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Prologue

Erin thanked the last customers of the day and followed them to the door. They smiled and nodded in reply, but their eyes were already on the heath and the church beyond. Erin didn’t blame them. She knew that, to most of the tourists visiting Blackheath, she was essentially part of the furniture of The Bookmark Café, grey in comparison to the Technicolor world outside. Beyond the safe walls of her little domain, adventures awaited – for other people, at least. She was more comfortable in familiar surroundings, where life was predictable and there were no unwelcome surprises.

She spun the sign, which had been hanging on the door since her mother opened The Bookmark almost forty years ago. The side that said open now faced into the room. That always amused Erin; when the café was closed to other people, it was open to her. It felt fitting, since this room was her sanctuary.

Allowing her eyes to travel across the café, as she always did at the end of a long day on her feet, she assessed how long it would take her to clear up before she could relax. Now she was in her mid-fifties, her legs ached more than they did a decade ago when she took over the café. She hadn’t changed the decor in all that time. Why would she? Her mother had wonderful, if a little bohemian, taste. A hotch-potch collection of prints they’d picked up over the years hung randomly on the white-painted exposed brickwork. Each picture had a coffee theme, and Erin could remember where and when they’d come across each one. Her favourite, a woman relaxing on a striped beanbag, holding a mug, a book obscuring her face, hung over the fireplace.

She let her gaze drop to the six brown leather armchairs around the low pewter-topped tables. The seats were saggy, the leather faded and marked, but she liked to think that gave them character. The plump cushions in various sizes added a pop of colour, as did what she called ‘Kiddies Corner’, where a collection of plastic toys were scattered on a wipe-clean laminate square. She wanted the café to be a home from home for her regulars, and few homes were perfect. She preferred to see the café’s imperfections as similar to the lines on an ageing face, each had a story behind it. And stories were Erin’s favourite thing, just like her mother before her.

Those old leather chairs were always the most popular seats in the café, not least because of the paperbacks she placed on the low tables in the centre at the start of each shift. She chose books from the wall of shelves at the far side of the café to suit her mood, often watching the faces of the people who picked them up, and stayed for longer than the time it took to finish their drinks. She liked to imagine them feeling the same things she did when she first read the pages. Sometimes she’d ask how they were finding it, allowing for a precious moment of connection in both their days.

The café had been a little quieter recently. Passing trade had fallen off since Victoria decided to retire, closing the gift shop next door. The shop had been a treasure trove, packed with greetings cards, old-fashioned board games, trinkets, and brightly coloured cushions and homeware. It was where much of the decor of The Bookmark had come from, since Erin’s mother had found it hard to resist the odd piece of glassware, or quirky candlestick. Victoria lived in a mews house a few doors along from her old shop, so at least she was still around, even if the road was noticeably less busy since the place closed.

A mewling sound made Erin turn and look down through the glass in the door. Tybalt, Victoria’s grey tabby cat, stared up at her with imploring amber eyes, then tapped an impatient paw against the doorframe. Erin laughed and let him in, watching as he stalked towards the armchairs and bounced into one with an agility that belied his heavy frame. ‘Evening,’ she said. ‘Good day?’ The cat ignored her and began to lick along the length of his fluffy tail. As soon as she sat down, she knew he would jump onto her lap, curl into a ball, and she would feel the vibration of his contented purr on her thighs through her jeans.

 She could hardly wait, but first she had to finish clearing up. She closed the door again then pushed her bottom against it to propel her forwards, and used the momentum to scoop up the two empty china cups from the table the customers had left and take them through to the kitchen at the back. Once in there, she used what her son, Jack, called her ‘Tetris skills’ to fit every last piece of crockery into the dishwasher. Whenever anyone saw her stack the mismatched fine china, one of The Bookmark’s trademarks, into the industrial-sized behemoth of a dishwasher, they were aghast at her recklessness. Little did they know she was probably the least reckless person in Blackheath. Scrub that, she was probably the most risk-averse person in the whole of the country. If her mother hadn’t demonstrated that the beautifully decorated china could withstand the rigours of the machine, Erin would still be sluicing out every piece by hand, terrified it might break. Because no matter how careful you were, cherished things could break and sometimes they could never be repaired. She knew that better than anyone.

To the soundtrack of the machine’s slosh and hum, she washed her hands and dried them on a tea towel with the café’s bookmark logo, then tucked the towel into a tote bearing the same logo to take home to wash. The merchandise was Jack’s idea. After his first year studying film and media, he’d come home with all kinds of ideas about how they could ‘maximise the business’s potential’. She smiled at the thought of her son’s energy and enthusiasm. He would be home soon, ready to start the next phase of his life, whatever that might be.

The uncertainty made her thoughts race, so she did what she always did when she needed to be distracted. She went back into the main room and crossed to the white bookshelves which covered the whole of the wall opposite the door. She pushed the rolling ladder aside and crouched low to the shelf slightly obscured by the counter which, by day, held cakes and pastries under large glass domes. She wasn’t proud of the way she stashed away the books she’d earmarked to read herself. The ethos of The Bookmark was to allow anyone to read anything they chose from the shelves. But on more than one occasion, she had been looking forward to starting a particular book, but when her break time arrived, it was nowhere to be found. Scanning the tables, she’d inevitably spy someone else turning the pages.

At the very end of the lowest row, her eyes found the red spine with three dark figures silhouetted against a yellow sunset at the base. She pulled it from the shelf and took it over to the armchair in the corner nearest the books. She’d heard nothing but good things about Kristin Hannah’s The Women. She already knew it was a story of friendship and courage set against the brutal backdrop of the Vietnam War, but Erin needed to know more than that.

She used to allow stories to unfold in the traditional way, from beginning to end. But then her own story had taken a turn so unexpected and so devastating that she no longer trusted endings to reveal themselves on their own.

To keep her sanity, she’d decided the unknown was to be avoided at all costs – even in a world of make-believe. To make sure she was always prepared for what was in store, she’d developed a foolproof strategy. In a habit she’d started when her life fell apart, she turned to the very last page of the book and read that, before deciding it was worth starting at the beginning.




Chapter One

The next afternoon, the café was quiet following the post-school rush, so Erin treated herself to another couple of pages of The Women, only brought back into the real world by the sound of a gentle cough. When she looked up, Susan was standing near the door, her lips pinched, hands clasped in front of her.

‘Sorry, I was miles away,’ said Erin smiling and turning down the corner of her page before placing the book on the pitted pewter tabletop.

Susan shook her head. ‘I don’t know how you can do that.’ She nodded to the book. ‘It’s sacrilege.’

Erin laughed. That wasn’t the only thing she and Susan disagreed on. The older woman found Erin’s habit of reading the last page of a novel first ludicrous and she was never afraid to say so. Not that that stopped her coming along to the weekly book group, the premise of which was that, if the last page was satisfying, then the rest of the book must be worth reading. ‘Really? You never mentioned it.’ She grinned as Susan raised her eyes to the high ceiling. ‘Why are you standing over there? You look like a vampire waiting to be asked in.’

‘Charming,’ said Susan, taking a tentative step into the room, bringing the scent of roses and something sweeter with her. Susan was always the best smelling person in any room. She didn’t have a signature scent, but seemed to find an array of perfumes which suited her perfectly. ‘You and Tybalt looked so peaceful, I didn’t want to disturb you.’

Erin lifted the cat from where he was nestled in her lap and stood. He mewled crossly as she placed him gently on the floor. She made her way to the kitchen, speaking over her shoulder, ‘I was in a field hospital in the middle of a war zone. I probably should have looked more traumatised than peaceful. Reading is weird, isn’t it, the way you can just dip in and out of thousands of other lives?’

‘Weird and wonderful,’ said Susan.

‘I’ll drink to that,’ said Erin. She lifted a cup with an intricate blue and silver pattern around the rim. ‘Earl grey?’

‘Please,’ said Susan, finally committing to her entrance and joining Erin as she pressed the hot water button on the machine and boiling water hissed into the cup. Susan leaned on the door frame, running a hand over her neat silver bob to smooth any hair that dared to step out of line. None had. They probably weren’t brave enough. Erin put the cup on its matching saucer and handed it to Susan, breathing in the floral-scented steam. ‘That’s on the house.’

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake. That’s no way to run a business,’ said Susan. ‘You’re as bad as your mother.’

‘I’ll take that as a compliment,’ said Erin. And it was. She ignored the small voice inside Erin’s head telling her she wasn’t worthy of the praise. Her mother, Mary, had been an extraordinary woman, full of colour and zest for life. Erin was pale and dull in comparison. Susan dropped three pound coins onto the counter next to the till with a loud exhale. ‘Thank you.’

‘When the others get here, don’t start with the free drinks nonsense. You’re running a business, not a charity. It’s kind enough to host us week after week, without handing out freebies on top.’ Susan had been a regular of the café before she became a cherished friend. Her brusque manner had terrified Erin when she was in her early twenties, working in the café alongside her mother while she decided what to do with her life after her English degree. But that was decades ago, and she’d long-since learned that underneath her strident exterior, Susan was a caring, thoughtful soul.

Susan looked over at Kiddies Corner where Jenga blocks were scattered amongst giant Lego. ‘I take it you’ve had a baby group in today?’

‘They come most days,’ said Erin, thinking she probably should have tidied up the toys before book group. In truth, she’d stopped seeing the mess in the corner. Babies and toddlers should be messy, and she didn’t want their parents to feel like they had to put everything back in the box in the corner before they left. She was sure they had enough clearing up to do at home. ‘I think word’s got around that I don’t freak out at a bit of mashed banana. I get a few different groups coming in during the week.’

Susan raised an eyebrow. ‘As long as the parents are eating and drinking. Make sure they’re not just using this as a crèche.’

‘Yes, miss.’ Erin saluted, despite the fact she would do nothing of the sort. She would have loved somewhere like this when Jack was small. The frazzled parents could take as long as they liked over their well-deserved latte. ‘You’re as bad as Jack for telling me off.’

Susan’s lined cheeks rounded in a smile. ‘When’s he back? Bet you can’t wait, can you?’

A little surge of excitement lifted Erin’s shoulders. ‘I’m picking him up tomorrow. Can’t believe he’ll be home for good. Where have the last three years gone?’

‘And what’s he planning—’ Susan turned at the sound of the door opening.

‘Joe, hello,’ said Erin, grinning over at the man in the doorway. He might be thinner now, with wisps of grey hair where he’d once had a thick black mop, but to Erin, Joe O’Connor would always be a strong, reliable man. He’d been her parents’ best friend and neighbour, and was now the closest thing to family Erin had, other than her son.

‘How are you both?’ Joe still spoke with a soft Donegal accent, despite having moved to South London with his late wife, Nuala, almost fifty years ago.

‘Good, thanks. You?’ Erin was glad to escape the conversation about Jack’s future plans. As far as she knew, he didn’t have any, and the uncertainty of that made acid swill in her stomach.

‘Can’t complain.’ Joe came in and lowered himself into an armchair with a groaning breath. ‘Well, I could, but who’d listen?’ Tybalt jumped onto Joe’s lap, purring audibly as the old man ran a hand over his marbled grey fur.

‘I would.’ Erin kissed the top of Joe’s head, breathing in the familiar scent of the gel he used to flatten the remaining strands of hair to his head. She worried about Joe. He seemed to have aged decades since Nuala died five years ago. The memories of her parents and Nuala and Joe sitting here, talking and laughing, drinking strong coffee as an Ella Fitzgerald record played quietly on the record player in the corner, were still vivid in her mind. She could see her father’s white-blonde head, his hair inherited from his Danish forefathers, thrown back as he guffawed at something Joe said; she could see her mother buzzing back and forth to the kitchen for drinks and slabs of Victoria sponge. Now Joe was the only one of the group still living, and Erin knew he was lonely. It was too sad.

The door opened again and Mercy trundled in, pulling her shopping trolley behind her. ‘Good evening, my bookish friends.’

‘Hello, hello. What’s in the bag?’ Erin already had her suspicions. Mercy was a recently retired librarian, and had brought along many of the books that sat on The Bookmark’s shelves. They all benefitted when West Greenwich Library cleared out its old stock.

‘Just a few books Jakub at the library gave to me. He always lets me have first dibs before anything goes off to charity or, heaven help us, recycling.’ She made the sign of the cross over her ample chest.

‘I really should pay him for those.’ Erin pushed away the thought of her latest profit and loss spreadsheet. It was hard enough to buy the staples without offering money for books that weren’t necessary, but it never seemed right to take them for free. Books were valuable to her, and she suspected the library needed funds almost as much as she did.

‘Nonsense,’ said Susan. ‘It’s a transfer from one free reading venue to another. You’re not profiting. You’re just rehousing them.’

Erin glanced at the shelves behind her. Her mother had instigated the take a book, bring a book policy, pinning up the laminated instructions for customers to borrow whatever they fancied, then either return it, or bring another to replace it.

As Mercy piled the contents of her trolley on the table for them to pick through, two more members of the book group, Riley and Hafsa, sauntered in. Erin glanced up from the dusty copy of A Tale of Two Cities she was holding in her hands and started at Riley’s new hairstyle, or, more accurately, the lack of it. Her scalp was entirely bare. ‘Blimey,’ she said, trying to keep the shock from her face. ‘That’s a strong look.’

Riley ran her hand over her head and gave a lopsided smile. ‘I know. Chegs got a bit carried away with the clippers.’ Chegs was Riley’s boyfriend, and in Erin’s opinion, he got carried away a lot more often than he should. Not that she’d shared that view. Unlike Susan, she had a strict policy of only offering her opinions when she was asked for them. At twenty-four, Riley was the youngest member of the book group. Partly because she worked for Erin at The Bookmark, and partly because she was a sweet and slightly lost soul, Erin couldn’t help but feel motherly towards her.

‘You look like that Irish singer, you know the one, died not long ago, God rest her soul,’ said Joe. ‘Gave the Pope what for. What was her name?’ He scrunched up his face and rubbed his fingers together, his skin making a papery sound. Tybalt raised his head and knocked it against Joe’s hand, only settling back down when Joe resumed stroking along his spine.

‘Sinéad O’Connor,’ said Hafsa, sitting elegantly and rearranging her long cream skirt so it fell in graceful folds. Erin envied Hafsa’s style. She’d presumed Hafsa always wore expensive clothes, but when she asked if she ever wore something off the peg, Hafsa laughed. She said her GP’s salary didn’t stretch to anything other than off the peg, not when she had three kids to support. ‘This is from New Look,’ she’d said, stroking the forest-green satin shirt, ‘and this is Primark.’ Erin stared at the pleated skirt in disbelief, until Hafsa twisted it around and showed her the label at the back as proof. It was the way she wore them that made her clothes appear like they were designed just for her. That, coupled with the fact she never minded when one of the group took her aside to show her a skin rash, or an inflamed set of tonsils, made her a popular member of the gang.

‘Do you like it?’ asked Erin, scrutinising Riley’s face. Her huge blue-green eyes, slightly protruding ears, and perfectly round head reminded Erin of the bush babies she and her ex, Andrew, saw on the trip to Australia they’d taken back when she thought her story had a predictable ending.

Riley’s shoulders lifted then fell. ‘Not much I can do about it, is there? I asked him for a number four, but he thought this would look better.’

Erin’s jaw tensed. She wanted to tell her that he had no right to decide what she did with her body. She’d never liked Chegs. She found him entitled and arrogant, and unworthy of the adoration her gentle, creative friend lavished on him.

‘I’d smack him in the mouth,’ said Susan. ‘I mean, you look wonderful. You always look wonderful, but your hairstyle, your choice.’

Erin could have kissed her. She trod a difficult line as Riley’s employer as well as her friend, so she was delighted that Susan spoke her mind. She shouldn’t have been surprised. Susan always called a spade a shovel. Riley gave another resigned shrug, took her place on the same armchair she always did, and sifted through the books as Susan raised an eyebrow at Erin. Erin shrugged in reply. Riley hadn’t asked for her thoughts, so she would continue to keep them to herself.

‘Right then. Let’s get started,’ said Erin, when they all had steaming cups in front of them. ‘I’m looking forward to hearing what you all thought of Death at the Sign of the Rook.’ She was a massive Kate Atkinson fan herself, and loved the latest adventure of flawed ex-detective, Jackson Brodie. ‘Come on then, who thought it lived up to the last page?’




Chapter Two

Erin scratched her top lip, hoping to cover the yawn that crept up on her as she tried to keep up with Susan’s description of all the priceless paintings which had been plundered by the Nazis and never recovered. The subject came about because of Jackson Brodie’s extensive investigation into missing art in Death at the Sign of the Rook, and it was one Susan seemed bizarrely knowledgeable about. This was one of the wonderful things about book group; they were such a diverse bunch of people, and they all had different experiences and wisdom to share.

Susan was going on a bit, though. Not that she’d ever let on, but Erin was pleased when Hafsa took advantage of a pause to tell an anecdote about the time she and her husband went to a murder-mystery evening at the Clarendon Hotel, across the heath, in relation to the murder-mystery event in the novel. ‘It ended rather abruptly when the lead suspect, who was slurring his lines from the off, stumbled into the champagne fountain and brought it crashing to the ground,’ she said. ‘He just stared at it, swaying and blinking like this—’ she moved her eyelids slowly over her soft brown eyes ‘—as if all the shattered glass and liquid came out of nowhere. We were all given a refund and a voucher for ten pounds off another murder mystery. Funnily enough, we never redeemed it.’

Undeterred, Susan took a pause in the discussion to regale them with a detailed description of Canaletto’s missing Piazza Santa Margherita, only stopping at the sound of the door opening. A tall man who appeared to be in his mid-fifties, wearing a biker jacket covered in badges, stood in the doorway. ‘Am I in the right place?’ he said.

‘That very much depends on what you’re looking for,’ said Susan, chin pulled back to her neck.

Erin suspected she was irritated at being interrupted, but that was no reason to be rude. ‘Can I help you?’ She met his eyes and felt the odd sensation of having met him before, despite not recognizing his face. His gaze lingered on hers, and she had to force herself to look away.

‘Sorry, yeah, is this book club?’ He shifted his weight onto his other foot, and raised his eyebrows, which were dark in comparison to his greying stubble and what was left of his closely cropped hair. ‘The fella in the bookshop on the corner told me there was a book club here.’

‘Come in, young man,’ said Joe. ‘You’re in the right place, and you’re very welcome.’ That was typical of Joe. No one stayed a stranger for long with him around.

Erin smiled, but it was a little forced. It was a long time since she’d felt an instant attraction to a man and it unnerved her. Physical attraction rarely led anywhere good, in her experience. Her attraction to her ex-husband had led her to overlook his flaws time and time again, and look how that had ended. On top of that, various people had come and gone from book group over the years, but it had been just the six of them for the best part of two years now, and the dynamic worked.

She’d stopped telling other people about the weekly meet-ups for fear of upsetting what she’d come to see as the perfect combination of characters: Susan’s cynicism balanced out by Mercy’s cheerful positivity, and Hafsa’s scientific, analytical take on things, countered by Riley’s creativity and thinking outside the box. It was a delicate ecosystem and she didn’t want it messed with. Her insistence that the next book was always chosen by reading the last page had been challenged enough times by potential new members. She didn’t want to have to explain, or more accurately, defend it, again.

‘Yes, that’s us, come in,’ she said, standing. ‘Can I get you a drink …?’

‘Adam,’ he said, striding forwards with his hand outstretched. ‘Adam Darling. Good to meet you.’

Erin shook his hand. His grip was firm but not painfully so. Her mother always said you could tell a lot about a person by their handshake and could instantly take against someone with limp fingers, or a knuckle-grinding, power grab of a shake. ‘I’m Erin,’ she said, then introduced the others, before asking again if he’d like a drink.

‘The prices are on the board,’ said Susan bluntly, pointing at the chalkboard on the mantlepiece above the fireplace on the left-hand wall. ‘Don’t let her give you a freebie, even if she offers.’

‘Wouldn’t dream of it,’ said Adam, amusement in his voice. ‘A black coffee would be perfect. Decaf, if you’ve got it.’

She’d presumed as much. Caffeine in the evenings was a sign of recklessness in her opinion. ‘Coming right up. Take a seat.’

‘Thank you,’ Adam said, when she handed over his drink a couple of minutes later.

The man was now sitting in the seat she’d left. There were six comfortable leather armchairs; the perfect number for the group as it stood ten minutes ago. She’d known he’d disrupt things, and now she had to sit uncomfortably. She dragged a wooden chair from a table and put it on the periphery of the group.

Adam leaped up. ‘Sorry, I’ve taken your seat. Please, sit here.’

‘You’re all right, I’m fine here.’

‘I insist.’ He stood aside and held out his arm, gesturing for her to sit back in the armchair.

‘Thanks,’ said Erin, graciously accepting. Tybalt jumped from Joe’s lap and crossed to Adam, bashing his head against his denim-clad shins.

‘Hello fella,’ Adam said, scratching under the cat’s chin. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Tybalt,’ said Riley.

‘Tibbles?’

‘No, Tybalt, like in Romeo and Juliet,’ said Susan. ‘He spends most of his time in here, but he belongs to the woman who used to have the shop next door. When she got him, he was a fiery little creature, always picking fights with bigger cats, so she named him after a Shakespearian troublemaker.’

As if determined to make Susan a liar, Tybalt rolled onto his back and showed the white fur of his tummy. ‘Yep, you seem like an absolute demon,’ said Adam, grinning as he leaned down to ruffle the soft fur.

‘He got old, fat, and lazy,’ said Riley. ‘The good life’s made him soft.’

‘Hard relate,’ said Adam.

Erin laughed along with the others, despite thinking that none of those adjectives seemed to describe the man currently petting the cat. ‘He still has his moments,’ she said. ‘Victoria’s more than happy to be shot of him most of the time. I wouldn’t be surprised if she secretly got the cat flap taken out of her door because he’s still a bit of a pickle. His main hobby is tormenting any dog sitting quietly by a table in here. One day he’ll get his comeuppance, won’t you, Mr?’ Tybalt ignored her. ‘Now what did I miss when I was in the kitchen?’

‘Adam’s a journalist, but not the scuzzy type,’ said Riley. ‘He wouldn’t go chasing Princess Diana through a tunnel or taking pictures of her mangled body in the car wreck.’ She turned accusing eyes on him. ‘Would you?’

He straightened up, his aptly named Adam’s apple moving as he swallowed nervously. ‘Erm, no, no, I would not do that.’ Tybalt got to his feet and jumped back onto Joe’s lap.

‘You weren’t even born when that happened, were you?’ Erin said to Riley, confused and a little disturbed by her oddly graphic cultural reference.

‘No, but my nan never stopped going on about it,’ said Riley, seriously. ‘She stopped buying the papers altogether after that. Gave journalists a bad name, that bunch of tossers.’

Adam shifted on the chair. ‘I think it was more to do with the paparazzi …’ He paused when Riley scowled at him. ‘But I am absolutely not one of those kind of journalists. I’m an international reporter turned travel writer, actually.’ He held out a conciliatory hand. ‘Not the salacious, click-baity ones.’

So he said. Erin wasn’t convinced. No one could deny that Princess Diana’s death was a story, so what would stop him chasing it? ‘Sounds adventurous,’ said Erin. The last adventure she’d been on was that trip to Australia.

‘Oh, how I envy you,’ said Mercy, her voice full of yearning. She clasped her hands to her chest. ‘I always dreamed of travelling the world, but I’ve never been away from these shores.’

‘What stopped you?’ Adam asked the question so easily, as if he didn’t understand that not everyone could just jump on a plane to far flung countries on a whim.

Mercy let her hands drop. ‘Life. Work. Time’s winged chariot.’

The sadness in her voice made Erin view her old friend through fresh eyes. ‘I didn’t know you wanted to travel.’

Mercy gave a sad smile. ‘It’s always been at the back of my mind, but my parents left their home in Kenya to make a new life here, and it was hard for them, you know?’ She peered around the group, and they nodded sympathetically. ‘They made the commitment, and stood by their decision, but my mother never really felt at home here. I saw her keen for the country of her birth, for the friends and family she left behind. That made me nervous about leaving here, since it was my home country, where everything was familiar, I suppose.’ She pursed her lips. ‘That could be my excuse, though. I let the years slip through my fingers and now I’m an old lady.’ She sighed. ‘I think travel’s a young person’s game.’

Erin understood completely. Safety first. Why take the risk?

‘It’s not too late,’ said Adam.

Erin eyed him suspiciously. It was all right for him to come in and make sweeping platitudes, but he had no idea about any of their circumstances. ‘You make it sound simple,’ she said.

‘It is. You buy a ticket, then you go.’ Adam held out his palms. ‘Simple as that.’

Mercy chuckled. ‘You almost convince me.’

‘I suppose if travel is essential for your work, then it is fairly simple. But what about family commitments, that sort of thing?’ said Susan.

‘Yeah, I suppose I’m lucky in that respect. I’m free as a bird,’ said Adam. ‘Nothing tying me to one place more than any other.’

‘You’re not local then? You won’t be sticking around?’ Erin fought a tinge of disappointment. Why had he interrupted the flow of book group if he wasn’t going to be around long enough to read the next book?

‘Not local, no. I’m originally from Brighton, and I’ve lived all over, but since I’ve decided to slow down a bit, work-wise, I’ve rented a place not far from here. It’s been ideal so far, close to central London, but with all the open space on the heath and the park.’

‘Welcome to the area,’ said Joe. ‘And welcome to The Last Page Book Group.’

‘We’re not your usual book group,’ said Erin. Her voice sounded defensive, and she saw a question when she caught Joe’s eye. She looked away. ‘So, don’t worry if it’s not your bag.’

‘Different how?’ Adam’s forehead creased.

Erin steadied her gaze, and resisted the urge to jut out her chin. ‘We read a book a week, and we choose our next book by reading the last page first.’




Chapter Three

‘That’s absurd,’ said Adam, his lip curling. ‘You’re joking, right?’

The word absurd cut her. Despite herself, she found she wanted this man’s approval. She smiled demurely, even though he seemed to think he could come in and disrupt a perfectly happy collective. ‘I’m not joking. We read the last page, and if it’s a good one, then we know the story will be worth the hours we’ll spend reading it.’

‘But that’s bonkers.’ He laughed, and scanned the group, clearly expecting them all to laugh along with him.

Only Susan nodded. ‘It is bonkers, but it’s also true.’

Judas, thought Erin. That was the last time she offered her a cup of floral-scented hot water for free. She took a drink of her own English breakfast tea to prevent herself saying as much.

‘But surely, the joy of reading a book is to see where the story goes?’ There was pure disbelief in his voice.

‘You say that as if it’s the law,’ said Erin, placing her cup back down on the pewter tabletop. She set her jaw, silently daring him to continue challenging her. She’d kept her book group going for a decade, defeating anyone who tried to change it. All right, the last part wasn’t strictly true. Everyone who didn’t like being asked to read the last page first quietly sloped off, without much of a fuss. Still, she was ready to defend her position to the death. She might be generally conflict averse, but the book group was her safe place, and she needed that to remain the case.

‘Well …’ His brow crinkled, as if he was thinking hard about his argument. ‘That’s how I feel about it.’ There was a hesitation in his voice which suggested he wasn’t as sure as he had been.

Erin ignored the change in tone. She had to be vigilant, especially since she suspected Susan would be quite happy to join in a mutiny. This man was a carefree travel writer with no roots. He could afford to just see where the words took him. Well, Erin wasn’t. She had responsibilities, a son due home from university, bills to pay, and on top of all that, she had a business, her mother’s precious legacy, to protect. Her book group was the one thing she could be sure of and that was crucial to her. ‘Then maybe this isn’t the book group for you.’

All eyes turned to him. He appeared flustered for a moment, then sat back and crossed his arms, the leather of his jacket squeaking as he did so. ‘Nope,’ he said. ‘I’ve eaten sheep’s eyes in the desert, and been chased by a polar bear in Alaska, so I’m not going to be put off a book club in South London because of a quirky reading habit.’

‘If you’d been chased by a polar bear, it’s highly unlikely you’d be here to tell us about it,’ said Hafsa, with an arched eyebrow. ‘You’d be little more than a red stain on the ice.’

Amusement made his grey eyes sparkle. ‘All right, I might have exaggerated that. There was a polar bear, but it was more of an amble, than a chase, and I was filming from the back of a truck, so …’ He made a clicking sound with his tongue. ‘Am I going to be ejected from the group because of a little gentle embellishment, or can I stay and give this last page business a go?’

He wasn’t giving up easily. ‘What’s your favourite book?’ Erin said, as if that was going to make all the difference. It wasn’t, but she needed him to prove himself if he was going to be allowed to continue to attend her much-loved Wednesday evenings with her friends. She crossed her own arms and waited for him to say something predictable, like Jack Kerouac’s On the Road.

‘Oh, is this the test? Okay, then.’ Adam grinned, his eyes moving up to the left as he gave it some thought. ‘The Glass Castle, Jeannette Walls, I think. It’s funny and sad and quirky. I love getting an insight like that into other people’s lives, I suppose it’s the journalist in me.’

Erin was pleasantly surprised. Her mother had bought her that memoir, and she’d been deeply moved by the unusual story of Walls’ nomadic, impoverished childhood. Somehow, it made perfect sense that this man with the bright eyes would choose this beautiful book, and realizing that made her feel oddly vulnerable. Everything he did added to his attraction, damn him.

‘What’s yours?’ Adam was looking directly at her, his expression warm and curious.

Her mind went blank. All she could think about was the way his mouth lifted at the edges, as though he was always on the verge of smiling. ‘Oh, it’s too hard to choose.’ She gestured to the wall of books with the sliding ladder. ‘I love so many, all for different reasons.’

‘You made me pick, so it’s only fair you do.’ God, he was irksome. She made a mental note to tell the owner of the bookshop to never mention her book group to anyone ever again. Adam leaned forwards, resting his elbows on his knees. ‘Go on, if you had a gun to your head, which would you choose?’

The idea of a gun’s cold barrel at her temple did nothing to improve her clarity of thought. She turned to the shelves, scanning the spines for inspiration. Her eyes lighted on a dark blue book and relief washed through her. ‘Hamnet, Maggie O’Farrell.’ In that moment, she felt the story, centred around Shakespeare’s wife and son, was definitely her favourite book of all time, not least because it was one that didn’t make her look like an uncultured fool in front of Adam. As soon as the thought occurred to her, she was cross with herself. First, because she didn’t believe in snobbery where books were concerned – every book had merit if it was enjoyed by a reader – and secondly for wanting this man’s approval. What was she, some pathetic schoolgirl, hanging out on the sidelines of the football pitch, hoping the striker would notice her?

‘I haven’t read that,’ said Adam, sitting back again. Erin was glad to be relieved of his scrutiny. ‘Should I?’

‘You should,’ said Susan. ‘It’s excellent. I enjoyed your choice too. Shall we all go around, saying our favourite books, by way of a proper introduction?’ The others nodded. It was hard to say no to Susan since her questions always sounded more like instructions. ‘You can tell a lot about a person by their choice of reading matter.’

‘Why don’t I get us fresh drinks while you all decide,’ said Erin, keen to be on her own for a moment. It appeared that Adam was now initiated whether she liked it or not, and that left her unsettled. The book group had been a haven, a reliable gang of six, and now they’d been infiltrated and there was nothing she could do about it. Adam’s presence made her uneasy. His biker jacket, his job, his lifestyle, and her attraction to him all represented risk. And Erin had spent the last two decades avoiding risk at all costs.




Chapter Four

As Erin walked home from The Bookmark in the half-light of the spring evening, her thoughts were a jumbled mass of contradictions. Adam Darling’s eyes had lingered on her longer than anyone else as they all said their goodbyes at the end of book group. She was sorely out of practice at recognizing the signs, but that look seemed to indicate the attraction was mutual. Even so, she struggled to see his addition to the group as positive. Everyone else had welcomed him without any apparent misgivings, and he’d accepted the terms of the book group without further argument, but there was something unnerving her about the last couple of hours. Surely it couldn’t just be that there weren’t quite enough comfortable chairs? Whatever it was, she couldn’t quite put her finger on it other than sensing a jittery feeling in the pit of her stomach.

Suddenly drained of energy, she pushed her weary legs to the end of Hare and Billet Road, then made the last effort up Dartmouth Grove to the approach of the two-bedroom flat she’d bought for her and Jack almost twenty years ago, in an Art Deco mansion block. She always thought mansion block was a grandiose term for the building which was originally constructed as a nurses’ home, and then became, fittingly she thought, a home for single mothers. Admittedly, the facade and communal areas did look far better since the renovation, but back when she bought it
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