
  
    [image: The Secret Library]
  


  
    
      THE SECRET LIBRARY

    

    
      
        AMANDA JAMES

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: One More Chapter]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        One More Chapter

        a division of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

        1 London Bridge Street

        London SE1 9GF

        www.harpercollins.co.uk

      

        

      
        First published in Great Britain by HarperCollinsPublishers 2026

      

        

      
        Copyright © Amanda James 2026

      

        

      
        Cover design by Lucy Bennett © HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2026

        Cover images: (front) Lorenzox_photo/Shutterstock.com; (back) John Stall/Shutterstock.com

      

        

      
        Amanda James asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work

      

        

      
        A catalogue record of this book is available from the British Library

      

        

      
        This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

      

        

      
        Without limiting the exclusive rights of any author, contributor or the publisher of this publication, any unauthorised use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. HarperCollins also exercise their rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserve this publication from the text and data mining exception.

      

        

      
        Source ISBN: 9780008805876

        Ebook Edition © June 2026 ISBN: 9780008805869

        Version: 2026-05-07

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        
          Thanks for Reading

        

        
          
            The Midnight Bookshop

          

          
            Prologue

          

          
            Chapter One

          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            More great reads from Amanda James

          

          
            You will also love…

          

        

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Amanda James

      

      
        Subscribe to OMC

      

      
        About the Publisher

      

    

    

  


  
    
      For my wonderful family who keep me sane, well, almost…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          ST IVES – SUMMER 2005

        

      

    

    
      Over the last few months, summer in St Ives has been used as a carrot dangled from above. Whenever Lucy has ‘thrown her toys out of the pram’, as her mum puts it, she has been told there will be no visit to Granny Morwenna’s this summer, if she continues with such unacceptable behaviour. Lucy’s mum knows that’s about the only threat that will get her ten-year-old daughter to immediately fall in line and march to the required tune. Lucy resents being held to ransom like this, but the thought of spending time with her granny in the big old house by the sea, with a magical library full of books, is like the sun bursting through a storm-cloud. The idea of not seeing that sunburst is unbearable. There are far too many dark clouds in her life already.

      Now as she’s jiggled around on the back seat of her parents’ car, bouncing its way over the old rough Cornish lanes leading to Granny’s house, she can barely contain her excitement. A whole three weeks away from boring Exeter, school and friends who don’t really ‘get her’ will be such a treat, and she has so missed her granny. Christmas, her last visit, seems like seven years ago, rather than seven months, and sometimes, though she’d never say it out loud, Lucy wishes she lived with Granny, rather than her mum and dad. Thankfully they will only spend a week with Granny, then her parents will go back to Exeter and leave Lucy in Cornwall for a further two. Bliss. And she’ll be called Lucy, which she prefers to the fancy-sounding Lucia, her Spanish mum’s choice. Granny doesn’t call her Lucy in front of her parents, though. It would make her mum furious.

      The car reaches the end of the road that hugs the shoreline, then bends to the left and goes up a steep hill. Lucy’s stomach develops a wiggle of excitement. To the left again, there’s Granny’s driveway, and at the top, Atlantic Heights, the grand Victorian house with the sea-green door stands proudly waiting. Its two huge bay windows survey the wild Atlantic Ocean, and Lucy hugs herself with joy.

      Granny stands at the door, a smile as wide as her arms, a welcoming twinkle in her eyes. As Lucy scrambles to get out of the car, she marvels that Granny never seems to look any older. When Lucy asked about her age recently, her mum said she’d just turned seventy, which Lucy finds hard to grasp. How could anyone be so old, but look as tall, strong and elegant as always? Granny’s hair is in silver waves and swept into a topknot and she has on black jeans and a turquoise blouse that reflects her eyes.

      ‘Granny!’ Lucy yells, as she almost trips over her feet in her haste to cross the gravel driveway.

      ‘Lucia, my darling girl!’ Granny replies, sweeping her into a warm hug. ‘I’ve missed you so much.’

      Lucy finds she has tears in her eyes and an uncomfortable lump in her throat. She buries her face in Granny’s shoulder and the familiar citrus perfume fills her senses. Those delicate notes spell warmth, love, comfort and belonging … home. ‘Missed you, too, Granny,’ she manages, and then, while her parents fire harsh words at each other as they get the luggage out of the car, Granny takes Lucy’s hand and leads her through the door.

      The inside of the old Victorian property is as elegant as the outside, all creams and lemons, and on the walls of the large living room stunning pictures of the ocean echo the view from the windows across the coastline. Lucy runs to the central huge picture window and waves at the seagulls wheeling over the ocean and the wild garden bursting with summer flowers. As she takes in the view a peal of crazy laughter bursts from her, too, and she does a little dance, but that’s okay. When she’s here she can be herself, not some obedient robot who has to be sensible at all times. ‘Now, my dear,’ Granny says, from the doorway. ‘Would you like refreshment first, or do you want to see your favourite place? I might have bought one or two new books since you were here last.’

      Lucy puts her head on one side, folds her arms and gives Granny a withering look. ‘Do you even have to ask?’

      Granny laughs. ‘Such a droll sense of humour in one so young,’ she replies and leads the way down the oak-panelled hallway through to the back of the house. Granny’s study has forever been a special place for Lucy. She’s always been fascinated by the big wooden table with lion’s paws for feet, the smell of paper and ink, and the sign propped on the desk which reads, in gold lettering, Morwenna Thomas – Editor.

      When she was around five, Lucy once asked Granny what the word ‘editor’ meant. Granny replied that she was an editor – it was her job, and that it meant she helped authors write the best stories. Later when she was a little older, Lucy had seen a computer in the room, too, which Granny used to keep in touch with her London office, but Granny still liked to print out a manuscript and write comments on it with her favourite fountain pen. She had retired about five years ago, but some of the younger editors still ask for her advice on certain matters.

      Lucy picks up a fountain pen from the lion’s-paw desk and rolls the cool barrel between forefinger and thumb. ‘I might try and write with one of these, Granny. I like the feel of it. Much nicer than a boring old biro.’

      Granny smiles. ‘Indeed. I might have one that you could keep if it suits you. I’ll look it out later.’

      Lucy’s heart lifts as she imagines herself being an editor one day and she looks at Granny. ‘You know when you said an editor helps authors write the best stories?’ Granny nods. ‘How do you do that, exactly?’

      Granny taps her chin and stares at the back garden through the study window. ‘Hmm…’ She’s silent for the longest while, as she watches several bees buzzing in and around the pink trumpets of the hollyhocks. ‘It’s not always easy, Lucy,’ she says, eventually. ‘But I will say the best books of course have a wonderful story, but, importantly, they create characters that leap off the page. That’s the magic. A good writer can make them come alive, become human, almost. They get under your skin, live in your heart and mind if you really get to know them well.’

      This is fascinating to Lucy, because she thinks she has seen characters from books in the real world once or twice. She can’t have, though, can she? ‘You don’t mean the characters actually live outside the book, though?’

      ‘Of course they do!’ Granny gives her a wink. ‘No, not really. I mean, that would be silly, wouldn’t it?’

      Lucy thinks Granny is only half joking, which is reassuring, but she’ll keep her character-seeing experiences to herself for now. ‘Hmm. But how does an editor help the writer do all that? You know, with both the story and the characters?’

      ‘Good advice, careful attention to detail and a keen eye for what needs adding, and also what the story could do without. There’s lots more, too – but you learn as you go along.’ Granny narrows her eyes and searches Lucy’s face. ‘Why? Are you considering a job in publishing when you grow up? Become an editor like I was? Follow in the old gal’s footsteps, as it were?’

      Lucy thinks her granny must be able to read her mind, as she’s just imagined being an editor when she’s older. Lucy imagines it again for a moment, and she has to admit that such a job sounds exactly right for her. ‘I really do think so, yes!’

      Granny claps her hands and her eyes become even more twinkly. ‘Excellent! Right, let’s go up to your very favourite place.’

      A few butterflies show up in Lucy’s stomach as she follows Gran to the corner of the room. There it is, the old metal spiral staircase that leads to the library above the study. Lucy sees that the wooden handrail has had a new coat of varnish since Christmas, but the fairy lights have been left twined around it like a sparkly vine. The first time Lucy had climbed this staircase she was beyond excited. It was as if she was going to a secret magical place, far away from the ordinary. Her active imagination had created another world as she’d stepped off the top stair into the utterly amazing library. As she’d grown older, the wonder had remained, and right now, with an encouraging smile from her granny, Lucy bounds up the staircase like a mountain goat.

      She catches her breath, as she always does upon setting foot in the library. It’s not a huge room, but it’s full of old-world charm and the kind of stories that make her believe anything is possible. Granny had eagerly passed on her love of reading like a gift, and Lucy devours dozens of books a month. She can hear Granny’s slow footsteps clanking on the metal stair below her as she gazes around, taking it all in: the big skylight, which is shedding a buttery glow on three sides of the room, where narrow floor-to-ceiling bookshelves jostle for space. Oh, and there’s the lovely paperweight! It’s a perfect circle, made from shimmering glass, with a cluster of dragonflies etched into the surface. Lucy thinks they’re so lifelike, that they look ready to fly off at any moment. Giggling, she holds the glass up to the sunlight and imagines the dragonflies taking off.

      On the fourth side of the room is a desk similar to the one downstairs in the study, but it has hooves instead of paws, and, at each corner, two old-fashioned green-glass reading lamps on brass stands with pull chains to one side. On the desk is a pile of books of all colours and sizes. There’s a red leather armchair tucked underneath, and dotted around the room are various comfy seats, stools and a leaning timber shelf-ladder, so the books at the very top can be reached. In the corner under the skylight is a sea-chest, which Lucy knows is full of old maps and a few ancient, coverless books that are too battered to stand on their own. Lucy had asked her granny why she kept them and Granny had replied that they were some favourite books from her childhood. They would never be thrown away. She couldn’t get rid of them, because it would be like throwing away a part of herself.

      Behind the desk hangs a huge painting of a boat out at sea, with a handsome, dark-haired fisherman, eyes as green as the depths, hauling in his nets, while smiling out at the viewer. Lucy feels he’s actually looking at her and so wishes he was still here. Her dad’s dad, Grandad Mervyn, had died three years before, and she remembers him being full of life and laughter. Lucy’s mum had once commented that a high-flying editor and a lowly fisherman were an odd pairing. And that it shouldn’t work, but it did. Lucy wasn’t entirely sure what she meant but got the gist.

      Next to the big painting, sitting on top of an old wooden record cabinet, is Grandad’s old gramophone. Though her gran had wanted to replace it with a modern record player, her grandad had refused, for the same reason that his wife wouldn’t part with the sea-chest. Beyond that, Lucy sees a few old paintings she did when she was younger, still tacked onto the wall: a cat walking in a forest, a boat at sea and a squiggly colourful splat that Lucy doesn’t remember creating at all.

      Even though she is a much better artist now she’s ten, she’s happy that Granny Morwenna has kept them in pride of place. This must mean that she loves her granddaughter very much. Though Lucy doesn’t need some old paintings to tell her that. Lucy glances at a childhood train set of her dad’s, gathering dust on a folding table. Granny must keep that for the same reason.

      ‘Now, Lucy,’ Granny says, hauling herself up the last step. ‘I have a treasure hunt for you. I’ve made clues to the new books I’ve put around the place. If you find the books, you can keep them. How’s that?’

      ‘That’s fantastic!’ Lucy says with a giggle. Granny Morwenna had done this at Christmas, and Lucy thought it was because of the festive season. But now it looks like the treasure hunt is going to be a tradition.

      Granny pulls open a desk drawer and hands Lucy a slip of paper with the first clue printed on it. Lucy reads it carefully.

      I am always watching you, and my love is ocean-deep.

      She thinks for a few moments and then she has it. ‘That’s easy!’ Lucy says running to the big painting. ‘It’s Grandad Mervyn.’

      Granny Morwenna smiles. ‘You are correct. The more you grow, the more you take after him. Dark curls and green eyes.’ She ruffles Lucy’s ponytail. ‘Now, can you find another clue?’

      Lucy runs her hands down both sides of the painting, and then carefully along the bottom, until she feels something protruding slightly from the frame. Triumphantly, she pulls out another slip of paper.

      Some youngsters can go off the rails.

      Lucy takes longer to puzzle over this one, but then she thinks she has it. ‘Dad’s train set?’ she wonders, walking over to it. After a few moments examining the train, track, bridges and surrounding plastic shrubbery, Lucy looks behind the folding table and under an old felt cover finds … ‘The Railway Children, by E. Nesbit!’ she exclaims holding the book aloft.

      ‘Well done!’ Granny says coming over to give her a hug. ‘Now, are you ready to find more clues?’

      Lucy is, but for some reason she’s overcome with emotion. It feels weird because she’s happy, sad and angry all at the same time. ‘Yes, but…’ She runs out of words and feels bad because Granny is looking at her with concern.

      ‘What’s wrong, sweetheart?’

      ‘I … I don’t know.’ Lucy lets that thought settle in her mind, and suddenly she does know. ‘I think it’s because I’m having so much fun now. I love being here, I love this house, this library, books, and I love you. I wish I could stay with you all the time, because Mum and Dad are always arguing and Mum tells me off for stupid little things, and I think it’s because she’s always mad and unhappy because her and Dad argue.’ Lucy is shocked at the speed her thoughts turned into words and spilled from her mouth like a torrent of flood water. She stares at Granny until her face gets blurry as tears well up and spill over.

      ‘Oh, my little darling.’ Granny pulls Lucy into a big comforting hug and says into her ear, ‘I so wish it could be different for you … you can’t live here, even though I’d love it. But don’t forget, you can call me anytime. Your mum and dad love you lots, even though it might not seem like it at the moment. They probably just need time to get over whatever is making them argue.’ Granny holds Lucy at arm’s length, and stares deep into her eyes. ‘But remember, Lucy Morwenna Thomas, you are a strong individual who has far to go. I know your future will be wonderful. I also know you’ll make a fabulous editor if that’s the path you choose.’

      Lucy sniffs and wipes her eyes on the back of her hand. ‘But how do you know that, Granny?’

      ‘Because I’m your grandmother, and I was a fabulous editor.’ She winks. ‘Bound to run in the family.’

      ‘But Daddy doesn’t bother about books much.’

      ‘No. He has a more ordered and scientific brain. His imagination isn’t let off the leash very often.’ Granny smiles down warmly. ‘Not like ours, eh? I know you’re destined for great things, Lucy. So many people’s lives will be changed for the better because of you.’

      Lucy’s heart swells with pride; she’s never felt so special. Why can’t her parents make her feel like this? She smiles through her tears and hugs her granny as if she’ll never let her go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          LONDON – 2025

        

      

    

    
      Lucy leaves her work station and heads for the lift. She’s been at her desk at MacAlister and Miller Publishing for the past four hours, writing rejection emails, sitting in a Zoom meeting with her boss that was largely unnecessary and rereading the same sentence in one of her authors’ new manuscript about a hundred times. The lift eventually pings open and she steps inside. There’s a sinking feeling in her belly which has nothing to do with the lift’s descent, and more to do with the morning’s work. Lucy would be hard pushed to decide what was worse, writing rejection emails or reading the new manuscript. Neither are pleasant. She needs coffee … and maybe one of those sticky cream horn pastries. She acknowledges that would be no good for her waistline, but to hell with it. It’s her lunchbreak and she needs a change of scene.

      As it’s such a nice spring day, Lucy decides to take her coffee and pastry outside The Café Ole and sit at the pavement table. Even though she’s only a stone’s throw from work, Vauxhall Bridge and Westminster, Lucy loves this little oasis. Oddly, even though the potted olive trees near the tables are fake, it gives her a sense of being somewhere else. It occurs to her suddenly that that’s where she prefers to be nowadays. Anywhere but London. Maybe it’s all to do with hitting thirty last month, or ‘the big three-oh’ as some like to call it. It’s often uttered accompanied by a sympathetic smile, usually from those who have yet to reach that milestone, or with an amused eye-roll by those who have long passed it.

      It’s as Lucy’s wiping a blob of fresh cream from her chin that a man strides past, obviously in a hurry. She nearly chokes on a mouthful of pastry as his cologne trails behind him on the breeze like an invisible scarf. It’s the same cologne her dad used to wear. Lucy takes a fortifying sip of coffee and closes her eyes as she turns her face to the sun. Remembering. Even though he’s been gone three years, moments like this can rip her to shreds. The grief as fresh as it was then burrowing deep inside her heart. It was all so unfair. Only fifty-seven and fit as a flea, he’d stepped out from behind a bus and into the path of a truck. That had been the end.

      Over.

      Out.

      Finished.

      Mum had said he’d have been distracted as usual, always had his head in the clouds or between a woman’s legs. Lucy couldn’t forgive her for that vicious barb, despite his infidelity apparently being the reason they finally divorced when she was eleven.

      ‘Knew I’d find you here!’

      Lucy’s eyes fly open and her heart leaps into her throat. ‘Bloody hell, Claude, you scared the shit out of me.’

      ‘Nice image,’ the assistant editor says, plonking herself down opposite.

      Lucy raises an eyebrow and a smile. ‘Very funny. You joining me for coffee, or just here to give me heart failure?’

      Claude flicks her long blonde hair dramatically over each shoulder and affects a haughty expression. ‘Well, I wouldn’t like to intrude…’

      ‘Stop messing about and get the coffee before I change my mind.’

      Claude jumps up. ‘You got it, boss.’

      ‘I’m not your boss, as well you know.’ Lucy smiles as she watches her friend go into the café. Even though Claudia is only twenty-three and hasn’t been at M&M more than six months, they get on really well. Like Lucy, she has a genuine love of books – okay, it’s an obsession, and her enthusiasm for the job is infectious. Well, mostly. Just lately nothing seems to float Lucy’s boat regarding work… She sighs. No more wallowing.

      ‘So what’s up with you?’ is Claude’s opener as she breezes back with coffee and two huge éclairs. Lucy eyes the éclairs, envying her friend’s seemingly superhuman power of eating anything and everything while always remaining her svelte, willowy self. Must be because she’s only twenty-three.

      ‘Nothing’s up with me, why?’ Lucy finishes the last of her cream horn and sits back in her seat, hoping to appear relaxed and at one with the world.

      Claude shoves half an éclair into her mouth and takes a huge bite. ‘You’ve been “off” for a while now,’ she mumbles from the corner of her mouth.

      ‘Off?’ Lucy forgets to be nonchalant and crosses her arms defensively.

      ‘Mmm, you know, not yourself.’ Claude pushes the remaining éclair across the table towards Lucy. ‘Get that down you. It’ll give you a lift.’

      On the one hand, Lucy’s disgruntled that her moodiness has been noted, but on the other, it’s nice that Claude cares. ‘Yeah, well, we all get a bit off from time to time. Nothing to worry about.’ She considers the éclair and pushes it back across the table. ‘Thanks, but no thanks. The days of being able to eat an elephant for lunch and not put weight on are long behind me.’

      Claude’s big blue eyes narrow and she gives Lucy a knowing look. ‘That’s it then. I did wonder. My sister’s just turned thirty’—at least there’s no ‘three-oh’—‘and she went a bit “Moody Judy” for a while too. By the way, you don’t have to worry about your figure. I’d rather have a few curves than look like pipe-cleaner me.’ Claude takes a swig of coffee. ‘Come on then. Spill it all.’

      Lucy doesn’t know where to start in response. The younger woman has apparently seen right through her, and strangely has her own body image issues too. Her gut is telling her she needs to get everything off her chest – trouble is, she doesn’t know what the everything actually is. All her feelings and thoughts won’t get in line. Once she imagines she’s ready to say something, some of her sentences cower behind the others saying, ‘No, I’m not ready yet, you go first.’ It’s all an incoherent mess.

      Claude leans forward. ‘Hey, come on. I’m a good listener.’ She’s unusually serious and a little frown knits a groove through her smooth forehead. ‘I’m also not a gossip, so nothing you say here will get back to the office.’

      Now Lucy imagines Claude thinks she has some huge secret to unburden instead of a few worries, so to allay her friend’s concern she says, ‘Not sure really. It’s nothing serious. Maybe it’s just the same old story, as you rightly assumed, to do with turning thirty and all that, but there’s all sorts of other strands mixed in too.’

      ‘Sub-plots,’ Claude declares as she attacks the remaining éclair.

      ‘A good analogy.’ Lucy nods thoughtfully. ‘I’m…’ She thinks for a moment, trying to decide what she is. ‘I’m discontent, I suppose. It’s hard to articulate, and I’m not sure where my discontent began, but my dad’s death hit me hard, as you know.’ Claude bows her head sympathetically. ‘Maybe that’s when I started to question what the point of it all is. I mean yes, we all strive to have a happy, successful life, in a job we love, but then stuff happens out of the blue to take your feet out from under you … and you never see it coming. And what if you’re not really happy in the first place, in life or your job? What if you’re just treading water, going through the motions? Entering one failed relationship after the other, like I have, and never finding “the one”. What if there is no “the one”? And what if you’re not sure if you want to find them anyway? What if you’re just influenced by society to make you think you need to be in a relationship?’

      Lucy stops, unsure where all that came from. She hasn’t consciously been considering looking for a new relationship recently – the last cheating liar was enough to put her off for life – but obviously her subconscious has been working overtime.

      Claude nods. ‘I’m with you there. So much pressure to pair up, settle down and have kids.’ Her eyes grow round. ‘Even at my age, never mind yours.’ A blush colours her cheeks. ‘Sorry, that was insensitive, I didn’t think.’ Lucy waves her apology away. ‘But I am surprised you aren’t happy in your job. You’re a brilliant editor, everyone says so. I look up to you, strive to be as good one day.’

      A rush of pride fills Lucy’s chest and it’s her turn to blush. ‘That’s lovely, thank you. I might have misled you. I love being an editor. I never wanted to be anything else, since my granny Morwenna suggested it when I was very young. I wanted to be just like her, too, and she’s so proud of me now. She’s just turned ninety and is still as sharp as a tack. I visit her three or four times a year and it’s just like stepping back into a magical world. Her house, Atlantic Heights in Cornwall, is my sanctuary – well, the library is really.’ Lucy thinks for a moment. ‘Being there with Granny Morwenna is like coming home to me, I guess. Always has been as long as I can remember.’

      Claude puts her head to the side, and searches Lucy’s face. ‘Did you not have a happy childhood?’

      ‘Not exactly. I mean it wasn’t awful, but…’ Lucy takes a breath. She’s not sure she can open up that particular can of worms right now.

      ‘I remember you said your parents divorced when you were young. How did you cope with that? Did they get on afterwards?’

      Can she face all this now? A little voice says she can and must. ‘No. They didn’t get on when they were married and after, let’s just say, it wasn’t pleasant. I was like a prize they fought over on Christmases and birthdays. Who I would stay with, you know?’ Claude nods her understanding. A siren shrieks in the distance, rudely interrupting her flow, and a little boy imitates it as he thunders past their table. Lucy and Claude laugh and wave as a red-faced woman chases after him. She flashes a brief smile in their direction.

      ‘Poor love looks a bit harassed, to say the least,’ Claude remarks with a chuckle. Lucy agrees and they both sit quietly for a few moments listening to the distant roar of traffic and enjoying their little oasis in the warmth of the London afternoon. ‘So mostly who did you live with after the divorce? Your mum?’

      Lucy sighs as she remembers. ‘Mum’s Spanish, so I spent a fair amount of time over in Mallorca with her and her new husband, Pablo. I always felt a bit in the way, to be honest; they were so loved up. I have never been able to do anything right for my mum either. I think she wanted a little robot who did exactly as she wanted when she pressed the buttons. My Spanish grandparents are lovely, though, so I liked to spend time with them when I could. It was agreed I’d continue my education in England, so I lived with Dad most of the time. He never remarried, but he had a few long-term relationships, though nobody really seemed to stick. He was a lecturer in Chemistry at Exeter uni, and most of his girlfriends were lecturers too. They were always studious types, busy marking essays, planning and talking about scientific stuff I knew nothing about. Don’t get me wrong – I mean, he loved me, I was certain of that, and showed it more than Mum did. He didn’t really “get me”, though. But he said I reminded him of his mum, as we both loved books so much, and he adored his mum so I took it as a compliment. He called me his little bookworm and often bought me books as a surprise. Some were far too old or too young for me, but I didn’t care. It was his way of showing love. Nobody understood me like Gran, though. Thank goodness the tradition of visiting her for a few weeks in the summer was still allowed.’

      ‘Hm, some of that sounds less than ideal. My parents divorced, too, but luckily, they were very civilised about it. Your gran sounds wonderful, though.’

      Lucy smiles. ‘She certainly is. A tour de force. Still living in that house at her age – granted, she has carers coming in a few times a week now, but she’s still strong and determined to enjoy what life she has left. Dad’s death nearly finished her. He was her only child. But she bounced back, eventually. Nobody thought she would. Amazing.’

      Lucy begins to feel the prickle of tears again, but Claude skilfully shifts her focus. ‘So how did your parents meet if your mum’s Spanish?’

      Lucy smiles again. ‘Dad went on holiday there with his friends after uni. They met, had a fling, and then they didn’t see each other for about a year. They still kept in contact, though. Mum then came here on holiday, to Cornwall, I mean, not London, and contacted Dad. I reckon she had her sights set on him from day one. He had good prospects and was a very handsome man, after all. Where do you think I get my good looks from?’ Lucy jokes, fluffing her long dark curls. ‘They got together again, and the rest is history. Granny – or should I say Gran? I stopped calling her Granny when I turned fifteen. Thought Granny sounded a bit babyish by then. I might even start calling her Morwenna next time I see her. It’s such a lovely name…

      ‘Anyway, she has told me since that Isabella – my mum, and her Ruan were never a good match. Chalk and cheese, as she put it. But Dad couldn’t see it until it was too late. They rubbed along for years, as Gran said, for the sake of me. I wish they hadn’t, to be honest. Everyone would have been a lot happier. Reading between the lines, I don’t think Gran likes my mum. She’s never said anything wrong about her to me, but I can tell.’

      Claude reaches across the table and gives Lucy’s arm a squeeze. The two friends sit in companionable silence for a few moments and finish their coffee. Lucy feels a little better for sharing her thoughts, but there’s more discontent still unrevealed. Mainly because it’s hard to quantify, she can’t seem to put her finger on it. But maybe she doesn’t need to, at the moment. Lucy decides that’s enough soul-searching for one day. She checks her phone for the time. ‘Right, I’d best get back. You have a bit longer, right?’

      Claude nods. ‘I’ll walk back with you anyway. And you didn’t really say why you were unhappy in your work. You said you still loved editing, so what’s the problem?’

      Good question. After a few moments’ consideration Lucy says, ‘I think it’s the monotony of having to follow the market, the trend, the fashion if you like. There’s a coveted bandwagon waiting to be jumped on and authors do, publishers do, the whole book industry does and readers are all swept up and along. Invariably, I’m editing stories that are all a bit samey. Commonly suspense, or police procedurals, all dark, all involving murder and mayhem.’ Lucy shrugs and stares at the traffic trundling over Vauxhall Bridge. Her imagination replaces them with bandwagons full of books, authors and readers all playing musical instruments and singing the same tune.

      Claude frowns. ‘But these books are phenomenally popular. The public wouldn’t buy them if they didn’t want to, would they? You can’t blame the industry. It provides what the public want.’

      Lucy sighs. She’s been having the same argument with herself, day in, day out. ‘But what came first, the chicken or the egg? If there is little alternative, then what else are they going to read? And if they are schooled into thinking the trend is to read them, why would they want to buck it? Let’s face it, we live in a miserable world where horrible things happen all the time. You have to set popular reading matter, TV and film in their historical context. They’re just a reflection of a broken society, sadly.’

      Claude’s frown deepens. ‘Not necessarily. As part of my degree, we looked at reading trends between the wars. Uplifting fiction was very popular. People needed an escape. Also, the thing is, in most of these suspense, thrillers and crime books, the baddie or baddies get their comeuppance, don’t they? Banged to rights. So, unlike in the real world, people can be satisfied that in fiction, at least, justice is done.’

      Lucy has to concede Claude might have made some pertinent points, but instead of saying so, out comes, ‘But where’s the original story nowadays, author autonomy, individuality? Where’s the bloody magic, for goodness’ sake? Don’t people want to feel like they did when they were kids, getting so involved in a story that it actually felt real? Letting their imagination off the leash, believing in the impossible? Seeing the characters jumping off the page, becoming almost human? Where’s that gone? Where’s the hope for a better future gone?’ Lucy shakes her head. ‘All I know is I need to believe that there’s still hope. Isn’t the world miserable enough?’

      Claude heaves a sigh and looks out across the bridge spanning the rushing water of the Thames. ‘Yes, I get it, but you can’t bury your head in the sand. Just escape into a fantasy world, pretend everything’s all right when it isn’t.’

      Lucy’s incredulous. ‘Yes, you can! If only for a little while. A good story is magical, uplifting. We need that escape. Yes, of course we have to come back to the real world, but the difference is, we’ll have a book inside us. Hope inside us. Characters who live with us, guide us through. Help us become just that little bit stronger, so we can try and deal better with the next horror on the news that brings us to our knees. It’s our job to be part of the solution, not the problem. We need to find these magical stories, because they have to be out there, don’t they? Right now, I feel I’m contributing to the same-old. It’s time for a change.’ She doesn’t know where that’s come from, but it feels good. It’s as though she’s getting some of her old spark back. Soon, with any luck, maybe there’ll be enough to start a fire with.

      Claude smiles and looks thoughtful. ‘You are certainly a deep thinker, Lucy, I’ll give you that. So that’s your sub-plot to the whole reaching-thirty malarkey? Hell, no wonder you’re fed up.’

      Lucy bursts out laughing and it feels good. Even though what she’s just divulged all sounds a bit gloomy, there’s a lightness in her chest that wasn’t there before. Perhaps she’s found a new direction – a remedy for the disillusionment she’s been feeling about her job. Time for a change. Find the magic. The heavy thoughts she’s been lugging around have been released into the spring sunshine, swirling up and up, disappearing over the London rooftops, like Mary Poppins with her umbrella. Now that was a magical story. Lucy remembers Mary saying something along the lines of Everything is possible, even the impossible. In her head, a voice a lot like Granny Morwenna’s says, ‘Yes, and you have to keep believing that, darling Lucy.’

      Scraping her chair back across the pavement, Lucy stands and grabs her bag. ‘Right, let’s get going before we both get the sack. There’re meetings to attend, rejection emails to write and maybe even some diamonds to find amongst the rocks.’

      ‘Eh?’ Claude says, trotting along beside her. ‘What diamonds?

      ‘A magical manuscript, of course,’ Lucy replies with a smile. Then her mobile does a dance in her pocket. She stops, retrieves it and sees it’s her mum calling. She’s tempted to ignore it, as it will be the usual ‘all about me’ call, but pauses, because Lucy rarely receives calls from her on a workday. Unless something important has happened. Last time it had been about Dad’s accident. A raft of nerves floats in her gut. ‘Hey, Mum. Everything okay?’ She stops abruptly and Claude wanders away, scrolling through her own phone.

      ‘No, mi amor. I’m afraid it isn’t.’

      The silence on the other end of the phone stretches endlessly, and Lucy can’t bear it. ‘Mum. Just tell me, for goodness’ sake.’

      There’s a heartfelt sigh. ‘It’s Granny Morwenna. She died this morning.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          ST IVES

        

      

    

    
      Lucy wakes to the sound of car doors slamming outside the window of her soulless little hotel room. She rubs her eyes and yawns, then, like the car doors, an image of Granny Morwenna’s coffin being lowered into the ground slams into her all over again. The funeral had been two days earlier, and since then that image won’t give her respite. Lucy thinks it’s the thought of her gran being in a cold, dark place, all alone. In a weak moment she’d confided this to her mum but had received a shake of the head. ‘That’s silly, Lucia. She’s gone. Her body might be under the ground, but remember, her soul is with the angels. Besides, your gran’s will stipulated she wanted a burial.’

      Lucy already knew this, her logical mind had told her over and over, but she couldn’t help herself imagining. She has been imagining a lot since her mum gave her the awful news over the phone. She sits up and tells herself she must stop it. Has to. Today is the will-reading at Gran’s house and she must be strong for that. She hadn’t been strong enough to stay there these last few days without Gran being in it – hence the hotel. Mum and Pablo had been strong enough, however, and gladly accepted the spare key to the house that Lucy had handed over. They couldn’t understand Lucy’s reasoning. And truthfully, neither could Lucy. Part of her longed to be at the house again, because she knew she’d feel closer to Gran … but it just didn’t feel right.

      Lucy imagines the house might be left to her great-aunt Kerensa, who’s probably the next of kin but only a couple of years younger than Gran. All Gran’s relatives apart from her had died, so it seemed logical that her younger sister would inherit. Unless Gran had decided to leave it all to charity. Perhaps she had left Lucy a little something too. Hopefully it would be the books. She couldn’t bear the thought of the library being dismantled, and all Gran’s things and precious books given away or, worse, thrown away by the new owner after it had been sold on. Because it would be sold on. Such a grand coastal property would be worth a fortune, even though Gran and Grandad would have paid a fraction of today’s prices when they first bought it in the 1960s.

      Lucy can’t think that Great-Aunt Kerensa would actually want to keep it. Last time Lucy saw her, she couldn’t walk very well, so all those stairs would be impossible. And, oh God, the new owners might even make another bedroom out of the library, with an en suite or something. There’d be no trace of the treasures it once held. Lucy dismisses this negative thought. ‘For God’s sake, Lucy, get up, shower and go. This is no good. No good at all.’
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, she parks her car on the gravel drive outside Gran’s house and swallows hard. It doesn’t help. She has to close her eyes for a moment and concentrate on her breathing, until at last she’s calm enough to proceed. Mum and Pablo are on the doorstep chatting to a balding, smart-suited man, who presumably is Mr Rowe, Gran’s solicitor. He has an attaché case under his arm which obviously contains the will. It’s all too horribly real now, Lucy thinks. Until this moment she could pretend that it was all some bad dream, but here in front of Gran’s beloved house, the crushing truth finally drops upon her. She’ll never be able run into Gran’s arms, will she? Not this time. Not ever.

      Once outside the car, she swallows back tears as the ocean roars mournfully behind her. Or she thinks it does. It would be fitting. Lucy’s mum is dressed smartly in a lavender linen jacket and skirt, and even Pablo has put on a pair of trousers and a shirt instead of his normal T-shirt and jeans. Maybe to show respect? Lucy glances down at her poppy-patterned summer dress, and wonders if she should have dressed formally too. But then she acknowledges that Gran wouldn’t care less one way or the other. However, maybe like Lucy, she would have been a little curious as to why her ex-daughter-in-law and husband have shown up for the will-reading. Yes, they attended the funeral and are staying in the house for a couple of nights, but surely they don’t entertain the hope of being left anything?

      Mr Rowe turns and offers his hand. ‘Lucia, pleased to meet you. I’m Richard Rowe, Morwenna’s solicitor.’

      Lucy shakes his hand and says she’s pleased to meet him, too, while thinking he maybe should have said ‘Mrs Thomas’, instead of using the more familiar ‘Morwenna’. ‘I prefer Lucy if you don’t mind. Mum’s the only one who calls me Lucia nowadays.’ This earns a scowl that would curdle milk from her mum and Lucy smiles benignly back at her. ‘Hi, Mum, Pablo.’

      ‘Hi, honey. You okay?’ her mum says, putting on a sympathetic face. It doesn’t fit her properly, though. Apathy is leaking out around the edges.

      ‘No, but I will be.’ Lucy gives Pablo a brief nod and he returns the same.

      ‘Okay, can you follow me?’ Mr Rowe directs this to Lucy, but her mum and Pablo follow behind.

      It’s hard following a complete stranger through such familiar territory, where so many memories linger in the shadows. In the large and tastefully decorated living room, Rowe indicates they should all be seated. Mum and Pablo sit on the large well-worn tan leather Chesterfield sofa, while Lucy and Mr Rowe take matching armchairs opposite each other.

      There’s a lull as Rowe unzips his attaché and pulls out a paper folder, and Lucy’s mum says, ‘So odd being here without Morwenna.’ She sighs deeply and stares out over the garden and ocean beyond. Then she looks back at Lucy. ‘Happy days, though, eh?’

      Lucy smiles politely and says, ‘Happy days.’ Her memories actually suggest that Mum only seemed happy when she and Dad got into the car and headed back to Exeter. Lucy, happy, too, used to wave from the window and then skip back to the library.

      ‘Okay. So, I came up here a few months before Morwenna passed,’ Rowe says, steepling his fingers and looking at them all in turn. Lucy thinks he has seen too many TV shows where the solicitor holds court – maybe an Agatha Christie film? He continues. ‘She hadn’t got round to changing her will after her son, Mr Thomas, passed away a few years ago.’ He pauses again, looks sympathetically at Lucy and her mum. ‘Sorry for your loss. Anyway, she changed her will, told me she had an inkling she wouldn’t be around much longer.’

      Lucy’s mum frowns. ‘Right. So the will was made out to Ruan before he died? Everything was to go to him?’

      ‘Yes, that’s right.’

      ‘So now her sister Kerensa will inherit? Maybe me, too, as I was married to her son, and was her daughter-in-law for fifteen years.’

      Lucy’s aghast. How the hell did her mum arrive at that conclusion?

      ‘I can’t reveal anything just now. I will say that Kerensa won’t inherit, however,’ Rowe says.

      Mum rolls her eyes. ‘The cat’s home better not get the lot.’

      Rowe tactfully ignores that comment, unsteeples his fingers and leans forward, fixing Lucy with an intense stare. He’s wearing round, thick-lensed glasses which give him the look of a surprised owl. ‘Now this is a little unusual, but before the beneficiary is revealed, your grandmother wanted you to complete a task, Lucy. You used to take part in treasure hunts as a child, I believe?’

      Choking back tears, Lucy says, ‘That’s right.’

      ‘One last treasure hunt for you, then.’ Rowe bobs his head and hands her a little envelope with Lucy scrawled across it in blue ink.

      Gran’s writing. She’d recognise it anywhere, and written with her favourite fountain pen, too, she guesses. Lucy feels her throat tighten and she knows she can’t read whatever’s inside the envelope with three pairs of eyes trained on her. ‘I’ll take this into Gran’s study if you don’t mind,’ she croaks.

      Lucy enters the study, trails her fingers across the lion’s-paw table and sits down in an armchair overlooking the ocean. She can hardly stop her hands trembling as she opens the envelope.

      
        
        My darling Lucy,

      

      
        It pains me to write this letter, because I know you will be grieving as you read it. But know I couldn’t be prouder of my little protégée. It brings me great joy to know that you have followed your dreams and in my footsteps. Don’t for one minute think that you were just a follower, however. You had a natural gift, always. This being an understanding and love of a good story, and the magic it holds within. The kind of magic that can add joy to your life. That can shine light into the darkest corners, if you let it.

        Now, if you can still see to read through your tears … I have to keep stopping to mop up mine! … I have one last treasure hunt for you. I promise it won’t be a long one. Just pop up to the library and find the clue.

      

      

      Lucy puts the letter on her lap and blows her nose. It’s all too much. Gran’s presence is so strong right now. She fancies that if she turns around, she will see Gran reading over her shoulder. But she has to be strong. She has to do this last treasure hunt, because this is what Gran wanted. Picking the letter up again, she takes a breath and reads on:

      
        
        I hope you like your prize. Well, that’s a silly thing to say, I know you absolutely will! And remember, Lucy Morwenna Thomas, I told you once that you are a strong individual who has far to go. I know your future will be wonderful. I also know your editing career will blossom and there will be many diamonds cast before you. You just have to find them.

        So, it’s goodbye, my darling, until we meet again…

      

      
        All my love, Granny xxx

      

      

      It’s some time before Lucy feels strong enough to get to her feet. She puts the letter on the desk and walks towards the wonderful old spiral staircase at the back of the study. Fairy lights still twine around and through the metal rails, and she’s reminded of happy Christmases. Snapshots of those days project across her mind like a film as she climbs the twisty steps. Once at the top, she pauses, and an involuntary gasp of raw grief escapes her. There’s a shaft of sunlight pouring through the big skylight, illuminating the painting of her grandad behind the desk. If she tries very hard and narrows her eyes, she can see her gran alongside him as they sail home together.

      Nothing seems to have changed since she was last here at Christmas. But why would it have? Then Lucy acknowledges actually one big thing has changed. Gran’s no longer here. Then she reminds herself – maybe not here physically, but she is in spirit. The desk, near-twin of the one downstairs, still has pride of place, the hooved feet bearing the weight of three piles of books and a box file. The two old-fashioned green-glass reading lamps on brass stands with pull chains to one side need a bit of a dust, but other than that, everything is as elegant as always.

      The red leather armchair tucked underneath seems to have developed a bit of a tear on the wingback, but that can easily be fixed – and then it hits her. There would be no dusting and fixing, would there? Because this library would soon be gone – sold along with the rest of the house. Shaking off the cloak of doom, Lucy finds her eye caught by something different. Moving along to the timber shelf-ladder, she spots a big blue arrow made from sugar paper on the middle rung. It’s pointing towards the sea-chest.

      Chuckling to herself, she walks across the floorboards and threadbare Persian rug and kneels before the chest in the corner under the skylight. She lifts the lid and it opens with a groan. Something else that needs a bit of attention. It’s still full of old maps and the ancient, coverless books that are too battered to stand on their own. But to one side is a white card with these words printed on it:

      
        
        HOME IS WHERE THE HEART IS. FIND IT AND YOU HAVE YOUR PRIZE.

      

      

      Puzzled for a moment, Lucy sits with her back against the chest, legs outstretched, scanning the room. She can’t see a heart anywhere… Then her eyes alight on her old paintings and drawings, still tacked down the wall next to the seascape. The last painting she did, when she was around twelve. It’s of Gran and herself with a huge red heart in the space between them. Could it be that? Lucy gets to her feet and walks over. Feeling with her fingers across the wall, she notices a bump behind the painting at one side and gently pulls something out. It’s a little arrow similar to the one on the ladder but much smaller. It says: Look in the box file on my desk.

      Lucy chuckles again. So much for a quick treasure hunt. The box file has some old manuscripts inside stapled together at the corner. There’s another card on top.

      
        
        THESE MANUSCRPITS ARE UNFINISHED. LOST DIAMONDS. SOME CAREFUL EDITING BY A GENIUS EDITOR (YOU, IN CASE YOU’RE WONDERING) WILL ENABLE THEM TO BE FOUND. AT A LATER DATE PLEASE, PLEASE EDIT THEM, LUCY. A LAST REQUEST FROM YOUR OLD GRANNY, IF YOU LIKE. BUT FOR NOW, YOUR PRIZE IS UNDER THIS FILE.

      

      

      Under the file is another envelope with ‘Please give unopened to Richard Rowe’ written across it in Gran’s hand.

      Puzzled and curious, Lucy clatters down the spiral staircase, through the study, down the corridor towards the living room, eager to find out what her prize is. Maybe it’s the contents of the library. She prays it is, and can hardly contain her excitement as she races into the room. Mr Rowe looks a bit startled as, out of breath, she hands him the envelope. Her mum frowns up at her while Pablo raises a dark brow.

      ‘So this is your prize?’ he asks, but Lucy has the feeling he already knows what’s inside. There’s a little dimple in his left cheek as he tries to hide a smile.

      ‘Seems to be,’ Lucy answers and flops down in the chair opposite again, overcome by the whole thing.

      Mr Rowe opens it, quickly scans the letter inside and gives her a wide smile. ‘Well, Ms Thomas. It seems like you’re the sole recipient of Atlantic Heights, its contents, Morwenna’s savings and the old family boat she has moored nearby. Congratulations!’

      Lucy looks at him open-mouthed. She cannot believe it. Can not. Neither, from their stricken expressions, can her mum and Pablo. ‘Oh my God!’ Lucy says, and bursts into tears.
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      At regular intervals, Lucy imagines that she’s going to wake up from a dream, because how, apart from the devastating loss of Morwenna – she calls her gran that now, even though she never got the chance before – can real life have become so perfect? But then, it’s only been a few months since she passed away, and her new circumstances are taking a little while to get used to. Never in her wildest dreams had she expected Morwenna to leave her Atlantic Heights and all her assets.

      The reason for this had remained elusive until, after much soul-searching, Lucy had concluded that while the immensely strong bond between Morwenna and herself had been absolute – never in doubt – she felt she’d not been worthy of such an amazing gift. Why was that? After more pondering, she’d also concluded that maybe her insecurities, created by an unstable childhood and teenage years, had not been as fully exorcised as she’d imagined.

      Or maybe she’d just been afraid of the responsibility? This was a house of outstanding beauty. Is she capable of caring for such a magical place, and keeping it exactly as it had always been? The tiny one-bed flat in London is easy to maintain, but this old beauty is more than just a house. It’s a home, a sanctuary, and at its heart beats the magical memories of her gran’s love and guidance. Lucy realises that preserving those memories along with the bricks
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