
  
  Praise for Booked at Midnight





“Andersen sweeps readers into a delicious conceit in the follow up to The Midnight Book Club…  Readers who love books about books—and find comfort in the idea that stories have lives beyond their covers—will find much to savor here.​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​”  —BookLife Reviews

“The supporting characters have a chance to shine … [b]ut the heart of the project continues to be Aurelia’s love of classic literature and the characters who make the stories come to life. A satisfying sequel that deepens the characters and storylines introduced in the first installment.”  —Kirkus Reviews
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 “...[A] charming tale of a writer finding inspiration and a chance at true love via the characters in her favorite classic novels… The novel is an appealing blend of fantasy and romance, rooted in a love of classic novels. A delightful love letter to great literature.” —Kirkus Reviews

“In a love letter to readers and dreamers, debut author Andersen crafts a richly layered world in which beloved characters come to life… From the warmth of Marmee from Little Women to the wisdom of Sergeant Cuff from The Moonstone … readers will find themselves eagerly turning the page, breathless for more in this new series.”  —BookLife Reviews

 “The Midnight Book Club charmed me from the very beginning—a magical bookshop where you can meet all your favorite characters, a grieving woman who starts opening her heart to people both fictional and real, a buttoned-up man who’s more than he seems! It was all so cozy and delightful that I found myself wanting the story to go on forever. E.W. Andersen is a new author to watch!” —Alicia Thompson, USA Today bestselling author of Never Been Shipped 

“Utterly charming… The Midnight Book Club will appeal to anyone who has ever lost themselves in the pages of a classic novel. Andersen brings famous literary characters to life—literally—and the results are delightful.”  —Elizabeth Everett, author of The Lady Sparks a Flame

“Characters from classic stories nurture a grieving woman toward new love in the sweet, fantastical romance... [E]motive and uplifting...” —Foreword Clarion Review​
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For my friends near and far—

with love and thanks for cheering me on
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It was a cold and drizzly January morning, the perfect excuse to sleep in, but Aurelia had woken up well before her alarm and, surprisingly, felt relatively well rested. Surprisingly, because she’d been up until the wee hours of the morning chatting with fictional characters in the bookshop below her flat. Or maybe not so surprisingly, since limited sleep had become something of a routine by now, just over a year after she’d discovered her shop’s secret. 
Her shop—it still took some getting used to when it had been her aunt Marigold’s for as long as she could remember. In addition to the shop and the flat, Aurelia had also inherited her aunt’s tuxedo cat, Fezz. The very cat who was nosing her face to encourage her to get out of bed and make the most of being awake early by feeding him. She obliged him, then got herself ready and went down to the shop to work on her latest book before opening. Settled on the window seat on the mezzanine with a cup of tea, her laptop, and a notebook, Aurelia looked over her notes for a bit, then started pulling them together into an outline. She had just finished typing out an idea for an early chapter in the book when movement from outside caught her eye.
Looking through the large window that ran along the window seat, she spotted someone crossing the square. Her fingers hovered over the keyboard, a smile spreading across her face as she watched a man corralling an overexcited dog toward the shop while trying to hold an umbrella over his head. Aurelia checked the time—it was just past nine, and Oliver was usually at work by now. She frowned for a moment, but her smile returned as she saw his dog, Biscuit, straining against the lead in his rush toward the building. Biscuit had short legs, a long body, and floppy ears, looking something like a blond lab and corgi mix. Despite his size, he was making good progress in pulling Oliver along, so Aurelia collected her things and headed for the spiral staircase at the other end of the mezzanine. From there, she looked back at the window seat where Fezz was still curled up in a ball.
“Good idea. Biscuit is incoming, so you’ll be happier right where you are.”
Fezz, of course, did not acknowledge this in any way.
At the bottom of the stairs, Aurelia deposited everything on her desk, grabbed the towel she kept in a drawer for wet-dog days like this one, then walked over to unlock the shop door just as Oliver and Biscuit arrived.
She greeted them with a cheerful “Good morning!” only to see Oliver shake out his umbrella and let out some incoherent grumbling as Biscuit yanked him inside. That definitely wasn’t his typical greeting.
“Bad morning?” she amended.
“Very bad.”
Aurelia’s eyes ran over him, trying to figure out just how bad. Oliver undid Biscuit’s lead and dropped it on the floor along with the umbrella, his usual messenger bag, and another large bag he’d had slung over his shoulder. He looked slightly damp and annoyed, but not as though anything too terrible had happened.
“‘Very bad,’ is it? What’s wrong?”
Aurelia squatted down to pat Biscuit, who she knew wouldn’t stop jumping and whining until he’d been properly acknowledged.
“I took Biscuit out early this morning and we ran into my landlord—literally.”
“I thought he’d moved out of the country?”
“Well, he’s back, and he was very unhappy to see a dog in the building—especially after Biscuit nearly knocked him over.”
She looked down at the dog, who was now belly up and happily letting her run the towel over his wet fur. ‘Unhappy’ and ‘Biscuit’ were two words that didn’t belong in the same sentence.
“Did you explain that his daughter told you it was alright to have him in the flat?”
“I did, and he said she should have known better.”
“She’s twenty-something, not a child,” Aurelia scoffed.
“Exactly. But… the lease very clearly says no dogs. And I didn’t have a dog when I moved in.”
Aurelia knew that was because Oliver had moved into the flat after a breakup. His ex-girlfriend had taken custody of Biscuit, only to return him to Oliver a few months later, once she’d realized the dog was miserable without him.
“Any room for negotiation?” Aurelia ventured.
“None. And Biscuit tripping him and begging for attention didn’t help.”
Oliver shot a stern look at Biscuit, who was now sitting at his feet and looking up at him adoringly. Aurelia laughed, only to have Oliver turn that stern look on her. That only made her laugh more since he couldn’t keep it up for long before finally breaking into a smile.
“I know he’s adorable,” Oliver conceded with a sigh. “But he’s just got kicked out of the flat.”
Aurelia’s own smile vanished.
“What? What do you mean?”
“Biscuit isn’t welcome back in the building. The landlord let us go inside to get a few of his things”—Oliver pointed to the large bag on the floor—“but that was Biscuit’s last time in the flat.”
“And what about you?”
“He’s letting me out of the lease, but I have to move out by the end of the month so that he can ‘un-dog’ the flat while he looks for a new tenant.”
“The end of the month…” Aurelia trailed off as she realized that was just two weeks away.
“Do you think… Could Biscuit stay here until I find a new place?”
“Of course!” Aurelia said, bending down again to pet the dog’s furry head. “Poor Biscuit, banished from home.”
“Poor me. I’ve got to find a flat that’s dog-friendly, pack up, and move within two weeks.”
Aurelia stood and stepped in to give Oliver a kiss.
“We’ll figure it out,” she promised, her voice low and soothing. “Biscuit can stay here for as long as you need, and I’ll help you pack.”
Oliver wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her closer.
“And as for a new flat—”
She broke off, realizing that the words she’d been about to say—you can move in here—were weighty. It was an offer she’d been thinking about making, knowing that his lease was up in August, but she hadn’t had a chance to ask him yet. Throwing the offer out as a last resort, a ‘well, if you must’ sort of thing, didn’t feel right.
“You’ll help me look?” Oliver finished for her.
“Definitely.”
It wasn’t what she’d planned to say, but it seemed best for now.
After a few more minutes of reassuring Oliver that they’d get it all sorted, he left for work. Aurelia chewed at her lip as she watched him cross the square, waited for him to turn and wave at her, then waved back. He’d been unsettled over the sudden eviction; that was another good reason to give it a day or two before asking him to move in with her. She was fairly confident his answer would be yes, but it felt like something they should discuss when he wasn’t late for work and anxious. Maybe tonight, she thought, once he’d settled down a bit—she could ask him then.
Turning to walk back to her desk, Aurelia’s eyes caught on the small, round Recommended Reads table at the front of the shop. The very table where stacks of four different books were set out. The very books that had released characters at midnight last night—almost every night for the past month, in fact. And before this group of characters, there had been another batch, and before that—well, there had been the very first group, the one that had opened her eyes to the shop’s magical and wonderful secret.
Secret. As in a very big, major reason that inviting Oliver to move in might be… complicated.
“Oh. Right.”
Aurelia let out a nervous sigh. Biscuit nudged her leg and she looked down to see him staring up at her, tongue lolling out of his mouth.
“You’re a very cute complication. As is your owner.”
The dog started happily thwapping his tail against the carpet, oblivious to the chaos he’d created. 
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Twenty minutes later and Aurelia was still pacing back and forth in front of the shop’s Recommended Reads table, with Biscuit’s head following her movements as though she were the ball at a tennis match. 
She wanted Oliver to move in. She loved him; he loved her. And moving in together would mean they could spend more time together. There wasn’t a doubt in her mind that they were both ready to jog their relationship along to that next step. But figuring out how to have the man she loved permanently in her flat when she liked to sneak out at midnight to meet with fictional characters was going to be a challenge.
So far, she’d been able to manage it while they were living apart, with help from their respective pets. Fezz was used to having dogs in the shop, but whenever they brought Biscuit upstairs to the flat, the cat drew firmer boundaries. Every time Biscuit came within a few feet of him, Fezz would let out a warning hiss or growl. Biscuit would back off… before deciding to try his luck again minutes later with the same result. Over and over. It was hard to get through a conversation or a movie with the two animals constantly testing each other’s limits. And with her open-plan flat, the only way to really separate them was to lock one of them in the bedroom or in the shop. A few times, she and Oliver had tried shutting Fezz in the bedroom with them to give him an overnight break from Biscuit’s desperate efforts to play with and befriend him, but then Biscuit would scratch at the door, feeling left out. And when they’d tried shutting Biscuit in with them, Fezz yowled outside the door, indignant.
Their solution had been to either have Aurelia stay at Oliver’s, or to have Oliver come over in the evenings without Biscuit, then leave before it got too late so that he could get home to walk the dog. But it was hardly a long-term solution; Aurelia missed the characters on nights when she was at his flat and missed waking up next to him on nights when she was alone in hers. Which meant this was the perfect opportunity for a change.
Aurelia’s phone rang and she pulled it out of her pocket, answering without checking to see who was calling because she knew it would be her sister.
“Good morning.”
“Is it? Then why do you sound so mournful?” Antonia asked.
“I’m going to ask Oliver to move in with me.”
It came out as a declaration, as though Aurelia were trying to convince herself that she could do it. Which, of course, she was.
“I’d try for a little more enthusiasm when you ask him,” Antonia said with a laugh.
“I am excited—I do want him to move in.”
“Then just pack up his things and move him in already. It’s obvious you two are forever. Might as well start now.”
Aurelia smiled at her sister’s confidence. She felt it, too, when it came to Oliver. But as she paced past the Recommended Reads table again, her smile drooped a little.
“There’s still a lot I need to work out before I ask him.”
“Like what?” Antonia demanded.
Like how I’m going to sneak out of the flat at midnight most nights to visit fictional characters in the shop.
The words were on the tip of her tongue, but Aurelia managed to hold them in. She hadn’t told anyone about the shop’s secret—not Oliver, not her best friends, not her father, not even her sister. How could she when the truth was too hard to ask them to believe? She couldn’t exactly prove that her fantastical story was true when the characters could only ever appear to the shop’s owner—her. She’d never bothered bringing someone into the shop after midnight because the characters had told her about all the times her aunt, great aunt, and great-great aunt had tried it, only to have the characters disappear the second anyone who didn’t own the shop stepped inside. She’d snuck down a few times on the rare occasions when Oliver had slept over, and she’d found the characters there waiting for her. That was how she’d learned that someone else could be in the flat after midnight, just not in the shop.
Aurelia didn’t like keeping such a big secret from Oliver—from everyone in her life—but she didn’t see an alternative. Maybe she should just stop visiting the characters or visit less often… but she loved learning more about them than their books had shown her and, even more than that, she loved hearing their stories about her aunt Marigold, her great aunt Lucy, and her great-great aunt Cristobel. It was a link to her family, to a past she’d never have learned about on her own. It made her feel close to the aunts, the one she’d lost and the ones she’d never met. And she’d started to see herself as a steward for the shop’s magic, keeping it going so that when her niece, Julia, was old enough to take over, she’d get to experience it too.
No, abandoning the characters wasn’t an option. And not asking Oliver to move in just to keep him from becoming suspicious about her nighttime habits wasn’t an option, either.
“Aurelia? Where’d you go?”
“I’m here,” Aurelia insisted, shaking her head and bringing her focus back to her sister.
“You said you’ve got a lot to work out about Oliver moving in. And I asked what you needed to work out.”
“Just… just a few things.” Her eyes caught on Biscuit, who had made his way up the spiral staircase and was now trotting toward the window seat and Fezz. “Like figuring out the dog and cat situation.”
Fezz spotted Biscuit and gave a lazy hiss before moving further back on the window seat, just out of Biscuit’s view. Aurelia shook her head at the cat’s studied indifference.
“I think exposure therapy is your best option.”
“It’s our only option,” Aurelia agreed, smiling as she watched Biscuit lie down in front of the window seat, head on his paws as he looked longingly up in Fezz’s direction. “Oliver got kicked out of his flat this morning.”
“What? Really?”
“Yes, really. The landlord spotted Biscuit and told Oliver he has two weeks to find somewhere else to live. And in the meantime, Biscuit has been banished.”
“Poor Biscuit.”
“That’s what I said!” Aurelia laughed. “It’s sort of the perfect time to ask Oliver to move in, but…” She trailed off, reminding herself again that she couldn’t tell her sister the real reason for her hesitation. So instead she said, “I don’t want him to think I’m asking just to be nice—just because he has nowhere else to go.”
“Well, he doesn’t have nowhere else to go. He could find another flat somewhere, but what’s the point in that? Tell him you’d been thinking of asking him anyway and it makes sense for him to move in now, since he’ll be all packed up.”
“How romantic.”
They both laughed and Aurelia relaxed, letting her shoulders drop as she stopped her pacing. Feeling better, she decided to wind her sister up a bit. “Still… It’ll be such a pain. All my stuff moved around, his boxes everywhere, the dog…”
“No! Think about the good things, like waking up to him every morning, saying goodnight to him every night—”
“Finding his dirty dishes in the sink, falling into the loo when he doesn’t close the lid…” She had to bite her lip to keep from laughing.
“You’re just making things up. I’ve met Oliver and he seems much better house-trained than that.”
“He is,” Aurelia agreed, letting out her laugh.
“Now that you’ve had your fun, I’ve got to go. Keep me posted on the ‘move in with me’ proposal.”
“I will,” Aurelia promised. “Know I love you.”
“You too.”
As they rang off, a couple walked into the shop and Aurelia switched into shopkeeper mode to greet them. They started to browse and she sat at her desk, eyeing the mezzanine to check on Biscuit. He was looking at the customers with curiosity, but he stayed put, as though determined that today was the day Fezz would finally let him get within sniffing distance.
They could make this work. She could make this work. Aurelia pulled a notebook out of a desk drawer and started thinking of ideas for bringing her two favorite worlds together: her life with Oliver and her life with the characters. 
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It had been a busy few days as Aurelia helped Oliver pack and they managed the Biscuit and Fezz acclimation process. She’d come up with a few ideas to get down to the shop at midnight without alarming Oliver, but she’d been too busy to try them out. Just like she’d been too busy to ask him to move in with her. 
Maybe not too busy, more like she hadn’t found the right time. She didn’t want to ask him fresh off his frustration with his landlord’s ultimatum, so she hadn’t asked him that first night. And the next night, he’d been exhausted after a full day at work and a few hours of packing up his flat. She’d been exhausted too, since she’d been there helping him after closing the shop.
They were back at his flat packing again the following night when Aurelia decided this was it: she was going to ask him right then. She opened her mouth to speak, but Oliver beat her to it with a question of his own.
“How’s your book?”
“My book?”
Her eyebrows drew together as her mind switched gears from serious relationship talk to work talk. Oliver had edited her first book, the one she’d written the year before about Count Vronsky from Anna Karenina. Well, she’d written it about Vronsky but also with him, since he was one of the first characters she’d met in the shop. Aurelia had a master’s in creative writing and had published a few short stories before she’d inherited the shop, but took a long break after her mother’s and aunt’s passing. Then, because of his unhappy ending and the fact that she was a writer, she’d volunteered (or been volunteered by the other characters) to write Vronsky a sequel. And it had worked; she’d written him a new ending, one where he wasn’t doomed to live the rest of his life under the shadow of tragedy and heartache.
“Right, sorry. I’ve done a bit more outlining, but I haven’t really started writing yet. I’m still trying to figure out who this guy is, whether he’s sort of naïve and has been thrown into the art world’s underbelly, or whether he’s a little more sophisticated and cunning.”
Aurelia usually got story ideas from things she’d overheard or read about, but this time it was from something her friend, Kali, had overheard. Kali gave guided tours to children at a handful of London’s art museums, and during lunch a few weeks ago she’d told Aurelia about a long-running forgery scheme that had been uncovered—reluctantly—by an auction house that had sold dozens of the fakes without their experts realizing.
“Both could work, really,” Oliver said thoughtfully, handing her a roll of packing tape as she started putting together a few more boxes. “You still have him discovering one of the forgeries early on?”
“That’s what I’m thinking. It’ll start with his first week at the auction house, he’s feeling lucky to have landed a job there, when he notices something’s not quite right with one of the lots.”
“So either he’s a guy who’s sort of lost and doesn’t know what to do, or he’s a guy who’s trying to figure out whether reporting it—or not—will work to his advantage and how.”
“Exactly! I might try writing a first chapter for each character and see which one I like better.”
“I’m leaning toward the crafty one.”
“I’ll take that under advisement, Mr. Editor,” Aurelia said in a mock serious tone, nudging him with her hip as she dropped an empty box next to him.
“I’ll be ready to read your chapters whenever you’re ready to share them, Ms. Writer,” he retorted in a mock serious voice of his own.
She stood there smiling at him, lost for a moment in fancying him. They’d started their relationship as colleagues, at a time when Aurelia was grieving and he was getting over a breakup and getting used to being the new owner of a mad dog. (A mad dog who was currently locked up in the shop while Fezz was locked up in the flat—a time out for both of them while Oliver and Aurelia were away.) Their teasing and bickering over edits to her book had morphed into something real and playful, mixing lightness and seriousness in a way that made her feel like this could really be ‘forever,’ as Antonia had said.
“Do you want to move in with me?”
She wasn’t sure if he’d heard her at first, but then Oliver opened his mouth and closed it, and she was certain he was trying to work out what to say.
“It’s okay if you don’t want to, if you think it’s too soon—”
“No—I don’t.”
She couldn’t help but frown at that, and he quickly went on.
“I mean, I don’t think it’s too soon. And I do want to move in with you. But… Are you sure?”
Now she couldn’t help but grin.
“I’m sure.”
“I’ve been wanting to ask if you wanted to, once my lease was up, but I don’t want you to feel like you have to offer now, just because I have to move.”
“I’ve been wanting to ask, so it’s not just because of Biscuit’s inconvenient banishment, I promise.”
“Really?” His eyebrows shot up, his tone hopeful.
Aurelia set down the box she’d been assembling, walked over to where he was holding bubble wrap and a dinner plate, and put her arms around him.
“Really. I know the lady who owns the place, and she likes pets.”
“Does she?” he asked. He freed up his hands and put his arms around her, swaying them both back and forth as he held in a laugh.
“She does. As a matter of fact, she has a cat. And she runs the bookshop downstairs, so she’s a very smart, business-savvy type.”
“Mm… Tell me more about this lady. She sounds like someone I’d like to meet.”
Aurelia laughed and kissed him, then broke away, her face a little more serious.
“As the lady in question, I should warn you… I have some odd habits.”
“I think I’ve figured out your odd habits by now,” he said with a laugh.
Aurelia was about to demand a list of whatever habits he’d found odd but reminded herself to press on with her agenda.
“No, but we haven’t really spent many nights at my flat, so you haven’t seen them all. Like… you don’t know that I like writing late at night. Downstairs.”
“In the shop? In the middle of the night?”
“That’s right. I’ll try to be quiet, but if you hear me—or any other strange noises—at night, you can just go back to sleep.”
He let out a soft laugh, waiting for her to tell him it was a joke, but she bit her lip and gave a little shrug.
“Huh. Okay,” he said after a moment. “How often am I going to wake up to an empty bed, then?”
“Not that often! And I’ll be there when you wake up in the morning. Just… not between, say, midnight and dawn. Sometimes.”
He laughed again, then kissed her.
“Alright. If late-night writing is your thing, I’m on board. Any other odd habits?”
“That’s it for now,” Aurelia said with a sigh of relief.
In her planning over the past few days, preparing him in advance for her late nights in the shop had seemed like the best way forward. It was one half-truth she could tell him, something he apparently found charming instead of odd. Or maybe charmingly odd. Either way, she took it as a win.
“I guess we should keep packing, then. And maybe take some boxes over tonight?”
“Good idea,” she agreed. “Might as well start moving you in before you change your mind.”
“Oh, I won’t be changing my mind. I still want to meet this landlady of yours.”
He ducked away from her reach when she tried to swat him, and soon they were back to packing, each of them much happier now that they’d decided on their next big step together. 
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With two of them packing they should have made more progress the night before, but they’d quickly lost their momentum when Oliver had walked past and given her a light kiss, then two, then a much longer one that led to abandoning packing full stop. 
Eventually, they’d gone back to Aurelia’s flat with a few boxes in hand and started what seemed like their new nighttime routine: Oliver walked Biscuit while Aurelia fed Fezz and then set the alarm on her phone to vibrate a few minutes before midnight so that she could get downstairs to see the characters. She planned to put a new set of books on the Recommended Reads table in the morning—inspired by Oliver’s arrival—and wanted a chance to say goodbye to the characters she’d been chatting with over the past few weeks. Goodbyes were always bittersweet since she never knew if she’d meet them again the next time she put their books on the table, or whether a new set would appear. But with so many books and so many characters to meet, Aurelia didn’t want to miss the chance to meet others, to hear them share stories about their novels and their memories of meeting the aunts that had run the shop.

      [image: ]Getting downstairs and back up again wasn’t at all the challenge Aurelia had been expecting. As Aurelia and Oliver got into bed that night, Biscuit dropped onto the floor next to Oliver’s side of the bed, apparently having used up all his energy over the past few days on his excitement over the move. When her alarm went off and she tiptoed out the bedroom door, Biscuit didn’t seem to notice. And when she snuck back into the bedroom and climbed into bed at dawn, she heard the dog pick his head up to listen before dropping it back on the carpet. That was easy enough, she thought as she drifted to sleep, mentally patting herself on the back for her cleverness.
Oliver was up and off to work just an hour later, which should have given Aurelia a chance to catch up on missed sleep from her night in the shop. But when Fezz and Biscuit—very much awake now—started having a standoff in the living area, she pulled herself out of bed to observe and intervene if necessary. Oliver usually took Biscuit into the office with him, but they’d decided to leave him with her for a few days to get him used to being in the shop and seeing customers come in and out without barking at them or tripping them as they browsed the shelves. After a few more halfhearted hisses from Fezz as he settled on the sofa, Aurelia showered and started her day.
She’d planned to swap out the books on the Recommended Reads table first thing, but the shop was busy that morning. Biscuit did just fine—he perked up every time someone came through the door but mostly stayed on the extra dog bed they’d put next to Aurelia’s desk at the back of the shop. Of course, he also perked up every time a customer came over to pet him or tell him what a good boy he was. Soon he started to roll onto his back when someone walked by, in both invitation and expectation of belly rubs.
When things got quiet around lunchtime, Aurelia took her chance to reshelve the books from the Recommended Reads table. Then she went into the back room and carried out the box of books she’d ordered. Before they’d started dating, talking to Oliver about books had been one of the first things to thaw his reserved exterior. And maybe, very possibly, it had made Aurelia feel more at ease too. During one of his early visits to the shop, he’d admitted that he didn’t like Charles Dickens’ novels, and she’d insisted he’d got it wrong. To prove it, she’d made him read two of her favorites, David Copperfield and Little Dorrit. Just as she’d predicted, after some initial complaining he’d not only finished but liked them, and already had Bleak House on his nightstand as his next read. Marigold had also been a fan; she’d even named Fezz after Mr. Fezziwig, a character from A Christmas Carol.
Now, she’d decided to celebrate Oliver’s move by filling the table with Dickens novels. She couldn’t tell him, of course, but her plan had the extra benefit of giving her a chance to meet the rich, flawed, and endearing characters Dickens had created. Little Dorrit and David Copperfield were on her list, of course. One was about a young woman, Little Dorrit, who’d been raised in a debtor’s prison with her family before they eventually found freedom, and the other traced the life of David, who’d lost his family at a young age and later became a successful writer like Dickens. Then there was Bleak House, which focused on a long-running legal battle over an inheritance and the many people whose lives became entangled in it. And last was Great Expectations, about a young boy, Pip, whose life was forever changed when he helped an escaped convict flee during a chance encounter.
While Aurelia unpacked copies of each and arranged them on the table, a smile spread across her face as she wondered who would appear from the books that evening. She wanted to meet Little Dorrit, and Peggotty from David Copperfield, but there was also a list of characters she’d prefer not to meet. Still, Aurelia had learned there were no guarantees when it came to which characters would show up each time she put a new set of books on the table. The shop’s magic seemed to have a mind of its own, so she would just have to wait until that evening to find out who would join her for the next few weeks.
After dropping the empty box in the back room, Aurelia made a cup of tea and carried it to her desk. She heard a noise up on the mezzanine and knew it must be Fezz, jumping onto the window seat for a nap. Biscuit opened one eyelid at the sound, then went right back to sleep. Other than Fezz’s movements and the soft ticking of the mantel clock behind her, the shop was quiet for a change, giving Aurelia time to plan for the final stage of Oliver’s move, which they’d scheduled for that Sunday. The shop would be closed, allowing them to carry the rest of his things in through the shop and up to her flat without knocking over the customers.
The phone rang and Aurelia scooped it up in one hand while holding her warm mug of tea in the other. She knew it would be Antonia, but as it was the shop phone, she answered, “Hello, On the Square Books.”
“Hi, Relia.”
“Hi, Tonia. How’re things in Paris?”
“That’s why I’m calling. The bookshop near me is asking if you’ll come over and do an event. They said you could read a little from your book and answer a few questions. What do you think?”
“Did they really ask, or did you suggest it?”
“Either way, the shop owner is inviting you and he wants to set a date. I was thinking sometime next month?”
“Next month?” Aurelia frowned. “Look, I don’t know… It’s not exactly a runaway bestseller. I don’t want to trouble him if it’s just going to be a reading for you and the kids.”
“No, he thought it was a great idea! He said he’d love to host an event for you.”
Aurelia was doubtful. As the owner of a bookshop herself, she was conscious of not wanting to put another bookseller out by having to plan for an author event. She’d never hosted any in the shop herself since the authors of the mostly nineteenth-century books on her shelves had all passed decades ago, but still, it seemed like a lot of work.
“If he really wants me to, and not just because you’re pushing him, let’s wait a bit since I just saw you all at Christmas. We can make it an excuse for a visit when I’m desperate to see you again.”
“Alright,” Antonia sighed. “We’ll put off the reading for now, but you should know your book is flying off the shelves here.”
“Flying?” Aurelia asked, more doubtful still. Oliver’s publishing company was small; they had limited resources to market her book in the U.K. let alone anywhere else.
“All my friends bought copies. And I’ve been giving them out as gifts.”
“Aw, thank you, Antonia,” Aurelia said, touched once again by her sister taking on the unofficial role of Aurelia’s hype woman. “I’ll have to tell Oliver.”
Seemingly on cue, Aurelia looked up at the sound of the bell on the shop door and saw Oliver walking in. Biscuit jumped to his feet—somehow recognizing the sound of Oliver’s steps since he hadn’t said a word yet—and ran over to greet him.
“Hang on, he’s just come into the shop,” Aurelia informed Antonia.
“Tell him your ‘agent’ needs to talk to him,” Antonia said, putting on a businesslike tone. “I’ll wait.”
Aurelia put the phone to her chest and stood to kiss Oliver over the ledge of her desk.
“Hello, you.”
“Hello,” he said, smiling as though they hadn’t seen each other a few hours ago. “I just finished up a meeting nearby and thought I’d stop in.”
Biscuit gave a short bark to remind them of his presence, and Antonia gave a shout through the phone, likewise reminding Aurelia of hers.
Oliver bent down to pet Biscuit as he asked, “Antonia?”
“She wants to speak with you. She’s pretending to be my agent again.”
Aurelia handed Oliver the phone and watched him wander the shop as he spoke to her sister. Seeing Biscuit trail close behind him—nearly under his feet—made her laugh until she heard Oliver telling Antonia, “Absolutely, I agree.”
“Now, wait a minute,” Aurelia interrupted, stepping out from behind her desk. “I’m highly suspicious when you two agree.”
Oliver was silent for a moment, listening to Antonia.
“Tell my sister I can sense her conspiring even if I can’t hear it,” Aurelia added.
Oliver said goodbye and hung up as he walked back toward Aurelia, nearly tripping over the dog.
“Biscuit!” Oliver could never muster up real anger toward him—he was too sweet and clueless to register it anyway. Oliver sighed, waiting for Biscuit to step aside and clear the path to Aurelia. “Antonia says she’s lined up a book reading for you in Paris but you need persuading.”
“She wants me to go next month, but I’d rather wait a bit. It’ll be a pain for the shop owner to set it up, and I’d hate to disappoint them with an audience of family members who already own the book.”
“Actually, I think you could pull in more than just Antonia and her crowd. An English-language reading could bring in expats, bookish tourists… It might be fun for you.”
“Maybe,” Aurelia said, considering. “Is my editor insisting?” She squinted an appraising eye at him.
“No, your editor won’t force your hand. Nor will your boyfriend. But we do suggest you think about it.”
“Suggestion noted. Business over?”
“Yes, I’m hanging up my publishing hat for the moment.”
“Oh good,” Aurelia said, putting her arms around his neck and leaning into him for a kiss. “Hello, Boyfriend.”
“Hello, Girlfriend. Or should I say Flatmate?”
“Much too impersonal,” Aurelia said, shaking her head. “What about… ‘Sharer of the Boudoir’?”
Matching her seductive tone, Oliver asked, “How does ‘Doer of the Dishes’ sound?”
Aurelia gasped and pretended to faint in his arms.
“You know just what to say to make a woman swoon!” Laughing, she kissed him again before bending down to appease a desperate Biscuit, who was jumping and yipping at their feet for attention.
Aurelia petted him, then remembered the Recommended Reads table.
“Oh! Did you spot this month’s selections?” she asked. “I just swapped them out this morning.”
Oliver walked over and smiled as he caught onto the theme.
“Trying for more converts?”
“Well, since I managed to get you on board, I figured I might as well work on the rest of London. How’re you getting on with Bleak House? Do we need to negotiate a few reading breaks while I help you pack tonight?”
“I almost forgot,” Oliver said, his face falling. “My mum called and insisted we go and see Jack’s play tonight. It’s the last night of the run, otherwise I’d try to put it off again.”
“Jack—your brother, Jack?”
“That’s the one,” Oliver said flatly.
Somehow, Oliver had met Antonia—who lived in another country—but Aurelia had yet to meet Oliver’s younger brother, Jack, who lived in the same city. Jack was a set designer, a junior assistant set designer as Oliver liked to clarify, at University College London. He and Oliver weren’t particularly close for reasons Aurelia hadn’t yet figured out, which meant Oliver wasn’t in any rush to introduce them. Given Aurelia’s preternaturally close relationship with her sister, she hadn’t yet wrapped her mind around the fact that someone would want to avoid spending time with their sibling.
“So that’s tonight, then?” she asked.
She wanted to meet Jack, finally, but realized that without the chance for a nap that day, she’d most likely miss meeting her Dickens characters for the first time that night.
Oliver cocked his head to one side, trying to read her face.
“You don’t want to go? We don’t have to. I can just tell Mum that—”
“No! No, let’s do it. I was going to do a few things around the shop later, but it’s no problem. I want to meet Jack. And if your mother is insisting we go, that’s an end to it.”
Now, Oliver’s mother she’d met. His mother, like Oliver, had a slightly cool exterior, but Aurelia was certain she’d seen signs of thawing by the end of their most recent encounter. She wasn’t about to cross the woman, though, especially when it came to a plan involving her sons.
“What’s the play?” she asked.
“Oh, I’ve no idea,” he said indifferently.
Aurelia gave him a look of disapproval, but he just smiled back at her.
“Let’s hope it’s something short,” he said, teasingly planting a wet kiss squarely on her nose. “I’ll pick you up at seven?”
“Excellent,” she said, scrunching up her nose as she rubbed at his kiss.
Aurelia walked him to the door and stood as he strolled through the square, waiting until he’d turned to wave at her. She waved and smiled after him for a moment, running a finger over her nose where he’d kissed her.
Turning back into the shop, her brows pulled together as she spotted the table with its display of Dickens novels. With the play and then a likely stop at Oliver’s place on the way home to pick up a few more of his things, they might not get home before midnight. And if she wasn’t in the building by then, the characters wouldn’t appear and she’d miss them.
It would be fine, she told herself. She could wait until tomorrow night to meet the characters. She knew her habits and routines would shift with Oliver’s more permanent place in her life, and she was only too willing to make it work. 






  
  5

[image: ]

Walking across UCL’s campus to the theater, Aurelia’s spirits lifted as memories of her undergraduate years on that very campus came flooding back to her. Meanwhile, she noticed a distinct dip in Oliver’s spirits. His mood deflated still further when they got to the steps of the theater only to see posters for the play: King Lear.
“Oh, come on,” Oliver groaned. “This is going to be ages.”
“It looks like it might have a modern twist,” Aurelia said, pointing to the photographs of actors in suits and ties. “Maybe it’ll be a bit faster-paced,” she added hopefully.
As they took their seats, Oliver flipped through the program peevishly before repeatedly slapping it against his thigh. Aurelia took it from him and hunted down Jack’s name.
“There he is—he’s famous.”
“Yes, a famous junior assistant set designer for a university theater program.”
A woman sitting in the next row turned and gave Oliver a scolding look.
“A very well-known and respected university theater program,” Aurelia said loudly, smiling at the woman before turning back to Oliver. “What’s wrong with being a junior assistant set designer?” she continued more quietly. “He has to start somewhere, doesn’t he?”
“He started here five years ago and hasn’t budged since.”
“Maybe he’s happy where he is,” Aurelia reasoned.
“That’s just it—he’d be happy being a junior assistant forever,” Oliver finished in a whisper as the lights went down and a hush fell over the crowd.

      [image: ]Hours later and the play finally ended. Oliver tried dragging Aurelia away, but she insisted they wait to say hello to his brother.
“I’m sure your mum wanted you to actually see Jack, not just his play,” Aurelia said, pushing him toward the lobby.
“She did say something about meeting him out front,” Oliver admitted.
Aurelia poked his side. “Honestly—you’re impossible!”
The crowd had thinned considerably by the time Jack appeared. Aurelia, never having seen him before, was still looking around expectantly when someone approached them and gave Oliver a few friendly pats on the shoulder.
“You’re here! Thanks, big brother.”
“Well, Mum sort of insisted,” Oliver began before Aurelia nudged him. “No, I mean—it was interesting. I’ve never seen Shakespeare set in the 1980s.”
“Right?” Jack asked eagerly. “It was a fun challenge.”
Aurelia was smiling, trying to contain a laugh as she looked from one brother to the other. There was Oliver, so reserved and stiff until you broke through to him, and there was Jack, a bundle of energy and positivity. She couldn’t help thinking of Biscuit, trailing after Oliver with adoration and joy at every moment. Any nervousness she’d felt at meeting another member of Oliver’s family had completely vanished.
“Who’s this, then?” Jack asked, looking to Aurelia and smiling. “Is this her, at last?”
“I’m sorry,” Oliver said suddenly, straightening up. “Yes, this is Aurelia.”
She felt Oliver’s hand at her waist and got the sense that he was reassuring himself, rather than her. She put one hand on his and reached out the other to shake Jack’s hand.
“At last is right!” Aurelia said with a grin. “I’m sorry it’s taken us so long to meet. But what a lovely way to be introduced—the play was wonderful.”
“Did you really think so?” Jack asked, looking like he truly wanted to know. “We’ve had some mixed reviews. Most people like their Shakespeare nice and traditional.”
“No, I loved it! I felt transported back to the eighties. But this was the last performance—are you sad to see it ending?”
“Oh, a little. It’s alright, though. We strike the set tomorrow and get started on the next one. It’s The Caucasian Chalk Circle, by Brecht.”
Oliver groaned, just loud enough for Aurelia to hear, though she didn’t think Jack had picked up on it.
“We’ll look forward to seeing it,” she said, trying to cover for Oliver’s apparent annoyance. “Can you join us for a drink?”
“I can’t tonight, I’m afraid,” Jack said, looking disappointed to turn them down. “We’ve got a cast party since it’s our last show, and I really can’t miss it.”
“We’ll make a plan soon then, once Oliver’s moved in and settled.”
“You’re moving?” Jack asked, turning back to Oliver. “Mum didn’t mention it.”
“It
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