cool down. Or if Hilda’s already had her meal quota for the day, feel free to wrap them up and take them back to the Bookship for tomorrow.’

      I swear Hilda was following the conversation because she turned her rapt attention away from the sausages and looked pleadingly between me and Bill.

      ‘Wrap them up rather than giving them to her now? If I do that, she’ll be upping sticks and moving in with you two,’ I joked.

      Bill grinned. ‘I’m not sure she’d fit given we’ve got a pair of hulking great teenagers taking up all the space. The sooner they go off to university the better.’

      ‘You’ll miss them when they’re gone,’ said Nana Rose. ‘I always thank my lucky stars that Molly’s dad stayed close to home for his studies, and this one here is as much a home bird as I ever was.’

      ‘The advantage of being a home bird with a boat is that home is wherever you happen to moor up,’ said Bill with a wink. ‘I’ll leave you two to it.’

      ‘Nana, do you want to do the honours? Hilda’s going to start drooling in a minute.’ I quickly changed the subject away from all things mooring-related. I wasn’t sure I agreed with Bill’s sentiment. The Oxford Canal was inextricably linked with my sense of home.

      ‘I’d be delighted.’

      It cost her some effort to break the sausages into smaller pieces, but she laughed as Hilda delicately took each morsel from her fingers.

      ‘She has better table manners than some humans I’ve known. In fact, most of the humans I’ve known,’ she corrected herself.

      ‘You bring out the best in her,’ I replied. ‘Her manners are less refined when she’s eating by the towpath.’

      ‘Grandmother’s privilege. She’s on her best behaviour because she knows it’s my role in life to spoil my grandchildren, both the two- and the four-legged variety. I only want them to be happy. Speaking of which, perhaps you’d like to tell me what’s on your mind, my darling?’

      I should have known I couldn’t get away with it that easily. For a second, I considered confessing the truth, sharing my business woes and letting her tell me everything would be alright, just like she used to when I was a little girl. But I knew it would be selfish to burden her with my worries, especially as she was frail enough already without adding emotional pain to the physical variety she endured.

      I pasted on my cheeriest expression. ‘Nothing gets past you, does it? I admit, I came here with a shameless ulterior motive. I need to pick your brains.’

      Nana Rose sat up straighter, almost puffing out her chest with pride. ‘They are considerable, my darling. How may I be of assistance?’

      The rest of the evening flew by in a blur of laughter and scheming, the pair of us bouncing ideas for events back and forth, ideas which grew increasingly far-fetched, especially after Nana insisted on us enjoying a nightcap or two together. But despite the love and warmth of my grandmother’s hospitality, I couldn’t allow myself to fully relax, every moment of joy a painful reminder of what was at stake if my business went under.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day, I sat down at my laptop to start phase one of the plan Nana Rose had helped me come up with: send emails to every living author I could think of, inviting them to do a talk or even just a signing at the Oxford Bookship. I’d always intended to host author events but had been putting it off, afraid I wouldn’t be able to replicate the lively literary salons I’d daydreamed about for so long. However, the time for allowing fear to hold me back was long past. Then I trawled through the online list of bookshops I admired elsewhere in the country to see what drew the crowds to their establishments. It was a dispiriting experience seeing shiny picture after shiny picture of bustling businesses and happy proprietors, and although I tried to remind myself that everyone presented the best versions of themselves on the internet, I couldn’t help feeling like I must be the problem to be struggling in this way when everyone else appeared to be thriving.

      When a visitor stepped on board and started browsing the romance section, I welcomed the excuse to shut my laptop and bury my sense of inadequacy for a few minutes at least.

      ‘That was quite the sigh of relief,’ said the person I was hoping to convert into being an actual customer.

      ‘I’ve spent far too long staring at a screen today,’ I responded with a smile.

      She pulled a face. ‘Tell me about it. Real life sucks. You think you know where you stand and then… Give me a book any day. Or even better a book in the hands of one of those guys,’ she added nodding her head towards the chiselled heroes who stared out from the covers.

      ‘Now that would be the dream,’ I said. ‘At least there are plenty of fictional versions of decent guys to choose from in here.’

      ‘You can say that again.’ She glanced around the cabin, as if not quite believing what she saw in front of her. ‘I’ve run past this boat a few times, but this is my first official trip on board. I had no idea you had such an amazing selection.’

      ‘The Oxford Bookship is surprisingly Tardis-like. It’s always great to meet new visitors. And if there’s something in particular you’re after, I can easily order it in. I’d only need a small deposit,’ I added hastily.

      ‘Perfect.’

      She carried on browsing, but I soon started to think that she was looking in the wrong place. Maybe it was the short exchange we’d had, or maybe it was something I sensed from her slightly edgy body language, but I suspected she needed to read about someone like her, frustrated, maybe even trapped, by her circumstances but finding hope in an unexpected place. The book that would resonate with her couldn’t be found on that shelf. I fought an internal battle about whether to say something, but in the end, I couldn’t resist.

      ‘Sorry to interrupt – I’m Molly by the way – can I make a recommendation…?’

      ‘Natalia,’ she handily filled in. ‘And yes, that would be great, thanks.’

      ‘Lovely to meet you, Natalia. There’s a book I reckon you’ll enjoy. If you’re looking for a hot hero with depth, how do you feel about this one?’

      I ran my finger along the bookshelf to the right of where she was standing and then pulled out a hardback with beautiful gold foil detailing.

      ‘Lady Chatterley’s Lover,’ Natalia read the title out loud. ‘Didn’t it get banned or something?’

      ‘There was an obscenity trial against the publisher. A sure-fire way to make a book super popular if you ask me. It’s pretty spicy, although there’s a lot more going on than just that – a woman taking control of her own destiny, female sensuality, class divides, all kinds of good stuff.’

      She quickly scanned the blurb. ‘Sounds right up my street.’ She snorted. ‘Sorry, a completely unintended innuendo there.’

      I laughed. ‘I’m sure the characters would have approved of it.’

      As her gaze moved to the price, her face fell. ‘Ah, that’s a little more than I was planning to spend, I’m afraid.’

      She still held on to the book, confirming my sense that this story would speak to her. If I was a better salesperson, I would have pushed harder for her to buy that particular volume, knowing her desire for the novel had put her on the cusp of ignoring practical considerations. But as usual my conscience wouldn’t allow me to, which was undoubtedly one of the reasons the shop was in the financial position it was.

      ‘You’re in luck. I know for a fact there’s a copy in the second-hand section. Let me dig it out for you.’ I hurried over and found it on the shelf. ‘Here you are.’

      ‘Two pound fifty? What a bargain. Thanks.’ She fished the exact amount of change out of her purse. ‘I can’t wait to read it. And if you could hook me up with my perfect guy as easily as you’ve matched me with my next read, that would be great.’

      She left the narrowboat looking considerably brighter than she had when she’d stepped on board. Meanwhile her parting statement had made me fizz with excitement. She might only have been joking, but her light-hearted comment was the spark of inspiration I needed for an event which was actually achievable. I liked to think of myself as a book matchmaker after all. Why not see if my skills would transfer to actual matchmaking? After my break-up I’d sworn off the heartless world of online dating, and my friends who still bothered with it spent half their time complaining about their nightmare app experiences. We couldn’t be the only people feeling that way. Perhaps it was time to bring back IRL dating, and what better place for a meet-cute than the Oxford Bookship, which oozed romance from every porthole? I could hold a real-life Blind Date with a Book event, uniting people with their perfect book and hopefully their perfect date too. If matchmaking was good enough for Emma Woodhouse, it was good enough for me, although perhaps I’d better not think too hard about the trouble Jane Austen’s heroine managed to get herself into with her schemes.

      I picked up my notebook and set to work on my new money-making plan.
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      ‘Are you sure it’s not going to rain? The sky looks rather ominous,’ I said, peering out of a porthole for the millionth time. It was just over two weeks since I’d decided upon the Blind Date with a Book night, and May had turned to June, the new month bringing with it another batch of statements from the bank confirming that I needed to make the event happen sooner rather than later. Focusing on the weather was distracting me from the superstitious fear that deciding to hold it on the thirteenth of the month would doom it from the start.

      ‘Stop fretting, there’s absolutely zero chance of it raining,’ said Flick, reaching across the table to take the sticky tape out of my hands before I ended up inadvertently binding my fingers together. She started measuring a length of brown paper for the next book to be wrapped in. ‘Trust me, I’ve looked the forecast up on three different apps, plus I messaged that guy I matched with online who works at the Met Office.’

      My nerves settled a little. ‘Thanks. That was going above and beyond the call of friendship.’

      She grinned. ‘I didn’t say I messaged him about the weather, but trust me when I say there was a warm front on the horizon by the end of our conversation.’ Her exhale was practically a wolf whistle of appreciation. I rolled my eyes, pretending to disapprove of her distraction. ‘Seriously though, it
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