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READERS LOVE

This Book Made Me Think of You

‘Sometimes the book you need just finds you. I sobbed, I laughed and I cheered. I’m sure everyone who reads it will love it!’

★★★★★

‘One of the most precious and moving stories I’ve read in a long time. From the very beginning, Libby Page’s writing swept me away. This is a book I will return to often, and I can’t recommend it highly enough’

★★★★★

‘I love, love, loved this book. It was charming, heartwarming, soul-crushing and cosy, but most of all it was a beautifully told story’

★★★★★

‘How can I possibly sum up my feelings for this book? Utterly gorgeous … The exact tonic I needed without knowing I needed it’

★★★★★

‘If you’re looking for a story that captures your heart, sparks your imagination, and even offers up some fantastic literary treasures along the way, you really need to pick this one up’

★★★★★

‘Is This Book Made Me Think of You Libby Page’s best novel yet? Absolutely yes’

★★★★★

‘I was wholly unprepared for how this book was going to hit me’

★★★★★

‘I was completely drawn into the emotional journey, not just Tilly’s, but the lives of everyone around her. Moving, uplifting and impossible to put down’

★★★★★

‘This book made me want to tell everyone to go out and get a copy and READ IT!’

★★★★★


Libby Page



THIS BOOK MADE ME THINK OF YOU
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In memory of Fred Cutting and Sally Lane, who both loved books
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Book Lane Recommends

Books to read when you don’t feel like reading
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The right book in the hands of the right person at exactly the right moment can change their life forever. At least, that’s what Alfie has always believed. It’s hard not to when you spend six days a week in a bookshop and have witnessed more times than you can count the magic of someone entering your shop as one person and leaving with the possibility of becoming another held in paper between their hands.

But Alfie isn’t thinking about changing lives when he pulls up outside Book Lane on his battered red bicycle early one January morning. He’s thinking about the fact that his glasses are misted with rain, his trousers are drenched and there are three enormous and very soggy cardboard boxes waiting for him on the doorstep.

‘Bloody books,’ he mumbles under his breath as he digs about in the pockets of his bottle-green duffel coat for his keys.

‘Bloody door.’ The key sticks as it always does before finally creaking open, letting a gust of cold wind and the dishevelled bookseller into the shop.

Alfie drags the deliveries out of the rain and scoops up the post, flicking through the assortment of bills and dumping them on his desk with a sigh. Closing the shop in the quiet period between Christmas and New Year had felt like a good idea at the time. But now Alfie has only an hour to go until opening, and a whole carpet of pine needles to sweep, several boxes of books to unpack and a window display to change, swapping festive romances and comforting cookbooks for healthy recipe books and self-help manuals.

People are always telling Alfie that he has the best job in the world. But what they think being a bookseller entails – reading all day – and what it actually involves are quite different. They’d be surprised by just how much heavy lifting and dusting is involved.

A scratching sound draws Alfie’s attention to the back door.

‘Happy New Year. It’s just us this morning, Georgie,’ he says as the cat flap swings open and the furry, mottled grey face of the neighbourhood’s stray appears in the opening.

Georgette shakes the rain from her fur and hops on to a pile of special edition Jane Austens on the counter, settling herself and watching with a faintly judgemental expression as Alfie gets to work.

Eventually, with the display refreshed, the radiators clicking, lamps glowing cosily and the nutty smell of fresh coffee in the air, Alfie looks around, satisfied. Even after all this time he can’t help but feel a stirring of anticipation as the shop awaits its customers, books waiting patiently for covers to be stroked, pages to be flicked through and selections to be made.

Just as he is about to open up, his attention falls on the Book Lover’s Calendar that was a Christmas gift from a customer and is pinned to the shop noticeboard, open on the new year and illustrated with an image of a woman reading in a pool of lamplight. Today’s date is circled in red, the words ‘PHONE NIGHTINGALE’ written in capital letters. He glances at the shelf that is reserved for books awaiting collection. For once it is empty apart from one solitary book wrapped in brown paper and tied with ribbon. It has sat there for a long time, unmoving as a rotation of titles came and went around it.

‘What a way to start the year.’

Sweeping a scattering of paperwork to one side on his desk unearths a leather-bound book the size of a particularly comprehensive dictionary. Alfie flicks through the crinkled pages until he finds the number he needs. As he picks up the phone he thinks back to the promise he made over a year ago. He had almost forgotten that this day would eventually arrive. That he’d have to make this call.

He pauses for a moment, his finger hovering over the dial button. Because he’s worked as a bookseller long enough to know how transformational books can be. But he also knows from personal experience that some people don’t want their lives to suddenly change. And he has a feeling that the call he is about to make will turn this customer’s life completely upside down.
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The dentist’s hand looms above Tilly’s face and she tries to focus on the shade of the dentist’s deep aubergine manicure instead of the glimmering silver instrument delving inside her mouth.

‘Had a nice Christmas?’ Dr Jafari asks as she rummages amongst Tilly’s molars.

Tilly attempts to mumble a non-committal response.

‘Mouth open nice and wide, please.’

She opens wider, grateful for the excuse not to have to explain that she spent Christmas Day at home with a tub of Quality Street to herself.

‘Of course, Christmas is a terrible time of year for dental care,’ Dr Jafari continues brightly. ‘All that sugar and red wine. It’s good that you’re getting your check-up in now because we’ll get pretty busy soon. Chipped fillings. Ulcers. Root canals. Abscesses.’

The dentist rolls off each malady as cheerfully as if she were listing the names of her grandchildren.

‘Everything seems fine for you, though,’ she adds wistfully, withdrawing her hand from Tilly’s mouth.

‘Well, that’s a relief.’ Tilly swings her legs off the chair, her brown leather boots with the red laces touching down on the shiny floor.

She tucks her long ginger hair behind her ears and shrugs on her tweed coat with the mismatched colourful buttons, thinking as she does that it’s strange that this woman has just been so close that Tilly noticed her chapped lips and could smell her violet-scented perfume and yet they likely won’t see each other again for at least a year. She doesn’t even know Dr Jafari’s first name.

‘Excuse me,’ says Dr Jafari, ‘I think your phone is ringing.’

She points at Tilly’s satchel which is steadily vibrating.

The number is not one she recognizes but as she steps out into the waiting room she answers with a polite, ‘Hello?’

At first there’s silence, then a cough followed by a low and unfamiliar male voice.

‘Um, hello. Is that Matilda Nightingale?’

‘Who is this, please?’

There is a child sat nearby with her head bowed over the pages of a book, forehead furrowed in concentration and teeth biting down on her bottom lip. It’s an expression Tilly knows well and for a moment the memory of reading like that, totally absorbed, is so all-consuming that when the man on the other end of the phone speaks again she wonders if she has perhaps imagined the words.

‘I’m Alfie Lane, the manager of Book Lane. The bookshop in Primrose Hill. I’m calling as we have an order here for you to collect.’

‘But I haven’t placed an order.’

Not only has she not set foot inside her local bookshop for a long time, but it has been over a year since Tilly picked up a book – unless you count the manuscripts she edits at work, which she doesn’t.

‘The order was placed for you by Joe Carter,’ comes the voice on the other end of the line at the exact moment that the woman ahead of Tilly in the queue steps aside and the receptionist calls, ‘Next, please.’

‘Did you say Joe Carter?’

She can feel her chest tightening and she is suddenly very aware of the smell of mint mouthwash and latex gloves. Despite the concrete-grey day outside, the waiting room feels cloyingly, oppressively hot.

The receptionist drums her nails on the desk. ‘Can I help you?’

Tilly stumbles forward, holding the phone away from her face as she tells the receptionist her name.

‘That will be sixty-five pounds, please.’ Tilly fumbles for her card and hands it wordlessly over as the gravelly voice on the other end of the phone says, ‘Yes. I have an order here for Matilda Nightingale, placed by Joe Carter.’

‘But that’s impossible.’ The edges of her words catch like sandpaper against Tilly’s throat.

In an instant she sees Joe in her mind, his wide, open smile, his short blond hair covered by a baseball cap in the summer and a beanie in the winter. Average height but broad shoulders and an athletic physique from growing up on the baseball field and, in later years, from playing softball in Regent’s Park with his colleagues. The bump on the middle of his nose where he broke it as a kid, trying to win a bet with his brothers that he could climb to the top of their garage roof. The sound of his voice, cheerfully teasing as Tilly arrived home with a bulky paper bag, asking if she’d really bought more books and whether he’d soon have to move out to make room for her collection. Or soft and croaky in the mornings, reaching out for her and telling her that he loved her.

‘I think it would be best if you came into the shop so I can explain,’ says the man on the other end of the line. ‘I think I would find it easier than doing this over the phone, if you don’t mind.’

Tilly had a plan for her last day off that involved restocking her empty fridge, catching up on her inbox and maybe treating herself to a good cry in the bathtub. But the pull of Joe’s name is too strong to resist.

‘OK. I can be at the shop in five minutes. But I’m telling you now, there’s no way Joe could have ordered a book from you.’

The shop manager offers no further explanation. He simply says that he will see her soon, before hanging up.

Tilly steps out on to the cold London street just as the thick grey clouds part for a moment and a solitary beam of sunlight shines down on the damp pavements, making them glitter. Tilly hugs her coat tightly and glances up at the sky.

‘This has to be a mistake, right, Joe?’
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The bookshop stands in the middle of the parade of enticing boutiques, delis and cafés that feels more like a village high street than a neighbourhood within walking distance of the busy streets of Camden and the iconic buildings of central London. There’s a bicycle chained up outside the dark red shopfront, the words ‘Book Lane’ written in bold white letters.

As Tilly steps inside she is immediately met by the familiar onslaught of bookshop sensations. The smell of the paper, the respectful hush, the stacks of books with titles that would once have called out to her. The shop is small but packed with books, unsteady-looking piles crammed between the top of the bookshelves and the ceiling. There’s a ladder propped up near the back and tiny paper cranes hang from the ceiling, their bodies printed with the pages from old books. Tilly does her best to block it all out as she walks straight to the counter.

A man wearing an oversized cable-knit jumper and navy chinos leans over a box of books, eyebrows furrowed and thick dark hair sticking up wildly. He pauses to push a pair of tortoiseshell glasses up his nose, and as he does he looks up at Tilly for the first time, warm brown eyes meeting hers.

‘Hi, sorry, I didn’t see you there,’ he says as he straightens, his mouth set in a neutral expression and framed by scruffy facial hair that sits halfway between stubble and a beard. ‘I’m just getting the shop back in order after the holidays. Can I help you?’

There’s a somewhat overweight tabby asleep on the counter and the man reaches out to run a hand through its fur, the cat letting out a deep purr. Both of them look so at home in here that it makes Tilly shuffle awkwardly on the spot. She used to feel the same way in bookshops but now it feels as if she’s wandered into a shop that sells fishing equipment or scuba gear.

‘I’m not sure. I’m Matilda Nightingale. Are you Alfie Lane? I just received a phone call …’

‘Oh, right. Of course. Yes, that was me. Thanks for coming in.’ Tilly recognizes the gravelly voice from the phone but she’d imagined someone older when she spoke to him. Although it’s hard to guess his exact age. While his eyes are bright there is a deep crease between his eyebrows and a few more at the corners of his eyes. If she had to guess his profession from his outfit alone she would have said someone who restores old manuscripts or works in the archives of a museum. He looks like he might own both a typewriter and the knowledge to keep it running smoothly.

‘As I said on the phone, it must be a mix-up. Joe can’t possibly have ordered a book.’

The bookshop manager runs a hand along his jaw, his fingers scraping against coarse hair. ‘I’ll be honest, it was one of my more unusual order requests,’ he says, nudging his glasses up his nose again with his thumb. ‘And we’ve had some pretty weird orders. Like the nice old ladies who came in looking for books about Satan, or the middle-aged male barrister who pre-orders every Colleen Hoover.’ He clears his throat and adjusts his face as if grabbing hold of his train of thought like the tail of a kite. ‘Your husband came into the bookshop about a year ago –’

‘A year ago?’ Tilly interrupts, her heart catching on memories like splinters.

‘Yes. He came in and explained his situation and placed this order. He said that if he hadn’t come in before the following Christmas I was to know what that meant and should call you on the second of January. I kept hoping he would come in. I’m so sorry for your loss.’

Tilly nods, accepting the words like someone mindlessly taking a leaflet for something they have no interest in but are too polite or simply too exhausted to refuse.

‘Not that those words mean much, do they?’ the bookseller adds, fixing her with a steady gaze. ‘But it’s hard to come up with an alternative, isn’t it? I make my living out of words and I still haven’t come up with anything better.’

Tilly falters, surprised to hear someone express the thing she has thought so often over recent months. ‘That’s true …’

‘I should also say happy birthday,’ the bookseller adds, making Tilly wince slightly.

Before she can say anything in reply he turns to search for something on a nearby shelf, returning with a parcel wrapped neatly in brown paper and tied with a white ribbon.

‘This is the book I called you about. Joe wanted you to have this today. And there will be another book next month. It’s his gift to you. A year of books.’

Tilly’s heart squeezes. She has spent the day determinedly trying to forget the date. When the postman rang the doorbell and handed over a parcel from her parents, she tried not to think of the huge bouquet of flowers Joe had sent to her office on her birthday the first year they were dating, and every year after that. She knew that there would be no flowers this year but now here she is, staring at a parcel from Joe containing a book of all things, feeling as if her world has just been shaken like a snow globe. As she is about to reach for the parcel it hits her that there isn’t just one parcel for her to collect.

‘Can I have the other books now too?’

Alfie Lane’s face twists. ‘I’m afraid I can’t do that.’

‘What do you mean? I’m here now, and you said Joe placed an order for twelve books. I don’t see why I can’t just collect them all now.’

Because despite the cosy atmosphere in the shop and the soft purr of the cat asleep on the counter, Tilly doesn’t see herself coming back here any time soon.

‘Joe wanted it to be one book per month,’ responds the bookshop manager. ‘That was the gift.’

‘Are you serious? So, I have to wait a whole month to find out what the second book will be? And twelve months to receive them all? Even though you know what they are and could easily just give them to me right now?’

‘That was what I agreed with Mr Carter.’

‘But Joe is dead! He’s not here any more!’

The cat startles, leaping off the counter and darting to hide in a half-empty box of books. The bookseller glances in the cat’s direction then back at Tilly. His expression is soft but when he speaks his words are surprisingly firm.

‘I’m really sorry. But I made a promise.’

‘Right. Fine, then. Thanks for your help.’

Tilly snatches the book from his hand, grabbing it so forcefully that he flinches. But she doesn’t care. If he’s not going to help then she at least needs to get home right now so she can open the parcel. Without saying anything else she spins around and storms out of the bookshop, letting the door blow closed behind her.

As Tilly pushes open the front door she immediately trips over a pair of Joe’s running shoes. She nudges them to one side then hangs her coat on the peg alongside Joe’s favourite grey hoody, dull and threadbare now. She recognizes her mother-in-law’s handwriting on what must be a birthday card, but leaves it on the mat to deal with later, and climbs the stairs up to the open-plan living space in the tiny mews cottage.

The matchbox size of the flat was the compromise for them living in a neighbourhood they both loved, and it overspills messily with their joint belongings: Joe’s workout gear piled in a corner, a desk littered with his paperwork, her half-finished craft projects on any spare surface and, in shelves spanning the entire height and length of one wall, her books. The rest of the flat might be messy but these shelves are meticulously organized, their spines lined up neatly and small printed labels signposting sections for different genres. Except for the past year her books have been gathering dust.

Tilly places the brown paper parcel on the coffee table and stares at it.

Six months have passed but it is still hard to accept that Joe is really gone. Every day she wakes up expecting to feel his presence in their bed. Sometimes, she likes to turn the shower on in the bathroom and sit in the living room for a while, pretending that he’s just in the room next door taking a shower and will be in soon. The rest of the world keeps telling her it is time to move on. The funeral flowers have long since withered and been thrown out, the calls from people checking in have become less frequent, and work is busier than ever. But Tilly is still here in a flat that was once her sanctuary, surrounded by her dead husband’s things, with no idea what she is supposed to do with herself now.

Opening this parcel will scratch at the wound she keeps being told will heal, over time. Maybe it would be better to put it in a drawer and try to forget about it. No book can bring Joe back. But even as she thinks it, she knows that while she might struggle to deal with whatever is inside the parcel, she does not have the strength to resist opening it.

She unties the ribbon and tears open the paper.
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They met in a bookshop …

It is a rainy day in August and while the rest of London might have been disappointed with the turn in the weather, Tilly doesn’t mind. Because it is the perfect weather for spending an entire day in a bookshop, which is exactly how she intends to spend her Saturday. She heads for ‘the big Foyles’ at Charing Cross with a plan to start on the ground floor and meticulously work her way up to the fifth.

Stepping out of the rain, she lets out a contented sigh as she looks up at the words spelt out in greeting: Welcome, book lover, you are among friends. Tilly has always thought of bookshops as a gathering place: all those books lined up neatly on the shelves like potential friends she just hasn’t met yet.

She is browsing the fiction section on the ground floor, her head tilted in the ‘book browsing pose’ that will give her a stiff neck by the end of the day, when she collides with something solid.

‘Oh! Sorry!’ she says, meeting the face of a blond-haired man around her age, wearing a grey hoody, a pair of shorts and damp trainers. His eyes are smiling and a piercing shade of blue.

‘Hi there,’ he replies in a deep American accent. When he smiles his teeth are white and straight, except his front left tooth which has the very slightest chip.

‘I should have been looking where I was going,’ she replies, realizing she is still close enough to smell the woody scent of his cologne mixed with dampness from the rain. ‘I always get a bit blinkered when I’m looking at books.’ She steps swiftly backwards, feeling her cheeks flush like they always do when she is nervous.

‘Would you recommend that one?’

He points at the book tucked under Tilly’s arm – the first of many she plans to ‘rehome’.

‘Oh yes, I love Fredrik Backman. Have you read any of his other books?’

The man glances at Tilly’s copy of Britt-Marie Was Here and shakes his head. ‘I don’t think I have.’

‘Well, you should definitely start with A Man Called Ove, then.’ She checks the shelves. ‘Although they don’t seem to have it here. It’s probably upstairs on the bigger fiction floor.’

‘It’s a bit of a maze in here, isn’t it?’ he says, his voice containing a laugh as he looks around him.

It is one of the things Tilly loves the most about the shop. Because what better place to get lost than amongst shelves of stories? She glances around, trying to find a staff member to help, but they are all busy with customers.

‘I could show you, if you like?’

His face relaxes into a wide, infectious smile. ‘That would be great, thanks! I’m Joe, by the way.’ He thrusts out his hand and she stifles a laugh as she shakes it, young enough to still think of shaking hands as playing at being a grown-up. His grip is warm and firm.

‘I’m Matilda. Although most people call me Tilly.’

‘Matilda. Like the film?’

That should be an alarm bell but she is too busy looking at his forearms to notice.

They climb the stairs side by side, Tilly walking and Joe practically bouncing.

‘So are you on holiday,’ she asks, ‘or …’

‘I live here,’ he replies and Tilly realizes with a jolt how disappointed she would have been if he’d revealed he was a tourist. ‘I moved here for work. It’s a great city. I love how green it is. And all the old buildings … I can’t get over how old everything is! You Brits have no idea. Are you from London?’

‘I live here but I’m not from here. I grew up in Wales.’

‘I thought I heard something in your voice. It’s lovely.’

His eyes sparkle as he fixes them on her in a way that makes her cheeks turn an even deeper shade of red.

‘Well, I say Wales, but the border with England runs through my hometown. I grew up in Hay-on-Wye.’

‘I’ve heard about that place. Isn’t every shop there a bookshop?’

‘Not every shop. But yes, there are a lot of bookshops.’

‘Do your family run one, then? No wonder you know your way around a bookshop.’

‘No, my parents are both teachers. But they do love books. My sister is called Harper after Harper Lee. And then there’s me … I guess it was inevitable that I was going to love books too.’

‘What’s your favourite book? Or is that like asking a parent to choose their favourite child?’

He flashes her a grin and Tilly finds herself grinning back at him.

‘A bit. My favourite book changes all the time depending on the latest thing I’ve loved. But I think if I had to choose my favourite favourite I’d say Madeline by Ludwig Bemelmans. I was obsessed with it when I was little.’

‘What did you love about it?’

Despite all the books in her bedroom growing up, Madeline was the one she always came back to, wanting to read it again and again. If she closes her eyes she can see its distinctive cover as though recalling the face of a beloved relative.

‘I think it helped that the main character, Madeline Fogg, had red hair like me. She was the only girl in her class who did, just like I always was. But aside from that we were completely different. She lived in a boarding school in Paris and I have still never been to Paris, despite having dreamt about it ever since reading those books. And Madeline was so feisty and brave.’

‘You don’t think you’re like that?’

Tilly laughs out loud, but the expectant expression on his face makes her remember that she’s only just met him. He doesn’t know that her idea of brave is trying a book in a new genre or opting for a different brand of tea on her weekly shop.

‘No, not exactly. And I definitely can’t ice-skate as well as Madeline could.’

They have reached the fiction floor by now and, not knowing what else to say, Tilly reaches for a copy of A Man Called Ove and hands it to him. Their fingers brush as he takes it, her skin tingling at the touch. She is relieved when he examines the cover as it gives her time to smooth down her hair which is frizzy from the rain.

‘If you enjoy it, I’d recommend reading The Unlikely Pilgrimage of Harold Fry by Rachel Joyce, or Olive Kitteridge by Elizabeth Strout. If you haven’t read them already, that is.’

‘You really do know your books.’

‘Well, I do work in publishing. Although in non-fiction right now. I edit celeb memoirs.’ She says it with a roll of her eyes that belies the five interviews, grammar test and the weeks she spent preparing the presentation that secured her the job. ‘It’s just temporary, to get my foot on the ladder. What I really want to do is edit novels.’

‘I bet you’d be great at that.’

She lets out a laugh. ‘How do you know that? You’ve only just met me!’

‘And you’ve already given me a ton of recommendations. You’re clearly passionate about books. If I were ever going to write a book, that’s the kind of editor I’d want. A real bookworm like you.’

Their eyes meet and Tilly feels her face flushing. He doesn’t look away.

‘Did you know that the Italian translation for bookworm is topo di biblioteca,’ Tilly blurts, wishing that she could get her mouth to close before the first thing in her head comes out. But it is too late for that. ‘I read it in a book about idioms from around the world,’ she explains. ‘It means “library mouse”. I’ve always thought I’d rather be a mouse than a worm.’

‘Library mouse,’ he repeats, his nose wrinkling in pleasure. ‘I like that.’ He looks at her for a beat longer, then says, ‘I really want to ask for your number. But there’s something you need to know about me first.’

She glances at his left hand. No ring. But maybe he is married but doesn’t wear one. Or perhaps he is into some really niche kink that is so specific he feels he has to divulge it before even going on a date.

‘So, here’s the thing. I don’t read. I only came in here because it was raining. I haven’t read a book since high school and, even then, only because I had to. I can understand if someone like you isn’t at all interested in someone like me. But I’d really like to see you again.’

At first it feels like an even more shocking revelation than a foot fetish would have been. How can anyone not read? What do they do with their evenings? All of her (not many) previous boyfriends have been readers. Her most recent ex was a writer too, who liked to read her his terrible poems as a form of foreplay.

Maybe it is time for a change.

‘I’d really like to see you again too.’

[image: ]

The brown paper falls away to reveal a book that Tilly knows well. There’s a note too and her heart aches as she recognizes Joe’s familiar handwriting – the letters large and wide-spaced – and begins to read.

Dear Tilly,

Happy Birthday! By now you’ll know about my gift for you. A book a month for a whole year. Great idea, huh? I was pretty pleased with it anyway.

I wish I could be making you pancakes and wishing you Happy Birthday in person, but I hope this will count as the next best thing.

I know you stopped reading when I got my diagnosis. You told me you just couldn’t concentrate on reading any more, and I got it, but it still made me really sad. For as long as I’ve known you (and long before that) you’ve been a reader. It’s who you are. You need books, my library mouse. And I suspect you need them now more than ever.

I remember asking you once why you loved reading so much and you said that books can change lives. I am determined that these will change yours.

I’ve started with a book that always makes me think of you. How could your first book not be this one? I hope that reading the book that is your namesake might remind you of how and why you became a reader. And that Roald Dahl’s Matilda might make mine smile again.

I love you.

Joe x

The illustrated cover showing a little girl surrounded by books is so familiar and she runs a hand over it, trying to imagine opening it and beginning to read. But as she does, she thinks about all the times she has tried reading since Joe’s diagnosis, the words jumbling and her attention never making it beyond a few sentences. Since Joe’s death she’s lost the ability to escape into a book. The stories she used to love all seem so … pointless now.

‘Oh, Joe,’ she says out loud, her eyes flicking to the blue ceramic urn that rests on one of the bookshelves. It’s a deep shade of indigo, dappled with flecks of a paler blue that reminded Tilly of Joe’s eyes when she chose it. The silence is so full of his absence that for a moment she almost expects to hear his voice. The room seems to grow darker, grief shrouding her like a cloak. She waits for a beat longer and then folds the letter and tucks it carefully back into the book.

‘I love you for this idea. In the past, a year of books would have been my dream gift. But it’s just not who I am any more.’

She places her copy of Matilda firmly back on the coffee table where it will remain for weeks, unread.
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Book Lane Recommends

Books to make you hungry
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The man in the green anorak is growing increasingly red in the face.

‘You know the book,’ he says to Alfie, gesturing in the air with one hand. ‘It was in this weekend’s Sunday Times. You know. Blue cover.’

Alfie tries his best to remain calm and not to tell the customer that the book having a blue cover doesn’t exactly narrow things down.

‘You know. Written by that posh bloke on the telly,’ the man adds.

Which doesn’t especially help either.

‘Just give me a moment, sir, and I’ll see what I can do.’

As Alfie turns to the computer he tries to focus on what he is doing and not let his attention wander to the door, looking out for a flash of ginger hair. It’s the first of February and Matilda Nightingale’s next book is waiting on the shelf. Every time the doorbell jangles today he has found himself looking up, wondering if it might be her. But she hasn’t stepped inside the shop since that day back in January.

The fingers of one hand dart across the keyboard, then he flicks through the weekend papers and a copy of the London Review of Books, which he keeps on his desk for moments like this. Five minutes later, the customer leaves with a copy of a recently published historical biography under his arm, Alfie having just managed to stop himself from pointing out that the book was actually featured in the Telegraph, not the Sunday Times.

For the rest of the day he unloads books, rearranges shelves and deals with online orders and emails from publishers. But the customer in the tweed coat with the colourful buttons, and with the bright orange hair, never appears.

‘Sorry I’m late, I had some invoices to finish dealing with,’ he says later that evening as he unclips his bicycle helmet, his hair springing up in defiance of having been constrained for the fifteen-minute ride.

‘You work too hard,’ says the five-foot-one woman in the doorway, dressed in jeans, slippers and an orange jumper, greying hair in a messy bun. ‘Just like your father,’ she adds as she reaches up and he stoops down so he can kiss her on the cheek.

‘Hi, Mum.’

Alfie can distinctly remember the moment he surpassed his mother in height and how disorientating it had felt. As a child, she’d always seemed so reassuringly big to him: the place to run to when he came off his bike and grazed his knees, or if his older sister, Tash, hid one of his favourite rocks to annoy him, or later teased him for having a rock collection at all. But before he knew it he had grown gangly limbs and people kept telling him how much he looked like his father. And then one day he was leaning down to hug his mother rather than the other way around and it felt like he was no longer allowed to be a little boy, even though sometimes he still very much felt like one on the inside.

As she holds on, Alfie rests his chin on the top of her head, catching her familiar Nivea face cream and Imperial Leather soap smell. The smell of home.

‘So, what needs doing, then?’ he asks, heading straight for the cupboard in the hall, reaching for the toolbox.

‘Just a few pictures that I picked up at a flea market this week. I want to hang them before Andrew gets back from his work trip.’

‘So he has no choice if he hates them?’ Alfie teases, following his mother into a living room filled with knick-knacks.

‘You know Andrew doesn’t care about things like that,’ she says, waving a hand as Alfie gets the drill ready.

She’s right. While Andrew might pretend to grumble occasionally about their flat resembling a second-hand shop, thanks to Emylia’s car boot sale addiction, in reality his mother could fill the place to the ceiling or paint it neon pink and Alfie’s stepfather wouldn’t care, as long as Emylia was there when he came home.

Once the pictures are hung Alfie suggests a takeaway.

‘Are you sure? I don’t want to drag you away from friends. Or a date …’ she adds hopefully.

‘There’s nowhere I’d rather be. Pizza or Indian?’

Her face brightens. Because Alfie knows she doesn’t like being alone in the evenings. It brings back bad memories.

He lets her pick what they watch. It’s not until the third episode of a house makeover programme that he lets himself question how he’s ended up at this place: sat with his mother on a Friday evening watching couples discuss wallpaper choices and knowing that this is preferable to his alternative plans for the evening – getting intimate with an Excel spreadsheet.

As he watches, his thoughts drift to Matilda Nightingale and the day Joe Carter visited Book Lane. He looked around Alfie’s age but was unsteady on his feet, his face pale and eyes sunken. Alfie immediately offered him a seat, which he took with a, ‘Thanks, mate.’ When he told Alfie about the order he wanted to place, it knocked the air out of him but he did his best to remain professional.

And now it’s hard not to feel personally invested in this particular order. He made a promise that all twelve books would reach their intended recipient, no matter what. But what if Matilda Nightingale never comes back?
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‘… and we’re seeing an uptick in the youth market, driven by some TikTok success stories …’

Tilly looks down at her notebook, aware that she agreed to take notes for today’s editorial team meeting but that so far she has written nothing. She writes ‘TikTok’ then scribbles it out.

‘Now, we’ve just acquired a big new book,’ says her boss, Sade, a copper-skinned Black woman dressed in her signature crisp white shirt, colourful acrylic jewellery and slim-fit trousers. ‘Esmerelda Love’s first memoir.’

She clicks a button and a montage of photos appears on the screen. Last night Tilly put off going to bed alone by staying up late working on this newest presentation, using the social media account she has for work – but very rarely uses herself – scrolling through endless photos of Esmerelda Love. A neatly arranged montage of photos showing a young, slim, blonde white woman posing in a variety of beautiful locations in a variety of expensive-looking neutral-shade outfits floods the screen.

‘Tilly, you’re Esmerelda’s editor, do you want to say a few words about the book?’

The eyes of the entire editorial team swivel to face her. They are sat in one of the office’s glass-fronted meeting rooms. It gives Tilly a view of the bookcases that line the corridor, books turned cover out and bearing the faces of the celebrities whose memoirs they have published over the years. There’s a brief silence as her colleagues and boss wait for her to speak. Sleep deprivation fills her mind with fog.

After a moment her brain kicks in and the facts and figures from the proposal that kept her company last night, along with a bowl of pesto pasta and half a bottle of wine, come out of her mouth. She speaks with the confidence and experience that, combined with years of late nights and weekend working, have earned her the position of senior editor at Splash Books. At her last appraisal, a potential promotion to deputy publishing director was dangled – that is, if her projects this year pan out well.

‘And she has a combined social media following of around a million,’ Tilly finishes. ‘So, we’re hoping this will be a big book for us.’

‘That’s brilliant, thank you, Tilly. Will Esmerelda be writing the book herself or do we need to secure a ghostwriter?’

‘She’s asked for a ghostwriter.’ Most of the celebrities Tilly works with do, although very few are upfront about the fact. ‘I’m going to start compiling a potential list today.’

Sade slips her glasses off and twirls them in her hand the way she always does when she’s thinking. ‘How about Rachel Harding? She could be perfect for this project. I get the impression from Esmerelda’s agent that Esmerelda can be exacting …’ Code for a nightmare. ‘Rachel is level-headed and pretty unflappable. Plus, she has the experience to go with it.’

‘Rachel Harding?’ says Tilly, looking up from her notebook.

‘Yes, isn’t she a friend of yours? Can you call her to see if she has availability?’

‘Um, sure …’

Tilly returns to her desk after the meeting, the space cluttered with teetering piles of advance copies of books. She stares at her computer screen and writes and rewrites an email to Rachel several times, before finally settling on something that is brief and to the point.

From: matilda.nightingale@splashbooks.co.uk

To: rachelhardingwrites@gmail.com

Subject: Proposal

Hi Rachel,

I hope you’re well. I know we haven’t seen each other in a while but I have recently acquired a new author – social media influencer Esmerelda Love. She has requested a ghostwriter and we all thought you would be the perfect fit. The book proposal is attached. Could you please let me know if you are interested and have availability over the next few months?

Tilly

To her surprise a reply comes in, just minutes later.

From: rachelhardingwrites@gmail.com

To: matilda.nightingale@splashbooks.co.uk

Subject: Re: Proposal

Hi Tilly,

It’s lovely to hear from you! That sounds great. Shall we meet up soon to discuss? It would be good to see you. I’ve missed our pub nights.

Rachel xx

*

From: matilda.nightingale@splashbooks.co.uk

To: rachelhardingwrites@gmail.com

Subject: Re: Proposal

Hi Rachel,

That’s brilliant news. Esmerelda and her agent will be thrilled, as are we. I’m sending you over a draft contract and some potential dates for a meeting with Esmerelda. Do let me know if any of these suit you.

Tilly

It will be the first time seeing Rachel in months, and Tilly’s chest tightens at the thought.

Rachel was the ghostwriter for the very first memoir Tilly edited, and they clicked instantly. Tilly had been nervous about working on her first book, but as soon as Rachel came on board as the writer she felt more relaxed. In contrast to the highly strung celebrity chef whose memoir it was, Rachel was relaxed and down to earth. In the first meeting between the three of them, Tilly got stuck on a broken-down Tube and arrived at the restaurant ten minutes late, frazzled and apologetic. But Rachel had ordered drinks and was chatting away to the chef, who seemed surprisingly at ease. Rachel flashed Tilly a supportive smile that made her feel as if Rachel had her back.

Over the years they grew closer, meeting regularly at their favourite pub in Camden to catch up on industry gossip and the projects they’d been working on. Joe was a great listener but with Rachel she could talk in minute detail about the intricacies of the industry, knowing her friend understood and was just as invested. She shared Tilly’s taste in books too, and whenever they met up they’d each arrive with a tote bag full of books to swap.

It will be strange working together again but Tilly is a professional. If she can handle working with some of the celebrities she has to deal with, then surely she can handle working with her old friend.

‘Rachel is on board for the Esmerelda Love book,’ she tells Sade, popping her head around her boss’s door.

‘Brilliant news. I have a good feeling about this book. You’re on a good path right now, Tilly. Well done.’

Tilly knows the words of praise should boost her but she can’t escape the uneasy feeling about the email exchange with Rachel. And if she does get the promotion, she already knows that the first person she will want to tell is no longer here.

She pictures the copy of Matilda on the coffee table at home, and the package waiting for her at Book Lane – which she hasn’t summoned the courage to collect yet. She isn’t sure she can face the bookseller after the way she acted last time. And despite her curiosity at what Joe might have picked for her next, does she really deserve another book when she still hasn’t read the first?
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‘I come bearing pad thai,’ comes a familiar voice as Tilly answers the flat’s buzzer and presses the button to let her sister in later that evening.

Harper looks even more tanned than usual and Tilly wonders yet again how they are related. While Tilly’s own skin is so pale it often looks translucent, Harper has their father’s tanned complexion and hair that is more conker than Tilly’s carrot, cut in a messy bob that shows off the gold hoop earrings dangling at her neck, a souvenir from one of her many travels. As she shrugs off her coat Tilly clocks the pink-and-green woollen monstrosity that Harper is wearing.

‘I can’t believe you’re actually wearing that jumper.’

Tilly knitted it when she was in hospital visiting Joe. After reading, crafting has always been her way of relaxing, but what she has in enthusiasm, she does not possess in skill. The pink creature on the front of the jumper was supposed to be a rabbit but looks much more like a pig wearing an Easter Bunny costume.

‘Hey, I love this jumper!’

Tilly had a lot of time for crafting during those hospital visits so her family have ended up with a lot of handmade knitwear. She doesn’t expect them to actually wear any of it, though.

She gives her sister a hug, catching a whiff of her citrusy perfume.

‘It’s nice to see you. I didn’t know you were coming over. No Raj?’ Tilly braces herself for the sound of footsteps lumbering up the stairs. Not that she doesn’t love Harper’s boyfriend, but since Joe’s death her small-talk game is seriously lacking.

‘Just me. I just got back from my trip,’ replies Harper as she plonks the takeaway bag down on the table and starts helping herself to plates and cutlery from the cupboards. ‘And I wanted to come see you, especially as I missed your birthday, which I’m still gutted about.’

‘It’s fine, I told you all I didn’t want to do anything.’

It had been hard enough to convince her parents that she really wouldn’t be coming back to Hay-on-Wye for Christmas, so they were disappointed when she said she also didn’t want to make plans for her birthday. For a while she worried they were going to turn up anyway but then she played the widow card, and they thankfully backed down. Ever since Joe’s death her parents have treated her like a fragile vase, tiptoeing around her and being especially gentle. Harper’s approach, on the other hand, has been to treat her like a broken vase that needs fixing.

‘You didn’t have to bring food again. I could have ordered us something.’

‘Well, I’m here now and I figured you could probably do with a proper meal.’

‘I eat proper meals.’ Tilly thinks of the pesto pasta she’d planned to make later.

‘Pesto pasta is not a proper meal, Tilly.’

A memory enters her mind of Harper calling her when she first left home to go to university, two years after Tilly, freaking out because her jacket potato had exploded in the microwave and covered the inside in molten cheese. Back then, Tilly managed to calm her down and talk her through how to clean it before her new housemates found the mess, but the jacket potato days seem a long time ago for Harper. Since Joe’s death Harper has kept Tilly’s freezer well stocked with Tupperwares of home-cooked stews and curries, made using recipes picked up on her travels.

‘Well, this does smell great. Thank you. Remind me where you were this time?’ Tilly asks as she helps Harper peel back the lids from the takeaway cartons, the satisfying smell of spices filling the air.

‘Phang Nga. So this takeaway was probably a terrible idea, because there’s no way it will be as good as the real thing, but I’ve been missing Thai food since I got back.’

Harper’s job at luxury online travel magazine Voyageur takes her all around the world. Growing up, Harper was adamant that she was one day going to see the whole world, whereas Tilly was always more comfortable reading about places than actually visiting them. Harper stopped travelling as much for a while when Joe died, but she’s back to her usual workload now – a workload that can see her in several different countries in the same week.

When Harper asks what’s new with her, Tilly tells her about work, then hesitates for a moment. ‘And I actually received an unexpected gift on my birthday. Something Joe arranged for me before he died.’

‘Wow, that’s amazing,’ Harper says, once Tilly has explained the gift. ‘And Matilda is the perfect choice. I remember you obsessing over that book when we were kids and becoming convinced you were Matilda. Do you remember when we tried to master telekinesis?’

‘Oh god, I’d forgotten about that,’ replies Tilly, a smile breaking across her face. ‘We broke so many mugs.’

‘So, have you reread it yet?’ Harper asks as she munches on a prawn cracker.

‘Not yet.’

‘Isn’t it aimed at seven-year-olds? It’s the perfect thing to get you out of your reading slump.’

Tilly has tried telling Harper that her inability to read is more than just a reading slump, but she doesn’t seem to get it.

‘Not yet. Work has been crazy. I’m working on a new memoir that’s set to be a big one …’

‘Your work has always been crazy. Yet you still used to find time for reading. You’ve always been a reader. It’s just who you are.’

Tilly thinks of the line in Joe’s letter. What her sister doesn’t get is that the person she used to be died when Joe did. She’s different now, in a way that she isn’t sure Harper will ever really understand. There’s a darkness to her that wasn’t there before, that sometimes feels like a fog and at other times like a stone lodged in her chest. She carries the darkness with her everywhere, all the time, even if on the surface she might look the same as before.

‘The food was great, thanks for bringing it.’

Harper opens her mouth, as if to push her again about the book, but instead she stands up, saying, ‘Let me help you tidy.’

Harper loads the dishwasher, stacking things in a haphazard way that Tilly will correct later.

‘When are you going to clear some of this stuff?’ Harper says when they’re sat on the sofa nursing cups of tea. She gestures at Joe’s desk behind them. One of his jumpers is still draped over the chair and the desk is covered in papers and framed photos of his family. Teetering piles of files and boxes litter the floor. ‘It’s pretty depressing in here, Tils.’

‘It doesn’t bother me.’ She just has to do a light amount of parkour over the living-room furniture to get from one side of the room to the other without knocking any boxes over.

‘But it’s been over six months … I could help you? It might be easier if we do it together?’ Harper has always loved a project. Tilly just wishes she wasn’t it.

‘Thanks for the offer, and I’ll let you know if I change my mind,’ Tilly says firmly. ‘Now tell me, where are you off to next?’

Tilly listens as Harper tells her about a trip to Oslo to review a new restaurant for a feature on the best restaurants in Europe. When Harper disappears to the bathroom Tilly lets herself sink lower into the sofa, her eyes drifting up to the blue urn on the bookshelf.

‘I know I probably should have sorted things by now. But it’s hard to know where to start. Hey, we talked about going to Oslo, didn’t we? And Paris, of course. I really wish we’d gone to Paris –’

‘Who are you talking to?’

Tilly freezes as Harper reappears in the doorway, looking at her strangely.

‘No one.’ But they both know she’s lying. And even though Harper doesn’t say the words out loud Tilly can tell from her expression exactly what she wants to say.

It’s time for you to move on.

Harper glances at the time on her phone. ‘It’s still early, shall we go to the pub? Or catch a late-night film? Or there’s this new cocktail bar I’ve been meaning to try that sounds amazing …’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘It might do you good to get out. Have some fun.’

Tilly doesn’t say that by her recent standards this evening has been fun. She’s talked with another human and hasn’t touched her work laptop or cried once since Harper arrived. But she is pretty sure Harper has a different definition of fun.

Her sister glances at her phone again. ‘Well, some friends have just messaged asking me to come join them at a party actually, so …’ Her face lights up with the promise of a night of laughter and new memories made.

‘Go, have a great time,’ Tilly says, pecking her sister on the cheek and feeling a lot older than the two years that really separate them.

After Harper has left, the silence in the flat is broken by the sound of Tilly’s phone ringing.

Ellen Carter.

She contemplates answering but before she can make up her mind it goes to voicemail.

‘Hi, Tilly, it’s Ellen. I’m just checking in. I hear it’s been rainy there. I don’t know how you cope with all the grey in London. It makes me depressed just thinking of it! The grandkids are just arriving so I should go. Everyone says hello. Bye for now.’

Tilly sits in the echo of the voice that she has always thought of as the female version of Joe’s.

The first time she heard it in person was when she went to meet Joe’s parents in Connecticut, the autumn just a couple of months after they’d started dating. It felt quick by her previous relationship timelines but Joe had already planned the trip, saying he always tried to go back in the fall because it was when he missed home the most. When he invited her, it felt natural to say yes; they’d spent most days together since meeting in Foyles and going on their first official date, when Joe took her to the British Library followed by a nearby pub.

Tilly thought the trip was going well. Joe’s parents had welcomed her warmly and she’d made a point of complimenting everything – the food, Joe’s childhood home (bigger and more beautiful than he’d let on) and the neighbourhood (dotted with large wooden houses and trees in full autumn splendour).

But on the last night, when Joe’s family thought Tilly was in the shower, she caught the sound of Ellen’s voice downstairs in the living room.

‘Tilly seems very sweet but are you sure she’s the best fit for you?’

Tilly had come out in search of a towel and paused on the landing, holding her breath.

‘What do you mean?’ Joe’s voice came in reply. Tilly can still remember how firm he sounded. ‘She’s perfect.’

‘For someone, maybe. But I never imagined you with someone so … bookish. She doesn’t seem very outdoorsy – none of the shoes she brought were remotely appropriate for the hikes we planned. I’m just not really sure what the two of you have in common.’

‘It doesn’t matter that we have different interests. I love that she’s different from me. I love everything about her.’

‘You know we only want you to be happy, honey. I just can’t help but think that maybe you’d be happier longer term with someone who’s a better fit for you. Didn’t you think it was odd that she sat on the side reading a book at our family football game yesterday? Our annual game is a tradition.’

‘She’s never played football before. And she’s not really a sports person.’

‘Neither am I. But I join in every year, don’t I? Because we Carters are joiner-iners. You’re a joiner-iner, you always have been. But Tilly seems more like someone who watches life from the sidelines rather than someone who jumps in. I never imagined you with someone like that.’

Tilly didn’t hear what Joe said next, if anything at all, because instead he stormed out of the room.

Ellen was all smiles for the rest of the trip, hugging Tilly just as tightly as they said goodbye. But Tilly couldn’t stop thinking about what she’d overheard. Especially because she worried there was some truth to Ellen’s words. She was happier curled up with a book than doing pretty much anything else. Did Joe deserve someone more adventurous and outgoing?

Even after she and Joe moved in together, and eventually got married, she never felt quite good enough for the Carter family.

She’s surprised that Ellen has even bothered keeping in touch now that Joe isn’t here. She should probably return her mother-in-law’s call but instead she reaches for her laptop, planning on sending some emails and reading some of the manuscripts she’s working on, making notes to send back to the authors. As soon as she looks at the screen she realizes she’s too tired to work. But the prospect of slipping into her big empty bed doesn’t feel tempting either.

That’s when her gaze catches on the copy of Matilda that has sat on her coffee table for the last month, staring reproachfully at her. This time, instead of ignoring it, she picks it up. The edition is so fresh and crisp that the spine creaks satisfyingly as she turns to open the first page.

Tilly thinks back to what Harper said earlier about the book. Isn’t it aimed at seven-year-olds? The books she has tried reading over the past year have been the type of books she usually finds herself gravitating towards: books that focus on complex emotions and big themes. Grown-up books. She hasn’t thought to try a children’s book. She hasn’t read a children’s book since she was a child herself, back when she was eager to graduate to the books on her mum’s shelf, books she went on to hungrily devour when she was probably too young to fully understand them.

Her eyes settle on the opening line of Roald Dahl’s Matilda and she begins to read. It starts to rain outside, droplets hammering on the windows and the balcony doors. But Tilly doesn’t notice the sound. She doesn’t look up from the pages apart from to drag one of her handmade crochet blankets around her shoulders (a little lumpy but soft and warm), snuggling up with the book splayed on her lap. As she reads about a little girl who shares her name and who loves to read, the world beyond the pages of the book disappears. And somewhere inside her a door that she thought was locked nudges open, letting in a shaft of light.
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The Primrose Hill Community Library sits on a quiet street not far from Tilly’s flat. On Saturday morning she hesitates outside the library doors.

‘Hello, dear.’ She is greeted by a smiling Black woman with silver-tipped curly hair who is sat behind the desk. ‘What a … unique outfit.’

Tilly is wearing her usual tweed coat with the colourful buttons, and her favourite rainbow scarf, a hand-knitted green bobble hat and matching green tights.

‘Thank you,’ she replies, not certain if the librarian meant it as a compliment but choosing to take it as one. Joe always said she dressed like a drunk woodland fairy but he said it while kissing her or giving her that look that always gave her goosebumps.

Instead of heading for the adult section, Tilly opens the door to the children’s library. Everything is bright and colourful, from the plastic chairs to the hand-painted mural on the walls. There are a few groups reading at the miniature tables, the children sat in the tiny chairs and their adults crouching beside them. Tilly heads for a bookcase shaped like a castle and begins to browse.

She finished Matilda as the sun rose, on the sofa where she had sat for hours without moving. Something about the story had grabbed hold of her and refused to let go. The book was funnier than she remembered, and darker too. Reading it came with the comfort of rediscovering a well-known story but she also found new things on the pages that she hadn’t noticed as a child.

As she runs a finger across the spines, she spots books she remembers her parents reading to her before bed and those that she eventually read to herself.

She selects Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, Finn Family Moomintroll and Green Eggs and Ham and heads for the Wendy house in the library corner. She just manages to squeeze in on her hands and knees through the tiny door, her skirt hitching up as she goes. A parent glances at her with raised eyebrows but Tilly ignores them. It is cosy inside and she spreads the books out in front of her on the carpeted floor and begins to read.

At one point a little boy peers in through the window. Tilly silently mouths, ‘Go away.’ He seems to get the message and disappears. After a while a girl pokes her head through the Wendy house door. Tilly sniffs and wipes her eyes with her scarf. Had she been crying? Her eyes are damp in any case and her nose drips. The little girl shrieks and rushes back to her mother on the other side of the library.

‘Mummy! There’s a troll in the Wendy house!’

When the child’s mother shoots Tilly a look, she clambers reluctantly out, brushing carpet fluff from her knees. It’s then that she notices a man standing holding a large box and staring at her. It takes her a second to recognize him as the bookseller from Book Lane. He is dressed in another baggy knit, this time a navy fisherman’s jumper, a deep green duffel coat open over the top. A pair of ill-fitting corduroy trousers are rolled up at the ankle, revealing colourful striped socks. His hair is just as ruffled as before, his angular face split in two by a frown. But despite the frown his lips are pressed tightly together and his eyes sparkle, giving Tilly the impression that he is trying very hard not to laugh.

‘Matilda Nightingale,’ he says in a perfect library voice.

‘Alfie, was it?’ she replies and he nods, readjusting the box in his arms. ‘What are you doing here?’

Behind them children play happily in the now-vacated Wendy house.

‘What, a bookseller can’t visit a library?’ There’s a twitch of movement at the left corner of his mouth, as if he was about to smile but thought better of it.

‘I guess I imagined you might think of this place as competition,’ Tilly replies. ‘You do realize all the books in here are free.’

He presses his lips tighter together. ‘Ah, so that’s what a library is. I’d been wondering. Actually, I’m just dropping off some old stock. Books that are readable but we can’t sell. Sun damage from the window, that kind of thing.’ He shifts the box in his arms again, and Tilly realizes the box must contain about fifty books.

‘Ah, Alfie dear,’ comes a voice behind them, the librarian greeting him warmly. ‘More books for us? Thank you, sweetheart.’

It feels strange to hear anyone call someone quite as tall and bearded as the bookseller ‘sweetheart’ but he seems to take it in his stride. Once he’s handed the books over – the librarian thanking him again effusively – he turns back to Tilly, shoving his hands in his coat pockets.

‘Your February book is waiting for you at the bookshop, you know.’

‘Right. I’ve been busy.’

There’s a silence as the excuse hangs in the air between them like a limp balloon. Tilly isn’t sure why he cares so much whether she collects the book or not. If she never visits the bookshop again he could surely resell the books, even if the thought makes her feel slightly sick.

‘I’m heading back there now,’ Alfie says. ‘I can get it for you if you’re done here?’ He glances down at the books held in her hand, then in that same hushed but rough voice adds, ‘Green Eggs and Ham is one of my favourites too.’ His eyes meet hers and she notices flecks of amber among the brown, touches of light in the dark.

She can feel her cheeks growing hot as she slips the books back on to the shelf.

‘OK,’ she says, suddenly unable to think up an excuse not to return to the bookshop and realizing that she doesn’t want to. She hadn’t thought she could finish a book and yet somehow Joe knew exactly what to pick to get her reading again.

What might he have picked for her next?
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Like so often in life, Alfie has no idea what to do with his hands. They feel awkward hanging at his sides as he walks next to Matilda Nightingale, back to the bookshop, so he thrusts them into his coat pockets.

‘I want to apologize for the way I acted last time.’

He turns at the sound of her voice. Her rainbow scarf is wrapped tightly around her neck and chin, her nose poking out and bright pink from the cold. There are pink patches on her cheeks, her freckles standing out against her pale skin. Alfie isn’t sure if he’s ever seen so many freckles on one person before.

‘You’ve got nothing to apologize for.’

Her forehead creases as she replies. ‘But I shouldn’t have snapped like that. You were just doing your job. I’m sorry.’ There’s a softness to her voice that wasn’t there when she visited the shop the last time. She sounds so defeated and tired that he’d rather she were snapping at him.

‘It must have been a shock for you. If I knew my dad had left me a gift like that I would have wanted to open them all then and there too. I wouldn’t have been able to stop myself …’

His words come out before he can stop them and he is aware of her turning to look at him, her eyes studying his face. They are a striking shade of grey tinged with green, reminding Alfie of verdite, not that he’s sure she’d particularly appreciate having her eyes compared to a microcrystalline metamorphic rock. Women haven’t seemed to in the past.

She is still looking at him, so he says, ‘He died seven years ago. Not that it feels that long ago.’

A ripple of something spreads across her face. ‘I’m sorry. Although you were right last time – I wish there was something better to say.’

‘There isn’t really, though, is there? And I really am sorry about your husband. That must be a whole other realm of shit.’

There’s a noise beside him, something that sounds halfway between a cough and maybe … a laugh? He sneaks a glance at her and sees her lips are curved upwards in a small smile.

‘Yes, that’s about right.’

They have reached the bookshop now, the two of them stood opposite one another outside the window. Seeing it like this, Alfie experiences a little rush of pride. The street around them is dull and grey, the trees lifeless, the road’s window boxes filled with nothing but dirt and ice, but the window of his shop shines brightly. Despite the promise of warmth inside, Matilda Nightingale doesn’t move, so Alfie doesn’t either. There’s a biting breeze and it tugs at her hair, tangling marmalade strands around her face.

‘I’m sorry to insist on the whole one book per month thing,’ he supplies when she says nothing. ‘But Joe really wanted you to have books to look forward to opening for the whole year.’

‘That’s really sweet,’ she replies, her voice tight.

‘I thought so too. And hopefully this month’s book will be worth the wait?’ He holds open the door for her. She doesn’t even have to duck to pass under his arm, and as she does he catches a brief snatch of the smell of apples and a hint of what might be tea.

‘Let me introduce you to the rest of the team. Prudence, Blue … Matilda Nightingale is here for her February book.’

Prudence looks up from behind the counter, a silver-haired white woman who has a bouquet of floral clips in her hair that change with the seasons. Today they are stems of snowdrops. She is dressed in several layers of cardigans and her usual array of jangly jewellery. She has worked part-time at the bookshop for several years, ever since she decided retirement wasn’t for her. Prudence likes to tell people she is sixty but he knows from her employment documents that she is seventy-five. He doubts if retirement will ever be ‘for her’.

On a ladder propped against the bookshelves Blue turns around from where she’d been shelving books. Her large brown eyes smile down at them both, the same shade as her arms which are currently bare beneath a plain white T-shirt. She seems to have no feel for the cold, something that has caused more than a few disagreements between the two of them over the years about the correct temperature to heat a room. Alfie met Blue at university, where they studied different courses but were both part of the same amateur theatre group. Alfie gave up when he quickly realized he was terrible at acting, but Blue still performs when she’s not working part-time at the shop.

‘And this is Georgette,’ he says, reaching out to stroke the tabby sprawled over the paperwork on his desk, ‘the fourth member of the Book Lane team.’

‘So you’re the customer with the mysterious year of books,’ says Prudence, stepping out from behind the counter. ‘We’re all so sorry for your loss. Is it OK if I give you a hug?’

Alfie is just about to try and rein Prudence in (not that trying to rein Prudence in ever particularly works) but she already has her arms around Matilda Nightingale, and to his surprise it seems she doesn’t mind at all. Any earlier frostiness melts away and she sinks into the older woman’s arms. When they step apart they are both smiling. And that’s the power of a Prudence Silver hug. Alfie should know. He’s had more than a few over the years.

‘Let me get you your next book,’ he says, turning to the collection shelf. ‘Did you enjoy your first book, by the way?’

‘I did, actually. It’s been a long time since I last read a children’s book. I’d forgotten how good they are.’

‘I reread The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe every Christmas,’ he admits. ‘There’s something comforting about knowing how a story is going to end.’

He realizes that Matilda is looking at him a little strangely and he clears his voice and hands the book over, this time tied with a purple ribbon. ‘Here you go.’

She takes the book in two hands, her arms sagging with the weight of it.

‘Wow. Well, I’m guessing this one isn’t a children’s book. Thanks. I’m glad I came back.’

She looks up at him and Alfie blinks quickly, pushing his glasses up his nose.

‘So are we.’

‘Enjoy your book and see you next month!’ calls Prudence as Tilly gives a little wave and heads out of the shop.

Alfie watches the flash of her hair until he can’t see her any more, trying to picture the expression on her face when she opens the parcel, and wondering how she might respond to this month’s book. But his job is to sell books to customers. What happens next is up to them.
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Tilly stands at the counter in her tiny kitchen surrounded by ingredients. A box of eggs, a stick of butter, a chunk of Gruyère and a slab of Parmesan … She consults the recipe in the enormous book laid open on the counter and then glances down at Joe’s letter beside it, reading it for the third time.

Dear Tilly,

Did I make you laugh? I really hope I made you laugh. Now, I don’t want to say anything bad about your cooking but do you remember that lemon meringue pie? That’s all I’m going to say.

I know cooking has never been your thing but I’ve always found it soothing to follow a recipe, knowing that in cooking if you follow the instructions and keep practising, things should broadly turn out OK.

I hope this book encourages you to take care of yourself. You’ve made me feel so cared for, something I’ll always be grateful for. I just hope that you’ll remember that you need looking after too.

Make yourself some hearty, comforting meals (I like the look of the Souffléd Macaroni Cheese). And invite people over to share them with you. I know you probably don’t feel much like socializing right now but you have people in your life who love you. Lean on them, Tilly. You’re not on your own.

I’m sorry I’m not there to cook for you. But I’ll be there at your side as you chop and stir and hopefully don’t start any fires.

I love you.

Joe x

She glances down again at her new copy of Delia Smith’s How to Cook.

‘You did make me laugh, by the way,’ she says out loud, looking over her shoulder towards the urn on the bookshelves.

It had surprised her, the sound that escaped from her mouth as she peeled away the brown paper. But as soon as she saw the title she could picture Joe’s grin as he chose it and she couldn’t help but chuckle.

‘And how could I forget that lemon meringue pie?’

It was the first meal they hosted in their new flat, with Tilly’s parents visiting from Hay-on-Wye and Harper and Raj joining them. Joe offered to cook the main course but Tilly said she’d handle dessert.

‘I don’t know why I picked something so ambitious,’ she says as she weighs out the ingredients. ‘Maybe I was feeling grown-up because we’d just bought our own place, and I wanted to prove something. I’ll admit that using a blowtorch to scorch the meringue probably wasn’t the best idea …’

She did the blowtorching at the table, intending to add some drama to the occasion. Which it certainly did.

‘You were so calm about the fire,’ she continues, grating the cheese, the creamy, salty smell making her mouth water. ‘I just stood there screaming as the tablecloth caught light, but you grabbed a jug of water and threw it over the table. And my lemon meringue pie too, unfortunately. I remember you still said it tasted good, once you’d drained the water and brushed off the burnt bits.’

She shakes her head as she recalls the memory. ‘You always were a terrible liar. But a great cook. Your sloppy joes were perfect, of course. I remember you saying you wanted to give my family the full American experience, so you made coleslaw, potato salad and home-made tater tots too.’

Thinking back to that meal, her stomach lets out a loud rumble. Her appetite has been all over the place since Joe’s death. Sometimes she completely forgets about meals, but on other days she turns to food to try to fill the emptiness, ordering takeaways and bingeing on biscuits and slabs of bread and butter. Grief has given her a yearning for carbohydrates.

She turns on some music as she cooks, the flat filling with a backing track of cheesy pop and the smell of actual cheese as the macaroni goes into the oven to crisp up. Since her visit to the bookshop she’s felt lighter than she has in weeks. She didn’t feel tempted to browse, despite having dipped her toe back into reading with Matilda. But she did feel welcomed, the warmth of the shop and the conversation with the staff acting like a blanket draped gently over her shoulders.

As she waits for the meal to cook, she flicks through the cookbook. It is geared to novices like her; there’s even a page on how to make the perfect slice of toast. She adds page markers to the recipes she’d like to try, her stomach rumbling again at the thought of crunchy roast potatoes and warming stews. Despite Joe’s encouragement in his letter, she isn’t sure she is ready to host a dinner party without him. She wouldn’t be able to get past the empty chair. But maybe he was right about making some proper meals for herself. Takeaways and pesto pasta don’t exactly make for a balanced diet.

Her attention catches on a recipe for pumpkin pie, remembering the Thanksgiving with Joe’s family after they’d got engaged. Joe waited the three months between the engagement and their trip because he was keen to tell them in person, over Thanksgiving dinner. ‘Because this year and every year what I’m thankful for is you.’

But the announcement went terribly, ending with Ellen making her feelings about the engagement perfectly clear, Joe yelling, Ellen fleeing the table in tears, Hank following after her, and Tilly comfort-eating three slices of pumpkin pie. She hasn’t been able to eat it since.

Thinking back to that trip, she remembers with a pang that it wasn’t just Joe and Ellen who argued. She and Joe fought too … They were down by the lake after dinner, and she remembers trying to keep her voice down, not wanting the sound to travel back to the house and give Ellen the satisfaction of knowing that despite the ring glistening on Tilly’s finger, they weren’t without their problems …

Before she can disappear too far down that spiral, the timer pings. She pulls the dish out of the oven, the surface of the macaroni sizzling and bubbling. She may have slightly overcooked it, but aside from a few burnt patches the surface is golden, the Parmesan crust enticing.

She sets the dish triumphantly on a mat and instead of bothering with a plate, reaches for a fork.

‘So you can cook,’ she imagines Joe saying with a raised eyebrow, blue eyes glinting. ‘Maybe you set light to that meringue pie on purpose, so I’d offer to cook everything after that. For health and safety reasons.’

‘Hey, you were the one who insisted on always cooking. Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten how you used to sing and dance around the kitchen as you cooked, as though it was your personal dancefloor, flapping me with a tea towel if I tried to help, telling me you were in the zone. It was just a bonus that your food always tasted so amazing. Or maybe food just tastes better when someone else cooks it.’

She pictures him sniffing the air, eyes closing slightly in appreciation.

‘This smells amazing, though, Mouse.’

Even though, deep down, she knows the voice is just inside her head, she still flinches at the sound of his old nickname for her. No one has called her Mouse in what feels like a very long time.

‘And you didn’t need to get the fire extinguisher out even once,’ she imagines him adding.

‘It does smell pretty great, doesn’t it?’

After giving it a moment to cool down she sinks her fork into the dish, cracking through the crunchy, cheesy topping and scooping up a hearty portion of the creamy pasta, strings of melted Gruyère dripping down as she pulls the fork towards her mouth.

Her eyes close in pleasure as she takes a bite of absolute comfort, the taste bringing back a memory – as suddenly and as vividly as if it weren’t four years ago – and Joe is humming tunelessly, a wooden spoon held in his hand as he stirs the sauce.
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That particular night, they are due to go out for the fourth night in a row. To go axe throwing, of all things, for Joe’s friend Leo’s birthday. Joe gets his energy from being around other people and doesn’t always understand Tilly’s need for a quiet evening in with a book, where she doesn’t have to speak to anyone.

It has been a long day at work, brainstorming ideas for a memoir that is being pushed through quickly to coincide with a sex scandal that has just broken. Despite wanting nothing more than to change into her PJs and flop into bed, Tilly doesn’t want to disappoint Joe. She is just wondering whether he’d mind going on his own when she steps into the living room to find the furniture entirely rearranged. The coffee table and dining table are pushed back against the wall, the sofa turned around and draped with blankets that fall to the floor, weighted down by cushions. The lights are dimmed, the fairy lights around the bookshelves glowing cosily.

Joe is in the kitchen but he turns around at the sound of Tilly approaching.

‘What’s all this?’ she asks, struggling to find her voice. ‘Shouldn’t we be leaving soon?’

Something smells delicious, the room filled with the aroma of butter and cheese. She steps behind him, wrapping her arms around his waist, taking a breath of the familiar cedarwood of his cologne and the jasmine scent of their shared washing detergent as she snuggles her chin into his shoulder.

‘I thought we could have a cosy evening in tonight instead,’ he replies, placing the wooden spoon on the side of the pan and turning around so he is facing her, his hands on her hips. He has already changed out of his work suit and is in what Tilly always thinks of as his ‘true’ uniform – shorts and a T-shirt that skims over the solid muscles of his chest, the bare skin of his forearms covered in surprisingly soft blond hair.

He reaches to cup her cheek in his palm, her skin tingling at his touch every bit as much as it did when they first started dating. ‘I know you’ve been working hard on the Kelly Maynard project and this week has been full on with social stuff too. I called Leo and said we both had colds.’

‘You, Joseph Carter, are voluntarily choosing a night in over throwing axes?’

Joe just shrugs. ‘If I really start feeling deprived I can get out the toolbox and have a go throwing a couple of spanners at a chopping board or something. And I’m not choosing a night in over throwing axes. I’m choosing a night in with you, which is better than pretty much anything.’

She nudges her hips against his.

‘Even better than the crazy golf on Tuesday night with your workmates? Where you beat me catastrophically and did a victory dance?’

‘OK, that was pretty great.’ He grins, then tucks a strand of hair behind her ear, his expression more serious. ‘I know we do a lot of stuff with my friends, and I’m sorry if it’s been too much lately. I just like showing you off. I like you knowing the people in my life. But I know you need your down time too. And it’s nice to have you all to myself.’

She glances again at the rearranged furniture and piles of cushions. ‘Did you … build me a den?’

‘It’s not just any den! Look!’ He leads her to the makeshift fort and pulls back the corner of the blanket door. Inside is a stack of books, a reading lamp stood in the corner.

‘It’s a reading den. I know you’ve been feeling overwhelmed lately. I hope this might help.’

‘Is that a cheese board?’

‘For my little library mouse. To keep you going until dinner’s ready.’

‘This is amazing. I can’t believe you did this for me, Joe. Thank you.’ She pulls him towards her by the front of his T-shirt, leaning in for a kiss that starts soft and quickly grows heated, the thought of having him to herself for the night almost as delicious a prospect as whatever is simmering on the hob.

‘Maybe we can find some other uses for the den later,’ he says with a rough laugh, pulling away and planting a final kiss on her forehead. ‘But for now, relax and read. I’m making macaroni cheese, does that sound OK? My mum’s was my ultimate comfort food as a kid. I’ve been craving it recently.’

‘That sounds perfect.’

Tucked away behind her fortress of pillows, she feels shielded from the rest of the world. But it is the perfect type of aloneness because, just behind the blankets, there he is.
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Tilly puts down her bowl and fork now.

A few minutes later, warm from the effort of moving the furniture by herself, she crawls into a makeshift den made from pillows and blankets, to eat the rest of her dinner in there.

Sometimes life calls for a pillow fort. And sometimes you just have to build that fort yourself.
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Book Lane Recommends

Books to fall in love with

[image: ] One Day by David Nicholls

[image: ] Love Story by Lindsey Kelk

[image: ] Here We Go Again by Alison Cochrun

[image: ] Venetia by Georgette Heyer
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Alfie spots Matilda Nightingale from the shop counter, her hands cupped around her pale face, her nose pressed up against the shop window. She sees him watching her and smiles, the smile doing something to Alfie’s stomach that he puts down to the ready meal he ate last night which may or may not have been past its expiry date. From her spot curled up in an empty cardboard box on the floor Georgette lifts her head and, Alfie could swear, gives him a wry look.

He unlocks the door and there she is, wearing her usual rainbow scarf and tweed coat. And are those croissants hanging from her ears?

‘Am I too early?’ she says a little breathlessly, checking a green leather watch on her wrist. ‘I was hoping to pick up my next book on the way to work. But if you’re not open yet I can come back later or tomorrow …’

‘Don’t worry, I was just opening up,’ he lies.

She follows him inside and he heads immediately for the collection shelf. When he turns around she is stood by the non-fiction section, pulling a book out from the shelf and moving it to a more prominent position, cover facing out.

‘Sorry,’ she says, leaping back, the tips of her ears turning pink.

He presses his lips tightly together, pushing back a smile. ‘A big fan, are you?’ he says, an eyebrow rising as he takes in the book she has rearranged.

The cover shows the smiling image of pop star Aimee Rain. Her memoir has just come out in paperback. As he placed the order he imagined his father cringing and it made him wonder, as he so often does, what he would make of the shop. But Alfie has personally never been a fan of snobbishness when it comes to books. His job is to stock the books that people want to buy – or at least as many of them as will fit into the modest space.

‘Sorry, it’s an editor’s bad habit,’ Matilda Nightingale replies, adding, ‘I worked on the book with her. That’s my niche – celebrity memoirs.’

‘Ah, so you work in publishing. And that’s quite a niche. You must have some stories.’

‘A couple. I bet you do too. Nightmare authors. Difficult customers … like me.’ She raises an eyebrow.

He doesn’t take the bait, instead says, ‘What’s she like, then, Aimee Rain?’

‘Actually, one of the good ones.’

‘Would you even tell me if she wasn’t?’

‘Of course. But then I’d have to kill you,’ she dead-pans. ‘Or at least get you to sign an NDA.’

Georgette has poked her head out of the cardboard box and in a less than graceful move she half jumps half flops out on to the floor, where she winds herself between Matilda’s legs, purring extravagantly. Matilda bends to stroke her and Georgette reclines, exposing her soft belly and leaning her head back on the floor like a Grecian goddess.

‘I have to apologize, she’s a terrible flirt.’

But Matilda is already scratching Georgette’s ample belly, and Alfie watches as both Matilda and the cat seem to relax. The tense line of Matilda’s jaw softens, her lips parting slightly.

‘That’s OK, I love cats. My husband always wanted a dog …’ Her jaw tightens again and he can see her throat move as she swallows, blinking quickly. ‘Your Georgette is a lovely cat.’

‘She’s not really my cat. She’s technically a stray but she keeps coming back because I feed her the fancy kind of food. She’s going to bankrupt me.’

‘I think all bookshops should have cats,’ Matilda says, Georgette’s eyes now softly closed as she luxuriates in being stroked. ‘They just seem to go together.’

‘That’s because cats and book lovers are quite similar when it comes down to it.’

‘What do you mean?’ Matilda’s nose wrinkles slightly as she says it, a bridge of freckles forming that makes it suddenly hard to remember what he was going to say.

‘They both like spending time indoors or lounging in sunny spots,’ he says, counting each point off on his fingers. ‘Fond of snacks. Enjoy quiet time in their own company …’

‘Are you still describing cats or me?’ she says with a soft laugh.

‘Plus,’ adds Alfie, ‘I can just imagine Georgette reading a book among the stacks when my back is turned. You’d never catch a dog reading a novel.’

She looks up suddenly and gives him a strange look that makes him want one of the shelves to topple down and bury him in books. But to his surprise she nods. ‘I think you’re right. And there are so many books that feature cats …’ She frowns again, a tiny crease forming between her eyebrows. ‘Breakfast at Tiffany’s … The Master and Margarita. Oh, Carbonel. I loved that one as a child.’

‘Me too.’ He considers for a moment, then adds, ‘The Travelling Cat Chronicles and The Goodbye Cat.’

‘His Dark Materials,’ she volleys, ‘if we’re counting wild cats in the category.’

‘I think I’ll allow it. The Cheshire Cat in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland.’

They spar back and forth, bouncing from Doris Lessing’s memoir On Cats, to Sosuke Natsukawa’s The Cat Who Saved Books, to Kafka on the Shore and several Terry Pratchett novels.

A wide smile spreads across Tilly’s face as she plays her final trump card. ‘And the greatest cat book ever written, The Cat in the Hat.’

‘Well, obviously. A literary masterpiece. I can’t argue with that.’

‘Maybe you should do a cat-themed window display sometime.’

‘Maybe I should. I bet Georgette would love that.’

‘Oh, I nearly forgot,’ she says, reaching into the satchel slung over her shoulder. She pulls out a Tupperware containing what looks like an extremely squashed slice of cake. ‘I’ve been doing way too much baking thanks to Delia. There’s no way I can eat it all by myself. I hope you like coffee and walnut. I swear it tastes better than it looks. The shop always smells a bit like coffee so I thought …’

She trails off, her hand still outstretched. Alfie has occasionally been given gifts before from customers. Biscuits from their regulars to help them through the manic Christmas season, and a bottle of champagne from a happy author as a thank you for hosting their book launch. But he has never been given a home-made slice of his favourite cake.

Alfie coughs slightly. ‘That’s very kind, thank you.’

‘Maybe don’t thank me until you’ve actually tasted it.’

As he takes the box their fingertips brush but he pulls his hand back quickly, placing the cake on the counter and reaching for Matilda’s parcel.

‘Your March book.’

To his surprise she lifts it up and begins immediately tugging at the pink ribbon. She looks up, her grey-green eyes flashing up to meet his. ‘Do you mind? I just don’t think I can wait until later. I’ve been trying to guess what he might have chosen but I have no idea. If last month’s was on cooking maybe this will be about DIY.’

‘Go for it.’

As she tears at the paper he turns away, busying himself with scrolling through some online orders on the shop’s computer.

‘Oh,’ she says, and Alfie can’t help but look up. She turns the book over in her hand, the cover bright and colourful.

‘Beach Read by Emily Henry,’ she reads out loud. ‘I’ve heard of Emily Henry but never read any of her books. It’s a romance … It looks … interesting.’

He can hear the hesitation in her voice and he can’t help himself from blurting out, ‘It’s more than interesting. It’s the perfect romantic comedy. Fantastic characters, spot-on dialogue, the way she understands and subverts familiar tropes …’

He is aware of her staring at him, and for the second time that morning he wishes for a very small and isolated natural disaster. Just bury him in books.

‘I’m not sure how I feel about reading a romance, to be honest,’ she says. ‘I don’t exactly believe in happily-ever-afters any more.’

Alfie knows the feeling.

‘But isn’t that one of the great things about fiction?’ he says. ‘It’s an escape. Somewhere to go when you don’t want to be where you are.’

She is still looking at him strangely and he coughs, brushing his hair back from his face. ‘Just give it a try. It might change your mind. Um, is there a letter too?’

She opens the book and out falls an envelope which she slices open with her left hand. Her eyes dart across the page, her eyebrows rising and her eyes sparkling.

‘Oh my god.’ She lifts a hand to her mouth. ‘I can’t believe it.’
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Dear Tilly,

The book choice this month is a little different, and it comes with a confession.

Do you remember the honeymoon we had planned before I got sick? And how I cancelled it when we both realized that I wouldn’t be well enough to travel?

Well, I didn’t cancel it. I moved it. I figured that you could do with a holiday now more than ever.

It’s all organized. All you have to do is show up at Heathrow Airport on the 12th of March at 2 p.m.

I wish I could be going with you. But it makes me very happy to picture you on a sunny beach holding a cocktail and reading your book. I’m thinking about it this very second, in fact, and I’m smiling as I write this. Please bring that enormous floppy hat with the bow – you always looked adorable in that.

I might not be able to be there but I thought about who the next-best person would be to go in my place, the person who would help to make sure you have a good time.

Give your sister a ring. And have a brilliant holiday. You deserve it.

I love you.

Joe x

But obviously Tilly can’t go to Bali with less than two weeks’ notice. It was a kind thought of Joe’s – and the idea of lying on a beach does sound appealing – but she can’t, not with the Esmerelda Love project kicking off and –

‘You must go, Tilly,’ says Sade from behind her desk, taking off her glasses and wiping them before replacing them on her nose.

‘But what about all my meetings and projects …’

‘It’s all organized,’ Sade replies firmly. ‘Joe told us about this trip last year. We’ve blocked out your diary, and the other editors will be picking up your projects while you’re away. You never take your full holiday allowance, Tilly, and you’re always the last in the office, especially recently. While I admire your dedication, you deserve a break. Just get your meeting today with Rachel Harding and Esmerelda Love out of the way, and then you’re all set to unwind and work on your handover notes for your time away. Enjoy your trip.’

Tilly steps out of the office in a daze. She thinks of Joe organizing this holiday in secret, even getting in touch with Sade to make sure it would be OK, and her heart gives a little tug. Oh, Joe.

Back at her desk, she allows herself to pull up a tab on her laptop and search for images of Bali, scrolling through photo after photo of white sand beaches and tropical sunsets. The images couldn’t feel further removed from the artificially lit office and the view out over the London skyline, spread out in tones of grey and silver. For a moment she allows herself to imagine the feeling of sunshine on her bare shoulders and the sound of the sea in her ears.

She’s pulled back to earth by a new email notification from Esmerelda.

From: esmerelda@esmereldalove.com

To: matilda.nightingale@splashbooks.co.uk

Subject: IMPORTANT: low blood sugar!!

Can you please bring a bag of organic California almonds to our meeting later? MUST BE organic California ones, thanks so much babe. xx

Tilly lets out a groan. Maybe a holiday is actually a brilliant idea. She silently thanks Joe for somehow knowing exactly what she needs, even when she doesn’t always get it right herself.

After a trip to Wholefoods and an hour on the Tube, Tilly arrives outside The Nail Atelier on a smart street in Richmond.

Rachel is already there, waiting outside and scrolling on her phone. Tilly pauses for a second to take in her new fringe and the way she frowns down at her phone with her concentration face. Rachel is a few years older than Tilly, petite and wiry from CrossFit, with thick dark hair and a dress sense that strikes a balance between car mechanic and off-duty model. Today she is in a khaki boiler suit, heeled boots and a utilitarian crossbody bag that looks like it could contain both a wrench and a Chanel lipstick.

Rachel looks up, a nervous smile on her face. ‘Tilly!’

There’s an awkward moment when neither of them moves, before Rachel steps forward and hugs her, Tilly stiffening in her arms.

‘It’s great to see you.’

‘You too,’ Tilly replies after a beat. ‘Thanks for coming all this way. I know it’s a bit of an unusual meeting location but Esmerelda has a busy schedule. This was the only time she could fit us in.’

‘That’s OK. I’ve had meetings in weirder places. Remember the time when that singer got me to go to their country house to do our interviews and invited me to stay in their guest house and then told me it was haunted?’

Tilly remembers their meet-up at the pub, the week after Rachel got back from the trip. She showed Tilly photos of the guest house, and it really did look terrifying – the windows tiny, the furniture ancient, and the room full of china dolls that used to belong to the singer’s grandmother (Rachel had to hide them in the wardrobe so she could sleep). Many people might have questioned why Rachel didn’t just leave, but Tilly understood how important it was for Rachel to build trust with her clients. Disappearing to a nearby Premier Inn instead of accepting the singer’s invitation might have derailed the whole project.

And Tilly knows how much Rachel’s career means to her, because Tilly feels the same way about hers. It’s something Joe never truly understood. He worked to earn a living but for Tilly it has always meant more than that. Books are her passion and being an editor doesn’t feel like just a job, it’s who she is. Joe couldn’t relate to that, no matter how many times she tried to explain. But Rachel can.

‘Well, hopefully no ghosts today,’ Tilly says, trying to push thoughts of their history to one side and focus on the task at hand. She just has to get through this meeting and then she can think about Bali instead. She still can’t quite believe she’s actually going to Bali.

‘Shall we go in?’

A member of staff leads them to the back of the salon where Esmerelda Love reclines in a chair, one nail technician busily at work on her hands and another crouched at her feet. She is easily recognizable from her photos, which isn’t always a given.

‘Esmerelda?’ There’s a strong smell of polish and the sound of emery boards filing back and forth with efficient speed. ‘We’re from Splash Books. I’m your editor, Tilly, it’s great to meet in person. And this is Rachel Harding, the brilliant ghostwriter I told you about who is going to be helping bring your book to life. She’s the best in the business, so you’re in safe hands.’

Rachel glances at Tilly, her cheeks flushing as she throws her a tentative smile. Tilly turns her attention quickly back to Esmerelda who is scanning them both up and down in silence.

‘It’s great to meet you …’ Rachel steps in, hovering awkwardly next to one of the nail technicians. ‘I thought it would be helpful to get more of an understanding of your vision for the book so we can –’

‘Do you have the almonds?’ Esmerelda interrupts. ‘Sorry, babe, but my blood sugar …’

‘I get it,’ says Rachel warmly. ‘My brother is diabetic too. It’s a nightmare, isn’t it?’

‘Oh, well, I’m not diabetic exactly. But you do not want to see me when my blood sugar gets too low, do you know what I mean, babe?’

‘I think I do,’ Rachel says very quietly, and Tilly has to stifle a laugh.

She rummages about in her bag and pulls out the sack of almonds. ‘Here we go!’

But instead of taking the bag Esmerelda glances down at her hands. ‘They haven’t dried yet. I can’t touch a thing. Can you?’ She opens her mouth expectantly.

‘I don’t think that’s –’ begins Rachel, her eyebrows lifted in shock, but Tilly shakes her head slightly, trying to tell her with a look that it isn’t worth it and that she doesn’t need her sticking up for her.

She wonders briefly if throwing an almond into the back of Esmerelda’s mouth would choke her. Instead she summons all the professionalism she can muster and pops an almond on Esmerelda’s outstretched tongue as she says, ‘How about Rachel tells you a bit about her experience, Esmerelda, and then you can tell Rachel more about your vision for your memoir?’

The rest of the meeting goes surprisingly smoothly. But at one point, when Tilly is feeding Esmerelda another handful of almonds, a memory enters her mind – as sudden and visceral as an electric shock – of spoon-feeding Joe soup in a hospital bed. For a long time, he insisted on doing everything for himself, even if it meant constantly spilling things and getting angry and frustrated. But eventually he became too exhausted to resist, and that was somehow far worse than his anger. In the nail studio in Richmond a dark wave of grief rolls over her, unexpected as these waves so often are. She holds her breath, trying not to let herself get pulled under.

‘Oh my god, the almonds,’ says Rachel once the meeting is over and they’re standing outside. ‘It was so hard to hold it together when she asked for the almonds. You are a saint for doing that. Do you want to go and get a coffee? It would be great to catch up.’

‘I’m sorry, I can’t,’ Tilly replies quickly. ‘I’ve got another meeting to get to. Thanks again for making the trip. I’ll be in touch soon about next steps.’

‘OK,’ replies Rachel, her expression clouding. ‘Thanks again for thinking of me for this project. It will be good to work together again. I hope we’ll be able to get that coffee another time. Oh, and I’ve got a book for you …’

She reaches into the bag slung over her shoulder and pulls out a battered-looking paperback copy of Tomorrow and Tomorrow and Tomorrow by Gabrielle Zevin.

‘Sorry for all the dog-eared pages. But I loved it and thought you might too. There’s a lot in it about video games, but stick with it – I’ve now got into gaming because of how beautiful the book was.’

She reaches out, the book floating in the gap between them until Tilly takes it and slips it into her satchel.

‘Thanks.’

‘Let me know what you think when you finish it.’

In the past she used to message Rachel immediately after finishing a particularly good book, with Joe sometimes asking her if she had to do it right that second, especially if it was particularly late and she’d already stayed up half the night working, but Tilly always wanted to tell Rachel her thoughts while they were fresh.

They say a stilted goodbye and Tilly turns one way and Rachel the other. After a few paces Tilly allows herself to pause and glance back over her shoulder, watching her old friend walk away and trying to ignore the feeling that, despite it all, she misses her.
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Tilly lugs her large yellow suitcase through the revolving doors at Heathrow Terminal 4, her eyes searching the crowds for her sister. Queues snake back and forth, the sound of hundreds of conversations and the trundle of baggage trolleys making Tilly’s head spin. But then she hears a familiar voice calling her name and Harper is running towards her, harem trousers billowing and strappy sandals slapping against the ground despite the grey clouds outside. She is wearing a loose shirt, a pair of sunglasses pushed up on her head, and has a neck pillow and eye mask strapped to her backpack. She beams at Tilly, pulling her into a hug.

‘Nice hat,’ she says, tugging the brim of Tilly’s sun hat.

‘It wouldn’t fit in my bag.’

‘It might not fit on the plane. Or on Bali, come to think of it. You do know it’s only a small island?’

‘Yeah, sorry you’re actually taking a different flight,’ Tilly teases. ‘I’ve chartered my own plane to accommodate me and my hat.’

‘Nooo. At least tell me you upgraded me to first class.’

Tilly adjusts the hat slightly on her head and in a more serious voice adds, ‘Joe liked this hat.’

At the feel of his name in her mouth her stomach tightens. Is she really about to do this? Is she really going to go on their honeymoon without him? If Harper notices the shift in Tilly’s mood she doesn’t mention it. Instead she wraps an arm around her shoulders and squeezes her.

‘We’ll drop our suitcases and then go get a cocktail. Let’s start this trip the way we mean to go on.’

As they sip cosmopolitans in the airport bar, Tilly quickly checks her email while Harper scrolls through photos of the resort on their Instagram page.

‘Ooh, look, they do yoga lessons on the beach!’ she says, showing Tilly a photo of yoga mats stretched out on white sand beneath a peach sunrise, and toned-looking people contorting their bodies into intimidatingly adventurous shapes.

‘That might be more your thing than mine. You know how bad my flexibility is.’

‘Don’t be so boring, you have to do yoga in Bali. And maybe you’d get more flexible if you … Oh, I don’t know … did some yoga?’

As Harper continues to scroll through the feed of images Tilly spots a new email thread in her inbox.

From: esmerelda@esmereldalove.com

To: matilda.nightingale@splashbooks.co.uk; rachelhardingwrites@gmail.com

Subject: An idea

What do you think about trying to write the memoir in rhyme? Internet poets are soo hot on socials right now.

*

From: rachelhardingwrites@gmail.com

To: matilda.nightingale@splashbooks.co.uk

Subject: Hell no

Poets might be hot

But your idea is, frankly, NOT

Plus there’s not a word out there

That rhymes with Esmerelda

R xx

Tilly chokes on her cosmopolitan.

‘Are you OK?’ says Harper as Tilly wipes her mouth with a paper napkin.

‘I’m fine, just work.’ She bites down on her bottom lip to contain her smile as she types a quick reply.

From: matilda.nightingale@splashbooks.co.uk

To: rachelhardingwrites@gmail.com

Subject: Re: Hell no

I can’t believe you came up with that masterpiece so quickly. Maybe this idea does have legs after all …

How did your meeting go with her today, by the way? It was your first information-gathering interview, wasn’t it?

The reply comes in quickly.

It was … interesting. When E eventually turned up. She was 45 minutes late. Then there was lots of chat about her celebrity ‘friends’ that we probably won’t be able to include for libel reasons.

But I’ve worked with plenty of Esmereldas. It will be fine! R xx

Tilly’s thumbs dart across the phone’s screen.

I’m sorry she kept you waiting. I’m actually going to be away for ten days now but do message Sade if there are any problems.

*

I hope you’re going somewhere nice. No one deserves a holiday more than you. R xxx

‘OK, time’s up!’ Harper says, plucking Tilly’s phone from her hand. ‘The holiday officially starts now. No more work. Only fun.’

‘OK, OK, no more work.’ Tilly sets her out of office notice and makes a show of putting her phone away in her bag.

It hits her how lucky she is to be here, on her way to a beach resort thanks to Joe. He wanted her to relax on this trip and she owes it to him to try her hardest to make that happen. Only fun, Harper said. Maybe for this trip at least, Tilly can stop being Harper’s boring, grieving big sister and actually let her hair down.

‘Do you think we’ve got time for one more cocktail?’

Harper grins in reply. ‘Definitely.’ She goes to stand but Tilly waves her back into her chair.

‘No, I’ll get these. Same again?’

When she returns to the table a few moments later Harper is typing rapidly on her phone, a slight frown on her face.

‘Everything OK?’ Tilly asks as she puts the drinks down on the table.

‘Just texting Raj to let him know we’re nearly setting off.’

‘Is he all right? I haven’t seen him for a while.’

There’s a moment’s pause before Harper replies. ‘He’s fine.’ Her eyes flick to the information screen. ‘Our gate is up! Come on, let’s go!’ She necks her drink in one gulp, placing the empty glass firmly on the table and grabbing her backpack, neck pillow and eye mask swinging.

‘Coming, Tils?’

Tilly takes a breath and lifts her own cocktail to her mouth, tipping her head back in a swift motion. Her throat burns and she fights back a cough, heat spreading to her stomach. Wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, she puts down the empty glass. She adjusts the brim of her obnoxiously large hat, trying to imagine what Joe would say.

You’ve got this, Mouse. Now go have an amazing time.

‘Bali, here we come.’
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The beach bar hums with life, groups laughing and chatting over the background sounds of chilled music and waves crashing down on the shore. Paper lanterns swing in a gentle breeze from the straw roof of the bar and fire pits glow on the beach, groups gathered around them on colourful beanbags. Streaked across the horizon are the last shades of lilac and rose-gold from the evening’s sunset.

‘Coconut daiquiri,’ Harper says as she returns from the bar with two drinks topped with yellow paper umbrellas, the purple glitter on her face sparkling in the warm light and matching the sequins on her top.

Tilly is more understated in a simple white sundress, but she has conceded by letting Harper paint flowers in glitter on her cheeks. It is their second night in Bali but their first leaving the hotel.

Harper had grand plans for their first evening but as soon as Tilly saw the twin beds in their beachfront room she sank on to the crisp white sheets, suddenly exhausted. Thankfully, Joe must have changed their booking from the honeymoon suite because there wasn’t a bottle of champagne or a rose petal in sight. But she couldn’t help thinking how they should have had champagne and rose petals.

We should have had a whole life.

The combination of jet lag and grief knocked her out, and Tilly slept for fifteen hours, waking to a note from Harper telling her to come and join her for yoga on the beach. After having ruined Harper’s first night, she didn’t want to let her down again so she borrowed a pair of Harper’s harem trousers from her suitcase and headed to the beach, feeling silly as she wobbled alongside the rest of the class but enjoying the view of the sea and the bit at the end where she got to lie down on the sand with her eyes shut.

The rest of the day has been spent by the infinity pool overlooking the beach, Harper swimming and Tilly sleeping under the shade of a sun umbrella. It has been a long time since she has slept this peacefully. But with the drowsy heat on her skin, the calming sound of the waves and the smell of coconut in the air, she allowed herself to sink, letting go of tension she has been carrying for months.

‘Can you take some photos for my social media?’ Harper asked her in the afternoon, handing her phone over and posing by the pool.

‘Because just being here isn’t enough – we must make everyone else jealous too!’

‘Shh, just because you’re an old lady who doesn’t “do” social media it doesn’t mean everyone else is. It still amazes me that you work with social media influencers. Remind me how that works again?’

‘I do my research. It’s just my job.’

‘And this is part of mine. You know Voyageur like me to share plenty of content while I’m travelling.’

Which explains why Harper leans in now and takes a photo of them both with their cocktails, Tilly smiling obligingly for the camera as Harper beams beside her.

As Harper returns her phone to the tiny straw bag slung over her shoulder she says, ‘Hey, I’m proud of you, by the way.’

‘For what?’

‘I haven’t seen you check your work emails once since we’ve arrived. That must be some kind of record.’

‘You’re the one who’s been working! All the content you’ve been sharing is for work, isn’t it?’

‘But that’s different.’

‘Why is it different?’ replies Tilly with an exasperated laugh, suspecting that the answer might just be because Harper is Harper and rules don’t apply to her little sister.

‘Because I actually enjoy my job.’ As Harper says it she raises an eyebrow and takes another sip of her drink, her hazel eyes flashing challengingly.

‘I do enjoy my job.’

‘But do you, though? Because I remember you saying you were just going to work there for a year to get some experience and then apply for jobs in fiction. But you’ve been there, what, six years now? That seems a bit more than temporary.’

Seven years, Tilly thinks.

‘I’ve worked really hard to get to where I am.’

Harper rolls her eyes. ‘No one is questioning that, Tils. You’ve always been a hard worker. I just think you’ve got so used to working hard that you’ve forgotten how to dream.’

Tilly’s grip on her drink tightens. ‘Not everyone can go on holiday for a living.’

Harper shrugs, shaking out her hair and rolling the paper umbrella in her drink between her fingers. She leans back casually in her chair, eyeing Tilly across the table with a raised eyebrow.

‘Maybe. But that doesn’t mean you can’t find something you enjoy more or shouldn’t at least try. Didn’t you apply for a fiction editor job a while ago? I remember you mentioning it but being cagey about the details. What happened there?’

Tilly stiffens, looking down at her cocktail glass. ‘It didn’t work out.’

Which is partly true.

Never one to linger on any one subject for too long, Harper gestures with her cocktail umbrella in the direction of a man walking from the beach towards the bar. He is dressed in board shorts and a loose white shirt, his body muscular and tanned.

‘Hey, what do you think of him?’

‘Well, I’ve never met him before so I don’t have much of an opinion.’

‘But you could meet him,’ Harper says with a mischievous smile. ‘He’s been looking at you all evening.’

‘No he hasn’t! And besides, I’m not interested.’

Undeterred, Harper turns her attention to the rest of the bar. She scans the faces for a while and then points out another man, this time taller and with a linen shirt open to reveal a toned chest.

‘Not even him? I would.’ Harper waggles her eyebrows suggestively, her face split with a smile.

Tilly nudges her sister gently in the ribs. ‘Hey, what about Raj? You know, your boyfriend of four years? Who you live with?’

Harper shrugs again, downing the last dregs of her drink and placing her glass firmly on the table.

‘I just think that a holiday fling might be good for you, Tils. It might help you move on.’

Tilly sits up straighter, wrapping her arms around herself. ‘I don’t want a holiday fling. And I don’t want to move on. What I want is Joe.’

The silence that follows sits heavily between them.

From further down the beach come the sounds of people laughing and dancing on the sand. The sky is now a pale indigo, the lights from the bar and the fire pits reflecting on the water. Harper fiddles with her hoop earrings and looks down at her lap. Her lips are pressed tightly together and Tilly is reminded of seeing the same expression on her face all those times when they were little and Tilly would say, ‘Just one more page, and then we can play.’ And one page would become two, then three, then four …

However much her sister might make her bristle sometimes, she is here, isn’t she? There’s no way that Tilly would have made this trip on her own. She reaches across the table.

‘You said you had something else planned for us this evening?’ Tilly says, squeezing her sister’s hand.

Harper’s face immediately brightens into a wide smile. Her eyes flash up to meet Tilly’s.

‘You’re going to love it, I promise.’
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‘No,’ says Tilly. ‘Absolutely not.’

‘Why not?’

‘Why not? I can think of lots of reasons why someone might not want to stand up and sing in front of a bar full of strangers.’

They have relocated to a different bar a little further along the beach, this one with a glittering disco ball hanging from its straw roof above a small stage and a DJ booth.

‘But you’ve always loved karaoke!’ says Harper, the light from the disco ball catching the sequins on her top and making her sparkle. Despite never having been much of a ‘joiner-iner’ as Ellen Carter put it all those years ago, for some reason it’s always been different when it comes to karaoke. It’s the one time Tilly allows herself to let go of her inhibitions.

Memories flood her mind of nights spent singing her heart out with her sister and friends. The first time Joe joined for a karaoke night, Tilly expected him to sit with a beer, shaking his head and laughing affectionately at the transformation of his bookish girlfriend into a diva on stage. But to her surprise he got up and delivered a memorable performance of Madonna’s ‘Like a Prayer’, flinging himself down on to his knees and stretching his arms out dramatically towards Tilly, making everyone cry with laughter.

‘I know. But that was before. I don’t feel like it now.’

There’s a buzz in the bar as people step up to give the DJ their song choices.

‘Go on,’ urges Harper. ‘I really think you’ll have fun if you give it a go.’

‘I don’t want to.’

But Harper doesn’t back down. ‘One teeny, tiny song. Pleaase?’

She presses her hands together in prayer and her face is so encouraging and the coconut daiquiri has softened Tilly’s edges so much that she pulls herself to her feet.

‘Fuck it. Fine.’

Harper whoops and Tilly walks to the stage.

‘Are you sure?’ the DJ asks when she gives him her song choice.

‘I’m sure.’

A middle-aged man does a surprisingly good Freddie Mercury impression and there’s an especially enthusiastic performance of Aretha Franklin’s ‘Respect’, which has Tilly wondering whether the woman singing it has been wanting to get that off her chest for a long time. Eventually it’s Tilly’s turn. The DJ calls her name and Tilly steps up to the stage.

There’s a moment’s hush as Tilly stands in front of the microphone, a spotlight illuminating her face and shards of light from the disco ball dancing across her body. From here she can see the whole bar and out to the gently swaying palm trees and the sea lapping against the shore. The air is warm and sweet, the moon just rising and glowing above the inky sea.

Then a song that’s very different to any that have played so far this evening fills the space, the bar quietening at the sound of the haunting opening chords.

Tilly can see people glancing warily at one another as Sinéad O’Connor’s hit song floats above their heads from the speakers. She had wanted to make Harper laugh with a choice that is so out of step with the surroundings, but as the words to ‘Nothing Compares 2 U’ appear on the screen for her to follow it doesn’t seem ironic.

She is aware that she is probably a little drunk but at the same time feels suddenly sober. And she misses Joe with every single cell in her body.

Nothing compares …

Nothing compares …

She can see the expressions on people’s faces as they shift uncomfortably in their seats. The DJ looks anxiously at her as though he doesn’t know what to do, and Tilly doesn’t know what to do either because she is suddenly halfway through a karaoke song that she knows she can’t finish, a whole bar full of people watching her. She takes a faltering breath, trying to hold it together.

‘Nothing …’ But her voice fails her. She stumbles off the stage, the backing track continuing to play as she runs out of the bar and on to the beach.

‘Tilly, wait!’

Her feet sink in the soft sand as she pushes her way through groups of people, stumbling away from the bar and down to the water’s edge. She feels a warmth at her wrist as Harper catches up with her and places her hand on her arm.

‘OK, maybe karaoke was a bad idea. I’m sorry. Why don’t we go and have another drink somewhere else?’

‘Stop, Harper.’

‘I saw this other bar that looked –’

‘JUST LET ME BE SAD!’

Even through her tears Tilly can see the startled, hurt expression on her sister’s face.

‘I just want to try and make you feel better.’

‘But you can’t make me feel better. Stop telling me to have fun. Stop telling me that it’s going to be OK. It’s not OK. Just let it be not OK. Joe died …’

‘I know,’ says Harper, her voice cracking now too, her make-up smudging as she wipes her face with the back of her hand.

‘He died, he died, he –’ Tilly can’t get her words out any more.

Harper wraps her arms tightly around her. At first Tilly resists, struggling to break free. But Harper doesn’t let go.

‘I know,’ she whispers into her sister’s hair, her breath warm and smelling of coconut and rum. ‘I’m so sorry, Tilly. I’m so, so sorry.’

And as Harper keeps her arms clamped tightly around her, Tilly finally lets herself be held.

The water laps gently back and forth in front of them, lights from the bar reflecting on the surface of the shallow waves.

‘So …’ says Harper.

‘So …’

They are sat side by side on the sand, their bare legs stretched out in front of them.

‘With hindsight it probably wasn’t the best choice of song.’

She expects her sister to laugh but instead Harper reaches for her hand and squeezes it.

‘I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have pushed you like that. I really did think it might help, but seeing you up there on your own like that … I saw how much pain you’re still in. Since the start of the trip I’ve been wanting to cheer you up and make things better. But you’re right, it’s not fair of me to just try to brush that pain away.’

Tilly squeezes her sister’s hand back.

‘Thank you. I do appreciate you wanting to help. But I don’t need you feeling like you always have to look after me, or cheer me up or push me to move on. I just need you to be with me.’

Harper nods, swallowing hard.

‘OK.’

They sit in silence, the sea breeze brushing against their faces.

‘Joe would have loved it here,’ says Harper.

‘He would.’

They stay like that for a while, not talking, just side by side, watching the sea. Then Tilly glances back towards the bar, catching a glimmer of light from the disco ball. Viewed from a distance on the dark beach, the bar looks inviting, lit up and buzzing with noise and light and laughter.

‘Let’s go back for a bit.’

‘Are you sure? I’d be fine to go back to our room and get an early night.’

But Tilly is already standing up, brushing the sand from her dress and reaching her hand down to haul Harper up.

‘Come on, I think we need another go.’

‘Seriously?’

‘Seriously. But I’m not doing it on my own this time.’

When Tilly takes to the stage again it’s with Harper at her side. As the intro to their song plays they spot a group of women in their fifties in matching sarongs leaping up from their table.

‘We’re family too!’ they shout as the opening riff of Sister Sledge’s ‘We Are Family’ begins to play and Tilly and Harper sing along loudly, grinning at each other.

‘Then come up here!’ calls Harper, beckoning the women to join them on the stage.

There’s hardly space for them all but they jostle and dance together, singing their lungs out.

Up there on the stage beneath the glowing lanterns and glittering disco ball, Tilly thinks back to the tears she shed on the beach. Crying like that had emptied her out completely. But maybe she needed to feel empty so that this moment could fill her right back up again.
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The resort’s library is a cool, round room with curved bookcases and doors that open on to decking that leads down to the beach. The floor is lined with straw rugs and there are a number of comfortable-looking chairs and beanbags.

Tilly has the room to herself. Harper was still snoring, glitter smeared over her cheek and pillow, when Tilly snuck out of their hotel room. Perhaps it was from the emotion of the night before, or maybe it’s just the hangover, but she woke starving and made her way through as much of the breakfast menu as she could manage. A bright purple smoothie, Balinese banana pancakes made with cinnamon and coconut and drizzled in a gooey brown sugar sauce and lashings of coconut and, to finish, a bowl of juicy pomelo and sweet, creamy papaya and mangosteen, staining her fingertips with its red juice.

In the library she settles on a low white armchair facing the ocean and opens Beach Read on her lap. She read a few pages on the plane but hasn’t managed much more. If she’s honest with herself, she hasn’t really given it much of a chance, still feeling hung up on the irony of Joe giving her a book that promises a happy ending. But she opens the pages of the book, determined to be more open-minded this time.

‘OK, let’s give this another go …’

Several hours later, she is jolted from the book by the sound of her sister’s voice.

‘God, I had about three too many coconut daiquiris last night,’ Harper groans as she sinks down on to a beanbag beside her sister, leaning her head back and closing her eyes.

Tilly looks up from her book, realizing that she is almost halfway through.

‘I know it’s Bali, and it’s beautiful and everything, but does the sun have to be quite so bright?’ continues Harper, shading her eyes with her hand. ‘My brain is melting.’

Harper closes her eyes and remains still for a moment so Tilly turns back to her book.

‘Good book?’ Harper asks, the beanbag rustling as she turns on to her side and gestures at Tilly’s lap.

The question is answered for Tilly by the pang of irritation she feels. Couldn’t Harper remain prone and silent for just a bit longer so she can finish her chapter? She forces herself to stop reading, keeping her place marked with her finger.

‘Great, actually. I laughed so hard I snorted earlier. You know the characters are going to end up together from the beginning, and yet somehow I still can’t stop reading to find out what happens …’

‘That’s the joy of a romance,’ Harper replies, stretching her legs out in front of her. ‘It’s relaxing. I’ve got the latest Sarah J. Maas in my suitcase. It’s the size of a brick. I hope at least half of it is spice.’

‘By spice you mean –’

‘Sex, Tilly. Sex with faeries and monsters.’

‘And you find that relaxing?’

Harper shrugs. ‘It’s nice to switch off from the real world sometimes, you know? Sorry, of course you do …’

Tilly holds the book tightly on her lap. Getting back into reading feels like stepping inside the house of a beloved friend she hasn’t seen for a long time. It feels like coming home. And it also reminds her of why she wanted to work in publishing. Because she loves books. She wanted to discover new authors who would someday become someone’s favourite author. To put stories out there that would help people switch off, or understand themselves more clearly through meeting a character just like them.

Maybe Harper is right; she has forgotten how to dream.

‘Right then, pool?’ says Harper, her hangover seemingly lifting as she leaps up, grinning. ‘And I’ve booked us a surfing lesson for later. No arguments, you’re coming with me.’

Surfing might usually be more Harper’s thing than Tilly’s, but the idea of focusing on something other than her own problems sounds suddenly very appealing. She doubts that she’ll be able to contemplate her career and what she’s doing with her life if she’s upside down in the water, having predictably just fallen off the board.

‘Surfing sounds great.’

There is a small gift shop next to the library and as they leave Tilly grabs hold of Harper’s arm.

‘Ooh, postcards, do you mind if I get some quickly?’

‘You must be the only person beneath the age of fifty who still sends postcards,’ says Harper with a dramatic eye roll.

‘That can’t be true.’

But as they step inside there is only one customer browsing the postcard rack: a leathery-skinned woman who looks about ninety years old.

Under the shade of a palm tree by the pool Tilly writes a card to their parents and gets Harper to sign her name. Once Tilly has finished the second card she looks up, taking in the view of the pool and the beach framed by palm trees and sunloungers, and saying a silent thank you to Joe.

It’s because of Joe that she is here and because of Joe and his books that she has got back into reading and started taking better care of herself, cooking meals from scratch rather than living off things that come out of jars and takeaway cartons.

But maybe it is time she started making some decisions for herself about her future. It feels strange to even think it when for so long it has felt as though her life has simply stopped. But looking out over the sun-kissed infinity pool Tilly has a sense of her future stretching out ahead of her, vast and unknown.

She follows her sister into the water, floating on her back and feeling the sun on her face.

Later, she will attempt to surf, falling into the water repeatedly while Harper sails by like a pro. But each time that Tilly falls off her board she will pull herself back up again, slightly battered and eyes streaming from the salty water – but still here.
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‘So, how is the book business?’ asks Alfie’s brother-in-law, Stu, a large glass of Rioja held aloft. ‘Because I heard that indies are holding on by their fingernails these days.’

Alfie is sat in Tash and Stu’s open-plan kitchen in their Surrey home, on an armchair that probably cost more than he makes in several months. He can hear the giggles of his nieces in the playroom on the floor above and wishes he could be in there with them instead.

Tash whips her husband with the tea towel draped over her shoulder.

‘Don’t be such a pessimist. Just because you haven’t read anything since that Steve Jobs biography I gave you two Christmases ago …’

Instead of bristling, Stu looks up at his wife adoringly, saying, ‘Maybe you’re right, darling.’

Because, for all of Stu’s faults, Alfie can’t deny how besotted he is with Tash. Which is why he doesn’t let himself react to the line of questioning that he has heard many times before, other than to say, ‘Business is fine, thanks, Stu.’ Which might be a lie, but Stu is the last person Alfie is going to talk to about his problems.

His sister turns back to arranging candles on a purple birthday cake shaped like a unicorn, as a loud squeal erupts upstairs.

‘But I’m just saying,’ says Stu, ‘the offer is still there if you ever want to come and work for me at Office World. You’d be selling office supplies not books – but retail is retail, isn’t it?’

Alfie tries not to wince. For him, selling books couldn’t be further from selling staples and printer ink cartridges.

‘Thanks for the offer.’

‘You’d have to buy a suit, though,’ Stu adds, glancing at Alfie’s faded jeans and moth-eaten jumper.

‘Stu, Alfie doesn’t need a job,’ Tash says as she carries plates over to the table, Alfie leaping up to take them from her arms.

She gives him a warm smile. She has his same dark hair, but hers is curly and worn pushed back behind a floral headband. As his eyes meet hers it’s like looking at his dad, and he has to glance away as Tash says, ‘He’s amazing at the job he already has. People love Book Lane. They always have and they always will.’

Alfie forces himself to smile back, grateful for his sister’s confidence in him – even if it is undoubtedly misplaced.

‘Girls! It’s time to do the cake!’ Tash calls.

There’s a shriek and then the sound of thumping footsteps so loud that Alfie half expects to see a pair of trolls appearing in the doorway. Instead his nieces charge into the room, Mia dressed in her birthday outfit of a tutu over combat trousers, and Mabel following in a Pikachu costume. There’s much chattering as they gather at the table, Alfie having to brush something out of his eye as he watches Mia’s eyes widen at the sight of the unicorn cake, her sweet face glowing in the light of the seven candles.

He still remembers meeting her for the first time, back when she was a bright pink bundle who looked a lot like a potato – but a potato he fell instantly in love with, nonetheless.

Tash was glowing and proud, but the moment was tinged with the sorrow of absence.

‘Your dad should be here,’ their mum said, the first to voice what they were all thinking.

‘I know.’

‘He’d be so proud of you, Tash,’ Alfie said, somehow managing to hold the baby with one arm while wrapping his other arm around his sister and letting his mother lean her head heavily against his shoulder.

It was only when he left that he let himself break down.

They all tuck into the cake, and then it’s time for presents. Alfie hands over a flat parcel wrapped in unicorn paper.

Mia lets out a sigh far older than her seven years. ‘Uncle Alfie always gets us books.’

Across the table Stu stifles a laugh. ‘Got to keep the business going somehow, eh?’

As Tash elbows her husband, Alfie reaches for another, larger box.

‘I almost forgot, I’ve got another one here for you too.’

‘Glitter!’ Mia shouts as she unwraps the parcel and pulls out a pair of sparkly trainers. ‘And they light up! THANK YOU, UNCLE ALFIE!’ She throws herself into his arms and then pulls the shoes on and races off, Mabel following at her heels.

‘Well, I tried,’ he says, looking at the abandoned copy of The Adventures of Pippi Longstocking.

‘She’ll love it,’ says Tash, picking up the book with a fond smile. ‘I remember Dad reading it to me when I was little. It was one of my favourites.’

‘I remember that too.’

Later, as Alfie does the washing-up, Tash stands beside him drying, watching Stu chasing the girls around the garden, all of them roaring with laughter. An ache spreads through Alfie’s stomach. Too much cake.

‘I’m sorry he gives you such a hard time,’ says Tash as Alfie passes her one of the ceramic plates that are too delicate to go in the dishwasher. ‘We just worry about you sometimes. You work so hard and yet you’re still living in that tiny flat. But I’m really proud of you, Alf. The way you’ve kept the shop going all these years … Dad would be really proud too.’

One of the plates slips out of Alfie’s hands and smashes on the slate floor.

‘Oh god, I’m so sorry.’

He immediately crouches to pick up the pieces.

‘Don’t worry about it. I’ve never liked these plates.’

‘In that case, I can smash some more of them if you like?’

Tash laughs, then pulls him in for a hug.

‘Thanks for coming. Mia loved her presents. You’re a good man, you know that, Alfie Lane? Don’t go forgetting that. And don’t you think that maybe …’

‘Maybe …?’

‘You know you’ll always be part of our family. You’re a great uncle. But you’d be a brilliant dad too. I know the shop is important to you, but make sure you don’t forget about life too. I know Freya messed you around, and things were really hard in the years after we lost Dad, but … well, life goes on, Alf. It has to, doesn’t it?’

Her eyes glisten as she turns to look at him, the remnants of her daughter’s birthday tea scattered around them.

‘Life goes on,’ Alfie repeats, kissing her on the side of her head. ‘Thanks for inviting me today. You and Stu made two great kids.’

‘Love you.’

‘Love you too.’

His nieces squeeze him goodbye before Tash sends him off with a bag filled with leftover birthday cake, and he heads back to Primrose Hill alone.

The next morning, as he unlocks the shop, there are the usual bills and catalogues waiting for him on the mat, along with a postcard. The image shows a white sandy beach dotted with palm trees, the sun setting over the horizon.

Dear Alfie,

The sun is shining here in Bali (sorry to make you jealous).

I wanted to let you know I’m halfway through Beach Read and loving it. I think you described it as the perfect rom-com and I’d have to agree.

I hope all is well in the bookshop. See you again soon. I have a feeling I’m going to be needing more book recommendations.

Tilly Nightingale

Alfie pins the postcard to the shop noticeboard, and with no one there to see it he lets himself smile. But as soon as he opens the next letter in the stack of post, the smile slips from his face.
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Tilly puts off turning on her work phone until she is back in her flat after the holiday and has unpacked her suitcase. She finds a dusting of sand in the bottom that brings back memories of their last evening when they joined a full moon party and danced the night away, barefoot under the stars.

As soon as she switches it on, the phone lights up with notifications.

She starts with the voicemails, and is surprised to hear Esmerelda Love’s voice filling her flat.

Tilly. We need to talk. I’ve had some ideas for the memoir that I want to run by you. Call me back as soon as you get this. I’ve been thinking about the cover too. What do you think about getting Annie to take the photo? Leibovitz, obvs. Call me back!

All of the voicemails are from Esmerelda, as well as ten of the emails, each getting increasingly irate about Tilly not answering. Esmerelda is screeching by the time Tilly reaches her final voice message.

I know your out of office said you’re on holiday, but this is really not acceptable. I’m Esmerelda Love! I’ve got nine hundred and fifty thousand followers … no, wait, nine hundred and fifty-three thousand. How many do you have? Oh yes, that’s right, fifty. I looked you up. And I bet half of those are your family. You’re making me feel like you’re not interested in sharing my story. I bet plenty of other publishers would be. CALL ME!

Her last words are shouted so loudly that Tilly expects her neighbours must have heard. Every instinct urges her to call Esmerelda back straight away.

‘Fuck this shit,’ Tilly says under her breath. She tosses the phone into her empty suitcase, makes herself a cup of tea and picks up the book she was reading on the plane. She was just getting to a good bit.
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Book Lane Recommends

Paris, je t’aime
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Tilly stares out of the window, struggling to concentrate. Ever since returning to the office after Bali her heart hasn’t been in her work. It took a week of apologies, including three voicemails, five emails, a bouquet of flowers and a fruit basket, before Esmerelda Love finally calmed down and the project got back on track. Tilly should have been relieved – she could have lost her job if Esmerelda really had backed out of the publishing contract – but she has struggled to feel much of anything at all.

As she forces herself to look back at her computer screen and the editorial notes she’s been compiling for another project – the tell-all tale of a twenty-something heiress – she thinks back to her conversation with Harper about her job. Is this really what she dreamed of? Suggesting a privileged It girl change ‘Birkin’ to ‘Birkin bag’ in her manuscript to avoid alienating readers who might not know the supposedly infamous handbag model? Or has she just given up?

And then an email lands in her inbox that changes everything.

From: DChopraJones@ChopraHansonCole.com

To: matilda.nightingale@splashbooks.co.uk

Subject: The late Joe Carter

Dear Matilda,

I hope this email finds you well.

Apologies for the delay in getting this to you, but due to some complications with Joe’s estate – namely stocks and shares that needed selling, and a life insurance policy that we only recently found among his paperwork that you kindly shared – it has taken some time to secure all the funds owed to you as the main beneficiary of his will.

I am pleased to inform you that probate has now been granted and the full amount owed to you should now be in your account. Please contact us if you have yet to receive the funds.

With best wishes,

Deepti Chopra-Jones

Solicitor

Chopra, Hanson & Cole

Tilly immediately opens her banking app.

‘Bloody hell.’

Her colleagues look up, glancing in her direction.

‘Sorry,’ she mumbles, looking at the number again to check it’s correct.

Joe had always earned more than her – he worked in the City, while publishing is notorious for running mostly on passion. She knew what he earned, and that he had various savings, but she didn’t know exactly what those looked like. Whenever she tried to gently probe him when he was ill, Joe assured her he had made a will and had paid a solicitor to act as the executor, so she didn’t have to worry. But he wouldn’t tell her any more, as if talking openly about the future would be to admit defeat. And yet she is now staring at a life-changing amount of money. Not enough to set her up for good, but enough to buy her some time.

She blinks rapidly, trying very hard not to cry. How is it that Joe is still looking out for her, even nine months after his death? First the books … and now this.

Looking around the office where she has spent so many hours over the past seven years, she knows suddenly what she needs to do. What Joe would want her to do. And maybe what she should have done a long time ago.

She crosses between the desks, stacked with memoirs she would never read if she wasn’t paid to work on them, and knocks on the door to Sade’s office.

‘Come in!’

Her boss looks up expectantly. ‘Is everything OK? You look pale. Well, paler than usual, which is pretty impressive. Do you need a snack? I think I’ve got some cereal bars in here –’

‘I’d like to hand in my notice.’

Sade’s eyes widen, her eyebrows rising.

‘I’m really thankful for the experience I’ve gained here over the past seven years,’ Tilly continues, before she can change her mind. ‘But I think if I stay for longer I might end up losing something too. And since Joe …’

Her voice wobbles at the sound of his name but she forces herself to take a steadying breath and keep going.

‘I thought that throwing myself into work was the right thing to do. It felt like the only thing to do. But I haven’t really given myself time to stop and process everything. I need time to work out who I am without him and what I want from the rest of my life.’ She thinks again about the money currently sitting in her bank account. So many possibilities have suddenly opened up for her, and that feels exciting but terrifying in equal measure. ‘I don’t think I can figure all of that out if I stay here.’

Once she’s said it all she feels a little breathless, hardly believing she has said the words out loud. Sade stares at her, her expression unreadable. Then she leans back in her chair.

‘Wow. I guess that’s not something a cereal bar can solve, then.’

‘No. I’m sorry, Sade. I thought I wanted the promotion. But after everything that’s happened … things feel different now.’

To her surprise, Sade shakes her head.

‘Don’t be sorry, Tilly. It’s bad for us, of course – you’re a great editor – but I have wondered if you’ve been pushing yourself too hard these past months. I’ve admired you for it. It’s what I think I would have done in the same circumstances. But I admire you for this even more. Not everyone has the courage to change the course of their life and set out in a new direction. So, what do you think you’re going to do?’

‘I’m not sure, actually. But I think I’m going to give myself some time. I recently came into some money … I think I want to give myself until the end of the year before making any decisions.’

‘January seems like a good time for a new start,’ Sade says with a nod. ‘And you know where we are if you want to come back. But I have a feeling you won’t. Now, given the clients we work with and the need for confidentiality, we’ll have to put you on gardening leave. Effective immediately. I hope that won’t be a problem?’

Sade’s eyes sparkle, one eyebrow raised.

‘I think I’ll manage,’ Tilly replies with a smile.

‘Then get out of here, Tilly Nightingale.’
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‘The window, Alfie!’ Tilly says as she pushes open the door to Book Lane.

Alfie looks down from the ladder where he is perched, shelving a stack of books. He wobbles slightly, nearly dropping the stack under his arm, then rights himself and adjusts his glasses.

The sun streams through the glass and shines on the covers of the books propped there, each and every one featuring cats. As well as the books there are a few soft toys – Mog and the Cat in the Hat – plus a figurine of Jiji from Kiki’s Delivery Service. Right in the centre of the window is a straw basket where Georgette luxuriates in the spotlight.

‘It looks amazing. You included all the ones we talked about.’

‘Well, I have to thank you for the inspiration,’ Alfie replies. He’s in another knitted jumper, this time a deep maroon. His hair is as wild as ever, sticking up in all directions, and he runs a hand over his jawline, his fingers brushing against his beard. ‘The display has proven very popular. It seems there really is a crossover between book lovers and cat lovers.’

‘See! We were right!’

They smile at each other like two nerdy children who have each just discovered another fan of their favourite book series.

‘I’m after some books,’ Tilly announces, to break the silence. ‘As of one hour ago, I am now unemployed and in need of reading material to keep me occupied.’

‘Oh no!’ He fixes her with his deep brown eyes, his expression soft with what looks like genuine concern. ‘I’m really sorry to hear that.’

‘Don’t be. It was my choice. I haven’t felt this … free in ages.’

‘Well, in that case, congratulations. And as for books to keep you occupied, how about we resolve that immediately?’

He climbs down from the ladder. ‘What did you make of Beach Read? And thanks for the postcard.’

She already spotted it when she came in, pinned to the shop noticeboard. A smile spreads across her face.

‘I loved it. Everything you said about it was spot on. I was hooked. It really helped me switch off.’

‘If you enjoyed it you should read Emily Henry’s other books. And you might like these too …’

In what seems to Tilly like remarkable speed he flits around the shop, pulling down titles here and there, until he has a small stack of books in his arms, their spines a colourful rainbow of pink.

‘Oh wow. You really do know your romance novels,’ she says with a small laugh.

‘Men can read romance novels too, you know,’ he replies a little gruffly, his jaw tensing and his brown eyes flashing at her.

‘Of course. I didn’t mean –’

‘Especially when they need to keep up on recommendations for their customers,’ he says, the tips of his ears turning pink.

She pulls her gaze away from his to leaf through the pile of books.

‘Oh! Georgette!’ she exclaims as she picks up a copy of Venetia by Georgette Heyer. ‘It all makes sense now. You named your cat after Georgette Heyer.’

His cheeks turn the same shade of pink as his ears. ‘Well, I told you before she’s not really my cat …’

Although she remembers him also saying he bought not-his-cat the fancy kind of cat food. And she has never seen a cat look quite as at home as Georgette does this morning in the basket in the middle of the cat-themed window.

‘I’ll take all of them,’ she says, sliding the books across the counter.

Alfie’s eyebrows raise and he rubs his jaw. ‘I didn’t mean you had to buy all of them, they were just some suggestions.’

‘Hey, aren’t you running a business here?’ she teases.

But his face immediately drops. ‘Don’t forget your April book too,’ he says somewhat stiffly, passing her the brown paper parcel along with her bag of books.

As Tilly reaches out for the packages, Alfie’s fingers nudge against hers and her breath catches, her eyes meeting his.

She had almost forgotten. The book had been at the front of her mind when she headed to the shop, but then she’d seen the window full of cat books and somehow it had been pushed to the back. She pulls her hand away quickly, running it over the brown paper.

‘Any guesses what it might be this month?’ he asks.

‘No idea.’ She thinks back to the satisfaction of leaving the office for the last time, stepping out into a golden morning with no plans and no agenda, just the future stretching out in front of her like a blank page. ‘But something out of my comfort zone might be good. I think I feel ready for a reading adventure.’

When she arrives home later and unwraps her parcel a slim volume falls out, the cover showing a black-and-white photograph of a man sat outside a café on a street that could only be Paris.

‘A Moveable Feast … Ernest Hemingway,’ she says in the direction of Joe’s urn, the light making the blue ceramic shine. ‘Isn’t that about Hemingway’s time living in Paris?’ She has heard of the book but never read it.

As she flicks through the pages, a letter from Joe falls on to her lap.

A lump rises in her throat as she reads. She just about manages to hold it together but as she slips the letter back inside the pages of the book an idea forms in her mind. A wild kind of idea that she never would have let grow in the past – not with work to consider, and a million other self-imposed things holding her back from dreaming big.

But what does she have to lose now? Why not be the kind of person to make a decision inspired by something as simple as a book?

‘You know what, Joe?’ she says out loud to the empty room. ‘Maybe I can do even better than just reading about Paris …’
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‘Soixante et un, Rue Lepic, Montmartre,’ Tilly says through the taxi window, clutching the handle of a suitcase filled with spring dresses and romance novels.

The driver asks her to repeat herself three times until she eventually hands her phone over, showing him the apartment’s address on the screen.

‘Ah, soixante et un, Rue Lepic, Montmartre,’ he repeats, nodding and pressing a button that releases the car’s boot.

Tilly hauls her case inside, then climbs into the back seat, giving one last glance back at the imposing building of the Gare du Nord, not quite believing she is actually here.

As the taxi sets off down the busy street Tilly winds down the window to better take everything in, listening to the sound of horns honking, scooters zipping past, and feeling a pleasant breeze against her face. The city flashes by like a montage from a film: bustling bistros where people eat and drink on pavements; tall, ornate Haussmann buildings with wrought-iron balconies and silver roofs; wide, tree-lined avenues and little squares dotted with benches and statues. Through the window of the taxi as it winds its way through the city, Paris is exactly as she had imagined.

Her phone pings with a WhatsApp message.

Harper:

Are you at the apartment yet?

Tilly:

Not yet. Just on the way now. Thanks again for setting me up with this place at such short notice.

Harper:

No problem. One of the perks of working at Voyageur: contacts all over the world. Let me know if you need me to hook you up with a hut in the Maldives, I could probably get you a great deal.

Tilly:

I think three weeks in Paris is probably enough for now.

Harper:

I’m so proud of you for doing this, Tils.

She smiles as she slips her phone back in her pocket, resting her face against the taxi window. The decision to come here still feels so spontaneous, so un-Tilly. Will three weeks be too long? How is she going to fill her time? Will she get lonely? But as the city flashes by, the questions that filled her mind right up until the moment she clicked ‘buy’ on her Eurostar ticket recede into the background. The sun is shining and she is in Paris.

Before long the taxi pulls up at the kerb, halfway up a steep cobbled hill lined with imposing old buildings, directly in front of a bakery. To the left is a large, ornately carved wooden door with the number 61 above in tiled art nouveau letters.

‘On est arrivés.’

By the second floor of the staircase that winds its way up through the old building, Tilly is out of breath. By the third floor she wishes someone had thought to install a lift – or at the very least a bench – somewhere in the stairwell. Finally, she and her suitcase make it to the fifth floor, finding a key under the mat. The door is a little stiff but after a firm shove it swings open.

The entire room is filled with light that floods in through tall windows and a pair of balcony doors and shines on the smooth herringbone floor. There is a tiny kitchen area that leads on to an open living space with a deep armchair, a coffee table covered in elegant photographic books, and a small table and two chairs. An open doorway leads through to a separate bedroom where Tilly can spot a large bed made up in soft grey linen sheets.

She heads straight for the balcony doors, pulling them open and stepping out on to a balcony that hugs the length of the living room and bedroom. There is a metal table and matching chairs, and a few pots of yellow tulips. And there beneath her is Paris.

The silvery-blue rooftops spread out in an intricate maze, chimneys and balconies creating a jagged skyline. She can spot winding streets, tucked-away courtyards and roof terraces brimming with plants. Directly below is the street where the taxi drew up earlier, a woman walking a small dog past the bakery and a bicycle rattling down the hill in the opposite direction. She steps out a little further, taking in the streets that climb higher and higher, right to the top of the city. And there, glowing bright white in the spring sunshine, are the domes of the Sacré-Coeur.

She takes a photo and sends it to her sister.

Tilly:

This place is BEAUTIFUL!

Harper:

Isn’t it? I thought you’d like it. So, what’s first on your Paris list?

Tilly steps back into the apartment, leaving the balcony doors ajar so that a fresh breeze fills the room, making the long linen curtains flutter. Reaching into her backpack, she pulls out her copy of A Moveable Feast, spine already cracked from reading it on the train, and pulls out Joe’s letter from between its pages.

Dear Tilly,

I’m trying hard not to have regrets. The truth is I’ve had a great life and there’s not a bit of it that I’d change. But there are some things I wish we’d had time to do together. I wish I’d taken you to Paris. We talked about it, but somehow other things got in the way and it just never happened.

If I could, I would take you there right this second. I’d take you to the Eiffel Tower and the Sacré-Coeur and on a boat trip along the Seine.

I know it’s not the same, but I hope this book gives you a flavour of Paris. And maybe you might even go one day without me, and make the trip we never managed to take together.

If you do, don’t forget to visit Shakespeare and Company (I know you’d have dragged me there!). You might just find a surprise waiting for you on the shelves …

I love you. Or should I say, ‘Je t’aime’?

Joe x

She places the letter back carefully within the pages of the book. For a second, she pictures Joe sat on the balcony, the sun brightening his face and catching on his blond hair. He’d be in shorts and T-shirt, as usual, his feet likely bare on the balcony tiles.

‘So, what’s first then, Nightingale?’ he would say in his husky American accent.

‘I think I have an idea …’
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Shakespeare and Company sits in the shadow of Notre-Dame, opposite the Seine and next to a leafy and tranquil park. Having successfully negotiated the Métro (once she’d figured out how to open the train doors), Tilly emerges at Saint-Michel Notre-Dame, craning her neck to take in the sight of the iconic cathedral before walking along the riverside, passing open-air bookstands selling second-hand books and posters depicting old French advertisements and Toulouse-Lautrec paintings.

The shop is on a cobbled street that runs parallel with the Quai de Montebello where traffic races alongside the river. But here it is quieter, a breeze whipping in from the Seine and bringing with it a scattering of cherry blossom. The bottle-green awning matches the peeling paint of the shopfront and the tables set out in the spring sunshine, browsers crowding around them.

Tilly steps through the doorway of Shakespeare and Company and into a place that feels less like a shop and more like some extravagant character’s personal library. The shelves are packed, separate rooms filled with books, each one leading on to another through a series of winding corridors and stairways. It is busy with tourists and browsers but not unpleasantly so, the air filled with an excited buzz of appreciation. Tilly finds herself at the bottom of a red staircase, the paint worn from countless footsteps. Her breath quickens as she recognizes words she knows belong to a fourteenth-century poet, but which also feel like a message from Joe.

I wish I could show you when you are lonely or in darkness the astonishing light of your own being.

She takes her time browsing. She has nowhere else to be, after all – something that still feels surreal. In the bookshop time seems to slow, the sounds from the street outside muffled by the walls of books.

Eventually, she approaches the desk. A young woman wearing neat grey trousers, a grey jumper, bright red lipstick and sporting a neat blonde bob greets her with a smile. ‘Bonjour! Hello!’ she says in a French accent. ‘Can I help you?’

Her smile is so warm that it gives Tilly the confidence to reach into her satchel and pull out the letter slipped between the pages of her book.

‘I don’t know. I hope so. It probably sounds quite strange but my late husband arranged this special gift for me before he died. A year of books, one for every month, each with a letter. This was his latest letter …’

Tilly takes a breath and passes it across the counter. Joe handled this piece of paper and wrote on it in his achingly familiar handwriting, so it feels as though the bookseller is handling a part of him. But the woman holds it gently, scanning the text quickly, her eyes shining as she reaches the final words and passes the letter back to Tilly.

‘Ah! So you are Matilda Nightingale! I can’t believe it’s you! We’ve been waiting for you to come in. Wait, let me go get my colleagues, they’ll be enchanted to meet you.’

After a few moments a crowd of booksellers assembles around the counter, a mix of English and French. Each of them greets Tilly with such enthusiasm that she begins to feel like some sort of celebrity.

‘It was me who took the phone call from your husband,’ says the woman with the red lipstick. ‘Such a romantic gift. Although we’re all so sorry for your loss,’ she adds with genuine warmth.

‘Thank you,’ says Tilly, surprised to find that her voice doesn’t break.

‘My name is Cécile. Now, let me find your gift for you …’

She reappears a few minutes later, holding a Shakespeare and Company tote bag in her outstretched hand. ‘We weren’t quite sure when you would turn up so it’s been waiting in our back room all this time. I’m so glad I was working today!’

‘Thank you so much,’ Tilly replies, taking the bag and spotting a flat and suspiciously book-shaped parcel wrapped up in beautiful marbled paper.

‘I’d recommend going to our café next door for a cup of tea before you leave,’ Cécile says.

‘Thank you, I think I will,’ Tilly replies, turning to go. But before she reaches the doorway Cécile’s voice reaches her again.

‘Attendez! Wait! I hope you don’t mind me mentioning this, but we have a book event on Friday evening that I think you might appreciate. You would be very welcome if you will still be in Paris then. Our events are always very friendly. Lots of people come alone. I’ll be working that night so I’ll be there.’

She hands Tilly a flyer which shows the details of the event and an image of a book: a simple blue cover decorated with stars, and the words ‘Light and Dark by Amirah Lopez’ dancing along the top.

It’s the evenings Tilly has been most nervous about filling. Visiting a bookshop or museum on your own is one thing, but eating dinner or sitting alone in a bar … She knows it’s a prospect that a lot of people would take in their stride but Tilly is used to tables for two. She is used to having Joe beside her.

‘That sounds great, thanks,’ she says to the friendly bookseller, glad it’s only goodbye for now, not for good.

She tucks the book parcel under her arm. A bonus book from Joe. She can’t wait to tear open the paper and find out what he chose for her.


20

Tilly follows Cécile’s advice and heads to the Shakespeare and Company café, positioning herself at one of the outdoor tables and ordering an English breakfast tea and a Gruyère toastie.

With the sound of horns honking on the street opposite and the excited exclamations of people approaching the bookshop ringing in her ears, she pulls the parcel out from the tote bag. Carefully, she peels back the marble paper. As the book inside is revealed she lifts a hand to her mouth, breathing in sharply.

‘Joe. You remembered.’

Inside is an image she knows well, a sketched drawing of the Eiffel Tower accompanied by a group of girls in yellow uniforms. One of the girls has red hair.

The edition is wrapped neatly in cellophane, and a sticker with the Shakespeare and Company logo tells her it is a first edition.

‘I can’t believe you remembered,’ she says quietly as she holds the copy of Madeline by Ludwig Bemelmans between her hands. As she sniffs, wiping at her face, she spots an envelope she hadn’t noticed before amongst the paper wrappings.

With trembling hands she slices it open, pulling out a postcard depicting the facade of the Shakespeare and Company bookshop, some words jotted on the back.

Dear Tilly,

If you are reading this then you made it to Paris. Félicitations! Is it everything you imagined when you read this book as a child? I hope it is, and more.

You once told me that you liked Madeline so much because she was feisty and brave, but that you and her weren’t alike. I hope you are starting to realize that isn’t true.

I love you, my library mouse, my brave Madeline, my darling Matilda.

Now go enjoy Paris. It’s all waiting for you.

Joe x

She barely manages to read the final words through her tears.
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The talk has already begun by the time Tilly pushes open the door to Shakespeare and Company on Friday evening, her hair flying wildly about her face and her floral dress clinging to her skin after a rush across Paris on the Métro and a dash along the banks of the Seine.

She follows the sound of voices up to the event space, where chairs have been set up in rows in front of the author and an interviewer.

‘Sorry,’ she mouths silently, but they both just smile and continue their conversation.

Tilly spots Cécile sat in the front row taking photos; she turns and gives a little wave.

‘This seat is free,’ whispers a woman in the back as she moves her bag off the spare seat to make room for Tilly.

‘Thank you.’

She changed her mind several times over the course of the day about whether or not to come. One minute she felt glad of an excuse to go back to the bookshop and the next she wasn’t sure she could face an evening surrounded by strangers. She was very close to staying in with a bottle of Sauvignon Blanc and a slab of Brie when she thought of the letter from Joe and gave herself a talking-to.

It’s only when her breathing has settled that she zones in to what the author is saying. She is a woman who seems to be in her late thirties, dressed in an elegant blue suit that matches the cover of her book.

‘… and the thing is, I didn’t know anyone else who was in my position at the time. It made me feel really isolated, like I was swirling through space totally alone. But over time I’ve come to realize that, of course, I wasn’t alone. There were lots of us out there. Which is where the inspiration for the book cover came from. I came to think of other people like me as stars in space, seemingly alone and far apart, but if you look closely you can see our glow. I find it reassuring to think that I’m not just a lone star but part of a whole constellation.’

The woman beside Tilly nods thoughtfully. She has a copy of the author’s book held tightly between her hands.

The interviewer, a middle-aged man with a serious yet friendly expression, chips in. ‘It feels a shame, doesn’t it, that it’s an experience that can feel so hidden? And yet it’s something we will all experience at one point in our life.’

The author nods vigorously, her dangling star earrings catching the light.

‘Yes, exactly. And it hasn’t always been this way. Back in the Victorian era, for example, things were very different. Now, there are a lot of things I don’t like about how the Victorians approached grief …’

Tilly’s breath catches.

‘… for example, I hate that they had such strict rules about periods of mourning, dictated by the person’s perceived closeness to you. It’s not up to anyone else to say how significant someone was in your life or to set a timeline for your grief. You’re not going to be over the death of a loved one after, say, three months, just because that’s what society tells you.’

Up until now Tilly has been half listening and half scanning the space, taking in the other members of the audience and the walls of books. But now her attention fixes on Amirah Lopez.

‘But while the rules around grief might have been flawed, I found myself envying the public nature of mourning in the past. When my mum died I wanted to tie a black ribbon to our house. It felt ludicrous that no one on our street knew that behind our door, a family had just been shattered. I wanted to wear some marker of my loss on my body. A veil or a black cloak or just an enormous badge that read, “I’m grieving.” Before it happened, I would have imagined that I would want to deal with loss quietly and privately but when death knocked at our door, I wanted people to know. Maybe so they could act a little kinder and be more understanding when I stood in the supermarket unable to choose between brands of biscuits, but also because I wanted the pain I felt to be visible. Because it was all I had left of my mum. I didn’t want to hide it, because hiding my grief felt like hiding the most important thing of all – my love for her.’

A soft touch on Tilly’s arm makes her pull her attention away from the stage. Her neighbour is handing her a tissue. ‘Here,’ she says softly.

‘Thank you,’ Tilly says as she blows her nose.

‘I’d like to read a short passage from my book, if that’s all right,’ Amirah Lopez says from the stage.

Tilly listens in silence to a story of loss that is different to her own and yet holds so many similarities. Amirah describes some of her darkest moments but also how she came to find light again – for her, through small pleasures like freshly ground coffee, walks with friends, and taking up her mother’s favourite hobby: stargazing.

‘The telescope had always stood in the corner of our living room. A curious, shining silver contraption, and yet it held no real interest for me in the past, because it was so much a part of my mother that using it would have been like trying on one of her cardigans or slipping my feet into her shoes – something that would feel wrong when the person is alive but becomes painfully appealing when they are gone. One night, not long after she died, I decided to give it a go. I drew my face up to the eyepiece, expecting to see only a blur and have to fiddle about with the settings. But I looked through and saw a glorious vision of light and dark. My mother was gone and yet with the telescope held gently between my fingers I had a part of her in my hands, and saw her heart spread out before me in the stars.’

Her voice wobbles on the final words and then she quietly closes the book and sets it down on her lap.

For a moment there is complete silence, before the small room bursts into rapturous applause.
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‘I’m so happy you came,’ says Cécile with a smile as Tilly approaches the book table.

Amirah Lopez sits nearby, signing books and talking with people. Cécile wears another grey-and-black outfit but with the same bright red lipstick.

‘I hope it was OK to suggest it. I thought of your lovely husband and everything you are going through … and I always find books comforting during hard times.’

Tilly picks up a copy, running her hand over the cover decorated in stars. It looks even more beautiful now she knows the meaning behind the design. Up until now Tilly has thought of her grief as a darkness, but she loves the idea of it being a light instead – a light that could shine and be spotted by other people who have experienced something similar.

‘It was wonderful, thank you for suggesting it. I haven’t actually read any books about grief before.’

‘It’s a beautiful book. It helped me to process the loss of my own mother. When I heard Amirah was doing this event I insisted on working tonight.’

Tilly looks at Cécile with a new understanding, the two of them sharing another smile. By now the queue ahead has cleared and Amirah Lopez smiles expectantly at Tilly.

‘Hello,’ she says as Tilly steps forward. ‘Thank you for coming to my event and for buying a book. Who would you like me to make the dedication to?’

Now that Tilly is standing in front of her she feels star-struck in a way she never did in the presence of the celebrities she used to work with. Amirah waits patiently, a calm smile on her face.

‘If you could please write it to Matilda. That’s me. I just have to say how much I enjoyed your reading and that I’m so glad I came tonight. I lost my husband last year and I’ve never heard anyone speak about grief like that before. The story you told about your mother’s telescope … it really resonated. I think books are my telescope.’

The words tumble out of her. She’s been thinking about the books from Joe and how they feel like a connection to him, but also how reading them has opened up whole worlds to her, places she might not have seen otherwise, like this very room in this very bookshop. ‘Sorry, that probably doesn’t make any sense.’

‘It makes a lot of sense. In fact, I think it’s a lovely idea. Books transport us and yet keep us rooted at the same time, exactly like a telescope. I hope you enjoy mine.’

She passes the book back and Tilly holds it tightly in her arms. ‘Thank you,’ she says with meaning, before stepping away to allow the next person in the queue to have their moment.

It’s only when she has moved to the side that she opens the book and reads the inscription.

Dear Matilda,

From one lone star to another – never forget that you are part of a constellation.

Amirah Lopez

Tilly is in no rush to leave the bookshop, enjoying watching the groups milling about and chatting as the final copies of the book get bought and signed. She is browsing a shelf of newly released titles when Cécile approaches her.

‘Hello again. We’re just finishing up here and a group of us are going on to have supper at a nearby bar. Would you like to join us?’

She gestures to a group gathered near the doorway and Tilly spots the woman who sat next to her during the event and handed her a tissue. The woman smiles warmly at her. Tilly thinks about the apartment waiting for her with its view over Paris and its deep, comfortable bed. And how, when she returns to it, the place will be completely quiet.

‘I’d love to join you, thank you.’

The bar is noisy and lively, the sound of French music playing over the chatter of voices. Tables and chairs spill on to the street that overlooks the Seine, and the air smells of crusty bread, garlic and the dripping candles that glow in empty wine bottles on the tables. Cécile introduces Tilly to Lola – the woman who sat next to her during the event – and the others in the group, all bookshop regulars.

Partway through the meal, Tilly’s phone buzzes and she checks it quickly.

Rachel:

Hi Tilly. Just messaging because I sent an email to your work address about the Esmerelda Love project and received an out of office telling me you’ve left Splash! Wow! Where have you gone on to? Somewhere exciting, I hope. It would be great to catch up soon. Perhaps we could go for that drink? R x

P.S. Hope you enjoyed Tomorrow and Tomorrow and Tomorrow.

‘Is everything all right?’ Cécile asks, noticing the frown that has appeared on Tilly’s face.

‘Just a message from an old friend,’ she explains. ‘At least, I thought we were friends. We’ve drifted ever since Joe got sick. I’m not really sure where we stand now.’

Across the table Lola nods knowingly, reaching for one of the frites in the shared bowl in the middle of the table.

‘I lost a lot of friends when my Larry died. Some people just don’t know how to handle grief.’

‘Or what to say,’ adds Fairooz, a student in her early twenties wearing a purple dress and matching headscarf, who shared earlier that her brother died when she was a teenager.

It turns out everyone in the group has some experience of grief. Which is perhaps not surprising, given the nature of the event.

‘But what is there to say?’ chips in John, an elderly man dressed head to toe in tweed, with a floral pocket-square poking out of his jacket. He takes a sip of his glass of wine, a bottle of Beaujolais nearly empty between them on the table. ‘All the common words of condolence sound so trite. But I am yet to come up with anything superior …’

An image of Alfie’s face pops into Tilly’s mind.

‘… I’m sure I said some thoroughly stupid things to people before I lost my husband, Henri. Before I really understood.’

‘That’s a good point. I’m sure I was the same, now I think of it,’ says Tilly, trying to remember what she said to her parents when her grandparents died, and to colleagues returning from bereavement leave. The thought makes her wince.

‘Anything is better than nothing, non?’ says Pierre, a tanned man in his forties wearing an expensive-looking navy cashmere jumper. ‘Silence is the worst thing. When my best friend died I think people were so afraid of saying the wrong thing that they said nothing at all.’

‘That’s what it was like with Rachel. She went really quiet after Joe got his diagnosis. We used to hang out every couple of weeks or so, but as soon as Joe got sick she was suddenly super busy with work. Which I get, because we work in the same industry. I know about deadlines and publication schedules. But it felt like she wasn’t there when I needed her.’

Tilly swallows hard, thinking back to the dark weeks following Joe’s diagnosis, when it felt as though her life had fallen apart. She could have done with one of her evenings in Rachel’s company, talking about books as a distraction from hospital appointments and medication schedules.

One particularly bad day, when Joe’s pain had made him irritable and everything Tilly suggested doing to help seemed to make things worse, she messaged Rachel, telling her she could do with a night out and asking if they could meet at the pub that evening. Rachel replied saying she was on a deadline and would be busy for a while.

Tilly didn’t ask again after that. It had taken so much strength to reach out for help the first time that she didn’t think she could do it again.

‘When Joe died, Rachel sent flowers and came to the funeral but after that, nothing. I only reconnected with her again recently because of work,’ Tilly continues. ‘But now she wants to meet for a drink …’

‘Maybe she wants to make amends?’ suggests Cécile.

‘Maybe …’

‘The important question is whether that’s what you want,’ says John. ‘Death certainly shows you who your true friends are. But on the other hand, we all fuck up, don’t we?’

The swear word seems so at odds with his posh English accent that Tilly laughs into her wine, before forcing herself to think about his question.

‘I have missed her …’

Tilly finished Tomorrow and Tomorrow and Tomorrow last week, and it was perfect. So many of the pages Rachel had dog-eared were Tilly’s favourite bits too. She turned the final page, bursting to talk to someone about it – and knowing that ‘someone’ was Rachel.

‘Then maybe it’s worth going for that drink,’ nudges Cécile. ‘Just to see what she has to say?’

At the end of the meal they all exchange numbers and firm hugs. She leaves the restaurant feeling as though she has just made five new and unexpected friends.

When Tilly gets back to the apartment she flops on to the bed, leaving the curtains open so she can see the lights of the city twinkling outside. Lying on her stomach with her heels kicked up behind her and the view of the Parisian rooftops outside, she sends a reply to Rachel’s message.

Tilly:

Hey, sorry not to have messaged you sooner but yes – I have left Splash! I’m actually taking a bit of a career break for a while. I’m currently in Paris for a few weeks! One of the other editors will be picking up the Esmerelda Love project so will be in touch with you shortly. A drink when I get back would be nice. And I finished Tomorrow x3 and loved it. I have thoughts. T xx

Rachel:

Paris! Fantastique. Hope you are having a wonderful time. And a career break sounds like a brilliant idea. Have a great rest of trip. Can’t wait to see you and chat about the book with you when you get back. Xx

Tilly pauses for a moment. Me too, she writes in reply, realizing as she types it that it’s true.

Her phone lights up with another notification, this time telling her that she has been added by Lola Ricardo to a WhatsApp group called Paris Grief Gang.

Lola:

Welcome to the club that absolutely no one would choose to be part of!! Thanks for a lovely evening.

Fairooz:

We should get T-shirts made.

Pierre:

Or badges. With skulls on them.

John:

Count me in! Just home safely. I think I may be a little tipsy! An enchanting evening, nonetheless.

Cécile:

Agreed! Thank you all for coming.

Tilly smiles as she reads the messages then types a reply.

Tilly:

It was lovely to meet you all. I’m actually going to be in Paris for a few weeks and it’s my first time in the city. If anyone is around and wants to meet up again I’d love that.

John:

Sacré bleu! A Parisian virgin! You are very welcome to come for tea at my little apartment in the 7th arrondissement. It would be a pleasure to show you the library my husband and I spent our lives curating.

Cécile:

Say yes! John is being modest, his place is enormous and his library is directly opposite the Tour Eiffel. Magnifique! And I’d love to show you some of my favourite bookshops in Paris. You must see Librairie Jousseaume in the Galerie Vivienne – it’s the most charming place.

Pierre:

I’d recommend a walk along the Canal Saint-Martin. It’s très joli at this time of year.

Fairooz:

Parc des Buttes-Chaumont is my favourite park in Paris. I live nearby so could show you around.

John:

Oh, and you must see the museums too. The Louvre, the Musée d’Orsay … I’d be delighted to accompany you.

As more suggestions come pinging in and Tilly glances out at the shimmering view of the City of Lights spread out beneath her window, she feels a tingling sense of excitement take hold. Suddenly three weeks doesn’t seem so long, after all.
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Book Lane Recommends

Books that will inspire you to take up a new hobby

[image: ] You Will be Able to Draw by the End of This Book by Jake Spicer

[image: ] Field Notes from an Unintentional Birder: A Memoir by Julia Zarankin

[image: ] By My Hands: A Potter’s Apprenticeship by Florian Gadsby

[image: ] The Curse of the Boyfriend Sweater: Essays on Crafting by Alanna Okun
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Alfie is helping a regular customer choose a birthday present for her niece when Tilly Nightingale arrives on the first of May, red hair worn in a long braid tied with a green bow that matches her vintage-style dress. Usually, Alfie would relish taking the time to find something perfect for a customer but it’s hard to take his eyes away from Tilly as she walks up to the counter with a bounce in her step.

She looks different somehow, not just because of the braid or the fact she’s shed her usual scarf and coat. Her arms are bare and covered in nearly as many freckles as her face. She seems to … sparkle. Alfie shakes himself, trying to pull his attention back to the customer, but not before he spots Tilly looking around, a smile lighting up her face when she spots him. He gives a little nod, then turns back to his customer.

As he gives a synopsis of each of his suggestions he half listens to the conversation between Tilly, Blue and Prudence at the till. Tilly recounts her Parisian trip, telling them all about the bookshops and galleries, bakeries and parks.

Alfie’s customer weighs the options in her hands. ‘Hmm, I like the look of all of them. You’re not making it easy for me.’

Over the customer’s shoulder Alfie can see Prudence handing Tilly this month’s book from its spot on the collection shelf. Blue heads over to continue unpacking a delivery but Alfie and his customer are in a tight spot in the shop, so Blue takes hold of Alfie’s hips and moves him to one side with a ‘Thanks, my love’.

‘I think I’m going to take this one,’ Alfie’s customer says decisively.

‘Great choice,’ replies Alfie, spotting Tilly looking in his direction, her latest book tucked under her arm. He hopes she might stay long enough for him to hear about her adventures himself and maybe even get to see her open May’s book. But before he has time to speak to her, she waves and is gone, leaving behind a faint smell of apples and vanilla.

‘Did you hear about Fred’s café closing down?’ the customer says as she pays for her book.

‘Oh no, that’s terrible,’ says Prudence from the children’s section where she is reorganizing the picture books after a toddler decided to pull every single one from the shelves.

Prudence has suggested moving the children’s books to a higher shelf but Alfie thinks that rather defeats the point. His youngest customers might make a mess but he wants them to grow up thinking of books as things that can be touched and played with and enjoyed.

‘It makes you wonder, doesn’t it – which local place will be next?’

Alfie reaches for the brown paper to wrap the customer’s book, focusing on getting the corners neat.

‘It has been a little quiet in here recently …’ says Blue.

‘But people have been ordering plenty online. And I’ve got lots of author events lined up for the summer. The shop is going to be packed.’

He wonders if they can tell that he’s saying it as much to reassure himself as them. It’s getting harder to put on a brave face, especially since receiving the letter in March informing him that their annual electricity bill is going up, just like every other utility bill.

‘But do young people actually read books any more?’ says the customer.

At that exact moment the door opens and a girl around fourteen dressed in short dungarees bounds in, followed by her mother. The girl heads straight for the Young Adult section, carefully reading Alfie’s handwritten reviews attached to the shelf.

‘Mum, can I have these ones?’ says the girl, handing her mother a small stack of books and giving Alfie a rush of satisfaction.

But the girl’s mother takes out her phone and snaps photos of each cover, before handing them back and saying in a clipped voice, ‘We can get these much cheaper online.’

Once they’re gone Prudence lets out a groan.

‘See,’ says the customer.

‘The bloody cheek!’ cries Blue. ‘That woman was wearing Louboutins, for Christ’s sake.’

‘That almost never happens,’ Alfie lies, swallowing hard.

The truth is, when he saw the ‘Closing Down’ sign in the window of Fred’s café it had shaken him too. He remembers his father taking him there when he was young. The café is part of Primrose Hill, just like the red telephone box at the end of the street and the pastel-coloured houses. Just like Book Lane.

His hand hovers over the rolls of ribbon he keeps behind the desk. He chooses a bright shade of yellow, wondering if this customer’s relative will appreciate it or whether it’s a waste of time. And money. But the bookshop has always wrapped their orders in ribbon for as long as he can remember. It’s just one of the small things he has never wanted to let go of, determined to keep the shop as it has always been.

He concentrates on tying a careful bow. If he can tie the perfect bow then perhaps he can block out the feeling of fear that rises in his chest like an encroaching tide line, threatening to pull him off his feet.

Catching Alfie’s expression, Blue gives his arm a reassuring squeeze. Her smile tells him everything’s going to be OK, and he does his best to try to believe her, even though a voice in his head tells him it might be too late for that.
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Tilly pauses outside the shop, looking back in through the glass. The customer Alfie was helping is still talking. Blue has a hand on Alfie’s arm and is looking at him with such tenderness that Tilly wonders how she hasn’t noticed before that they are a couple. Their intimacy with one another is suddenly obvious. It’s an easy kind of affection, the kind she used to have with Joe.

She turns quickly away from the window, her heart clenching. She needs to get home. She has a book to open.
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The park beneath Primrose Hill is busy with people: dog walkers throwing sticks, and couples strolling beneath the trees heavy with blossom. It’s one of the first warm days of spring and there is an ice-cream van parked optimistically on the road nearby, getting decent business judging by the sight of people walking past clutching Mister Whippy cones, some still in knitwear but others bare-legged.

Tilly pauses at the bottom of the hill to tighten the laces on her running trainers.

‘Right, Joe,’ she says under her breath as she straightens, fixing her eyes on the steep path ahead of her. ‘I suppose I’d better do this.’

She makes it less than halfway up the hill before having to stop, veering off the path and throwing herself on to the grass. Her chest rises and falls rapidly and she flops backwards, staring up at the sky.

‘Jesus, did I really use to enjoy this?’

What I Talk About When I Talk About Running by Haruki Murakami sits reproachfully on the coffee table, Tilly’s trainers kicked off underneath.

‘I’m not sure I ever want to put them back on again,’ she says, giving them a shove. ‘I didn’t make it to the top of the hill but I did get a blister.’

‘But you and Joe used to love running,’ Harper replies as she pours tea from Tilly’s favourite Alice in Wonderland-themed teapot.

‘I don’t think anyone ever loves running, they just love how they feel after they’ve been running. And I don’t even love that right now …’

‘I bet this guy loves running,’ Harper says, gesturing towards the book. ‘You don’t write a whole book about running unless you love running. And you don’t give a book to someone about running unless you love running, either. Joe loved running.’

‘That’s true.’

She tried earlier to imagine Joe running alongside her, cheering her on. Mouse, you can do it, he would have said. But it didn’t stop the aching in her legs or the way her heart hammered as though knocking at her ribs and telling her to please, just stop!

‘I guess he’s trying to nudge you back into running again with this month’s book, then?’ says Harper.

It’s the first time they’ve seen each other since Tilly’s Paris trip, Harper having been away on a work trip to Montenegro when Tilly got back. On that first evening back the flat had felt even emptier than ever, after a few weeks hanging out with Cécile and the Paris Grief Gang. But their WhatsApp group has continued pinging with messages ever since.

‘How long has it been since you last ran?’

‘About eighteen months.’

‘Wow. Joe would have made an excellent personal trainer, he’s literally managing to motivate you from beyond the grave. Only Joe –’ Harper looks up suddenly and meets Tilly’s eye. ‘Sorry, that was too much.’

‘No, it’s OK, you’re right. Only Joe. Here, read the letter and then I’ll tell you why I asked you to come over.’

‘Not just to catch up with your favourite sister?’ Harper says with a raised eyebrow as Tilly slips the letter out of the back of the book and hands it over.

‘That, too, but there’s something else. Read first. I’ll go get biscuits, we definitely need biscuits.’

The flat is so small that the kitchen area is just a step away from the sofa, meaning Tilly can hear clearly as Harper reads Joe’s latest words out loud.

Dear Tilly,

Is the sun shining yet? I’ve always loved London in the spring. Cherry blossom and magnolia trees, rose gardens and bandstands – London’s parks were made for spring. And they were made for running. Doing loops around Primrose Hill and down the canal to Regent’s Park made me fall in love with this city. (A certain redhead might have had something to do with it too.)

I’ve never been one for words so I’ve borrowed another’s to express how I feel about running. I listened to this as an audiobook while running a few years ago, and it’s stayed with me because so much of it matched how I feel about being a runner.

Murakami talks about running every day being one of the best habits he ever cultivated and it making him better able to face life. I’d have to agree.

There is part of me that hopes you can have that too, that something that meant so much to me can bring you the same thing. But if it’s not running then maybe it’s something else. Maybe it’s reading. Maybe it’s walking up Primrose Hill – our hill – and taking in the view. Maybe it’s keeping up your knitting and crochet and all the other crafts you do that I don’t know all the names for but that I know make you happy. Either way, I hope you’re making time for the things that help you feel better able to face life.

And the other reason I chose this book is because you never used to think that you could become a runner. You didn’t think you could make it to the top of the hill. But you did. I want to remind you of that – especially on the days when you don’t feel like you can get through this.

And remember, I will always, always be cheering you on, even if I’m not there to enjoy this spring with you.

I love you.

Joe x

Harper folds the letter and reaches for a tissue on the coffee table.

‘That’s some letter,’ she says as she blows her nose.

‘I know. So, I need to tell you something.’ Tilly places a spotty biscuit tin down on the table. ‘I’ve signed up to do the Royal Parks Half-Marathon in October.’

Harper pauses from reaching for a biscuit, her eyes widening.

‘I thought you said you didn’t want to put your trainers back on ever again?’

‘I don’t.’

‘So you signed up to a marathon … because?’

When she hears it like that it does sound slightly crazy.

‘Half-marathon,’ she corrects, helping herself to a chocolate cookie. ‘I’m not completely insane. And I signed up because I need something to motivate me. Running meant so much to Joe. It might make me feel closer to him. But I don’t know if I’d keep it up without a goal. He used to be so good at keeping me going. This way I can’t not do it.’

‘Well, I guess that does make some sort of weird sense …’

‘And there’s another thing that’s going to help me do it too,’ adds Tilly. ‘You’re doing it with me.’

‘What?’ Harper stares at Tilly, a look of terror flashing in her eyes. And she’s a woman who has bungee jumped on four continents.

‘I signed us both up. I thought it would be a nice sisterly thing to do. A way to spend time together.’

‘Couldn’t we have just gone for coffee?’

‘We can do that as well …’

Harper rubs her face. She takes a beat.

‘I love spending time with you, Sis, but I hate running. Could you not have done a climbing or abseiling or kayaking challenge instead? Then I’d happily be there with you. I can’t run a half-marathon.’

‘Neither can I. But if we train together, we’ll both be able to. It’s just like Joe said. We can do anything. And you’re so fit from all your adventuring, I bet you’ll find running easy.’

‘I seriously doubt that. I don’t think running is supposed to be easy.’

Tilly glances again at the copy of What I Talk About When I Talk About Running. She thinks back to the words Joe wrote and to some of the passages she has already read in the book, about how running is hard and you have to be disciplined but it can bring you a sense of peace. She could do with some peace in her life.

‘Please,’ she says, feeling desperate now. ‘I want to do this for Joe. But I don’t think I can do it on my own.’

Harper lets out a sigh.

‘You know, it’s very hard to say no to you.’
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The next morning Tilly wakes to an email from her mother-in-law.

From: ellen.carter.64@gmail.com

To: tillynightingalereads@gmail.com

Subject: Anniversary

Hi Tilly,

We have decided to hold a family memorial here at the house for Joe’s anniversary in July. Let us know if you’d like to join in. There’s something I’d like to talk to you about if you do come to visit.

Let me know.

Ellen

She stares at the email, reminded of the conversation she’d overheard all those years ago.

I just can’t help but think that maybe you’d be happier longer term with someone who’s a better fit for you … Because we Carters are joiner-iners …

Maybe she really should join in this time. It’s Joe’s family, after all. She probably should spend his death anniversary with them. And she can’t help but feel intrigued – and more than a little nervous – when she considers what Ellen could possibly want to talk to her about.

But on the other hand, maybe she should stay well away from the woman who never thought Tilly was good enough for her son.

She turns her phone face down on the table and changes into her leggings and running shoes. If running works to clear the mind for Joe and Murakami, maybe it can work for Tilly too.

Despite her best intentions her mind is still on the email as she steps on to the canal towpath. Which is why she forgets to check the path is clear and is met by a sudden yell and the screech of brakes. A red bicycle skids to a halt and she leaps out of the way, losing her footing and sprawling dangerously close to the water.

The bike clatters to the ground and a pair of firm hands grab tightly on to her shoulders, steadying her before she stumbles into the canal.

‘Sorry!’ comes a low voice.

‘It’s my fault, I didn’t look,’ Tilly pants, her heart beating rapidly.

She is right by the edge, just one step away from falling in. But the large hands grip her tightly, holding her steady. She is aware of a broad chest just inches away from her and the feel of warm breath that smells like peppermint.

Tilting her head, she looks up and meets a pair of brown eyes flecked with amber, spots a tuft of dark hair poking up through the gap in a blue cycling helmet. The eyes widen as they meet hers, recognizing her at the same moment that she recognizes him.

‘Alfie!’

Instead of one of his usual oversized jumpers and baggy rolled-up trousers, he is wearing shorts and a green cycling jersey that makes Tilly realize for the first time that there was actually a body underneath all the knitwear. And not just any body. His arms are tensed as they hold her tight, making it very hard not to stare at his biceps and forearms. They don’t look like the kind of muscles that come from weights and protein shakes. These are the muscles of someone used to lugging heavy things as part of their daily life, like a woodcutter or a farmer, perhaps. Or, apparently, a bookseller.

He looks down, seeming to only just realize that he is still holding on to her. But instead of immediately letting go he guides her gently away from the water’s edge to the side of the path.

‘Are you OK?’ His eyes fix on her and then dart up and down her body as if searching for injuries.

‘I’m fine.’

He’s close enough for her to see flecks of auburn among the dark strands of his beard and to notice how long his eyelashes are – and that he must be wearing contact lenses, because his usual glasses are missing.

He lets out a breath, his jaw relaxing as he says in a rough voice, ‘Good.’

It’s only then that he lets go of her. Tilly’s arms still feel warm from where he held her.

‘Sorry again,’ she says, trying to make her voice sound as normal as possible. ‘I really wasn’t concentrating. I hope your bike is all right?’

‘Oh, it’s just a pile of old junk.’ He lifts the bike up from the path. ‘Actually, it was my dad’s. But I can’t see any more scratches than were already there.’

‘Oh god, I’m so sorry, are you sure it’s all right?’

‘It’s fine. It’s just a bike.’

Tilly is pretty sure that isn’t the case – she is so attached to Joe’s belongings that she hasn’t been able to get rid of them yet – but she appreciates Alfie’s kindness.

Without discussing it, they fall into step beside one another, Tilly walking on the inside and Alfie on the canal side pushing his bike. The water is green and shines in the morning sun, reflecting shards of light on to their faces.

‘I’ll be honest, it feels a little strange to see you outside of the bookshop. I sort of imagine you live there.’

He seems taller, making her realize how often he’s either leaning on the counter or bending to reach into a box of books when she visits the shop. Now she has to crane her neck to look at him – he must be over six foot.

‘I pretty much do. The shop keeps me busy. But I like to fit a morning ride in, if I can. It’s nice to see some daylight once in a while. Plus, I feel more like myself when I’ve been on the bike.’

‘That’s how Joe always used to feel about running. I was the same once too, but I’m out of practice.’

‘I take it you’ve been inspired by your May book to get back into it, though?’

Alfie gestures at her outfit and she suddenly feels very conscious of her tight leggings and strappy running top. It makes her feel awkwardly out of place, like bumping into a colleague in a swimming-pool changing room. But then she remembers their previous conversations in the bookshop, and feels herself relaxing again. He might be dressed differently – and with an almost alarming display of long, muscular limbs on show – but he is still Bookshop Alfie who rereads The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe every Christmas and has an adopted stray cat named after Georgette Heyer.

‘You could say that. Maybe too inspired, actually …’

He raises an eyebrow in her direction and she explains about the half-marathon.

‘… although I’m starting to regret it. Running is harder than I remember. It was probably a mad thing to do.’

The path narrows as they reach a bridge and Alfie is forced to take a step closer to Tilly, their hips bumping.

‘It’s not mad, I think it’s brave.’

There’s a moment’s silence broken only by the sound of water dripping from the bridge on to the canal.

‘Well, I don’t know how brave I am, really, given I’m currently doing everything I can to hide from my mother-in-law. Who is a five-foot-nothing woman in her sixties, most commonly spotted in an apron and holding a batch of freshly baked cookies.’

A rumbling sound breaks through the air and Tilly realizes with a jolt of warmth that it’s Alfie, and that she has never heard him laugh before.

‘I’m guessing you have a tricky relationship with your in-laws, then?’

‘What a cliché, I know.’

‘Maybe it’s a cliché for a reason. My brother-in-law is not my favourite person in the world. But my little sister is, so I try my best to keep it together around him. But let’s put it this way – if I spotted him on the other side of a pub I’d probably dive under the table to hide.’

Tilly feels herself smiling at the image of Alfie folding his long limbs under a pub table.

‘My relationship with my mother-in-law has always been complicated,’ Tilly explains as they continue side by side along the path. They have reached a section where the path opens into a basin, riverboats hugging the edges and a red-and-gold Chinese restaurant floating on the water. ‘She’s made it pretty clear that she doesn’t like me, even if never to my face.’

She isn’t quite sure why she’s telling Alfie all this but there’s something about walking alongside one another that makes it easier to open up. And as she does she realizes how badly she’s needed to talk about all of this. It’s part of her story she’s tried not to think about since Joe’s death because it’s so messy, but she knows that Alfie understands the messiness of death.

‘How could anyone not like you?’

The question catches her so off guard that she almost trips before regaining her footing.

‘Ellen Carter has plenty of reasons. She even tried to talk Joe out of marrying me when we told his family we were engaged.’

Suddenly she is back in Santorini, the air thick with the smell of fig trees and olives, the sky and sea astonishingly blue …
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It is a few months after buying their flat in Primrose Hill, and they’ve gone on holiday to celebrate.

Tilly has insisted they make a pilgrimage to Atlantis Books, the Santorini bookshop she read about online. Joe good-humouredly goes along with it, waiting on the terrace opposite the shop while Tilly browses in the cave-like interior piled high with books. Afterwards, she finds him outside, noticing that there are outdoor bookshelves up there too, facing the ocean.

‘You looked exactly like that when I first met you,’ he says, watching her from the shade as she browses with her head tilted to one side so she can read the spines.

‘Not much has changed, then,’ she laughs in reply. ‘After all these years you’re still waiting for me at a bookshop.’

‘Hmm. Maybe this will do, actually,’ comes his voice as he stands up and walks across to her. ‘Yes. I think this is pretty good.’

‘Good for what?’

A second later he is kneeling down in front of her.

‘Matilda Nightingale,’ says Joe, and her heart dances as a hot breeze tugs at the hem of her dress and she stands in front of a backdrop of books framed by the sea. ‘I know I’ll only ever be the second love of your life. I know that I will always have to wait for you in bookshops and that if our home were to go up in flames I’d have to save myself because you’d be busy grabbing your special-edition copy of Little Women …’

She had protested, but maybe there is the tiniest bit of truth in it. Joe is an athletic man. Whereas poor Jo, Meg, Amy and Beth couldn’t fend for themselves like he can.

‘… but I’m OK with all of that. Because I never for a second thought I’d be lucky enough to have even a little bit of this life we have. I promise I won’t make you turn the bedside light out when you’ve still got a chapter left to go. I promise to always keep spare space in my suitcase when we go on holiday so you can fill it with books. And I promise I won’t ever rush you when you’re browsing. Because I might not be much of a reader but I know how happy books make you. And all I want is to make you happy, Tilly.’
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As she remembers that day her eyes fill, blurring the view of the canal in front of her.

‘Your mother-in-law did what?’ Alfie splutters.

The sound pulls Tilly back to the present, to the light on the water, the trees rustling above her and Alfie’s presence at her side, his face twisted in shock.

‘At Thanksgiving dinner, of all moments.’

Memories from that meal come rushing back to her: the smell of turkey and cranberries, how handsome Joe looked in his shirt and chinos because his mother always liked them to dress up for celebration dinners.

And Ellen saying across the table, ‘Are you sure you’ve really thought this through?’

The way Tilly’s stomach dropped at the words.

‘Wow, that must have been awful,’ says Alfie. ‘How did Joe take it?’

‘Not well. There was this big blow-up argument.’

And yet later that day, when it was just the two of them down by the lake, Joe locked eyes with her and said, ‘Maybe my mum has a point.’

Tilly’s heart gives a squeeze now and she lets out a breath.

‘It was never really talked about again after that. We got through the rest of the trip playing nice and pretending it hadn’t happened. And then we went back to London. Six months later Joe got sick.’ Her voice catches, remembering the day he told her about his diagnosis. She’d had her own news to tell him and couldn’t wait to get home to share it with him. But she never got the chance to.

‘We pulled together a small wedding quickly – just family. His parents and siblings flew over for it, and no one mentioned the conversation that had happened at Thanksgiving. Joe died nine months after our wedding.’

‘Tilly,’ says Alfie, pausing on the path and reaching out to place a hand on her arm, forcing her to stop walking too.

She’s aware that her breathing has become rapid but as his warm hand rests gently on her arm she forces herself to take steadying breaths. He doesn’t say anything, simply waits and watches, not turning away from her pain.

Once she’s regained control of her breathing, she continues, ‘I’m so glad we got to get married. Despite whatever my in-laws might have said in the past. I’m so glad that he was my husband, even if we didn’t get long. I haven’t seen my in-laws since the funeral. But now my mother-in-law has invited me to go to America in July to spend the anniversary of Joe’s death with them. She’s also said she wants us to have a “talk”, although I have no idea what she could have to say to me. I feel like I should go. But I’m just not sure I can face it. It will be hard enough to get through the day, without having to be away from home, among my in-laws, and with all our issues simmering in the background.’

She lets out another breath, aware of how much she has just dumped on Alfie. But he doesn’t seem weighed down by it. He waits for a beat longer as if checking she has finished.

‘Thank you for trusting me with all of that. You’ve been through so much. It makes complete sense why you wouldn’t want to go and see them after the way they treated you, especially not on Joe’s anniversary. Anniversaries can be really tough. I remember the first one for my dad. I kept telling myself it was just a day like any other. Why should I feel the grief more keenly on any specific day? But it hit me hard. I was a mess. Give yourself space. And don’t worry about other people. You need to do what’s right for you on that day. No one else.’

It’s as though a weight has lifted in Tilly’s chest. Just having spoken it all out loud has made her feel lighter.

‘Thank you. And maybe you’re right. But I know I can’t keep putting Ellen off forever. She can be persistent. And if she has something to tell me, I probably owe it to Joe to at least listen. Part of me does want to hear what she has to say. But I’m not sure I’m ready.’

‘And that’s OK. But you’ll get there.’

‘I hope so.’

‘Just think of how far you’ve come already this year. You’ve got back into reading. You’ve been to Bali, and you spent three weeks in Paris by yourself. You quit your job. You’re training for a half-marathon. Your mother-in-law sounds like a nightmare, and you’d have every right never to see her again if that’s what you wanted. But if hearing what she has to say feels important to you, or if you think it might help you get closure, then you’ll handle it when you’re ready, just like you’ve handled everything else this year.’

A quiet descends, the two of them watching the reflections on the water, Tilly’s heart thumping hard inside her chest.

Alfie glances at his watch. ‘Shit, I hadn’t realized the time. I should probably get to the shop. Only if you’re OK, though?’

‘I am. Thank you. I should probably get back to running.’

‘Are you sure? I can stay if you need me to.’

‘No, it’s OK. I actually feel like running now. Sorry for making you late.’

‘Don’t apologize, it’s fine. And if you ever want to talk again – about anything – you’re always welcome at the shop. Or if you just want to sit and read – the shop isn’t just for when you need to collect a book or choose something new. The door is always open. Well, metaphorically speaking. I do sleep occasionally. And not at the shop.’

He smiles then, and she smiles back.

‘Thank you. I appreciate the metaphorical door. And you listening to me.’

He fixes her with his brown eyes.

‘Any time.’
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He can’t help it.

Before Alfie pedals out of sight he cranes to look over his shoulder, catching a glimpse of Tilly’s wavy ginger ponytail swinging and her pale arms pumping with a determination that makes his lips twitch into a smile. She doesn’t turn to look back. Of course she doesn’t.

‘Hey, watch where you’re going!’

Alfie swerves just in time to miss the oncoming dog walker. For the second time that morning he narrowly avoids ending up in the canal.
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When Tilly arrives home she composes an email to her mother-in-law before she can change her mind.

From: tillynightingalereads@gmail.com

To: ellen.carter.64@gmail.com

Subject: Joe’s memorial

Dear Ellen,

I’m sorry that I haven’t been in touch for a while.

A lot has happened for me over the past few months. I recently left my job at Splash, having decided to take some time out. I went to Paris in April and have been enjoying learning to cook thanks to a Delia Smith cookbook. And, inspired by Joe, I’m getting back into running and have even signed up for a half-marathon in October. I wanted to do something to honour him.

Thank you for the invitation to join you for Joe’s anniversary. I really appreciate you including me. I think for this first one I need to be on my own, though. I’ll be thinking of you all on the day.

I hope you, Hank and the rest of the family are well.

Tilly

*

From: ellen.carter.64@gmail.com

To: tillynightingalereads@gmail.com

Subject: Re: Joe’s memorial

Understood about the memorial. Would you like to come another time? There are things it would be good to talk to you about that might be better to discuss in person. How about August – for Joe’s birthday? We’d love to have you. Ellen x

Tilly reads the email twice. Her natural instinct is to put Ellen off again and to stay as far away as possible from the house in Connecticut that holds so many memories. But then she thinks back to her conversation with Alfie by the canal. Maybe going back and seeing Joe’s family again will help Tilly get closure.

It will be hard to be in the house again and to hear whatever it is that Ellen has to say. But Tilly has done hard things. The past eighteen months have been full of things she never thought she would survive. And yet she’s still here.
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It’s surprising how time fills itself now that Tilly has so much of it on her hands. Given that work took up so much space in her life for so many years, she imagined she’d find it hard to adjust. But she relaxes into her free time like sinking into a warm bath.

She sleeps a lot, finally giving in to the fatigue that has plagued her since Joe died. Which she pushed through in the name of her career. Now she lets herself nap in the afternoon if she needs to, and when she wakes she feels a little steadier, a little more human. She runs, sometimes alone and sometimes with Harper, the routes still short and slow but day by day getting ever so slightly less painful.

In the evenings she cooks, inviting Harper and Raj over to share a paella that they couldn’t quite believe she made from scratch, followed by an Eton mess with emphasis on the ‘mess’. Normally when Tilly eats she has the TV on in the background for company but on that night the flat was filled with voices and laughter.

A couple of times a week she pops into the bookshop. It seems Alfie was genuine in his offer because when she stops by he makes sure there is a chair free where she can tuck up and read, Georgette usually hopping on to her lap. Sometimes she’ll fall into conversation with Alfie, Prudence or Blue, but if the shop is busy she’ll just read quietly, grateful to have found her love of reading again. She steadily makes her way through the shop’s romance section, as well as new releases by some of her favourite authors; she has missed them during her reading hiatus. Being in the bookshop feels like being alone but not alone. When she’s there her grief waits outside the door like a dog tied to a lamp post, peering in but not venturing inside.

And then, at the end of the month, she finds herself putting lipstick on in the bathroom mirror, getting ready to visit a pub in Camden for the first time in months.

Can’t wait to see you later, comes a message from Rachel.

Same here, Tilly replies, slipping a denim jacket over her floaty blue dress.

When Rachel invited her for a drink at their old favourite pub she was hesitant at first, but remembered her decision to give Rachel another chance. We all make mistakes. Some friendships just fade away. But maybe some can be resuscitated.

She gives her lipstick a final check, tugging the hem of her dress. As she’s about to leave she spots her copy of Hello Beautiful by Ann Napolitano on the coffee table, a recommendation from Prudence that she recently finished, and slips it in her bag.

The street outside the pub is busy, groups of guys in suits nursing pints and talking loudly on the pavement. As Tilly approaches she flashes them a glance, thinking how easy it is to picture Joe among them.

‘Scuse me,’ she says, and they step aside to let her past, one of them holding the door open for her.

It is quieter inside and she lets out a breath of relief at the familiar sight of the pub she has visited countless times before. It looks exactly the same, beer mats pinned to the ceiling, leather chairs arranged in cosy groups, and the back door open and letting in sunshine and a pleasant breeze from the beer garden.

‘Tilly!’ comes a voice, and Tilly spots Rachel at one of their favourite tables – a booth in the corner, the seats piled with comfy cushions.

When Tilly reaches her Rachel stands up and hugs her tightly. It feels like pulling on an old favourite summer dress again after winter has passed. That feeling of surprise that it still fits, but delight that it does.

A waitress comes over and they order drinks and burgers. Once they’re alone again they both look at each other for a moment, each smiling but saying nothing. Then Tilly remembers the book in her bag.

‘I just finished this and thought you might like it,’ she says, sliding it across the table.

Rachel eagerly picks it up and begins reading the blurb.

‘Ooh, I’ve heard of this one but haven’t read it yet. Thanks, Tils.’ She places the book down, resting one hand on the cover as if petting a sleeping cat. Then she looks up, leaning forward slightly. ‘Now I want to hear everything you’ve been up to recently. Starting with the fact you’ve quit your job! Which I still can’t believe, by the way.’

The waitress reappears with Rachel’s glass of wine and Tilly’s gin and tonic, placing them down with a smile. They raise their glasses, their eyes meeting – and Tilly thinking about fresh starts – as they clink them together.

‘I still can’t quite believe it either,’ she says after a sip of her drink.

‘Obviously, it’s amazing that you have, though. You’ve been speaking about moving on to something else ever since I met you.’ Rachel tilts her head, considering this for a moment. ‘Actually, that’s not true. You talked loads about leaving when we first became friends, but less so later on.’

A memory enters Tilly’s mind of the one time she thought she really might leave. She’d been ready to hand in her notice. But then her life exploded and a new job became the last thing on her mind.

‘I think I got stuck,’ Tilly admits, thinking back to the time following Joe’s diagnosis and his death, when the familiarity of work felt like a place in which to hide.

‘I get that,’ Rachel replies. ‘I think maybe I’ve got stuck too. I get sick of writing other people’s stories sometimes. Especially people like Esmerelda’s.’ She gives a little shudder and Tilly stifles a laugh.

‘How’s that all going?’ she asks, surprised that she hasn’t once thought about Esmerelda Love and the book since leaving Splash.

Rachel rolls her eyes. ‘It’s … going. She recently decided she wants to write the whole book in lower case because it’s what the “kids” are doing. Even though she’s forty-five. But we’ll get there. I’m just not sure this is exactly the kind of writing the nerdy kid in me had in mind when she dreamed of being an author.’

‘Then you should write your own book! You’re an amazing writer. It’s a shame that it’s never your name on the things you write.’

‘Ah, but it’s a lot riskier to put my own name to my work. If people didn’t like it there would be nowhere to hide.’

Tilly takes another sip of her drink and then asks, ‘If you weren’t afraid, what would you write?’

‘A novel,’ Rachel answers immediately. ‘Something that draws inspiration from my grandparents and how they met. They have the most amazing story.’

The change in Rachel’s demeanour is immediate. Her eyes light up and an energy radiates from her that Tilly has never seen before.

‘Then you should do it. If the past year has taught me anything, it’s that life is short.’

There’s a silence where Joe’s absence feels so huge that it threatens to overwhelm her. But it doesn’t. She breathes through the moment and it passes.

‘What would you do if you weren’t afraid, Tilly?’

The question catches her off guard. Since leaving her job she’s been keeping busy with other things – reading, resting and her regular visits to the bookshop. But now she thinks of everything she’s been putting off – the flat cluttered with the chaos of all Joe’s things, and all the unanswered questions about the future of her career. As good as it feels to finally take a break, she knows she can’t keep living like this, free from responsibilities or any sense of direction. She can’t put her life on pause forever.

‘I honestly don’t know,’ she replies. ‘But I want to try and find out.’
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Book Lane Recommends

Books for when life feels like a mess

[image: ] The Gifts of Imperfection by Brené Brown

[image: ] Outer Order, Inner Calm by Gretchen Rubin

[image: ] The Art of Rest: How to Find Respite in the Modern Age by Claudia Hammond

[image: ] Weathering: How The Earth’s Deep Wisdom Can Help Us Endure Life’s Storms by Ruth Allen
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When spring gives way fully to summer Tilly is there in the front row to see it. She watches the colours along the canal path change from pale to vivid green on her morning runs, and sees the park filling with picnic blankets and stretched-out towels as she loops around the base of the hill, not quite brave enough to run up it yet. Parakeets gather in the trees, and the air smells like cut grass, hot tarmac and sunscreen-scented optimism.

But as Tilly approaches the bookshop on the first of June, it strikes her that the arrival of summer means something else too. It means she is nearly halfway through her year of books. Her visits on the first of the month have become like bookmarks, keeping her place in the year. But there will come a day soon when there are no books left to collect.

‘Tilly!’ says Alfie as she opens the door. ‘It’s good to see you. Let me get your book for you.’

As he turns away Tilly picks up a copy of a book about one writer’s travels through Japan which is propped up on the counter.

‘That’s our book club pick for June,’ says Blue from across the shop. ‘Well, Alfie’s pick. We take it in turns. He always picks travel memoirs or natural history. This one actually looks good, though.’

‘Meanwhile you always choose historical novels that are about a thousand pages long and no one ever actually finishes.’

Alfie holds Tilly’s parcel under his arm, this time wrapped in a green ribbon. Blue rests her elbows on the counter beside him, their bodies touching. Tilly is aware again of the easy intimacy between them.

‘I suppose that’s the good thing about a book club – it encourages you to read things you might not otherwise have picked up. Even if you don’t finish them.’

‘You should come along, Tilly!’ Blue suggests brightly.

Alfie glances at her, their eyes meeting.

‘Yes, you should. It’s a nice bunch of people. And there’ll be snacks.’

‘Well, if there are snacks …’

Tilly buys a copy of the book and takes this month’s parcel from Alfie. She considers opening it then and there but the door opens and a group of tourists step inside, instantly filling the small shop. She slips the books into her satchel and waves goodbye to Alfie and Blue.

‘See you,’ says Alfie over the heads of the customers. ‘And … good luck.’

It’s only when Tilly steps outside that his words strike her as a strange thing to say.

When she opens the package, back at home, a slim paperback falls into her hands. She stares at the cover.

‘You have got to be kidding me, Joe.’

The Gentle Art of Swedish Death Cleaning: How to Free Yourself and Your Family from a Lifetime of Clutter, Margareta Magnusson.

Dear Tilly,

When I heard of this book, I really liked the idea of ‘death cleaning’. It’s when you sort out your affairs so that the people you love don’t have to do it for you when you’re gone.

I like the idea a lot in theory but in practice it’s been harder than I thought to do any of that myself. I suppose there’s part of me that is still in denial about the road we’re on. All the road signs keep saying the same thing but I still don’t want to believe in this journey’s end destination.

I would like to say that by the time you read this I will have done my own death cleaning. I will have tidied my desk and got rid of paperwork from the mid-2000s and that random box of keys that unlock things I no longer own. Our flat will be a sparkling beacon of organization and calm. That would be nice.

If that doesn’t happen, then I hope this book helps you. Now that we’re halfway through our year of books I thought it would be a good time to remind you that our place is your home now, Tilly.

You don’t need to live in a museum of us (even though I would absolutely want to visit that museum). Don’t be afraid to let things go. You don’t need all my stuff to remember me. You’ve got all the memories.

I love you.

Joe x

P.S. I’m sorry I was such a mess to live with.

‘A sparkling beacon of organization and calm? Look at all this stuff!’

As she looks around she sees the place with new eyes.

‘Oh god, Harper was right. This place is depressing. It’s a complete tip. I can’t believe you’ve given me a book about tidying. Tidying up your mess. Couldn’t you have given me something nice like another cookbook? Or a book about … the best beaches in the world or something. I mean, what am I supposed to do with all of this?’

She marches over to Joe’s desk and pushes her hand through a stack of papers, letters, notes and bills, all mixing together in a blur of numbers.

‘For example, what does this mean?’

The Post-it note is in Joe’s handwriting and consists of a string of random numbers. ‘Can I throw this away? Or are these numbers the code to some secret safe you never told me about? What about this box?’

She reaches randomly for the first of several boxes stacked under Joe’s desk and flips it open, lifting out a stack of bills that don’t appear to be in any particular order.

‘I assume I can throw these away? And this lease to a building you lived in back in … 2007? Three staplers. Who could possibly need three staplers? Can you give a stapler to the charity shop? Or should I just throw these in the bin?’

Things are pulled out of boxes at random. Tilly is a tornado whirling through their home and scattering Joe’s belongings like the branches of trees felled in a storm.

‘A pair of socks. Yep, Joe, your filing cabinet was definitely the right place to keep a pair of socks. What do these electrical cables even do? How about this box … Oh right, this box is a box full of boxes. Because every normal person keeps every box from every item they have ever purchased over the past ten years. I’ll just put those with the tote bag stuffed full of tote bags … Next up we have … a jar full of corks.’

She untwists the lid, ready to tip them into the bin.

‘Bins exist for a reason, Joe!’

But just before she empties the jar she spots a flash of his handwriting. A date and some words written on the bottom of a cork in black marker.
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May 2018, Tilly’s promotion

As she handles the cork she gets a waft of the lingering smell of prosecco and a memory of Joe coming home from work with a bottle and an enormous bunch of peonies after she’d called to tell him Sade had promoted her from editorial assistant to junior editor. They’d been planning on eating leftovers for dinner that night but he insisted on cooking her favourite meal instead: steak with dauphinoise potatoes, followed by home-made apple pie.

‘I knew you could do it,’ he told her, holding her tightly. ‘Ever since the first time I met you and you tried to persuade me to buy half the bookshop, when I’d only stepped inside to get out of the rain. I knew then that if anyone could see how much you cared about what you do, you were bound to go far. I’m so proud of you.’

She lifts another cork from the jar.

December 2015, our first Christmas

They spent it just the two of them, mostly in bed, venturing out to graze on the mountains of treats they’d acquired from M&S, Joe insisting that the holidays were about doing exactly what they wanted. Which, it turned out, was mostly each other.

November 2015, Connecticut, Tilly met parents

October 2015, Joe’s first visit to Hay-on-Wye

The corks document their whole life together, every single celebration. She holds the final cork tightly in her hand.

April 2021, moved into 21 Albert Mews
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‘We’re home!’

The movers have just set down the final box and shut the door behind them, and Joe is stood with his hands triumphantly on his hips as if he has not only just moved into their flat but built it with his bare hands.

‘How do you sound so chirpy?’ says Tilly. ‘My clothes are fused to my body with sweat. I can’t feel my arms. And please don’t say it’s my own fault for owning so many books.’

‘Well …’

‘I culled them! I took that box to the charity shop last week.’

‘Mouse, I saw three different editions of The Catcher in the Rye.’

‘Hey, that book is tiny. Three copies basically equate to one regular book. And you’re no better. No one needs three cafetières! Or five boxes of Christmas decorations. At least I have a system for my books. Don’t pretend I didn’t see you chucking your toiletries in a box with all the kitchen stuff. That makes no sense.’

‘I got bored, packing is boring.’

‘So is unpacking.’ She lets out a groan. ‘Look at all this stuff.’

The boxes are piled almost to the ceiling. The bedroom downstairs is just as bad, their bed lying in pieces waiting to be assembled, and the floor space taken up with yet more boxes and cases. And the bin bags Joe has shoved all his clothes into because he forgot to order enough boxes.

‘It’ll be fine!’ Joe replies, giving her shoulders a squeeze and kissing the top of her head. ‘And I’ll get rid of one of the cafetières if you really want. But I draw the line there – you gotta have a spare for when people come over. To our place. We’re homeowners, Tilly. Man, that makes me feel like such a grown-up.’

‘Me too,’ Tilly says with a little laugh.

‘I’ll go get us some food. You stay here.’

With Joe gone she contemplates starting unpacking but instead lies on the mattress in the bedroom, not even bothering with a sheet, and falls immediately asleep.

A little later she wakes to the smell of mozzarella and basil, and the sound of music playing upstairs. She finds Joe on the balcony where he has constructed a makeshift table out of a cardboard box, with a bottle of wine and two pizza boxes in the centre. The sun is just beginning to set and for the first time Tilly takes in the view out over the London rooftops and up towards Primrose Hill. Their own patch of London sky. And there, silhouetted against it, is Joe, grey hoody rolled up to his elbows, barefoot and already looking completely at home.

‘I hope pizza is OK,’ he says, looking up at her with a hopeful expression. ‘I thought it would be best, given I can’t find the cutlery anywhere. Oh, and I can’t forget the last important ingredient of our first meal in our new home.’ He pulls a bottle out from behind a chair. ‘Champagne!’

The cork goes flying across the balcony but Joe bends to retrieve it, slipping it in his pocket. As he pours the bubbles into plastic cups, Tilly kisses him on the cheek, his jawline rough with five o’clock shadow.

‘This is perfect, thank you. I’m sorry for getting grumpy. I was just tired and hangry.’

‘I know,’ Joe says as they settle around their makeshift dining table. He threads his fingers through hers, squeezing reassuringly.

His eyes meet hers and she knows from the way he looks at her that he does know – not just how she’s been feeling, but her. He knows her and he loves her, even when she is tired, sweaty and grumpy, dressed in tracksuit bottoms and an Aimee Rain tour sweatshirt she got free from work.

With the sunset-streaked London sky behind them and Joe’s thumb gently stroking the palm of her hand, Tilly thinks to herself, we’re going to be happy here.

‘And I don’t care about the mess,’ she tells him. ‘Home is wherever you are.’
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Just like that the tornado subsides, leaving behind silence and a trail of Joe’s things.

What would she have done if she’d known, back then, everything that was to come? The engagement, his mother’s reaction, the fights the two of them had in the months that followed …

She recalls something she said to him in the heat of one of their disagreements. ‘If you’d actually thought to ask me …’

And his reply, ‘I thought you knew.’

She squeezes her eyes tightly shut, wishing she could go back and change things.

The flat looks messier than ever but Tilly sinks back on to her heels, all the fight having left her.
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Book Lane book club, tonight, 7 p.m.

When Tilly sees the notification, she is knitting on the sofa, her legs propped up on a stack of box files from Joe’s home office. Since her failed attempt at tidying she’s been stress-knitting a new jumper, and as she lifts it off her lap she realizes it is lopsided, the stripes uneven. Maybe it would be good to get out of the house.

When she arrives most of the chairs in the shop are already filled, the tables pushed aside to make room. It is cosy, to say the least.

Alfie looks up as she takes a seat at the back, his hand raised in a wave. The group is small but lively and they welcome her warmly. Every now and then, throughout the evening, she catches Alfie glancing at her as if checking that she’s OK.

When the session disperses to gossip someone suggests moving to the pub, and everyone gathers their things to leave.

‘Coming with us, Alfie?’ Gerald, one of the book club members, asks him.

‘I should stay and get things tidied up. But you have a good night, and thanks for coming.’

‘What about you, Tilly?’

‘Not this time, thanks, but maybe next time.’

‘We’ll hold you to that!’

Eventually the shop empties, leaving just Alfie, Tilly and Georgette, who prowls the shop licking up biscuit crumbs. It’s later than Tilly realized. She should probably get home but the thought of returning to the chaotic apartment doesn’t feel especially appealing. Instead she starts collecting discarded paper cups.

‘You don’t have to do that,’ says Alfie as he turns around and spots her, having just shut the door and turned the sign to ‘closed’.

He looks tired, his hair messier than ever, and there are dark circles beneath his eyes.

‘That’s OK. I figured you might need some help. And it makes a nice excuse not to go to the pub. I’m really glad I came tonight but I’m not sure I’m up for much more chat about genre theory with Gerald.’

‘You can’t blame him, he’s an academic,’ says Alfie.

Tilly laughs in reply. ‘I hear there’s no cure for that.’

Alfie procures a plastic bag and scoops up paper napkins abandoned among the books. Despite the warm evening he’s in a forest-green jumper that hangs off his frame. For a second, she recalls the sight of him in his cycling jersey and the strong, muscular arms that are usually hidden beneath his oversized knits. Ever since that day by the canal it’s been quite difficult to look at him in exactly the same way.

‘Did you enjoy it, though, despite Gerald?’ he asks, the sound of his familiar, friendly voice enough to push the thought of him in Lycra to the back of her mind.

‘I did, in the end. I wasn’t sure about coming,’ she admits. ‘I’ve had a bit of a week. But being here always makes me feel calmer.’

‘Really?’ His face brightens in a way that makes her chest squeeze. He runs a hand through his wild dark hair, and for just a brief moment Tilly wonders what it would feel like beneath her fingers. ‘That means a lot. I’ve always wanted the shop to feel like a safe space where people can just be, as well as a place to buy books. My favourite bookshops are all like that.’

‘OK, now I need to know your favourite bookshops.’

They have finished clearing up the rubbish. And so, without saying anything, they make a start on the chairs, Tilly folding them and passing them to Alfie who stacks them in the corner. As she hands over the first one, their hands brush, his fingers warm against hers.

If he noticed the touch it doesn’t show on his face, instead his brow furrows, as though thinking, before he replies, ‘It’s hard to pick. Here in London I love Daunt Books in Marylebone, especially for the mezzanine floor full of travel books.’

‘I love it there too, it’s so beautiful.’

‘BookBar when I fancy a glass of wine with my books. Then Word on the Water is amazing.’

‘Of course. Who doesn’t love a canal boat full of books?’

He looks thoughtful for a moment, crossing his arms over his broad chest.

‘But if I want to get lost for a whole day I like heading to the big Foyles at Charing Cross.’

Tilly freezes, a wooden chair half-folded in her hands. In a heartbeat she is back in the huge bookshop on a wet August day, bumping into a man in a grey hoody and shorts, with blond hair and sparkling blue eyes, who smelt of rain and cedarwood.

She forces herself to swallow down the lump in her throat and finish folding the chair, handing it over to Alfie.

‘Did you always want to run a bookshop?’

He stiffens. ‘It’s … complicated.’

He slips his phone from his pocket, pulling up an image and handing the phone over. It’s a scan of an old photograph which shows the inside of Book Lane almost exactly as it is now. There is a large, tall man standing in the middle holding a stack of books and smiling, his eyes exactly like Alfie’s. He is wearing corduroy trousers and a moth-eaten cable-knit jumper that skims over his broad shoulders.

‘Is that your dad?’

He has Alfie’s deep brown eyes flecked with amber, his long lashes and long limbs. He’s heavier than Alfie, his chest and stomach barrel-round, and his hair is cut short, his face clean-shaven. He’s smiling with a carefree joy that Tilly has never seen on Alfie’s features, but the resemblance is unmistakable.

Alfie nods, taking the phone back and returning it to his pocket.

‘This was his shop.’

He reaches behind the counter for a bottle of wine that still has a couple of glasses left, and retrieves two fresh paper cups. Then he sits down heavily on one of the empty chairs, running a hand along his jaw and looking around at the shelves of books.

‘Oh wow, Alfie. I had no idea.’

She joins him on the chair beside him, moving it until they are facing each other in the small space, their knees almost but not quite brushing against each other. Alfie silently pours the wine and hands a cup to Tilly.

‘Thanks.’

They tap their cups together, wine sloshing with the quietest of sounds and making Tilly aware of how still it is in the shop. Compared with the noise and laughter of earlier it feels like that bit after a party where it’s just you and the person you arrived with, having a debrief in your pyjamas over cups of tea. Her favourite part.

She watches as Alfie takes a long sip, the soft skin of his neck exposed as he tilts his head. When he looks back at her it’s with a tight-lipped expression, his brown eyes shining with a vulnerability that makes Tilly want to reach across and take his hand.

She keeps her hands wrapped around her drink as he says, ‘He worked in publishing when I was young but he always wanted to open a bookshop. And eventually he did. This place came up to rent when I was ten, and he jumped on it. He started it from nothing. It was just an empty shell, but he built all the bookshelves himself and Mum found the counter at a flea market and together they completely transformed the place. Dad made it exactly the bookshop he wanted it to be.’

‘Wow, so you grew up here, then?’ Tilly exclaims.

It suddenly makes sense; no wonder it’s felt strange the couple of times Tilly has seen Alfie outside of the bookshop. He seems woven into the very fabric of the place. Alfie is the bookshop.

‘I always wished my parents had their own bookshop,’ she confesses. ‘Did you always know you’d take over from your dad?’

Alfie lets out a breath, the muscles along his jaw tightening.

‘I think that’s always what Dad hoped. He didn’t pressure me, exactly, but it was this unspoken expectation. My sister was never interested in it – she’s always been more into films than books. But I’d help out when I could, after school and in the holidays, and I always enjoyed it. But when I was coming to the end of school I had this sudden urge to rebel. I didn’t like the idea that someone else had written the book of my life and I didn’t have a say in it. I wanted to live my own life, at least for a while. So, I left London and went to Edinburgh to study geology.’

‘You studied geology to rebel?’

She can’t hide her laughter and Alfie flashes her a look, making warmth pool in her stomach.

‘In my family studying anything other than the arts was as good as a revolt. My mum is an antiques dealer, and even Tash chose film studies and history. But I’d always been interested in science as well as reading.’

‘And you love rocks?’ Tilly adds with a raised eyebrow.

It is surprisingly easy to imagine Alfie as a teenager, all long gangly limbs and a messy mop of hair. She pictures his childhood bedroom, its stuffed bookshelves, the windowsill brimming with rocks and shells carefully carried home from beaches in sandy pockets.

‘Hey, I know geology doesn’t sound especially interesting,’ he says, his dark eyes meeting hers and his voice soft and low. ‘But rocks tell the story of life on our planet. By learning about different rock formations, you can learn the history of … well, everything really.’

‘I’ve never thought of it that way before. When you describe it like that it does sound pretty cool. When did you swap rocks for books, then?’

‘When Dad died,’ he says. ‘I’d just finished university and was taking a year out to travel before deciding what to do next. But a couple of weeks into the trip I got a call from Mum. Dad had had a heart attack.’

He looks down at his lap as he says it. Tilly draws in a breath.

‘Oh, Alfie.’ Her heart tightens and she reaches across, placing a hand on his arm. He looks down, his eyes fixing on her fingers. ‘Did you make it back in time?’

He shakes his head, still not looking up from her hand on his forearm.

‘I left on the first flight I could, but it was too late. By the time I got back he was gone. There was no one else to take over the shop – Mum was a mess, and Tash was pregnant. And I couldn’t let it close, not after all the work he’d put into making his dream come true. I just couldn’t. So, I cut off my trip and took over.’

‘That must have been so hard, losing him like you did, and then taking on such a big responsibility when you were grieving and still so young. I can’t even imagine.’

‘It was hard. But I was grateful for the shop too. It gave me something to focus on. Especially as Dad had these very specific ways of doing things. There was so much to learn, and it helped keep me going.’

‘I get that,’ says Tilly with a nod. ‘I was the same with work after Joe died. It was something that felt normal when everything else was in chaos.’

‘Exactly,’ Alfie replies with meaning. ‘I don’t think my mum and sister totally approved of how hard I was working, but I think if I hadn’t kept busy I would have …’

He doesn’t finish the sentence but he doesn’t have to. The thought of this big, kind man – who knows everything there is to know about romance novels – falling apart is almost too much to bear. He coughs slightly, and when he looks up at her his eyelashes are damp.

‘I bet it felt like a way of staying close to him too,’ Tilly suggests softly.

Alfie nods. When he replies his voice is rough with emotion.

‘It always has.’

Tilly sees the shop as if through new eyes. No wonder she often spots Alfie working late, stooped over the desk at the back, when she’s passing on an evening run to the convenience store. This place isn’t just a tiny but well-stocked London bookshop. It holds Alfie’s memories of helping his father on the weekends as a child. It represents one man’s dream and another’s thread connecting him to the father he lost too soon.

‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to offload all of that on you,’ Alfie says, wiping his face with the sleeve of his jumper and leaning forward so his elbows rest on his knees.

‘You don’t have to apologize. I’ve offloaded on you plenty and you’ve always listened.’

‘I just don’t get to talk about him that much. Mum has remarried, my sister has her family, and life just … goes on, you know?’

‘I do.’

Tilly still can’t believe that spring has turned to summer and that Joe isn’t here to see it. Or that she only has six more books to collect from him and then life will just … carry on. To distract herself from the emotion rising in her chest she picks up the wine bottle from the floor and pours the last of it into their cups, giving more to Alfie.

‘What was he like, your dad? Can you tell me more about him?’

Alfie raises his head, sitting back up and taking a sip of his wine, his full lips lightly stained a reddish purple.

‘His name was David, but never Dave.’

Tilly listens as Alfie tells her about a man who loved cooking but didn’t like following recipes, who liked dancing and cats and was quick to anger but even quicker to apologize after an outburst. She learns about the big things, like the fact he and Alfie’s mother met when they were at university and were technically dating other people, and the small things like how he never went anywhere without a paperback and a penknife in his pocket. She picks up little things that Alfie must have learnt from his father: his work ethic when he talks about the long days his father would always put in. And his kindness as he explains that his father was the one person who would always be able to get Alfie to open up as a kid, probing him very gently and allowing space for Alfie to talk at his own pace.

‘He sounds like a great dad,’ Tilly says when there’s a natural pause in the conversation. She looks across at Alfie, his face slightly flushed from the wine and the memories, the green of his jumper bringing out the amber flashes in his eyes. ‘Can I say something?’

‘Of course,’ he replies, taking a bite of a chocolate florentine from the tray of fancy biscuits that he pulled out of a cupboard earlier, admitting they were a gift from an author but deemed too good for book club (in a way that had made Tilly smile into her cup of warm wine).

‘The outfit your dad was wearing in the photo … I swear I’ve seen it before. On you.’

‘Ah. Got me,’ Alfie says, stretching out his arms, pointing at his chest. ‘This jumper … this shirt …’ He lifts the jumper slightly to show the shirt underneath, but he must have grabbed two layers at once because Tilly gets a flash of pale, firm stomach, a dark line of hair pointing down into his jeans. He doesn’t seem to notice, instead readjusts his jumper and continues pointing out items in his outfit. ‘Shoes … jeans … they’re all his. Basically, everything I wear is his. That’s probably weird, I know.’

Tilly tries not to think about the way her breath caught in her throat at the sight of his stomach. ‘It’s not weird. But it does make a lot of sense.’

‘What does?’

The hint of a smile tugs at her lips.

‘The fact that none of your clothes really fit you. And when I first met you I couldn’t guess your age, because from afar you look like an ageing university professor.’

‘What, you’re saying that battered corduroy trousers and ancient knitwear aren’t a vibe?’ He raises a dark eyebrow, his eyes flashing with something she can’t quite identify.

‘It’s definitely a vibe. “Owns a fossil collection” vibe. Which now I know you probably do.’

‘I’m not sure I’d call it a collection …’

She laughs, catching him looking at her, mouth slightly open, eyes darting across her face. Heat rushes to her cheeks. They are close enough that she can smell the eucalyptus and mint of his aftershave, mixed with the lingering smell of coffee and books. He smells good. So good she can almost imagine what it might feel like to do something stupid like taking a step forward, leaning her nose in close to the exposed nape of his neck –

‘Mum wanted my help sorting through his wardrobe,’ Alfie explains, jolting Tilly back to her senses. ‘She wanted to get rid of everything – that was her way of coping. But I just couldn’t do it. Everything smelt like him. So, I bagged everything up and took it all home with me, telling her I’d deal with it. But the next day I put on one of his jumpers and it felt so … comforting … that after that, when I got dressed, instead of heading to my own wardrobe I reached for the pile of his things. Until I sort of forgot how I used to dress and just wore his things all the time. Like a completely crazy person.’

‘It’s not crazy. I’ve been trying to sort the flat out this week, going through Joe’s things, and it’s not going well. I haven’t thrown away a single thing. I’m failing spectacularly at this month’s book. He gave me a book about tidying – and the flat is more chaotic than ever.’

‘I think the books he chose were intended more as guidebooks, not a map,’ Alfie says steadily. ‘It’s up to you what you do with them.’

Tilly is aware that her throat suddenly feels tight, her palms clammy. Her voice wobbles as she says, ‘I just feel like I keep taking these steps forward, but in other ways I’m still stuck exactly where I was.’

Because when the grief hits her it still feels as sharp as ever. Shouldn’t it feel easier by now? When will her heart stop feeling like it’s too big for her chest, like all the pain and love inside of her could just burst out, breaking her in half?

‘I feel like this is an important step, one I should be ready to take. But honestly, I’m not sure that I am. Or if I ever will be. And that makes me feel like I’m letting him down.’

‘Tilly.’

Alfie reaches for Tilly’s hands in her lap, holding them there with his own. His eyes fix on her, shining with a fierceness but a softness too.

‘You’re forgetting that I met Joe. When he came into the bookshop to order your books, he talked about you.’ His eyes dart across her features, and the grip on her hands tightens as if he is trying to press his words into her through his fingertips, so that she will remember them and maybe believe them. ‘I don’t think there’s anything you could ever do to let him down.’

They finish tidying the shop together and say goodbye, Alfie staying behind to cash up the till.

Once she’s stood on the street, she lets out a breath, glad to be in the open air. But there’s a part of her that wants to be back inside, opening another bottle of wine and talking about the things she never manages to find the words for with anyone else.

She thinks back to the moment when Alfie held her hands, his eyes fixed on hers, and how she had imagined what it would feel like to be wrapped up tightly against his chest, the roughness of his beard scraping against her cheek, his strong arms clasped firmly around her back.

Just for a moment it would have been nice to be held.
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Alfie switches off the lights one by one.

He can still catch the lingering trace of Tilly’s perfume and the smell he’s come to know as her – apples and tea and a touch of vanilla. All he can think about is the feeling of her skin beneath his hands.

It took all his strength not to reach out a thumb to wipe away the tear that made a trail down her pale cheek, and to stop himself from pulling her soft body into his arms. He had so nearly leant forward, bridging the gap between them, but he managed to stop himself at the last moment.

Because despite the way she makes him feel – safe and calm and like his worries about the future don’t exist for a moment – Alfie knows she is not his to hold, and that his will never be the arms she wants around her.
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Book Lane Recommends

Poetry books for every feeling

[image: ] Set Me On Fire: A Poem for Every Feeling by Ella Risbridger

[image: ] Staying Alive: Real Poems for Unreal Times by Neil Astley

[image: ] Every Day is a Fresh Beginning: Meaningful Poems for Life by Aoibhín Garrihy

[image: ] I Wish I Knew: Comforting Words to Strengthen Your Soul by Donna Ashworth

[image: ] The Peace of Wild Things by Wendell Berry
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Tilly’s fingertips are covered in flour, her bare shoulders warm from the late morning sun that slants in through the open-air kitchen attached to the crumbling Tuscan farmhouse at the top of the hill. The air is sweet with the smell of apricots, figs and peaches growing in the orchard. A view of golden yellow stretches ahead of her, the fields of sunflowers that entirely surround the villa in stark contrast to the piercing blue sky.

When Harper called to say that she had a free ticket to attend a pasta-making course in Tuscany, it hadn’t taken long for Tilly to agree to go with her.

‘When I heard “pasta” I thought of you,’ Harper said on the phone. ‘The place looks incredible. It’s a villa in the middle of nowhere. Wouldn’t it be fun to go away together again? It will mean being away over Joe’s anniversary, though. But I thought we could mark it in some way while we’re there? And I’ll be there with you to support you.’

Ever since turning down the invitation to join Joe’s family Tilly has been uncertain about how to mark the day. She knows her parents would offer to come and visit, or invite her to Hay for the weekend, but she isn’t sure she can face their worry and their well-meaning but sometimes smothering care. She was leaning towards spending the day alone, but as soon as Harper suggested the trip she realized that, of all the people in her life, it is her sister she wants there with her on what Tilly knows will be a painful day.

‘Are you sure you don’t want to bring Raj with you?’ she asked.

‘There’s no one I’d rather have with me,’ Harper assured her.

So here they are, learning how to make pasta in an outdoor kitchen with views across the Tuscan countryside. Tilly pauses what she is doing, rubbing her hands on her apron and taking a photo of the view to send to the Paris Grief Gang WhatsApp group.

Cécile:

Incroyable!

Fairooz:

That looks so beautiful. I think you made the right choice about going.

Pierre:

Absolutely. If you’re going to be sad, you might as well be sad in the sunshine with pasta and wine.

John:

Quite right. Tuscany is one of my favourite places. Buon appetito!

Lola:

Have a great trip, Tilly. We’ll all be thinking of you on Joe’s anniversary xx

The others send heart emojis in reply and Tilly smiles to herself, slipping her phone back in her apron pocket.

‘Next, we crack an egg into the flour,’ comes the heavily accented voice of their instructor, Constanza, a grey-haired woman who makes up for what she lacks in height by sheer physical presence. Tilly is a little terrified of her.

Harper passes her an egg and Tilly does what she is told, watching as a yolk so bright orange it is almost red pools into the flour.

‘Now gently bring the flour and the egg together with your fingertips.’

Everyone diligently sets to work.

They are a small group: there is a honeymooning American couple called Tiff and Tim (Harper giggled when they introduced themselves, before realizing they weren’t joking, and hastily disguising the laugh as a cough), an English woman in her fifties called Deborah (who announced on their first encounter that she is here as a treat after a messy divorce) and a German mother and daughter duo, Ingrid and Emma.

Constanza walks around, a tea towel slung over her shoulder and a navy apron wrapped tightly around her waist, inspecting their work with the attitude of an army general checking on her troops.

‘More flour! Abbastanza! That’s enough! When the flour and egg have come together, you must gently knead it, like this.’ She demonstrates, her movements fluid.

As Tilly sets to work on her own dough she marvels at how the mess of flour and egg has quickly become something smooth and enticing. The colour is unlike any pasta she has ever eaten before – a rich gold not dissimilar to the colour of the sunflowers in the fields surrounding the villa.

‘Delicatamente!’ Constanza snaps at Tim, who has hands the size of melons and has been thumping his dough vigorously. A blush creeps across his face.

‘Now the pasta must rest,’ Constanza says once everyone has a neat ball of dough on their work surface. She puts them in the fridge.

A fresh jug of lemonade comes out and is poured around the group. It is blazingly hot outside, the grass crisp and the terracotta tiles of the villa practically steaming. But thanks to their position at the top of the valley there is also a light breeze that blows in and out through the open kitchen, the slanted awning above protecting them from the sun.

Once everyone has finished their drinks Constanza claps her hands together.

‘After siesta, we make pesto.’

Harper licks her lips and smiles at Tilly. ‘Mmm, I love pesto.’

‘You haven’t tried pesto,’ scoffs Constanza, ‘until you have tried my pesto.’

After a lunch of tomato salad, fresh fruit and crusty bread everyone retreats into the cool of the stone-walled villa, shutters closing and a hush descending on the hillside apart from the background murmur of the cicadas, bees and the softly cooing hens.

Tilly’s room is plain and comfortable, most of the space taken up by a four-poster bed with soft white sheets. She climbs into bed and reaches for the book on the bedside table, her latest from Joe, collected last week. From inside the pages of the orange clothbound hardcover she withdraws a letter, sinking back against the pillows as she rereads it.

Dear Tilly,

I remember you once saying that poems are like medicine. That whatever your ailment, there’s a poem out there for you. I hope you have been enjoying your year of books. It makes me happy to think about these books bringing you even a little bit of joy. But I also know that life can’t all be joy (oh, how I wish it could). There are the quiet moments and the dark moments too. I wish I could be there to help you through those moments now.

The Poetry Pharmacy seemed like the perfect choice: a book of poetry prescriptions to help you when you need them. I hope they bring you comfort. And I hope that the words of other people help you to see that you are not alone.

I love you.

Joe x

When she collected the book, Alfie was alone in the bookshop. It felt awkward at first, remembering the feel of his hands on hers and how for a mad moment she had hoped he might hug her. But the moment passed once Tilly told him about her upcoming trip to Tuscany and he started grabbing books from around the shop that were set there: A Room with a View, Under the Tuscan Sun, Diary of a Tuscan Bookshop, Still Life …

As she was about to leave, arms heavy with her next book parcel and a whole stack of his recommendations, Alfie said in a soft voice, ‘It’s Joe’s anniversary soon, isn’t it?’

She blinked back at him, stunned that he had remembered.

‘When I’m in Italy.’

‘I’ll be thinking of you.’

She picks up The Poetry Pharmacy now and turns to the ‘Love and Loss’ section. But before she can begin to read she is interrupted by the sound of her sister’s voice in the room next door.

‘I know … I’ve told you why I … Raj …’

Her sister’s voice is tight with tension, completely different to the carefree voice she has used all day. Through the wall Tilly hears a defeated sigh that sounds very much not like Harper.

‘Now isn’t the right time …’

Tilly is dragged away from her eavesdropping by the sound of her phone pinging on the bedside table. Harper’s voice immediately quietens on the other side of the wall and Tilly feels guilty for listening in. It’s none of her business. But whatever Harper and Raj were talking about, it didn’t sound like a happy conversation.

Rachel:

So, how’s pasta making in Italy? Not that I’m at all jealous … Hope the sun is shining for you. I know this week will be hard but I hope you’re able to have fun too. I’ll be thinking of you on the 15th. xxx

It feels strange to have Rachel mention Joe when they still haven’t talked about the months of silence following his cancer diagnosis. Maybe she should have brought it up by now, but they’ve only just found their footing with one another again.

Tilly:

Thank you. The sun is shining and the place is incredible. I learnt how to make pasta dough this morning, and tonight we’ll be cooking it with pesto we’re going to make in a bit. x

She attaches a photo taken from her window, faded green shutters giving way to a view of open countryside.

Rachel:

Wow, that looks idyllic. xx

Tilly:

It is.

She hesitates as another murmur of conversation drifts through the wall connecting her to Harper’s room. She knows her sister well enough to be able to picture the deep frown on her face. She types another message to Rachel.

Tilly:

Although, something weird seems to be going on with Harper. I can hear her on the phone with her boyfriend right now and it sounds like they’re arguing. I hope everything’s OK … x

Rachel:

Oh no, that sucks. Do you think they’re breaking up? Maybe that’s why Harper invited you on this trip? Maybe she needed this too … xx

Tilly stares at the phone screen, her thoughts rearranging themselves. She thinks back to their trip to Bali when Harper spent the evenings eyeing up men, seemingly for Tilly, but what if …?

There’s a knock at the door.

Tilly:

I hadn’t thought of that, but maybe you have a point. I’ve got to go. Chat again soon xx

Harper stands outside Tilly’s door, red-eyed but smiling.

‘Ready for more pasta making?’ Her voice is as cheerful as ever, but Tilly can hear the strain behind the bravado.

She is reminded of the time Harper fell out of a tree. Harper refused to shed a tear because she didn’t want their parents to know she’d climbed higher than she was allowed. It was only the day after the fall, when she passed out during their school PE lesson, that an X-ray revealed Harper’s arm was broken. For weeks afterwards Tilly felt guilty, because she had been inside reading at the time, their parents entrusting her with looking after Harper while they were out for a couple of hours.

She wasn’t watching her sister closely enough then, and perhaps she hasn’t been watching closely enough now.
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It turns out that Constanza is right; the pesto they make together that afternoon is unlike any pesto Tilly has ever tasted. Her mouth waters as they chop basil and mix in grated Parmesan and a hearty glug of extra virgin olive oil, made from the olive trees that surround the farmhouse.

‘Now, we add a pinch of salt,’ says Constanza. ‘Show me your “pinch”.’

Tilly helps herself to a few grains from the painted ceramic bowl in the centre. Harper takes a slightly bigger pinch. Constanza looks around the group, shaking her head. ‘No, no. This is a pinch!’ And she scoops a large mound of salt using all her fingers.

Tilly meets Harper’s eye and they both smile. Tilly scans her sister’s face like she has been doing regularly throughout the afternoon but Harper looks away, turning her attention back to her pestle and mortar.

‘I could eat this with a spoon,’ says Deborah, who is stood the other side of Tilly. ‘Who even needs the pasta?’

‘Ah, but you haven’t tasted your pasta yet,’ says Constanza.

The pasta dough comes out of the fridge and Constanza hands out rolling pins. It’s hard work rolling the dough, but there’s something satisfying about seeing it stretch into a thin sheet. Beside her Tilly can hear the occasional pound as Harper hits her rolling pin against the dough with more vigour than is probably necessary.

Constanza shows them how to cut the pasta into long strips. ‘Today we make tagliatelle. Tomorrow is ravioli and spaghetti.’

Constanza gets everyone to carry over their piles of flour-dusted pasta as she heats up an enormous vat of water, reaching for a box of table salt and pouring for a long time. ‘You need to taste the Mediterranean Sea in your pasta water.’

Once the pasta is ready, they all help lay a long table under the olive trees, a white tablecloth fluttering in the breeze, weighted down by jugs of sunflowers. Bottles of Chianti Classico are placed in the middle and Tilly pours for everyone, with an especially generous serving for Harper.

As Tilly sets down a bowl of salad, she sneaks a glimpse of Harper’s phone over her sister’s shoulder. Harper is scrolling rapidly, faces flashing by on the screen. Tilly instantly recognizes the dating app from when Rachel asked Tilly to write her profile. Tilly teased her about the fact that a ghostwriter was asking someone to ghostwrite her dating page.

Before Tilly can get a proper look, Harper slips her phone back into her pocket and spins around with a smile. ‘What else can I help with?’

Tilly knows that she should give Harper space, that her sister will talk when she is ready. But she can’t help wondering whether the reason Harper is putting on this faux happy front is because of Tilly. Because Harper doesn’t want to burden her.

‘Dinner is ready!’ says Constanza, waving a tea towel with a flourish.

Plates are passed along the table, filled with huge piles of fresh pasta smothered in vivid green pesto and showerings of Parmesan. The air smells of basil, wine and hot earth.

‘Buon appetito,’ declares Constanza, and they all dig in.

From the first mouthful Tilly knows she will never eat pesto from a jar again.

‘Wow, this is delicious,’ says Tiff. ‘We thought about having pasta at our wedding but my mum said you couldn’t serve pasta at a wedding, didn’t she, Tim?’

Tim looks up, mouth full of pasta, and nods.

‘When did you get married?’ Tilly asks, scooping another heap of pasta on to her fork.

‘A month ago,’ says Tiff, fiddling with her large sapphire and diamond engagement ring and shiny platinum wedding band.

‘I can’t believe it’s already been a month!’ says Tim.

‘We got married back home in Colorado but we’re travelling through Europe for our honeymoon. Are either of you two married?’

Under the table Tilly’s thumb reaches instinctively for her ring finger, only to remember that she took her wedding ring off for the pasta making and forgot to put it on again after her siesta. When she glances up, Harper is looking at her, a strained expression on her face.

‘No, we’re not,’ Tilly says quickly. ‘Now, tell us more about your wedding.’

As Tiff and Tim launch into a detailed description of the floral arrangements and what everyone wore, Tilly nods along, trying her best to look interested. Harper nudges Tilly’s knee with her own beneath the table.

The rest of the evening passes smoothly, wine bottles passed back and forth and home-made raspberry and pistachio semifreddo carried out once the pasta plates have all been scraped clean.

Throughout the meal Tilly sneaks glances at her sister. She chats animatedly with the others in the group, telling them about her job and the article she is writing about experiential holidays. To anyone else she must appear her usual chatty self. But Tilly isn’t just anyone; she’s her sister. And now she knows to look for them, all the signs are clear that there’s something going on.
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On the morning of Joe’s death anniversary, Tilly wakes at sunrise after a bad dream. In it, she and Joe have been fighting.

‘You’ve never understood … Did you stop for one moment to think what I might want …’

Sweat clings to her hair. The house is silent, her room still dark. She immediately knows two things: that she won’t be able to get back to sleep, and that she needs to get out of the house. Right now. Perhaps she will be able to breathe outside.

The valley and hills surrounding the farmhouse are bathed in a peach glow, the sky a hazy lilac. She sets off at a quick walk, her trainers scuffing against the dry, dusty earth. The smell of lavender rises on the air as she makes her way through the kitchen garden, heading to a track that cuts through the sunflower fields to the nearest village. When she reaches the border where the farm becomes countryside her walk becomes a jog.

With each footstep an image from the dream flashes through her mind.

A table laid for Thanksgiving dinner.

Joe’s face, forehead creased as his eyes meet hers.

Her running alone through a garden, needing to get away …

She tries her best to push the images aside but she can’t stop going over them. Because it isn’t just a dream. It’s a memory.

When her chest starts to ache, she pauses to rest on a half-tumbledown stone wall facing a field of sunflowers, stretching as far as she can see. Bees hum and a gentle breeze catches the strands of her hair, carrying with it the scent of citrus.

‘Joe,’ she says in a choked voice. ‘How has it been a year? A whole year without you. How is that possible? It still doesn’t make any sense. I keep expecting you to turn up, like it’s all been some terrible mistake. I wish I could talk to you. I wish I could talk to you about those fights …’

In an instant she is back in the dream, in Connecticut at the house where Joe grew up.
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The table is laid, with mashed potatoes and green beans, a turkey and a pumpkin pie resting in the centre. Joe is leading her to the table, squeezing her hand. In her pocket she can feel the rub of the engagement ring that she has resisted wearing since arriving, so that Joe can have this moment, surprising his family with their happy news. As they take their seats he looks at her and grins.

‘Mom, Dad, everyone, we’ve got some great news to tell you. We’re getting married.’

He nods at Tilly and she slips the ring out of her pocket and on to her finger, flexing her hand so they can all see the proof winking in the light.

Ellen looks at them, a frown creasing her forehead.

‘Really?’

Tilly knows that Joe’s mother isn’t her biggest fan. She has never forgotten that conversation she overheard when Joe first introduced her to his family. But that was years ago. They’ve since bought a flat together, made a home. And beneath the Santorini sun Joe asked her to spend the rest of her life with him, and it was the easiest decision she’s ever made.

‘Yes really, Mom,’ Joe replies, his shoulders stiffening.

Ellen’s demeanour immediately changes. A wide smile spreads across her face.

‘Well, even more of a reason to celebrate, then. Congratulations to you both! How wonderful!’

The table erupts. Joe’s brothers pat him on the back and his father reaches across to shake his hand and embrace Tilly. Everyone congratulates them, tucking into the food, pouring drinks and raising them in a toast to the future Mr and Mrs Carter.

‘Oh, I’m keeping my surname. We’ve already talked about it. It’s easier for work, plus I like being Matilda Nightingale.’

‘Right,’ Ellen says stiffly. ‘Well, tell us everything else. When and where is the wedding?’

‘We haven’t been engaged long,’ Joe laughs. ‘We’ve got plenty of time to decide all that.’

‘There are lots of other decisions to be made, though,’ Ellen says. ‘Like children …’ Tilly nearly chokes on her turkey, but Ellen doesn’t flinch. ‘Do you want children, Tilly? I know you’ve always been focused on your career.’

‘Mom, you can’t ask her that,’ says one of the brothers.

Under the table Joe nudges Tilly with his knee, silently checking that she’s OK. She reaches for his hand, holding it on top of the table where everyone can see. So what if her future mother-in-law is being wildly inappropriate? It doesn’t matter. She is going to marry Joe. That’s all that matters.

‘We both want a family, yes,’ she says with a smile.

‘And where do you plan on raising these children?’

‘Here in America,’ Joe says at the same moment that Tilly says, ‘London.’

They stare at each other across the table.

Everyone else falls silent. Ellen leans back, a smug expression on her face.
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Beneath the Tuscan sun, Tilly takes a faltering breath, remembering the rest of that meal.

The way Joe said he’d always imagined himself moving back to America eventually, something he thought she knew. But she didn’t know. Yes, he’d talked about missing America, and every couple of months Ellen would send him listings of properties in Connecticut and they’d marvel at how much more they could get for their money than their tiny London apartment. But she’d never seriously considered leaving England. It was where her family were, where she’d worked so hard to build her career. It was home. The realization that they’d both just assumed they were on the same page, without ever discussing it, hit her as if she’d been doused with cold water.

‘Are you really sure you’ve thought this through?’ his mother said, glancing down at the engagement ring on Tilly’s finger.

‘But we made it through, didn’t we?’ Tilly says aloud now to the Tuscan sunflowers.

They fought about it later, Tilly feeling annoyed that Joe hadn’t thought to ask her if she wanted to move, and Joe telling her she didn’t understand how hard it was for him, living so far away from his family and where he grew up. They went around and around the same argument, in the garden at Joe’s parents’ house, and again in the weeks and months after they returned to London. They were supposed to be planning a wedding but they couldn’t move past this huge, fundamental thing to do with their future.

But then Joe got sick and the subject of where they lived didn’t seem to matter any more. Instead their lives became focused on hospital appointments, chemotherapy, and a rushed wedding, any talk of the future banished completely.

‘I wish I could go back and tell you,’ Tilly sniffs, wiping her face. ‘I wish I could tell you that I would have gone anywhere with you. None of it would have mattered as long as I was with you.’

She takes a deep breath of the morning air, already hot and smelling of dry earth and pollen. As much as she might want to go back in time, she knows she can’t. So she heaves herself off the wall and begins to jog down the path again, placing one foot in front of the other. All she can do is go forward.
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It is only eleven thirty and already Tilly has spilt a bowl of flour and dropped an egg on the floor. She expected Constanza to snap at her, but she simply handed Tilly another bowl and another egg. ‘Non importa. It doesn’t matter. We have plenty more.’

When Tilly had returned from her run, Harper asked if she wanted to talk but she shook her head. ‘I just want to focus on cooking.’

She’s already received messages from her parents, Rachel and the members of the Paris Grief Gang. She will message Joe’s parents later. She tries her best to pour her attention into repetitively kneading the pasta dough – the texture beneath her fingers, the sound as she twists and turns it. But when she drops her second egg of the morning Constanza takes her to one side.

‘Come with me.’

‘I’m sorry –’ Tilly begins.

But Constanza waves a hand. ‘We’re going for some herbs,’ she shouts to the others. ‘Keep kneading the pasta gently. Don’t ruin it while we are gone.’

Constanza leads Tilly through the kitchen garden where the air is heady with the scent of sun-ripened tomatoes and plump, juicy strawberries. A marmalade cat dozes in the herb garden, tucked under the shade of a rosemary bush. But Constanza continues walking, leading them to a terrace at the very end of the garden where an iron bench sits in the dappled shade of a pergola trailing with vines. The garden wall drops away, giving an open view over the Tuscan countryside. There are terracotta pots dotted about, overspilling with red geraniums. Even with Tilly’s mood, the view still takes her breath away.

Constanza sits on the bench and pats the spare seat for Tilly to join her.

‘Matilda, what is wrong? And don’t try telling me there is nothing wrong. I have three daughters, you know. We will run out of eggs if we are not careful.’

‘I’m sorry about that.’

‘Tranquillo. Now, tell me. I do not like to see an unhappy chef in my kitchen. It spoils the food.’

Tilly considers coming up with a lie but doesn’t have the energy for it.

‘My husband died a year ago today.’

‘Ah …’

Constanza stretches an arm along the back of the bench, tilting her face towards the sky. When she looks back at Tilly she holds out her hands. They are tanned and lined, with the neat and clean nails of a cook. For the first time, Tilly notices two gold rings on Constanza’s left hand. Constanza rubs the larger of the two with her thumb. ‘That was my husband’s. Marco. He has been gone ten years.’

There’s a moment’s silence, Constanza looking out at the view of cypress trees, sunflowers and gentle hills dotted with the occasional terracotta-roofed villa.

‘Anniversaries are always hard. The first one especially.’

‘Does it get easier?’ Tilly asks in a quiet voice, terrified of the answer.

The older woman takes her time to reply, the sunlight making her silver hair shine.

‘It is never easy. How can it be easy? I miss him. I will always miss him. Per sempre.’

‘So how do you keep going?’

‘Because I have to. My daughters – they need me to be strong. They lost their Papà. When Marco died, I thought I had to bury my sadness. Hide it away. Let it go.’

She grunts and waves her hand in a similar way to when she is correcting someone’s mistake in the kitchen.

‘But I was wrong. My grief is un regalo – a gift. He gave it to me. It is our memories. Our love. I don’t want to put it down. I carry it gently. Right here.’ She points at her chest. ‘And here.’ She points at the two rings stacked on her finger.

‘So, I’ll just always feel sad, then?’ A heaviness presses down on Tilly’s chest.

Constanza wipes her eyes and the smile on her face grows. She shakes her head.

‘No. You will cry, sì. Molto. But you will laugh too. I will always miss il mio Marco. But when I sit here, when I walk in the garden, when I make pasta, I feel happy. Sad, a little too, sometimes. But also happy. These ten years I have been very sad but I have also been very happy. I wish my Marco was here.’ She closes her eyes again, the sun kissing her face. ‘But I am happy I am here,’ she repeats as she opens them, her deep grey eyes shining.

The sun beats down and the air smells sweet and fragrant. Tilly’s heart feels heavy and light at the same time. She would take Joe over endless Tuscan views, but this moment is undeniably beautiful.

She lets out a long breath, tilting her face to feel the kiss of the sun.

‘I’m happy I’m here too.’

They toast Joe by candlelight on the terrace, at the end of a long supper they have made themselves. The weather has been oppressive all afternoon, dark clouds on the horizon threatening a summer storm, but the air is still warm. Tonight there is creamy Parmesan gnocchi, Bistecca alla Fiorentina, seared by Constanza’s daughters in an outdoor fire pit, freshly baked biscotti, and tears.

When Tilly opens up to the others about Joe, Tiff and Tim look mortified and insist on giving her hugs. ‘We’re so sorry. We’ve been so insensitive. If we’d have known …’

Deborah swears. ‘That’s absolutely fucking shit.’ And she tops up Tilly’s wine.

Both things help.

Ingrid and Emma exchange a look before Ingrid shares that she lost her first husband, Emma’s father, fifteen years ago. Over dinner they all share stories of people they have loved and lost. Constanza talks about Marco; how he built the outdoor kitchen where they have been working. Ingrid talks about her first husband, and Emma talks about her dad. Tim cries when he tells them about his grandfather who raised him.

‘What was he like, Tilly?’ Tiff asks. ‘Your husband?’

So Tilly tells them about Joe. About his laugh that filled up any room. The way he absolutely loved Christmas, and started watching Christmas films in September. About the time he got drunk on mulled cider at Winter Wonderland, not realizing it wasn’t just apple juice, and decided to sing all the way home on the Tube, and the way the people who hadn’t already moved to other carriages in horror actually joined in. The handmade birthday cards he made her every year using her craft supplies, even though he was even worse at crafting than she was. His fear of horses but love of dogs. She tells them about the person he was before illness shrank him beyond recognition.

As she talks, it’s as though the Joe of those final days, and the Joe who argued with her about where to call home, recedes into the background, and in his place is the Joe she wants to remember: vital, funny, joyful, and hers.

‘Let’s raise a glass to him,’ says Ingrid. ‘Your Joe.’

Everyone around the table lifts their drink, the glasses glinting in the candlelight. Tilly can see the tears in her sister’s eyes as she joins in with the others.

‘To Joe.’

The sky lets out a low, heavy rumble and everyone looks up just as it begins to rain. The raindrops fall fast and heavy on the table and the sun-scorched earth.

‘The wine!’ yelps Constanza. ‘Get the open wine bottles inside!’

Everyone begins to scurry, scooping up plates and bottles and dashing towards the farmhouse.

‘Forget the cushions,’ shouts Constanza. ‘Save the wine!’

‘Come on, Tilly!’ Harper calls over the clatter of the rain falling on the roof of the outdoor kitchen and hitting the table and the dry ground. ‘Let’s get inside.’

She grabs Tilly’s arm but Tilly remains stock-still, breathing in the smell of the rain on the garden and feeling the droplets sting as they hit her bare skin. It’s almost dark on the terrace but she can just make out the clouds rolling across the horizon, a haze of rain falling on the fields.

She takes a deep breath of the warm air. In the summer rain, it feels as though something is being washed away.
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The rain stops as abruptly as it began. Tilly notices the quiet as she steps from the bathroom back into her room, warm from a shower. It is late but she doesn’t feel close to going to sleep, the storm having stirred something in her. And she can’t stop thinking about Harper.

She has told herself she will wait until Harper comes to her, but she realizes how relieved she was that Constanza noticed her distress and coaxed her story out of her. Perhaps Harper has been waiting for Tilly to do the same.

There is no answer when Tilly pads barefoot into the brick-tiled corridor and knocks on Harper’s door. She considers returning to her room but instead pushes lightly on the handle. It swings open, revealing a room similar to Tilly’s – four-poster bed, white sheets, plain plaster walls, exposed beams, Harper’s suitcase open on the floor and her things strewn around. A copy of the latest Sarah J. Maas is splayed on the walnut side table. But there is no sign of Harper. The bathroom is empty too, so Tilly ventures downstairs.

Most of the lower floor is dark, apart from pale moonlight coming in through the open shutters. Tilly follows the glow of lamplight to the kitchen where the lights are on, glinting on the copper pans hanging from the stone walls. Just as she is about to give up, she notices the back door is ajar. She goes to shut it but catches the sound of a voice coming from the garden, instantly recognizing it as belonging to her sister.

‘I know, I know …’

Tilly steps barefoot on to the terrace, the tiles slick with rain.

‘Yes, I promise I’m still going to tell her.’

It sounds as though the voice is coming from the courtyard at the side of the house.

‘But I wasn’t going to tell her today, was I?’ comes Harper’s voice as Tilly emerges into a moonlit courtyard where potted lemon trees form a square around a small fountain. Harper stands next to the fountain, her phone to her ear. Her eyes widen as she spots Tilly.

‘I’m sorry, I’ve got to go,’ she says, speaking into the phone, before hanging up.

‘Hey.’ Her voice is unnaturally bright, her expression reminiscent of when she fell out of the tree at the age of eleven, clearly hurting but trying to hide her pain.

The air is heavy with the smell of sun-warmed lemons, and in the background Tilly hears the quiet trickle of the fountain. Behind them stands the darkened farmhouse, no sounds coming from inside. Harper is still in her outfit from dinner, her green maxi dress damp from the earlier rain, her hair tangled.

‘I know about you and Raj,’ Tilly blurts.

Harper’s mouth drops open. She wraps her bare arms around herself.

‘You do?’ she says hesitantly. ‘And you’re … not mad?’

‘Why would I be mad? I get that you needed to work up to telling me in your own time.’

Harper lets her arms drop, pushing a damp strand of hair out of her face.

‘God, that is such a relief. These past months have been so hard keeping it from you …’

‘Months? You’ve been broken up for months?’

Harper and Raj came over for dinner. Was that just a front? And has Tilly really been so wrapped up in her own problems that it’s taken her this long to realize that her sister’s life has also been falling apart?

‘OK, maybe I do wish you’d told me earlier, but only so I could be there for you. If anyone understands heartache, it’s me.’ She attempts a smile but notices that Harper’s eyebrows are creased in a deep frown.

‘Broken up?’ A breeze ripples up the valley, making the leaves on the lemon trees shake and Harper’s hair blow back from her face. ‘We haven’t broken up. We’re getting married. I thought that’s what you meant.’

The words hit Tilly firmly in the chest, taking her breath away.

‘You’re … engaged?’

Harper nods slowly. When she speaks again there’s a pleading note to her voice.

‘I meant to tell you. I wanted to. But I just couldn’t find the right moment.’

‘But surely you would know I’d be happy for you both!’ Tilly ignores the twisting feeling in her stomach. She is happy. Isn’t she? ‘But you said it’s been months … When did you get engaged?’

Harper looks down at the fountain, gentle streams of water trickling on to stone.

‘In Sri Lanka.’

‘Sri Lanka? But that was last summer. You’ve been engaged for … a year?’

Harper nods, biting down on her bottom lip.

‘Jesus, Harper. A whole year …’ She rubs her forehead, her mind racing.

Everyone else must know. Their parents, Raj’s family, Harper’s friends, everyone except her …

‘God, I can’t deal with this right now. It’s Joe’s anniversary …’

‘That’s why I didn’t want to tell you today!’

‘Don’t put this on me!’

Harper flinches. ‘I’m sorry, I –’

‘Hold on,’ Tilly says, raising a hand as a memory from yesterday enters her mind. ‘I saw you on a dating app.’

Tilly can see Harper’s throat move as she swallows, looking up.

‘You saw that?’

‘I saw you on your phone yesterday. If you’re getting married, what were you doing on a dating app?’

Harper bites her lip again.

‘I wasn’t on there for myself. I was on there for you.’

‘What?’

‘I … I set you up a dating profile.’

From the waver in Harper’s voice and the way she steps backwards slightly, Tilly guesses that she must look as angry as she feels. Her whole body feels rigid.

‘Harper! I told you I wasn’t ready to date!’

‘I know. But I thought maybe if I found someone lovely and set it all up, you might change your mind.’

‘Show me the profile.’

She stretches her hand out, gesturing towards Harper’s phone.

‘Tils …’

‘It’s my profile, I should be able to see it.’

Harper hesitates before reluctantly handing over her phone. Tilly finds the dating app and opens it to see a profile page with her name, a smiling photo of her from a birthday a few years ago, and a brief description listing her hobbies as ‘reading, crafting and meeting new people’.

She spots a new message in the inbox and sees a message from someone called harrybaker90 answering a series of questions from tillyreads92 – aka Harper – about his profession and where he lives. There are a few other message exchanges like this, and as Tilly reads them nausea crawls in her stomach.

Harper watches her, clearly waiting for Tilly to say something, but no words come. She leaves the message thread and clicks through the photo gallery, stopping on one particular photo of her standing on a beach with salt-tangled hair and a wide smile.

‘You cropped Joe out of this photo.’

‘It’s a nice photo of you …’

‘Jesus, Harper. Can you not see how disrespectful this is? You’ve altered a photo of me and my dead husband and posted it for anyone to see, without my permission.’

There are tears pooling in Harper’s eyes and her voice is strained.

‘I was trying to help …’

‘This,’ she says, holding the phone up towards Harper, ‘is not helping. Not only have you completely ignored everything we’ve talked about but you’ve been impersonating me online. What would have happened if harrybaker90 or any of these other guys bumped into me and recognized me? And I had no clue who they were?’

‘OK, maybe I didn’t think of that. But I just thought it might be good for you –’

‘No.’ Tilly flings the phone towards Harper, who just manages to catch it.

‘Tilly, please …’

Harper reaches out for Tilly’s arm but she shakes her off. Because she needs to get away. Coming here was a mistake. She needs to be at home. She needs Joe.

‘Stop. I don’t want to hear it. And I don’t want you to follow me.’

She leaves her sister behind in the moonlit courtyard.
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Dear reader, some epistolary novels you must read. Yours truly, Book Lane
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Tilly hasn’t spoken to Harper in two weeks. As she walks down the street towards the bookshop she scrolls through their messages.

Harper:

I know you said not to follow you but I’m still up if you need me. I hate the thought of having upset you. Let’s talk about this, Tils Xx

*

Please, Tilly. I know you’re not asleep, I can see the light under your door xx

*

I can’t believe you left, Tilly. When I woke up Constanza told me you’d got a taxi to the airport and are getting an early flight home. I know you’re upset but you didn’t have to leave. Let’s meet up when I get back in a couple of days and we can talk properly. Everyone else says hi and that they were sorry not to get to say goodbye xx

*

Come on, Tilly. You can’t ignore me forever. Let’s just talk about this.

The string of messages ends with the words Tilly sent this morning.

Tilly:

I don’t feel ready to talk. I need some space. Please respect that.

There have been no further messages from Harper but there is one from Joe’s mum.

Ellen:

See you next weekend. Send us your flight details and we can pick you up from the airport. It will be good to see you. And to talk x

Tilly slips her phone back in her bag as she approaches the bookshop. The window is full of books piled in a colourful striped deckchair, with beach balls dotted about. The sight of the shop calms her and she has managed to stop shaking by the time she pushes open the door.

Prudence is busy with a customer but gives Tilly a wave. Alfie looks up from behind the counter and smiles.

‘Tilly!’ The enthusiasm in his voice makes Tilly smile too. ‘How was Italy?’

Her smile immediately drops.

‘It was beautiful and the pasta making was great. I met some brilliant people. But Harper and I had a huge fight.’

Alfie closes the large leather-bound book he’d been looking at, his eyes fixed on Tilly, eyebrows dipping in concern.

‘Oh no, I’m sorry. What happened?’

‘It turns out she created a secret dating profile and has been trying to set me up with someone behind my back.’

‘Oh wow, that’s –’

‘Crazy?’ Tilly finishes for him. ‘Especially after I’ve told her so many times that I’m not ready to date.’

Alfie coughs, a hand rising to rub his jaw. ‘Of course. So, what do you think you’re going to do?’

‘Nothing for now. I’m off to America next weekend for Joe’s birthday. I can’t deal with everything with Harper, on top of that.’

‘How are you feeling about seeing your in-laws again?’

‘Nervous. My mother-in-law says she wants to talk, but if it’s just to remind me how wrong she always thought I was for her son then I’m not sure I want to hear it. But I’ve booked a few days in New York, because it seems silly to go all the way there and not go to New York. I’m looking forward to that. I’ll just have to get through the weekend with Joe’s family first.’

When she booked the hotel in New York she experienced a small flash of anxiety. There is still a healthy amount in her bank account but she isn’t used to spending money without any coming in. Before too long she is going to have to make some big decisions.

‘I hear there are some wonderful bookshops in New York. I’ve never been.’

‘Joe and I went a few times together. It’s an amazing place. But this time I don’t feel the need to go to the big tourist places. I plan on eating and reading my way around the city.’

‘That sounds perfect.’

‘Anyway,’ she lets out a breath. ‘It’s nice having that to look forward to, what with everything going on with Harper and the thought of seeing my in-laws again. And I’m hoping you have a book for me? I need something to read to take my mind off things.’

‘Absolutely, let me just get it for you.’

He hands her this month’s small parcel and Tilly takes it gratefully, unable to stop herself from thinking as she does: just four more books.

‘I can’t believe it,’ Tilly blurts out when she opens August’s book in the quiet of her living room. ‘What are the chances?’

Sitting in her lap is a hardback book with a cover showing a simple black-and-white line drawing of a woman walking a dog in front of a city skyline. Letter from New York, Helene Hanff, reads the title.

Dear Tilly,

Do you remember our first trip to New York when we stopped off on the way to meet my parents for the first time? It was your first time in the city and I had so much fun showing you the sights. Cycling together in Central Park, walking the High Line, getting lost in The Met. And I thought I was never going to get you out of the Strand bookstore. When I told you the store housed 18 miles of books I didn’t think you’d take it upon yourself to walk up and down every single one. But what should I have expected really?

This book reminded me of that trip. It was on that trip that I decided I would one day ask you to marry me. I can remember the exact moment, actually. We were at the top of the Empire State Building because you insisted on going, even though I told you the Rockefeller Center was better. You said you couldn’t come to New York and not go up the Empire State Building. When we got to the top, your eyes got so wide at the view and it made me realize that it was pretty cool, to be at the top of one of the most famous buildings in the world with you. You made me see the place in a new way. Your excitement made me excited, about that moment and about our future.

I wonder if you will ever go back to New York now. If you do find yourself there, I know my parents would love to see you. I know it might not have always felt that way at times but they are your family too. And they love you.

If you do see them, can you do something for me? Will you give my mom a hug from me? And my dad too.

Thank you for agreeing to be my wife. Thank you for making our life together an adventure.

I love you.

Joe x

Tilly hugs the book and the letter to her chest, pain, love and regret swirling like a storm inside her. Her eyes flick to the blue urn on the bookshelf, lingering there.
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The house is exactly how Tilly remembers it. The sage, wood-clad building faces the lake, a sprawling garden tumbling down to the pontoon where the ancient family boat is moored. The land is surrounded by trees, the vivid green reflected in the water that buzzes with mayflies in the warm afternoon sun.

Ellen and Hank are waiting for her on the front step when Tilly arrives, having refused the offer of being collected at the airport. An airport reunion had felt like too much pressure, especially as she stumbled off the plane bleary-eyed, having found the journey harder than she’d imagined. When she viewed Connecticut through the plane window she broke down, the stranger sat next to her offering her tissues and a slug of gin.

She has a moment to gather herself as she pays the driver and takes hold of her suitcase. Joe’s parents look older, but it doesn’t surprise Tilly. She feels older too. Ellen is dressed in denim Bermuda shorts and a white cheesecloth top, her grey hair pulled back in a loose ponytail, her lips set in a tight smile. Hank shuffles beside her in his usual cargo shorts and T-shirt, his hair flecked with more white than Tilly remembered.

As she approaches the porch Tilly catches Ellen’s eyes flashing instinctively back to the taxi as if searching for someone. But the car is already pulling away, and then Hank strides out to meet her, reaching his arms out for her case.

‘Let me take that. Good to see you, honey.’ His rough, bearded face brushes against hers as he kisses her cheek.

Ellen is still poised on the step, the big house silhouetted behind her. Before she can move or say anything, three golden retrievers come tearing out from behind her, circling around Tilly, tails wagging and tongues lolling in a frenzy of excitement. She drops her backpack and bends to stroke them, soaking up the warmth of their greeting and letting herself get entirely covered in dog hair and dribble.

It breaks something that was holding the air taut and Ellen steps forward, calling the dogs away and wrapping her arms around Tilly in a brief hug. Then she steps away, looking at her with an expression that is hard to read.

‘Welcome back. It’s good to have you here.’

‘Thank you, it’s good to be here,’ Tilly replies, aware that they are probably both lying.

‘I’ve put you in the yellow room at the front of the house,’ Ellen says.

Together Ellen and Tilly carry her bags up the stairs, Hank having disappeared out to the dock. As they pass Joe’s childhood bedroom Tilly gets a glimpse through the door, left ajar. The mattress is dented and the sheets are slightly crumpled as though someone has recently curled up there.

Ellen leads them to the bright room that looks over the lake, the bed neatly made and fresh towels on the pillow. The room Tilly and Joe always stayed in is on the other side of the house, facing the woods.

‘Thank you, it’s lovely.’

Ellen smooths the bedcovers, then steps over to the window where Hank is visible down on the jetty, a fishing line trailing in the water.

‘He’s been out there a lot ever since …’

It feels suddenly unbearable to be in this house with this woman, their past tensions and their shared loss making the air thick and oppressive. How will they get through the next few days together? And does Tilly really have the strength for it?

Then Ellen turns around on the spot, a smile pinned to her face.

‘I’m sure you’re tired from your journey. I’ll leave you to rest. We’ll eat at seven.’

When Ellen closes the door behind her, Tilly has the distinct feeling that she’s been banished to her room.

Over dinner Ellen gives no sign of bringing up the talk she mentioned in her messages. They stick to safe subjects: the grandchildren, the recent weather, which neighbours have repainted their houses, and Tilly’s recent travels.

There’s a moment when Ellen is serving Tilly a second helping of pot roast and it strikes her that Ellen’s eyes are the exact same shade of blue as Joe’s, and something inside her softens, wanting to reach out for her hand. But she holds back, Ellen deftly moving the conversation to her upcoming hiking holiday with friends, never betraying any real emotion.

Hank goes up to bed early, kissing Ellen on the cheek and giving Tilly’s shoulder a squeeze, his expression weary.

Tilly and Ellen are left alone, cleaning up together mostly in silence.

‘Well, goodnight, then,’ Tilly says once the dishwasher is loaded and the table is clear, the dogs snoring in their baskets in the corner.

Ellen runs a tea towel through her hand. ‘Tilly, I …’

‘Yes?’

She meets Ellen’s eye, and for a moment her mother-in-law’s expression softens. But then she stiffens again, folding the tea towel neatly and hanging it over the handle of the cooker.

‘Goodnight. Hank and I tend to go out early for a hike in the mornings. I know that’s not really your thing. So help yourself to breakfast.’

It’s only when Tilly is about to turn off her light after reading a couple of chapters of Letter from New York that she realizes she has left her phone downstairs. She pushes the cover off and leaves the room, stepping into the darkened hallway.

She pauses when she sees a light on in Joe’s childhood room. With careful footsteps she edges towards the light. The door is still ajar and through the gap she can see Ellen, sat on the bed with a framed photo in her hand. Her eyes are red and Tilly is about to turn away when the floorboard creaks and Ellen looks up, her expression momentarily unguarded. Her mouth opens as she spots Tilly.

‘Oh,’ she sniffs, lifting a hand to her face.

‘Sorry, I was just getting my phone from downstairs.’

‘OK,’ Ellen says quietly, her gaze returning to the photo.

Tilly hesitates.

‘I always liked that photo.’

Ellen looks up again at the sound of Tilly’s voice. The picture shows the whole Carter family stood beside the family boat when Joe must have been around twelve.

‘Joe had a framed copy on his desk.’

Ellen’s eyebrows raise, her head tilting slightly. ‘He did?’

‘He had loads of photos of you, all around the house. He missed you.’

‘We missed him,’ Ellen says with another sniff. ‘We miss him.’

‘I know. I do too.’ So much that it feels as if her heart is being crushed inside her chest.

If Joe were here they probably would have all stayed up late, drinking and talking, because Joe always found a way to smooth things over, even if there had been disagreements. He did it that Thanksgiving, persuading everyone to go for an impromptu and freezing dip in the lake, which broke the tension and ended with everyone huddled around the fire in their PJs drinking hot chocolate. But Tilly is no Joe and she hesitates in the doorway, unsure whether to stay or leave.

Ellen takes a deep, faltering breath. She places the frame carefully back on the nightstand and smooths down the covers, straightening the threadbare toy dog resting on the pillow.

‘I’m thinking of turning this into a craft room. I probably should have done it a long time ago, really. It’s been years since he left home but I suppose I kept it like this in case …’

‘He left me and moved back?’ Tilly says, unable to stop herself.

Ellen’s eyes flick up to Tilly’s, her mouth opening wider. Then she presses her lips together.

‘No. I wanted you both to move back.’ She hesitates, glancing sideways at Tilly. ‘Him leaving you and coming back alone was only Plan B.’

Despite it all Tilly laughs. It breaks something in the air and Ellen’s lips twitch, her eyes sparkling mischievously.

‘I made it that obvious, huh?’

‘You tried to talk us out of getting married.’

Ellen’s face cracks, pain sparking behind her eyes.

‘Tilly, that’s not –’ She takes a breath, steadying herself against the frame of the small bed. ‘I regret what I said that Thanksgiving. I was just adjusting to the thought of my son being so far away for good. Of having grandkids that I might only get to see a couple of times a year. I didn’t handle it well.’ She reaches to briefly touch the toy dog on the pillow. ‘It all seems so ridiculous now. To think that the UK was too far away to bear … He could be anywhere in the world as long as he was OK.’

Watching Joe’s mother sat on her son’s childhood bed, Tilly’s heart breaks for her. She crosses the room, sits down beside her and wraps an arm around her shoulder. Ellen hesitates for a second, before placing a hand briefly on Tilly’s lap.

‘Thank you,’ she says in a choked voice.

Tilly gives Ellen a moment to compose herself, then says the thing she wishes she’d had time to say to Joe.

‘I would have moved with him, you know.’

Ellen’s head spins so she is facing Tilly. ‘What?’

‘I didn’t want to at first,’ Tilly continues. ‘I had my job and my life, and moving isn’t something we’d ever seriously talked about. We fought about it …’

The arguments flash through her mind, her heart constricting at the thought of every disagreement. Ellen is watching her closely, perfectly still.

‘But that was just at first,’ Tilly continues, sniffing. ‘Over time I realized how homesick he was. His desk was covered in photos of you all. Every time summer turned to autumn he’d start wearing his old varsity jacket from college. His computer screensaver was a picture of the Connecticut trees in the fall. And whenever we’d go to visit my family I’d see how much he ached for that himself – to have family meals with the people he grew up with. I realized none of the other stuff mattered. I loved him. I didn’t want him to be unhappy. So I started looking for jobs in New York. I didn’t tell him because I wanted to surprise him when it was all sorted. I was even offered a job.’

‘Tilly …’

Her mind floods with memories and thoughts of how differently things might have gone.

‘I was going to tell Joe about the job, but the day I got it was the day he got his cancer diagnosis.’

She pictures walking through their front door, her heart racing, a smile already creeping across her face. It had been hard to keep her interviews a secret, but it would be worth it when she saw the look on his face and he realized that she had changed her mind.

But when she stepped into the living room he was sat on the sofa, his shoulders hunched, and for the first time in forever his face didn’t light up as she entered the room. The sparkle had gone from his eyes, their intense blue dull and lined with red. That was when he told her he’d been feeling off for weeks but had thought it was just some sort of virus.

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ she asked him.

‘I didn’t want to worry you when it was probably nothing …’

It struck her then how they’d both been keeping something from each other.

Sat in his childhood bedroom now, Tilly pictures Joe’s face when he told her that the doctor had done some tests and he’d got the results. ‘It’s something, Tils.’

She takes a deep breath, meeting Ellen’s eye again.

‘Once he got his diagnosis, we were so focused on all the doctor’s appointments that moving didn’t seem an option any more, so I didn’t say anything. The priority was just to get him the treatment he needed. But I can’t tell you how much I wish it could have been different. I wish I could have brought him back here. I wish I could have told him …’

She crumples then, shoulders rounding, her face tilted down as the tears fill her eyes. There’s a sudden warmth on her skin and Ellen’s hand is covering Tilly’s own.

‘Tilly,’ she says softly. ‘There’s something you need to know.’
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Ellen takes a breath.

‘Joe called me a few weeks before his diagnosis.’

Tilly lifts her head, her eyes tracking across Ellen’s face as she speaks.

‘We talked for a long time. He started by calling me out on the way I’d reacted at Thanksgiving – which I knew I deserved.’ She says the last part firmly, taking a breath before continuing. ‘Then he talked about you. He told me how happy he was. That he’d been happy since the day he met you. He told me how excited he was to spend his life with you. And that it was a life that would take place in the UK.’

Tilly freezes, her entire body stiffening.

‘He promised he’d always come and visit as much as he could. But he said it’s where you’d built your life together. He talked about your career and how proud he was of you, and that he’d realized he didn’t want to uproot you from that. He told me I had to accept it, because it’s what he wanted. And I did. I’ll be honest, there was part of me that was disappointed. Who wouldn’t want their child close by? But I respected his choice. I had to. Because he was happy. I heard it then, even if I should have realized it sooner.’

A silent howl tears through Tilly’s body. Joe was willing to stay. And she was willing to leave. She sniffs loudly, wiping at her face.

Oh, Joe.

‘I wish …’ The sentence is left trailing, containing too many things to possibly put into words.

‘I know,’ Ellen says softly. ‘But he was happy. You’ve got to know that, Tilly. That’s what I’ve been wanting to tell you. My son was happy with you. Really happy. That’s all I ever wanted for him. And I’m sorry I didn’t make that clear to you sooner. To you both.’

When Ellen reaches out for Tilly this time there is no hesitation. Both women soften into one another’s arms, holding on tightly.

Tilly gives Ellen an extra squeeze. Into her mother-in-law’s hair she says, ‘And that one’s from Joe.’

Ellen squeezes her back, tightly, fiercely, and Tilly feels herself letting go of things she doesn’t need to carry any more.
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The family gather on the pontoon the next day, Joe’s birthday.

His parents, brothers and their wives and children climb on to the family’s boat, the children dressed in life jackets and their smartest clothes, not quite understanding the occasion, chattering with the excitement of a group off on a school trip. It helps, as does the way Hank squeezes Tilly’s hand as he helps her aboard. Tilly gave him his hug from Joe earlier too, and Hank held her back with such strength that she worried for a moment he might squeeze the breath out of her.

From the shore the dogs bark at them as Hank eases the boat away from its mooring, the sun bright above them. When they reach the centre of the lake he cuts the motor and they drift for a moment. Tilly reaches into her bag for the blue ceramic urn that travelled with her from London. It was nerve-wracking watching her backpack go through the airport scanner and wondering what the security staff would make of the contents. But after reading Joe’s letter that accompanied her August book she realized what she had to do. It felt like time.

‘Do you want to say anything, Tilly?’ says Ellen. ‘You’re the words person in this family, after all.’

The word ‘family’ makes a lump rise to her throat. For the first time, she feels like she truly is part of the family. It’s messy, but aren’t all families?

She closes her eyes and recalls the lines of a poem she stumbled across in The Poetry Pharmacy book Joe gave her, a poem that particularly stuck with her.

She recites the words of the poem ‘Do Not Stand at My Grave and Weep’ from memory, grateful to have found someone else’s words to express what she wants to say.

Maybe this is what books do, she thinks – whether stories, real or imagined, or poems compiled in one place for people to flick through in search of what they need. They offer something universal but allow you to find your own meaning amongst the words. They are for everyone and yet they are for you too.
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The morning Tilly is due to leave, she finds Ellen in the kitchen, the usually spotless surfaces littered with packets and dustings of flour. Ellen is barefoot and dressed in her yellow apron, her hair loose and wild around her shoulders and a smearing of what looks like butter on her cheek.

‘I felt like baking,’ she says with a bright smile.

Tilly smiles back, having woken feeling lighter. ‘I can see that!’

Ellen chuckles, turning back to stir a large bowl with a wooden spoon. ‘All set for your few days in New York?’

‘I am. I’m looking forward to it. Thank you again for having me. I’m really glad I came.’

‘You’re welcome any time,’ Ellen says, putting down the spoon and wiping her hands on her apron. ‘I wish I didn’t have to say that. But I know I do. I hope you’ll come and visit us again. I know it might seem too late but I’d really like to get to know you … properly.’

‘I’d like that too.’

‘Good. There’s something else I want to say before you go.’ She takes a breath. ‘You’ll always be part of our family, Tilly. That’s what Joe wanted, and I might have made a mess of things in the past but I want that too. But I hope you know that we don’t expect you to mourn forever. You’re still young. You’ve got a whole life ahead of you. And I hope you’ll grab it with both hands. I know that’s what Joe would have wanted.’

Her voice wobbles slightly on the last words and Tilly stares at her, a stone lodged in her throat.

‘I’ll always love him, you know.’

Ellen nods.

‘I know you will. But maybe you’ll have space left over to love someone else someday too. I don’t want you to think your life stops here, Tilly. I’ve had moments when I’ve wondered what the point of all this is. But we’re still here. And I think we owe it to him, and to ourselves, to live. Nothing can take away your memories. But it’s OK to make new ones too.’
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Arriving at Grand Central Station feels like arriving in the centre of the world. As Tilly drags her suitcase behind her, she cranes her neck to look up at the turquoise ceiling painted in gold constellations. The concourse is heaving and she weaves her way through until she emerges on to the humid street outside, noisy with traffic and pulsing with a sense of limitless energy. Skyscrapers tower around her, windows glinting in the sunshine. The tip of the Empire State Building pokes out from behind a building, and a wide smile spreads across Tilly’s face.

‘Right, Matilda Nightingale,’ she says under her breath, ‘let’s make some memories.’

‘Is this your first time in New York?’ enquires the member of staff behind the reception desk of the Library Hotel. The lobby is cool and peaceful, the wood-clad walls lined with books.

‘No, I’ve been a few times before. Although it’s my first time on my own.’

The member of staff smiles warmly, typing Tilly’s details into the computer.

‘And are you here for business or pleasure?’

‘Oh, definitely pleasure.’

After leaving her things in her room on the eighth floor, Tilly heads out of the hotel into the bustle of Midtown, hit by a blast of heat and noise from taxis and buses rumbling down East 41st Street and Madison Avenue. She heads in the direction of the imposing white building visible at the end of the street, a giddy excitement taking hold as she approaches. Some people might choose to tour film sets in Hollywood but climbing the steps of the New York Public Library is Tilly’s movie moment.

The building’s facade is impressive but as she steps inside she lets out a breath. The entire place is marble – floor, staircase, even the carved ceiling that is held up by elegant columns. After the humid heat of the street outside it is cool and calm. She takes a photo, knowing instantly who would appreciate this place as much as her. She pulls up the Book Lane Instagram account and sends the photo as a direct message.

Guess where I am? (This is Tilly, by the way)

The reply pings in, just seconds later.

Wow. Have you been to the Rose Reading Room yet? I’ve always wanted to go. How were things with your in-laws? (This is Alfie, by the way.)

*

I’m heading there now, she types in reply. I can’t get over this place. I can’t believe it’s full of BOOKS! And it actually went really well, thanks.

*

I’m so pleased. Well done for navigating all of that. Now go enjoy the books!

There are plenty of people about but it still feels peaceful as Tilly climbs the stairs, her sandals tapping on the marble steps.

When she reaches the Rose Reading Room she inhales deeply, looking out at the rows of tables topped with little lamps, the walls lined with bookcases and the arched windows streaming with light. She lifts her head to the ceiling where clouds in shades of pink and grey swirl in a painted blue sky.

At first I thought it was like a palace here but it’s actually a cathedral, she types as she shares another photo. A cathedral for books.

*

My kind of cathedral. Please keep sending photos. It’s nice to picture you there. I’m doing accounts today and could use the distraction.

*

Ugh, accounts. Sending you strength.

*

Thanks, I think I need it.
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Alfie stares at his computer screen. The bookshop is closed for the evening and outside he can see people walking in the sunshine, perhaps heading to the pub or the park. But he sits at his desk, a calculator to one side and a fresh mug of coffee and a letter on the other. The letter arrived this morning. Since then he’s had to work hard to control his emotions, not wanting to worry Blue or Prudence.

Georgette purrs at his feet and he scoops her up, grateful for the warmth of her body as he picks the letter up again and reads it.

Dear Business Owner,

We are writing to inform you that your recent request for a business loan has been denied. If there’s anything further we can do to assist, please get in touch.

Warmest wishes,

Cressida Tompkins

Manager

Hardings Bank, Camden

He folds the letter and slips it into a drawer beneath the desk, a drawer containing several similar letters that he has received over the past few months.

The thing that frustrates him the most is that it’s not as though the shop is dead. Today was a busy day, tourists stopping in on their way to Primrose Hill and London Zoo, and regulars stocking up on books for their holidays. But that doesn’t mean the shop isn’t dying.

Running a bookshop has never been easy but this year it has felt as though Alfie is swimming against a current that keeps getting stronger. However hard he works, he is being pushed back by a force he can’t outswim. And it’s getting harder and harder to keep on trying.

‘What are we going to do, Georgie?’ he says, lifting the cat and searching her grey eyes.

Her expression is incredibly knowing – but if she does have the answers, she’s not sharing them.

He touches the photo frame that sits on his desk next to the large leather-bound book in the corner. If anyone were to look through the bookshop window now, they would spot him at the back, shoulders rounded, eyes misted, talking softly to someone that nobody else could see.

‘I’m so sorry, Dad.’
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Being a tourist is exhausting. Even Tilly’s specific brand of tourism – which involves avoiding all the regular landmarks in favour of bookshops, libraries and cafés – has blisters forming on her feet and her clothes clinging to her skin in the heavy heat. By early evening she heads to Book Club in the East Village. She finds a seat at the long bar at the front, people browsing in the bookshop at the back and sat reading on leather armchairs.

‘What can I get you?’ asks the bartender as Tilly consults the list of literary-themed cocktails.

‘I’ll go for a Murder on the Orient Espresso Martini, please.’

‘Great choice.’

As he prepares the drink Tilly’s phone buzzes with a new message from Alfie.

So, how was The Ripped Bodice?

She can chart her travels around the city through the photos she has sent to Alfie. The flowers in the Shakespeare Garden in Central Park, where she sheltered from the heat beneath the trees, reading the messages on the memorial benches and thinking of Joe. The Morgan Library, which was just as beautiful as the New York Public Library. And then The Ripped Bodice, a pink-fronted shop in a quiet neighbourhood in Brooklyn made up of brownstone buildings. A bookshop that sells only romance novels.

It was amazing. There was this really calm atmosphere in there. Like you’d just stepped into another world where things just … work out.

*

That sounds amazing. I’d love to visit one day.

The bartender places her martini down on the bar with a smile. Tilly takes a photo of her drink and her bookish surroundings, pinging it to Alfie.

Wow. Perhaps I should diversify in the shop and start selling wine, he replies. Although, I’m not sure I have space for a bar, or not without getting rid of the books …

*

You don’t need to diversify, the shop is the perfect bookshop exactly as it is. Cheers!

She takes a selfie holding her drink, and a few seconds later he replies with a photo of him propped up in bed wearing a navy sweatshirt, tousle-haired and holding a mug of what looks like mint tea, a book splayed on his lap.

Cheers back!

Tilly looks at the time and does the calculation in her head.

Oh my god, it’s the middle of the night there. I hadn’t even realized, I’m so sorry.

*

It’s OK, I was up reading anyway. And I’ve liked hearing about your adventures. It’s almost felt like I’ve been there myself today. Thanks for showing me your New York. Enjoy the rest of your evening x

She stares at the x for a long time, wondering if it’s a typo. Then she orders another martini and types her reply.

Night Alfie x
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Perhaps buying seven books at The Ripped Bodice was too many. And perhaps it was a mistake to walk back from the East Village to Midtown, but by the time Tilly has finished her second martini it seems like a good idea. She wants to soak up more of the city, the heat of the day finally cooling off. She grabs dinner to go, from a food truck at Madison Square Park, eating it looking up at the Flatiron Building before meandering along the final blocks through the city – about ten blocks too many, as it turns out.

Her feet ache, and her shoulders are sore from carrying the day’s book purchases, but when she spots a street name she recognizes she can’t help taking a detour. She never saw the Alphabet office in person but she recognizes it from the website that she pored over fastidiously, ahead of her interview. She used Google Street View to explore the local area, locating what would have been her local Subway station, finding the local deli where she imagined grabbing cream cheese and lox bagels for lunch, and locating the nearest used bookstore where she pictured herself browsing after work.

Now she stares up at the glass-fronted building, the lights still on despite the late hour. Through the revolving doors she can see an airy reception, the wall entirely covered with books. She allows herself a moment to imagine what it would have been like. If Joe hadn’t got sick. If she’d taken the job. If they’d moved to New York.

And then she spots someone pushing through the revolving door, phone in hand, a full tote bag slung over her shoulder. She wears a denim pencil skirt and a sleeveless blue shirt, her face framed by bright red glasses that Tilly recognizes, her lips painted a matching shade.

As she looks up a frown passes across the woman’s face. It is too late for Tilly to move away – she is standing directly in the woman’s path. A beat longer and Liz Cohen’s eyes widen, a smile cracking her face.

‘Wow. Tilly Nightingale. It’s been a while.’

She has the same composure that intimidated Tilly in her interview. But there’s a warmth to her too, evident in the way she gives Tilly a quick but firm hug.

‘Liz, hello. I’m surprised you remember me.’

‘I’ll be honest, it took me a second. I wasn’t expecting to see you here. But of course I remember you! What are you doing here?’

‘I’m just visiting but I was in the neighbourhood and I thought I’d come and see the office.’

‘Of the publisher you turned down?’

Liz raises an eyebrow, revealing her infamous steely side, known for negotiating the toughest contracts as the formidable publishing director of Alphabet.

‘I’m sorry about that.’

Liz laughs. ‘I’m just teasing you. We were disappointed but these things happen. I’ve always wondered what you did next, instead, though. Tell me, who snapped you up?’

‘Actually, I stayed in my old job, for a while anyway. I’m currently taking a bit of a career break.’

‘You changed your mind about moving to fiction, then? I’ll admit I’m surprised. You sounded so knowledgeable in our meetings.’

‘No, it wasn’t that. I was really excited about the job.’ Tilly tries to remember what excuse she gave when she turned it down more than two years ago. Certainly not the truth. ‘After you offered me the job, I found out my husband was sick. A move didn’t make sense any more. He passed away just over a year ago.’

Surprise flashes across Liz’s face, followed by sympathy.

‘I’m so sorry to hear that,’ she says with sincerity.

‘Thank you,’ Tilly replies, realizing that for once this topic hasn’t left her shaking. She feels … OK. ‘And thanks for giving me a chance back then. Even if the timing wasn’t right.’

‘Life is all about timing, isn’t it?’ says Liz. In her hand her phone buzzes, lighting up with notifications. She glances at it then back at Tilly. ‘A career break … now that sounds appealing. I’d love to chat more but I’ve got a dinner with an author to get to.’

It is gone 10 p.m. But Tilly understands that’s all part of the job, just like it was for her at Splash.

‘But it was great to run into you. And I’m so sorry again for your loss. You enjoy the rest of your time in the city.’

They say goodbye and Tilly watches as Liz confidently hails a cab and steps inside, giving a final wave through the window before being carried away across the city.

If Joe hadn’t got sick, would I be in that taxi with her now?

Tilly shakes off the thought, knowing that the ‘what ifs’ lead only to a dark place. With a final glance back at the office building she continues in the direction of the hotel.
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When Tilly returns home from New York three days later, after two more days of book shopping and escaping the heat of the city in museums and galleries, there is an envelope waiting for her on the mat. Her name and address are written in looping calligraphy. Inside is a thick navy card decorated with illustrations of brambles and berries, the words picked out in bright white letters.

Dear Tilly,

You are warmly invited

to the wedding of Harper Nightingale and Raj Johnson

on the 30th of November, 2 p.m.

at The Old Brewery, Walthamstow

Underneath the printed text is a handwritten note from Harper.

I’m so sorry for everything, Tils. I hope you’ll be there. You can bring a friend if you like. Or come on your own, just please come. Love you, H xx

She’s been trying to pretend that the wedding isn’t really happening. But here is the proof that it is – in navy, white and berry red. And it is just three months away. Tilly puts the invite in the drawer in the kitchen that contains appliance manuals, spare keys and broken jewellery she plans to get fixed one day. She closes the drawer.

At first, she feels better. She doesn’t think about the invite as she unpacks her suitcase and stacks her purchases on her shelves. She doesn’t think about it when she notices the empty spot on the shelves where the urn used to sit, or when she puts on a wash, remembering how Joe always used to tease her for entirely emptying her suitcase as soon as she got home. Whenever they got back from a holiday, his suitcase would stay in the hallway unopened for weeks.

But once she’s finished all her chores, she can’t stop staring at the drawer in the kitchen. Eventually, she takes the invite out, attaching it to the fridge with a magnet. Then she empties the entire contents of the rest of the drawer, dumping them on the table and fetching bin bags. Because this seems as good a place as any to start on the task she has put off for long enough.
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Over the next few weeks, Tilly cleans.

It takes longer than she expected because every now and then she gets sidetracked by something that sparks so many memories that she has to pause and wait for the grief wave to recede. The clothes are hard and she finds herself burying her face in T-shirts and sweatshirts that still contain lingering traces of his wood and jasmine smell. But she listens to the advice in The Gentle Art of Swedish Death Cleaning and takes her time, not pushing herself to do more than she feels ready for each day.

And some things surprise her in being easier than she’d expected. Clothes stuffed at the back of his wardrobe that she can’t remember Joe ever wearing get washed and folded neatly in piles for the charity shop. The reams of paperwork on his desk that had so daunted her become more manageable when she buys a shredder and realizes that most of it can be thrown away. Dead people don’t need old bank statements and travel insurance documents from holidays they went on seven years ago. And neither does Tilly.

When Joe’s desk is finally cleared, the empty space looks full of possibility. She collects her craft projects from around the flat, gathering balls of wool into boxes stacked neatly on the desk and filling the drawers that once contained office stationery with sheets of origami paper, folded fabric and spools of ribbon. She buys a peg board for the wall and lines up spools of thread in neat rows, arranged by colour. Once she’s finished, she snaps a photo for Ellen, who replies immediately to say she loves it and to let her know she has made a start on her own craft room.

Tilly doesn’t pack all signs of Joe away completely. She clears space on a sideboard for a carefully arranged collection of framed photos of him and of the two of them together. And his favourite hoody remains hanging on the pegs next to her coats, because when she took it down it just didn’t look like home. But the place isn’t cluttered. She has room to breathe.

When she opens the front door now, she doesn’t trip over Joe’s trainers. Because they aren’t discarded by the door. Instead, they are lined up neatly on her bookshelf, finding a new life as a rather unusual but perfect pair of bookends.
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Book Lane Recommends

Books to take you on an adventure (without having to leave home)

[image: ] The Wild Places by Robert Macfarlane

[image: ] Wild: A Journey From Lost to Found by Cheryl Strayed

[image: ] Miss Benson’s Beetle by Rachel Joyce

[image: ] The Hobbit by J. R. R. Tolkien
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If you’d told Tilly a week ago that she would be spending her Sunday morning putting up a tent in her local London park, she would have laughed. Or perhaps just winced.

‘So, you’ve really never put a tent up before?’ says Alfie, the two of them looking down at the assortment of poles and pegs laid out on the grass. The sun is bright and high above them, summer hanging on by its fingernails. ‘Because I really don’t want to mansplain camping to you only for you to reveal you did the Duke of Edinburgh expedition as a teenager or something.’

Alfie’s shirtsleeves are rolled up to his elbows, revealing his muscular forearms, lightly tanned. Instead of his usual tortoiseshell glasses he’s wearing a pair of tortoiseshell Ray-Bans.

‘I’ve really never put up a tent before,’ Tilly replies, giving the pile of camping gear on the ground a nudge. ‘Joe always wanted me to come camping with him, but I always managed to find an excuse. I hate camping. Houses were invented for a reason.’

Alfie doesn’t question her, just like he didn’t ask any questions when Tilly messaged him a couple of days ago to ask if he knew anything about camping and was available that weekend.

‘A tent is like a house you can carry anywhere with you.’

‘This doesn’t look much like a house …’

‘Not yet. But it will, I promise.’

‘And you’re sure you’re OK with me borrowing your camping gear?’

‘Of course. It’s nice to think of it being used, I haven’t had time to go camping for a while. Shall we get started?’

Alfie shows her how to connect the tent poles together and pass them through tiny holes to build the frame.

‘Why do they keep breaking?’ she says when the poles snap in the middle.

‘That happens sometimes. You just have to scrunch up the fabric until you’ve found the break, and fix it. Can I?’

He locates the problem and shows her how to fix it herself.

‘You did say someone is going with you, didn’t you?’ he says when she nearly hits her thumb with the mallet meant for the tent pegs.

‘Yes, my friend Rachel.’

Rachel phoned at the start of the month to catch up and ask about September’s book from Joe. When Tilly told her that Joe had given her a book about wild camping, Rachel burst out laughing. When Tilly told her that she was planning on going on a wild camping weekend to remote Scotland, she stopped laughing and insisted that she go with her.

‘Seriously, you can’t go on your own, Tils. And it will be more fun if we do it together.’

Tilly wasn’t sure she was expecting the trip to be fun. She was going because Joe had asked her to, and it turned out it was very difficult to say no to the dead love of your life.

‘Plus, I’ve got family up there I’ve been meaning to visit for ages,’ Rachel added.

Tilly was hesitant at first. Their friendship was in a much better place – but could it withstand a weekend away, just the two of them? On the other hand, she really didn’t want to go alone. And she still wasn’t speaking to the person it would have made the most sense to invite. Harper would definitely know how to put up a tent.

‘That’s good,’ Alfie says, nodding earnestly. ‘And I’ve heard the mobile coverage is much better these days. You should never be out of range of contact with Mountain Rescue.’

‘I’m not sure that’s as reassuring as you mean it to be.’

Eventually they both take a step back, Tilly’s hands on her hips.

‘Well, it looks like a tent.’ She unzips the entrance flap. ‘Come on, we need to test it out.’ She crouches down, holding the back of her pale green dress as she crawls inside.

Alfie hesitates for a moment then follows her.

It smells like woodsmoke and is a lot smaller than it looked from the outside, especially with Alfie sat beside her, his long legs hugged up to his broad chest, his shoulder brushing against hers. It is warm inside, the sun filtering through in a soft glow. The open doorway creates a window framing a view of dogs, a child riding a bike, a squirrel climbing a tree. Tilly feels part of it all but also separate in a way that feels comforting. It’s surprising how a thin piece of waterproof fabric can make her feel like she’s in her own little bubble, her own shelter.

She leans back on her hands, stretching out her legs.

‘This is nicer than I expected. It’s cosy.’

Beside her Alfie rests on his elbows, his legs sticking out of the tent. For once he looks almost relaxed.

‘It is …’

She is very aware of the warmth of his body beside her, the way the tent smells not just of woodsmoke but of coffee and books too.

‘… and just imagine it with a sleeping-bag nest inside. And a kettle steaming on a gas stove outside, against the backdrop of a beautiful view. There’s nothing like it.’

‘You sound like Joe.’

Alfie sits back up again.

‘Taking a tent down is much easier than putting one up. Although it can take some work to get everything back in the bag. There’s a special knack. Shall I show you?’

He goes as if to stand up but she takes hold of his shoulder, pulling him back down.

‘Relax a minute!’

She closes her eyes, feeling the sun on her face and the warmth of him as he hesitates then settles beside her again.

‘Maybe I am going to enjoy camping, after all.’
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Tilly turns September’s book over in her hands: Wild Camping: Exploring and Sleeping in the Wilds of the UK and Ireland, by Stephen Neale. She’s been using Joe’s letter as a bookmark.

Dear Tilly,

I said before that I’m trying hard not to have any regrets. But maybe there is one more. I regret that I never managed to persuade you to enjoy camping.

OK, hear me out … Campfires. Toasted marshmallows. Waking with the sun and stepping straight out into nature. If we’d had more time, I hope I might have been able to convince you that these are some of life’s greatest pleasures.

I know you never wanted to come camping with me, but I wonder if you were put off by campsites. Mouldy shower blocks, the sound of other people’s music or snoring … I’ve always thought that to really experience the best of camping you have to go wild camping. Just you and the outdoors. Pitching your tent somewhere remote beneath the stars.

I wish we’d had time to go together, because some of the places in this book look incredible. I am quite tempted to pack a tent and go right now but I think my wild camping days might be behind me.

I hope this book inspires you. And never forget, you are so much braver than you think you are. You are the bravest person I know.

I love you.

Joe x

P.S. If you’re carrying all your supplies on your back you’ll probably want to limit yourself to just one book.
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‘Hello. How can I help you lasses?’ says the grey-haired man behind the counter as Tilly pushes open the door to the bike hire shop on Islay, Rachel following behind. They just about make it through the door with all of their bags. Outside is an expansive view of the small village of Port Ellen, white fishing cottages hugging the coastline and boats bobbing in the bay.

Rachel is dressed in outdoor gear that looks just as new as Tilly’s. Tilly isn’t sure she’s ever worn an outfit with quite so many pockets before. But if their outfits look as though the tags could very well still be attached, the man behind the shop counter’s olive-green layers look so weathered and fused to him that Tilly suspects he came out of the womb in Gore-Tex.

‘We’d like to hire some bikes.’

‘E-bikes,’ Rachel adds quickly.

‘Sorry, e-bikes.’ Tilly is pretty certain she will need the assistance of a battery motor if she’s to make it through this weekend.

When they planned the trip they debated hiring a car but both reluctantly agreed that it wouldn’t make it exactly wild camping if there was always the option of sleeping in a car overnight.

‘Well, you’re in the right place. Where are you heading?’

Tilly explains that they’re about to catch the ferry to Jura.

It was hard to decide where to go. There were lots of places in the guidebook that looked undeniably beautiful, despite Tilly’s hesitation about camping. But a note in the description of Jura mentioned it was where George Orwell wrote 1984. That decided things for her. A literary connection at least makes this whole trip feel a little more … Tilly.

‘Ach, Jura’s gorgeous. Very wild. More deer than people. My kind of place. You’ll probably be wanting an e-mountain bike, then. It gets a bit wild out there.’

He selects two bikes for them, handing them matching helmets and a puncture repair kit. Alfie showed her how to fix a flat tyre before leaving and she thinks she remembers but, hopefully, it won’t come to that. Just like she seriously hopes she will make it through the next two days without needing to use the shovel in her backpack.

They strap the panniers to the bikes until they look like lean packhorses.

‘So, where are you staying on Jura, then?’ asks the shop owner as they wheel the bikes outside. ‘The hotel in Craighouse? Molly’s B&B?’

Tilly and Rachel glance at each other again. ‘We’re not quite sure yet,’ says Rachel. ‘We’re wild camping. We have a few pitch sites in mind, but the idea is to be spontaneous!’

The man clears his throat. ‘Done that before, have you, eh, wild camping?’

‘Um, no …’ Tilly replies.

‘We’ve got a book, though!’ says Rachel cheerily. A book which is currently digging into Tilly’s shoulder blades alongside her copy of 1984 – because, of course, she failed to follow Joe’s advice.

‘Right … well, I’m sure you’ll be fine … Just make sure you contact the landowners first if you’re planning on camping on the hills or mountains.’

‘Why? We thought wild camping was legal in Scotland?’

It was one of the things that drew Tilly north despite the distance. The book suggested other places closer to home but recommended discretion, and Tilly didn’t fancy being woken in the middle of the night by an angry farmer.

‘It is. But it’s deer stalking season. Humans look uncannily like deer from afar. It’s an easy mistake to make. You could hardly blame a hunter if they made a wrong shot.’

Rachel’s eyebrows shoot up and she glances warily at Tilly.

‘Maybe we’ll just steer clear of the mountains.’

‘Maybe best.’

The shop owner watches them ride away, Rachel setting off first and pedalling slowly to wait for Tilly to catch up. She pushes tentatively off but immediately the weight of the bike makes her wobble, swerving towards a lamp post. At the last minute she manages to steady herself and steer out of the way. A few moments later she has caught up with Rachel, the two of them cycling side by side. The brisk wind blows against her face.

‘Good luck!’ calls the bike shop owner behind them.

Tilly can’t bring herself to look back, fearing his expression might not inspire the confidence she knows she needs to muster if she’s going to make it through the next two days.

Within minutes of arriving on Jura they encounter a herd of red deer grazing on the side of the road. Wild moorland stretches out in one direction and on the other is the sea, the coastline rocky in places and sandy in others. They pass the occasional fishing boat, the odd Land Rover and a lot of deer. The island’s one village is home to a hotel, two distilleries and a community shop, and as they cycle through, it looks like the kind of place you’d expect to see on the front of a shortbread tin. They pause at the hotel for a bowl of chips in the garden overlooking the water, and to make use of the facilities, before continuing north to the wilder part of the island.

As Tilly steps back into the garden from the bathroom she spots Rachel scribbling in a small notebook.

‘Whose memoir are you working on now?’ she asks as she sits opposite on the picnic bench.

Rachel closes the book. ‘I’ve actually started writing a novel.’

‘Oh wow!’

‘It’s not really anything yet,’ Rachel replies quickly, fiddling with her pen and biting down on her bottom lip. ‘It might not go anywhere but …’ Her face breaks into an unfiltered smile. ‘I’m having fun. And you inspired me, actually. Made me think that maybe I could write something of my own.’

‘I think that’s amazing, Rachel! It’s about time people got to hear your voice.’

Rachel’s eyes flick up to Tilly’s.

‘It’s still terrifying to think of putting my own name to something.’

‘I can imagine that does feel scary. But I reckon you’ve been hiding for long enough. When you have something that you’re happy to share, I’d love to read it.’

‘Thanks, Tilly. That means so much, especially coming from you.’

Tilly can understand more than most the desire to hide. It’s what she had been doing ever since Joe died, up until she received a phone call from her local bookshop that changed everything. Looking out at the view in front of them, it hits Tilly that at the start of the year she never for a second imagined she would end up here.

‘Shall we keep moving?’

For the rest of the day’s ride the beauty is tempered by the ache in Tilly’s thighs and the stinging of her palms from gripping the handlebars so tightly, especially now the smooth tarmac road has become a rough dirt track, littered with rocks and dips. Dust flies up as they clatter along, her ears ringing from the vibration.

‘I think we’re nearly there! Look!’

They shudder to a stop, dropping the heavily laden bikes down in the undergrowth with a clatter.

‘God, it feels good to be standing again. My butt hurts.’

‘Mine too. But look, there it is.’

Through a clearing in the trees is a lone white house that stands against a backdrop of green grass, mauve heather and golden bracken.

‘It’s beautiful but a bit bleak, isn’t it?’

‘That makes sense, though, doesn’t it? You wouldn’t exactly call George Orwell’s books comedies.’

‘No. Laughs is definitely where they’re lacking. I can’t believe he actually used to live right there.’

Rachel cups her mouth with her hands, the volume of her voice making Tilly jump as she cries, ‘Hi, George, thanks for everything!’ into the wind.

‘You’re mad!’

‘You should try it, it’s fun.’

So Tilly roars her own greeting to the lonely white house, glad suddenly that it’s Rachel here with her.

‘How come it seems heavier?’ Rachel says as they haul their bikes up from the ground.

‘It’s not too much further to the beach I have in mind for our pitch.’

‘Bye, George,’ they call as they cycle away from the house that might look much like any other on the island but seems to Tilly to shimmer with significance as she imagines Orwell bent over a typewriter in one of the rooms overlooking the sea.

The bay they reach a few minutes later is completely secluded, not a house or person in sight. They push their bikes over the grassy moorland and down on to the rocky shore scattered with seaweed and driftwood. Behind them is the view of the island, the three Paps of Jura rising in its centre, and stretching out in front of them is the wide-open sea. Tilly is so relieved to be off the bike that she stretches her arms wide, a kind of euphoria that might be exhaustion buzzing through her.

‘Shall we put the tent up?’ asks Rachel.

‘Later. I need to cool off first.’

Tilly unzips her brand-new windproof jacket and sheds it on the ground, pulling her sweat-soaked T-shirt over her head. There’s a seal dozing on a rock a little way along the beach but it completely ignores them as Tilly tugs at her trousers, Rachel getting the idea and beginning to ditch her own clothing. When they’re both down to their underwear they run down the beach. Water sprays around them as they launch themselves into the sea.

‘Shit! It’s cold!’

‘What were you expecting?’ says Rachel between gasping breaths, swimming a rapid chin-up breaststroke. ‘It’s the bloody Atlantic. Of course it’s freezing.’

Tilly swims out further, cold water lapping against her skin, salt getting into her mouth, and her heart pounding.

‘It’s fantastic!’

This time the euphoria may be the onset of hypothermia. But either way, it feels incredible. They float on their backs, turning back to look at the island and their bikes that look so small on the shore.

‘Oh shit. Look at those clouds …’

The sea darkens as the sun disappears behind a bank of clouds, choppy waves whipped up by a fierce and sudden wind.

‘We should get back to our things!’

Their clothes are scattered about on the beach and they both swim quickly back towards them, stumbling as they try to run out of the sea. Getting out is somehow much harder than running in and far less graceful, both of them getting knocked backwards by the waves and holding on to each other for support, resembling two drunk women trying to walk across a bouncy castle.

And then it begins to rain.
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Within moments their bags and clothes are soaked through. The rain is nothing like London rain. It blasts in from the sea on a strong wind, hammering the ground and making the bay disappear behind a grey haze.

‘Shit!’

‘Grab a tent pole!’

‘Which one?’

‘Any one!’

They scrabble about, still in their soaked underwear, pulling at poles and pegs.

‘Don’t let go!’ shrieks Tilly as the tent’s outer fabric flaps wildly like a sail.

‘I can’t see!’ says Rachel, wiping her eyes as the rain blasts their faces.

Eventually, they manage to construct something that resembles a tent but before they can peg it down it blows away down the beach, rolling about like an oversized can tumbling down a hill.

‘Quick! Before it goes in the sea!’

Tilly runs barefoot across the pebbles, wincing as shells and rocks press sharply into her soles. Then Rachel takes a leap and manages to grab hold of one side of the tent, Tilly taking the other. Battling against the wind, they tug it back to the pitch near their bags and Rachel holds on with her entire body as Tilly unwinds the ropes and hammers the pegs into the ground using a large rock. Once it’s secure she unzips the opening and starts throwing bags inside.

‘There’s a tent pole left over! Why is there a tent pole left over?’

‘It doesn’t matter, just get inside!’

They shove the rest of their things through the door, leaving the bikes abandoned on the beach, then crawl in after their belongings, zipping the door closed.

Inside, the rain sounds even louder, hammering on the fabric as the wind blowing in from the sea makes the whole frame shake. There’s a distinctive smell that Tilly realizes is probably coming from them. They’ve both removed the worst of their damp clothes, goosepimply flesh on show as they shiver and reach for extra layers, checking each item to see if it’s managed to escape getting wet.

‘I’m bloody freezing. Who thought that swimming was a good idea?’ Rachel groans as she reaches for her sleeping bag.

‘Ugh, it’s wet!’ Tilly cries as she grabs her own sleeping bag.

But they crawl inside anyway, putting the hoods up and tightening the drawstrings so they resemble a pair of shivering caterpillars. The rain doesn’t sound as if it is easing; if anything, it crashes even louder, making the whole tent shake.

‘We should eat something, maybe it will help us warm up.’

‘Good idea. I’m starving. Lunch seems like it was days ago.’

Tilly reaches for the gas stove and cooking equipment … then stops.

‘Shit.’

‘What is it?’

She gestures at the roof. ‘It’s raining. We can’t cook outside. And I don’t really feel comfortable cooking over an open flame in here, not when it’s so cramped.’

‘Well, we have to eat something.’

Tilly digs around in the food bag, pulling out a couple of cereal bars. They crunch through them in silence.

‘That didn’t touch the sides. What else have we got?’

It’s Rachel who reaches into the bag this time, pulling out the plastic pots they bought for their meals.

‘Which would you prefer, cold porridge or cold Pot Noodle?’

‘I really don’t want to eat cold Pot Noodle.’

‘Porridge it is, then. Pass me the water.’

Rachel opens the two porridge pots, fills them up with water and stirs. The oats float limply on the surface alongside flecks of milk powder and red bits that may in another life have resembled dried fruit.

‘Apparently, it’s summer berries flavour,’ Rachel says as she passes a pot to Tilly. Rachel takes a mouthful of hers, grimacing. ‘It’s not … so bad …’ It takes her a long time to swallow.

Tilly takes a spoonful, cold, wet oats clogging her mouth.

‘I’m not getting summer berries. I taste desperation.’

Rachel drops her porridge pot down on the ground, lifting her knees up to her chest and rocking back and forth. ‘ARGH! I HATE CAMPING! This is bloody awful!’

‘I thought you didn’t mind camping! You said it would be an adventure.’

‘I was lying. Who actually likes camping? Bloody sadists, that’s who. No offence to Joe.’

‘Then why did you offer to come with me?’

Rachel stops rocking.

‘It seemed important to you. I worried you might regret it if you didn’t go.’

‘I could have gone on my own. You didn’t have to come with me.’

‘And now I’m seriously questioning my choices,’ Rachel replies, teeth chattering.

Tilly is shivering and damp and her mouth tastes of cold oats. Something inside her snaps.

‘So why did you, Rachel?’ Tilly shouts. ‘I didn’t force you! Why did you want to come with me if you hate camping so bloody much?’

‘Why do you think?’ Rachel shouts back. ‘The same reason I wanted to take the Esmerelda Love job. Because I wanted to spend time with you! Because I wanted to make up for –’

‘For the fact that when Joe got sick you completely disappeared?’

They stare at each other across the tent. Tilly can’t quite believe she’s actually said it. Their faces are both flushed from the cold, hair bedraggled and wet.

Rachel dips her head, fiddling with the zip on her sleeping bag.

‘I was shit, I know.’

Tilly freezes, her head snapping around to look at Rachel, cowering in her sleeping bag, chin tilted. After so long tiptoeing around the issue Tilly wasn’t expecting to actually have this conversation. But their problems now feel impossible to ignore, sat brooding like a third person in the confines of the tent.

‘What happened, Rachel?’

Rachel lets out a breath and her voice is softer when she replies. ‘I don’t think I ever told you that my dad died when I was a teenager.’

The words hit Tilly hard in the chest.

‘I’m sorry, I didn’t know.’

Rachel shrugs. ‘How could you have? I didn’t tell you.’

‘But I could have asked. You always talked about your mum and stepdad, so I just assumed you weren’t close with your biological dad.’

‘We were close. He was my favourite person. But he died when I was nineteen. From pancreatic cancer.’

‘Shit.’

A silence hangs between them for a moment, broken only by the rain on the tent roof.

‘So when Joe got his diagnosis, I knew what was ahead for you both and I just didn’t know how to be around you, knowing what I knew. It was like I could see you were heading for this awful car crash and there was nothing I could do to stop it. But the one thing I could do was not be there to see it happen.’

Things shift around inside Tilly’s brain, new understanding blooming like a light being switched on in a darkened room.

‘Rachel … I’m sorry. If I’d known –’

‘Then you would have been sensitive about it, I know you would have been. But I never told you. And even if I had, it doesn’t make how I acted any better. Regardless of my own shit, I should have been there for you. I’m so sorry, Tilly. I wish I could have been a better friend.’

Tilly’s grief has always felt so earth-shattering, so new. And yet looking at Rachel she realizes that all around her there are people carrying their own losses, their own scars, even if you can’t always see them. She thinks of the Paris Grief Gang and her conversations with Alfie, and of everything Rachel has just told her.

‘You’re here now. In this soggy tent in the rain with me. I think that makes you a pretty great friend.’

She reaches across and pulls Rachel into a damp but tight hug, aware of how bad they both smell but just going with it.

Rachel’s chin is still resting on Tilly’s shoulder when she lets out a groan. ‘Oh no.’

‘What is it?’

Rachel tilts her head, looking up at the roof of the tent that still shudders with the force of the rain.

‘I need a wee.’
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Alfie:

Good morning. How’s camping going? Hope you managed with the tent OK. x

Tilly:

Alfie, camping is awful.

Alfie:

??

Tilly:

We’ve had so much rain. And wind. EVERYTHING I own is wet.

Alfie:

Oh no! Are you OK?? x

Tilly:

I’m alive.

Alfie:

That bad then? I’m sorry, I feel like I did the hard sell on camping.

Tilly:

There have been some good moments. We’ve seen some amazing wildlife and it’s incredibly beautiful here. But I’ll be glad to get back to somewhere that is DRY.

Alfie:

When do you get back?

Tilly:

Rachel is heading off tomorrow afternoon to meet family. I’m on a flight that gets me back to Stansted around six. I’m going to look a right state on the Tube, covered in mud and smelling like a bog.

Alfie:

I’ve smelt worse things on the Underground.

Tilly:

Ha! That’s a point. I’m afraid your camping gear might not be in the best state when I get it back, I’m sorry.

Alfie:

That’s OK, it doesn’t matter. As long as you’re OK.

Tilly:

I’m OK. Might be getting gangrene. But I’m OK.

Alfie:

You did it though. You wild camped!

Tilly:

I did!

Alfie:

Joe would be proud of you x

Tilly:

Thanks. I’m actually proud of me too. See you when I’m back x

Behind the counter at Book Lane Alfie types another message.

Alfie:

Looking forward to it x.

But then he deletes it, instead starting a new message.

Alfie:

Hi Mum, do you think I might be able to borrow your car tomorrow?
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There is a young man stood beside Alfie carrying the most enormous bunch of flowers Alfie has ever seen. He clutches them to his chest, eyes lighting up every time the automatic doors in the Arrivals hall slide open.

Alfie glances at the piece of card held between his hands. Will Tilly get the sign? Should he have brought flowers? What is he even doing here? He’s always been a believer in excellent customer service but perhaps this is taking things too far.

The doors slide open again and the man beside Alfie lifts the flowers and waves them in the air. A tiny white-haired woman spots him and beams.

‘Let me take your bag, Gran,’ says the young man, rushing to take the handle of her wheelie suitcase.

‘Hello, love. Are these for me? Are there any flowers left in the flower shop?’ the woman says in reply but she doesn’t stop beaming as she takes the flowers and lifts them to her face to smell them.

A little further away two young girls let out a squeal and the man who had been holding their hands lets go and allows them to duck under the barrier and run into the arms of the woman who looks just like them and is dropping her bags and reaching her arms out for them. And Alfie must have something in his eye because his vision blurs for a second and he almost misses the flash of ginger hair until a voice calls, ‘Alfie!’ and he is looking across at the pale grey-green eyes of Tilly Nightingale, her hair in a messy bun, her face free from a scrap of make-up, her legs bare from her denim shorts down to her muddy walking boots and scattered in freckles as though someone has flicked her knees with a paintbrush and – stop looking at her legs, Alfie!

‘Oh my god, I can’t believe you’re here!’

Alfie has never seen someone look quite so surprised and for a second he wonders if this really was a terrible idea, but then she is somehow in his arms – or maybe it would be more accurate to say he is in her arms, because she has launched herself at him, squeezing him fiercely.

‘I really am sorry for the way I smell,’ she says, her breath warm against his neck.

‘It’s OK, I’ll just breathe through my mouth.’ Although the combination of sweat, saltwater and damp fabric has, to his mind, never smelt quite so lovely.

They step apart and for a second neither of them says anything, they just look at each other as if not quite sure what to do next.

‘I am so happy to see you. But what would you have done if Bear Grylls was actually on the plane?’

She points at the sign held in Alfie’s left hand.

‘Then you would have had to find your own way home, I’m sorry.’

She laughs and it takes all of Alfie’s strength not to grin like a lunatic. Instead, he coughs and takes her bags, slinging them over his shoulders.

‘I’d say you don’t have to do that, but I’m honestly too tired. I don’t think I slept the entire weekend. It turns out the pitch we chose was covered in rocks. Every time I thought I was getting comfy, a rock jabbed me in the back. I still can’t believe you came to get me.’

‘Well, I felt semi-responsible for your terrible weekend. Oh, and I brought you these.’

He reaches into his backpack, thrusting a Thermos into her hands.

She unscrews the lid and takes a sniff. ‘Tea! THANK YOU!’

Alfie watches as she takes a sip, her face melting in pleasure, eyes closing.

‘These are for you too. I promise they’re clean.’

‘And dry!’ she says as she takes the balled-up woollen socks, cradling them in her arms like a baby. ‘Oh my god, Alfie!’

The way she says his name makes his stomach flip but he reminds himself that he is here as a concerned and slightly guilty friend. Nothing more. She leans on his arm to untie her boots and he gets a glimpse of small bare feet before she pulls on the socks, balling up her sodden, mud-stained ones and throwing them in a nearby bin.

‘Sorry they’re a bit big …’ He tries not to stare at her feet, at the way the socks bunch up around her bare ankles.

‘They’re perfect, thank you. I was dreaming about dry socks the entire weekend.’ She relaces her boots, standing up with a smile. ‘I promise I’ll wash them before giving them back.’

‘It’s fine, you can keep them. The car park is this way.’

‘I didn’t know you had a car. I’ve only ever seen you on your bike.’

‘I borrowed my mum’s. I’ll warn you, it’s a bit small …’

The baby-blue Fiat 500 just about holds all of Tilly’s bags. Alfie’s head grazes the roof as he settles as best he can in the driver’s seat, his knees spread around the steering wheel.

‘This car suits you,’ says Tilly, flicking the crocheted strawberries that hang from the rear-view mirror.

As they move off Brandi Carlile blares through the speakers and Alfie reaches to quickly turn it off.

‘It’s my mum’s music too.’

‘Leave it, I like it.’

Tilly settles into her seat, leaning her head against the window and humming along to the music.

‘What’s your mum like?’ she says as the car crawls through the airport traffic.

‘Well, you probably guessed it from the car, but Mum is a tiny woman. I got this …’ he gestures at his long arms and legs, ‘from my dad. My sister, Tash, got the perfect blend of the two of them – she’s a completely normal height.’

‘Are you close?’

Alfie nods, keeping his eyes ahead as the lights change.

‘We always were but the three of us became even closer after losing Dad. I try and visit my sister and her family as much as I can. Mum remarried a couple of years ago. I found it a bit strange at first, but Andrew’s a good guy. They’re happy together. I often think how well he and Dad would have got on. Maybe that’s strange …’

‘It’s not so strange. They both have your mum in common. It makes sense.’

Alfie glances at Tilly.

‘How are things with your sister? Have you spoken yet?’

Her expression clouds.

‘Not yet. I just can’t stop thinking about everything she kept from me, and how she ignored everything I said about not being ready to date again.’

Alfie shifts in his seat, feeling his hands tense around the wheel.

‘We’re supposed to be running the half-marathon together in a few weeks,’ Tilly continues, oblivious to the pain throbbing between Alfie’s temples, ‘but I don’t even know if she’s still been training. It’s not been as fun running on my own. And I keep thinking about her. When I was in Scotland I kept wanting to send photos to her. She would have loved it all in spite of the rain. She’s always been the adventurous one. Maybe that’s why she was so keen to hook me up with some random guy online. Maybe she’s just sick of me being so sad and boring.’

Alfie’s stomach clenches at Tilly’s words and her expression as she stares out of the window.

‘How can you not think you’re adventurous?’ His words come out a little louder than he’d intended. ‘Adventures don’t have to mean white-water rafting or bungee jumping.’

‘Harper loves those things …’

‘It can mean trying new things. Pushing yourself out of your comfort zone. Signing yourself up for a marathon –’

‘Half-marathon.’

‘That’s a hundred per cent more of a marathon than I’ve ever done. The point is you’ve been going through one of the hardest things anyone ever has to deal with, and yet you haven’t given up. She might have a bad way of expressing it, but I’m certain that Harper is proud of you. People can just be crap at knowing how to deal with someone who is grieving.’

His thoughts turn for a moment to Freya, and it surprises him to realize it’s been a long time since he last thought of her.

Tilly drags him firmly back to the present by saying in a quiet voice, ‘However mad I’ve been at her, I miss her.’

‘And I bet she misses you. You two will work it out.’

‘I hope so.’

In the quiet of the slow-moving traffic his thoughts turn to the bookshop, as they so often do. Ever since the letter from the bank, he’s tried to come up with new solutions but he is running out of time and energy. He might have praised Tilly for not giving up, but perhaps there comes a moment when that’s all there is left to do.

Suddenly, more than anything else, he wants to talk about it. And not just talk about it with anyone but with Tilly.

‘Tilly, there’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you …’

But as he glances at her he sees that her eyes are closed, her chin slumped to her shoulder. A sound like a purring cat fills the car as she snores contentedly. Watching her sleeping soundly, the thought of offloading his own worries seems suddenly selfish. With everything that she has been through, she doesn’t need to deal with his problems too. They’re his to carry, even if sometimes it would be a relief to have someone to help share the load.
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‘Oh god, did I snore?’

Tilly stretches, rolling her shoulders. The car has stopped and she realizes they are parked outside her flat.

‘Not at all,’ replies Alfie, turning off the engine.

‘Oh, thank god. Thank you again for coming to get me. If I’d taken the Tube I probably would have fallen asleep and ended up in Morden.’

Watching Alfie climb out of the car is like watching a baby giraffe take its first steps. He ducks his head, just about avoiding hitting the roof, then unfolds himself, stretching out his long limbs. He reaches for her bags in the car’s boot.

‘I can take those …’

To her surprise his voice is firm when he replies. ‘I know you can. But you’ve been cycling for two days straight, Tilly, and just fell asleep within two minutes of sitting down. Let me.’

‘OK. Well, thank you.’

As she unlocks the front door it hits her that it’s been a long time since anyone other than her family has stepped inside. She lets him go first up the stairs, following a few steps behind. His broad shoulders brush against both walls in the narrow space. Once they emerge in the living area, he places her bags down on the floor and looks around. She watches him taking it all in: the craft corner and sofas covered in crocheted blankets, the books and the fairy lights. His attention lingers on the pair of running shoes on the bookshelves.

‘Are you hungry?’ he asks, turning back to her.

‘Starving,’ she admits.

‘I picked up some things on the way. I figured you might want to eat. I can leave them for you and head off or …’ He coughs, his chocolate-and-amber eyes flicking up to hers. ‘I could throw something together while you unpack, if you like?’

In the past she would have refused, wanting to shut the door and have the flat to herself again. But her stomach gives an insistent rumble and she thinks back to stepping through the Arrivals gate and seeing Alfie there waiting for her. The feeling that had flooded her was sheer relief, and she has the same feeling now as she imagines a warm meal that she hasn’t had to cook herself.

‘That would actually be amazing, if you don’t mind. I am dying for a shower. Do you want me to show you where everything is?’

‘I’ll figure it out,’ he replies, starting to unload his backpack. ‘You go and relax.’

Half an hour later Tilly re-emerges, hair damp and body no longer smelling of wet dog, to find Alfie stirring a steaming pan on the hob, humming very quietly under his breath. For a second, she just watches him.

‘What can I do to help?’

He turns around and an unfiltered smile brightens his face. But as quickly as it arrived his face returns to its usual neutral expression, as though he has tucked a part of himself neatly away in a drawer. Tilly has a sudden and overwhelming urge to pull open the drawer, to see what else might be in there.

‘You could chop some veg?’

She nods and takes her spot beside him, their hips almost but not quite touching as they work side by side. The small space fills with the smell of onions and garlic, and with a warmth that has been missing for a long time.
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Book Lane Recommends

Tired of London? Tired of life …
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From: elizabeth.cohen@alphabetbooks.com

To: tillynightingalereads@gmail.com

Subject: London meeting

Dear Tilly,

It was great to run into you in New York recently. I hope you enjoyed the rest of your trip. I am going to be in London next month and would love to meet with you, if you’re available. I know you are taking a career break right now, but I wonder if I might be able to interest you in an opportunity that’s coming up in our team.

How does lunch at The Ivy on 15th November sound?

Hope to see you soon,

Liz

*

From: tillynightingalereads@gmail.com

To: elizabeth.cohen@alphabetbooks.com

Subject: Re: London meeting

Dear Liz,

It’s great to hear from you. I did enjoy the rest of my time in New York, thank you. I still can’t believe we ran into each other. I’m glad we did, though, as your email sounds intriguing!

15th November is in my diary. See you then!

Tilly

Tilly slips her phone back into her pocket, heart still racing as she pushes open the door to Book Lane, bringing with her a smell of autumn: dry leaves, woodsmoke and the pumpkin spice latte that she holds in one hand. The shop window is dressed for autumn too, with bundles of blankets, scattered autumn leaves and battery-powered candles, alongside a comforting selection of books: Agatha Christie and Daphne du Maurier, a ramen cookbook, a few books about knitting, and a selection of classic children’s books.

‘Hi, Tilly!’ says Blue from halfway up the shop’s ladder.

Prudence waves from where she is chatting with a customer in the fiction section, and Alfie looks up from the counter where Georgette is sprawled out, a finger marking his page in the large leather-bound book that always resides there. He closes it firmly, his lips stretching into the semblance of a smile.

Tilly has a brief flash of memory, picturing the meal they shared together in her flat – the smell of garlic and parsley, and the comfort of sitting together on the sofa afterwards watching Gilmore Girls after Alfie confessed he’d never seen it and Tilly, appalled, insisted they rectify that immediately.

She must have fallen asleep eventually, because when she woke it was dark, she was covered in a blanket, and there was a note on the coffee table.

Letting myself out. Rest up. See you at the shop soon. A x

Seeing Blue hop down from the ladder and join Alfie at the counter, her shoulder nudging against his, a wave of guilt rolls through her. But Tilly wouldn’t have let Alfie up to her flat if it meant anything more than a friend helping out another friend.

‘Here for your October book?’ Blue says brightly.

‘Yes, please. The shop is looking beautiful, by the way.’

‘I wanted to add real candles but Alfie refused. I mean, I know they would technically have been a fire hazard, but they’d have looked so pretty.’

Alfie says nothing, already returning with her book parcel.

Prudence joins them at the counter. ‘Did you have a nice dinner together?’ she asks.

So, they must know. Blue doesn’t flinch, her smile steady.

‘We hear you introduced Alfie to the wonder of Lorelai and Rory.’

‘And that he’s since binge-watched about three seasons,’ adds Blue, nudging Alfie playfully.

Alfie’s cheeks flush pink.

‘It’s very compelling storytelling …’

Tilly glances at him.

‘I was very grateful for a meal after surviving for a weekend on cold Pot Noodles.’

He passes her the book, his eyes not leaving hers.

‘We’re dying to know what your next book is,’ says Prudence.

‘Yes, Alfie wrapped them all himself, so we have no clue.’

Tilly thinks back to how out of place she felt, stepping through the bookshop door back in January. Now she feels like she’s more than a regular customer – as if she’s part of the shop in a small way.

‘I’ve been meaning to say, the books are always so beautifully wrapped,’ she says, running a hand over the paper. ‘I love the ribbon.’

Alfie smiles as he picks up a box of books.

‘Thank you, I’m glad.’

‘Let’s see what Joe chose this month, then …’ She slips off the orange ribbon and tears into the paper.

She raises her eyebrows in surprise, the book held outstretched in her hands.

‘I’ll admit, I was not expecting that.’

Prudence peers closer. ‘A Lonely Planet guide to London? I thought you lived here …’

‘I have, for ten years!’ She turns the book over and the letter falls out.

The others give her space as Tilly reads.

Dear Tilly,

I know we fought about where to call home, something I wish I could go back and change. But I also know that I owe London so much. I have had some of my most wonderful years here.

But when you live somewhere, it’s all too easy to take it for granted, sticking to your old favourite places rather than trying anywhere new or going to the famous landmarks that only tourists usually visit.

I hope this book might inspire you to feel like a tourist in the city that I know you love.

Keep having adventures, Tilly, even if they’re close to home. And I will always feel grateful to this city for bringing me to you.

I love you.

Joe x

There’s a lump in her throat as she folds up the letter. She distracts herself by flicking through the pages.

‘This book is full of stuff I’ve never done.’

‘I’m the same,’ Alfie admits, looking up from where he’s been discreetly unpacking a box of books. ‘I’ve lived in London all my life but I’ve probably been to fewer landmarks than an average tourist gets through on a weekend.’

‘Oh, I’ve got a great idea!’ says Blue excitedly. ‘You and Tilly should go to some of these places together!’

‘That is a good idea,’ says Prudence, nodding and making the autumn leaves woven through her grey hair flutter. ‘Blue and I can look after the shop for the day. And it will give us a chance to do exactly what we like with the window …’ She says the last sentence in a mock whisper.

‘Although no candles, I promise,’ Blue adds hastily. ‘So, what do you think? You deserve a day off, Alfie. And I’m sure Tilly would be glad of the company.’

Tilly feels caught off guard and glances at Alfie who looks as uncertain as she feels. But with Blue and Prudence gazing at them expectantly, it would feel rude to say no. They are clearly looking out for her, and Blue’s suggestion eases Tilly’s earlier guilt. She apparently has no qualms about their friendship.

‘I’m in if you are,’ Alfie says, meeting her eye.

Tilly thinks back to the other night, sometimes chatting, sometimes sitting in comfortable silence as they watched Gilmore Girls. Maybe it would be nicer to be a tourist with company.

‘OK,’ she replies with a nod. ‘Let’s be the best tourists London has ever seen.’

[image: ]

Once Tilly has left the shop, Alfie turns to Blue and Prudence who are both grinning like Cheshire Cats.

‘What was that about?’

‘Oh, come on,’ Blue replies, rolling her eyes.

Prudence crosses her arms, the bangles on her wrists jangling.

‘Blue was just taking the initiative that you clearly were never going to take.’

The two women remind Alfie of parents standing side by side to scold an unruly child.

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘Collect all your customers from the airport, do you, Alfie?’ says Blue.

Prudence lets out a cackle of a laugh.

Heat creeps up his neck and across his face. ‘She was miserable. I felt responsible for sending her off to the wilderness. It didn’t mean anything.’

‘Of course it did, Alfie. You’re just too stubborn and got your heart broken too badly to admit it. But as your friend I refuse to let you be a grumpy spinster for the rest of your life. You obviously like her.’

To argue suddenly seems pointless. Blue and Prudence have both known him long enough to know when he is lying.

‘She’s grieving. And I know for a fact that she isn’t looking for a relationship.’

‘Perhaps not,’ agrees Prudence, her expression thoughtful. ‘But I see the way she looks whenever she walks through that door. She looks like someone who has come home. And I don’t think it’s just because she loves books.’

The thought makes his chest tighten as if he’s being squeezed. But while Alfie might read romance novels for comfort, when it comes to his own life he is a realist.

‘I’ll go on this outing with her. But I’m telling you, Tilly has no interest in someone like me.’

Blue pulls him into a sideways hug. ‘Alf, you may not be my type but I hope you know that you have a lot to offer.’

‘Absolutely,’ says Prudence, wrapping an arm around him from the other side. ‘Any woman would be lucky to have you in her life.’

He gives in to the hugs, the feel of their warmth and love seeping into him. Then he wriggles away, clearing his throat and running a hand through his messy hair.

‘Come on, these books won’t unpack themselves.’
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‘Just a nice understated sitting room, then,’ Alfie says as the Buckingham Palace tour guide leads them and the rest of their group into the White Drawing Room, a room dripping in crystal chandeliers, ornate furniture and shining gold. Every single surface gleams. There’s a richly decorative red rug, marble statues and a bright gold grand piano elaborately embellished with cherubs and woodland creatures. The tour guide begins to explain the provenance of the room’s furniture, the rest of the group pressing close to listen while Tilly and Alfie linger at the back.

Tilly has dressed for the occasion in her tweed coat worn over a red floral tea dress, cream tights and blue Converse, with earrings made from doll’s house teapots she found at a charity shop and fashioned into jewellery. Alfie is in one of his usual chunky-knit jumpers, this time rust brown, but worn with dark indigo jeans that actually fit him and look brand new. Tilly keeps wanting to tell him how nice he looks but holds back, deciding it would probably mortify him.

‘Yes, I can see they went for a muted, minimalist look in here,’ she whispers.

‘I like the subtlety. They could have painted the floor gold as well as the walls and ceilings but they clearly thought, no, that would be too much and restrained themselves.’

‘I can just imagine Camilla curled up on that gold sofa to eat a Nando’s.’

Alfie lets out a snort and the tour guide shoots them a look. Tilly watches as he struggles to compose himself, feeling a thrill at having broken his ever-polite demeanour.

‘I think this is my favourite bit,’ Tilly says later as she takes a breath of the autumn air, having been led out into the gardens.

She can easily picture stretching out on the grass with a book in the summer. For a second, she imagines Alfie doing the same, perhaps with his long limbs sprawling out of a hammock. The sun picks out the auburn in his hair as he looks up at the sky, his eyes closing, his long dark lashes dipping.

‘I agree,’ he replies. ‘It’s just a shame they didn’t show us the library, I’m sure with all those rooms they must have one. What do you think King Charles likes to read?’

‘Whodunnits?’

‘Rom-coms?’

‘Self-help?’

‘Westerns?’

‘Oh, I know,’ Tilly says, clicking her fingers together. ‘Celebrity memoirs. Maybe he’s read some of the ones I used to publish. The inspiring stories of TikTok stars’ rise to fame. I bet he’d really go for that.’

Alfie laughs again, throwing his head back, and Tilly feels the sound vibrate through her entire body.
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Is this what it feels like to feel … relaxed? It has been so long since Alfie took a day off that he almost doesn’t recognize the feeling as he walks along the South Bank, the river Thames flowing on one side and Tilly strolling on the other, swinging her arms and looking around animatedly as though they really are tourists.

‘Ooh, can we stop here a minute?’ she says as they spot tables overloaded with second-hand books, beneath a bridge.

It is cool and damp here, the air smelling of river and old books.

‘Do you even have to ask?’

They split up, Tilly heading for the classic novels and Alfie lingering at the travel books. He spots a tattered guide to Mexico, noting how well used the book looks, pages folded down and stained in places. Exactly how travel books should look – unlike the pristine ones in his collection at home.

‘You know, you could actually go to some of these places instead of just reading about them,’ says Tilly, appearing at his side.

‘You’re forgetting I run a bookshop …’

For a few hours he had even managed to forget about it too. But his anxieties come rushing back. He puts down the book and steps away from the stand.

‘You left Prudence and Blue in charge today.’

‘That’s just one day. I couldn’t go away for longer than that.’

‘Prudence and Blue seem pretty capable. Don’t you trust them?’

‘They are capable and I do trust them, that’s not the issue. It’s just I’m the one who is ultimately responsible. I don’t think I could switch off even if I did go away. The shop is always on my mind. What would be the point in travelling when, in my mind, I’d still be in the shop?’

‘I get that …’ says Tilly.

The path is busy with people out enjoying the autumn sunshine, wrapped up in coats and scarves against the cold breeze that rushes in from the river. They sidestep around a family with pushchairs and are nudged momentarily closer together.

‘… but it’s so much easier to stay in touch these days. You could go away and still check in with the shop from afar.’

‘Just drop it, OK?’ His eyes flash, his hands clenching in his pockets, but as soon as he sees her flinch he relaxes his fists, letting out a breath. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap.’

‘It’s OK. I know nothing about running a business. I shouldn’t have overstepped.’

‘It’s not that. I suppose it’s a fair question. It’s just …’ She’s looking at him so intently that the words for some reason spill out of him. ‘It’s exactly what Freya used to say, and I guess I just find it a bit … triggering.’

‘Freya?’

‘My ex,’ he replies, flashing her a quick glance. ‘We got together at uni. She was with me when I got the call from my mum about Dad.’

It was years ago but that day still feels so vivid in his mind. He knew as soon as he heard his mother’s voice wobble, then break, as she said his name on the phone that his life had changed forever.

‘I didn’t realize you were with someone at the time.’

Alfie nods.

They have reached the iconic brick building of the Oxo tower and he veers off from the path, heading for a pier that juts out over the river. Tilly follows until they are stood side by side at the very end of the jetty, Tilly hugging her coat tightly to her, wisps of ginger hair flying like ribbons in the wind. Below them people beachcomb on the rocky shore and boats cruise up and down the river.

‘What happened?’ Tilly asks.

‘One moment I was on the beach with Freya, about to go to a bar for cocktails, and the next I was in a taxi to the airport, madly trying to find myself a seat on the next plane to London.’

‘Freya didn’t come with you?’

Alfie stiffens. ‘No. She stayed. I thought it was just until she could arrange a reasonable flight back and cancel our arrangements for the next couple of months. She said she’d sort everything while I was gone and then join me.’

‘Please tell me she actually came … Your dad had just died.’

‘She came back for the funeral.’ He remembers how relieved he was to see her.

He’d been holding it together for his mum and sister, taking care of the organization of the funeral and all the logistics that suddenly needed to happen. He threw himself into looking after everything and everyone, but when he met Freya off the plane he finally let himself collapse, falling into her arms and crying for the first time since that phone call.

‘At first it was so good to see her. I felt like maybe I could face it all with her there. That we could face it together. But then I started talking about what was going to happen to the bookshop … and everything changed.’

‘She wasn’t keen on the thought of you taking over?’

‘I thought she understood. She seemed supportive. But a week after the funeral, she told me she’d booked her flight and she’d be heading back to India, picking up the trip where we left off. She wanted me to come with her. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t just close the bookshop for a year while I went travelling. So I stayed. And Freya went.’

Tilly’s hand grips Alfie’s sleeve.

‘That’s awful, I’m sorry, Alfie.’

He shakes his head. ‘The crazy thing is, I’d even been planning to propose. I had the ring and everything, stashed in the bottom of my backpack. Looking back now, it seems ridiculous. We were so young. But I thought I’d found it.’

He lets out a breath, trying to imagine being that … optimistic. He’s not the same person who packed for that trip, hiding the jewellery box containing the gold band with the tiny diamond that he’d bought with three years’ worth of tips from working in the student union bar, stashing it into a balled-up pair of socks.

‘I was an idiot.’

He laughs but the sound falls flat. He can feel Tilly beside him, the warmth of her shoulder pressing up against his, the feel of her hand on his arm.

‘No.’ Her grip tightens. ‘A romantic, maybe. But not an idiot. Never that.’

He swallows hard, trying to fight the urge to place his hand on top of hers, wrapping their fingers together.

‘As the final perfect bow to wrap up the whole shit show, about a month after I left, Freya met someone else. For the rest of the year I had to see photos of them together, going on the trip that I’d planned. That we were supposed to take together.’

Tilly winces.

‘You should have blocked her.’

‘Ah,’ he says, turning around now so that he is facing Tilly, his back against the railing. ‘But that would have been the act of a sane person. I was not sane. Not back then.’

‘You were grieving. Grief makes everyone go a bit insane. At least it’s made me feel that way. And what she did was really shitty.’

The sun illuminates her pale face, picking out the green in her eyes.

‘You’re probably right. But I think that’s why I get defensive when it comes to the bookshop. I don’t want to say I’ve sacrificed a lot, because it didn’t feel like a sacrifice. It felt like the only thing to do. The shop … it just means a lot to me.’

‘I can tell,’ says Tilly. ‘I felt it, back when I came in for my first book, even if I was too blinkered by grief to really appreciate it. There’s this atmosphere in the shop, a sense of care and thought. You can tell how much work you’ve put into making the shop a haven for everyone. Your dad would be so proud of you, Alfie.’

She blinks up at him, her face so open and lovely that Alfie has to look away. It suddenly feels hard to breathe.

‘Shall we keep walking?’
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The smell of melting raclette cheese, truffle and freshly baked bread fills the air. Tilly and Alfie stand at the entrance to Borough Market beneath a bridge where trains rumble overhead. The food market heaves with stands and crowds of people. The floor is dark and cobbled, making it easy to imagine sawdust on the ground and horses and carts trundling by, and yet the shining geometric shape of the Shard rises up, old and new London colliding.

‘It looks … busy,’ says Tilly, hesitantly. ‘For someone who chose to move to the UK’s most populated city, I’m not a fan of crowds.’

‘I grew up in London and I’m not a fan of crowds either. But I’ve been coming here since I was a kid. You’re going to love it, I promise. The trick is to just go with the flow of the crowd. Embody driftwood. If you want to find somewhere specific here, chances are you’ll get lost. But if you just let yourself go with it, you’ll find yourself stumbling over the most amazing places.’

‘Got it,’ replies Tilly. ‘I can be driftwood. I think …’

‘Oh, and another very important rule,’ adds Alfie. ‘Say yes to samples.’

‘Well, obviously.’

‘Ready?’

He holds out his arm and Tilly loops hers through his, his body reassuringly warm and solid against hers as he guides her into the throng. She squeezes his arm, trying to silently transmit reassurance back to him too. If she ever saw Freya she’d have some things to say to her.

At first it’s overwhelming, the onslaught of sounds and smells, and the press of people crowding each stall making her head spin.

But then Alfie’s face lights up and he points at a nearby cheese stand. ‘Ooh, look at that!’

An enormous half-wheel of Gorgonzola oozes invitingly. At a nearby stand barrels of olives glisten in marinated herbs and sundried tomatoes swim in oil.

Alfie grabs a sample from a board. ‘Try one of these.’

Tilly takes the cocktail stick with the large green olive he’s presenting to her, the taste of lemon, garlic and the most delicious, buttery olive she has ever tasted filling her mouth.

‘Oh wow. I didn’t know olives could taste like that.’

‘I know, right?’

Arm in arm they push their way through the market, spotting stands selling everything, from piles of fresh vegetables to cured meats, to cinnamon buns sparkling with sugar. They take their mission of trying every sample seriously, passing each other tasters of crumbling cheeses, salty focaccia and gooey cookies.

‘You can spot the best places by the length of their queues,’ explains Alfie as they venture further into the market. ‘See, look at that huge line over there. That’s for The Black Pig. They do these incredible slow-roasted pork ciabatta rolls.’

‘Stop. That sounds insanely good – my mouth is watering.’

‘And there’s another queue over there for Maria’s Market Café – this really old-school place where the traders get their breakfast.’

‘It’s amazing to think this market has been here for such a long time, but that there are all these new stallholders too.’

‘That’s one of the things I love most about London,’ Alfie replies. ‘It’s always changing, always new. But the important things stay the same. Or at least, they should …’

There’s a strange look on his face suddenly, but then a large group of tourists surge past, separating them. Alfie reaches out and grabs hold of Tilly’s wrist gently but firmly, pulling her back towards him.

‘Sorry,’ he says gruffly as he wraps an arm around her back, pulling her closer. ‘I didn’t want to lose you.’

Warmth spreads up her neck as she tilts her face up towards his.

‘That’s all right. I didn’t want to get lost.’

The crowd surges around them but they are perfectly still, pressed up against one another. Her mouth turns dry and a shiver rushes up her spine. And then the tourists have passed and Alfie steps away again.

‘I don’t know about you, but I’m ready for something more substantial,’ he says, not meeting her eye.

‘Same,’ she replies, steadying herself. ‘I’m ready to eat something that can’t be fitted on a toothpick. But how will we possibly decide – there are so many good options …’

‘I’ve got somewhere in mind for lunch, if you like? It’s a restaurant just around the corner. We might have to queue, but apparently it does the best fresh pasta in London.’

‘Pasta?’ Tilly replies, her eyes lighting up.

‘I hope it’s not going to be too much of a disappointment after eating handmade pasta in Tuscany. I know it’s your favourite, and Time Out were raving about it, but you’re a pasta connoisseur now.’

Tilly’s face grows warm.

‘But if you want to go somewhere else that’s fine too,’ he adds hurriedly. His cheeks are pink when he glances at her.

‘No, that sounds amazing.’

The only table they can get is at the bar, sat on stools facing the open kitchen. It’s so tight that their knees knock against each other as they eat bowls of freshly cooked pasta that really is close to what Tilly ate in Italy.

At first it feels a little awkward. Tilly can’t shake off the memory of his arm wrapped reassuringly around her in the market, and the way she had to tilt her head to meet his eye. He is taller than Joe, and as she’d taken a breath she caught his smell of eucalyptus and coffee, different to Joe’s woodsy scent but equally enticing.

But then they start talking and the conversation flows easily. Tilly watches as Alfie grows gradually more at ease, smiling and laughing, his head tipped back, his eyes bright. After everything she has learnt about him, she wonders whether the glimpses of the Alfie she is seeing now are more like the real Alfie, the person he was before grief and heartbreak made him think he had to push his emotions away like books organized neatly on a shelf.

They share a bottle of wine and order two chocolate tarts. Because they agree that desserts are not for sharing.

After the meal they stumble tipsily out of the restaurant. Tilly trips on the cobbles and he reaches out an arm to steady her. She loops hers comfortably through his.

‘Thanks for today,’ she says as they set off down the street, the air chilly but Alfie warm against her side. His strides are naturally long but he shortens them to keep pace with her. ‘It’s so easy to take where you live for granted. But I feel like today has opened my eyes again. To how lovely this all is …’ She gestures around her with her free hand.

Alfie is silent for a second. ‘Me too. And you’re welcome. I haven’t been to Borough Market in years. And I might never have visited Buckingham Palace if it wasn’t for you –’

They are interrupted by someone calling Alfie’s name. A petite Asian woman with a buzz cut and dressed in ripped jeans and an amazing green leather jacket heads towards them, a hand lifted in greeting.

‘It’s great to see you, man.’

‘Suz!’ Alfie says with a wide smile. ‘You too. What are you doing here?’

‘Just meeting some friends around the corner,’ the woman says, going as if to give Alfie a hug but stopping when she notices his arm is still looped through Tilly’s.

‘Sorry,’ Alfie says suddenly. ‘Suz, this is Matilda Nightingale.’

‘Ah, the famous Matilda Nightingale!’ Suz says excitedly. ‘Blue told me all about your year of books. Man, what a cool idea.’

Alfie turns slightly towards Tilly.

‘Suz is Blue’s partner.’

Tilly drops her arm from Alfie’s and steps away, her mind racing.

‘I thought you and Blue were together.’

Suz looks at Alfie and then bursts out laughing.

‘You thought Alfie and Blue were a couple? Wow, she’s going to piss herself laughing. No offence, Alf.’

‘None taken.’

‘You’re not with Blue?’ Tilly asks, looking up at Alfie.

He shakes his head, his forehead furrowed.

‘We’re old uni friends. I thought I told you that?’

Suz doesn’t seem to notice the tension that has suddenly appeared in the air around them.

‘Our Alf is eternally single. Blue does love you, though. But not like that. Man, she’s going to find this hysterical. Anyway, I’ve got to go meet up with my friends but I’ll see you soon, yeah? Nice to meet you, Matilda Nightingale!’

She waves and bounces off in a blur of denim and vivid green.

Tilly and Alfie are left alone, the lights from the restaurants and bars around them glowing on their faces. Voices spill out of the buildings but here it is just the two of them. Tilly suddenly craves the crowds of earlier to hide in, anything so she doesn’t have to look at Alfie’s face as he searches hers, eyes darting back and forth as if trying to figure something out. Tilly wraps her coat tightly around her, stuffing her hands into her pockets, her mind racing as the past few months flash before her eyes, memories rearranging themselves now she has this new information.

‘Are you OK?’ Alfie’s forehead is still creased, his eyes fixed on her.

She thinks back to their knees bumping against each other at the restaurant, to the way she’d looped her arm so trustingly through his.

‘If you’re single, then was this … a date?’

Other memories flash through her mind. Alfie helping her put up a tent in the park and showing her how to repair a puncture. Alfie collecting her from the airport and the way she ran into his arms, so relieved to see a friendly face. Alfie cooking dinner in her flat, then curling up with him on the sofa watching TV. In her pocket she runs her thumb over the ring that she still wears on her left hand.

He runs a hand through his hair, making it stick up on end. ‘No! I mean, not if you didn’t … We’re just two friends being tourists together. Right?’

‘Right …’

He coughs, suddenly not meeting her eye.

‘OK, good,’ she reassures herself.

‘Good,’ he repeats after her.

‘Well, I should probably get home …’

He looks as though he is going to say something, but he pauses. ‘Of course. The Tube is this way.’

Alfie doesn’t try to fill the silence on the journey back. And when Tilly pulls a book out of her bag on the Underground, he swallows hard, pressing his lips firmly together and then turning to studiously read all the advertisements plastered around the carriage.

Once they reach their stop, they pause outside the station entrance. It is cold and dark now, the street quiet.

‘Well. Thanks for a good day. See you soon.’ His shoulders are rounded, hands in the pockets of his green duffel coat.

‘Yeah, see you.’

As soon as she’s inside she kicks off her shoes and reaches for Joe’s grey hoody, hanging on the peg. She swaps her coat for the hoody, tugging the sleeves down over her hands. There’s still a lingering trace of Joe’s smell of cedarwood and jasmine, and she lifts the fabric to her nose and inhales deeply.

She wears the hoody to sleep, curled up on Joe’s side of the bed.
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On the sofa in his flat, a few streets away, Alfie flicks through his copy of the Lonely Planet guide to London, colourful Post-its flashing as the pages whizz by.

Then he closes the book, stands up and slips it in between an unused guide to South America and a copy of The Art of Travel, knowing he isn’t going to need any of them any time soon.
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Each morning Tilly goes for long runs, getting in her last days of training, going further than she strictly needs – to avoid the bookshop and the part of the canal she knows a certain bike rider frequents.

As she runs, she thinks back over the past year, not quite believing that she has now reached the point where she can run and think about things other than running. Her adventures flash through her mind as she takes each step: her first visit to the bookshop, the evenings spent cooking new recipes in her flat, the trips to Bali and Italy with Harper and the silence that now stretches between them – the longest they have ever gone without speaking. She pictures sunlit Parisian streets and rolling Tuscan countryside, the steaming pavements of New York and the wild, wet shores of Jura.

And there in the background of her memories is Alfie. She runs faster and harder.

The day before the half-marathon an email arrives.

From: elizabeth.cohen@alphabetbooks.com

To: tillynightingalereads@gmail.com

Subject: London meeting

Dear Tilly,

Just checking in to confirm our lunch on the 15th November, 12.30 p.m. at The Ivy.

I look forward to seeing you and telling you more about the opportunity coming up at Alphabet Books. I think you could be a great fit …

As she runs, looping her way around Regent’s Park and along the canal through Camden, Tilly pictures herself running through Central Park and along the Hudson River instead, exploring new neighbourhoods, skyscrapers towering above her. If the conversation with Liz goes well, then a new job in New York could be exactly the new start she needs. A new adventure.

It would mean leaving her life here behind. But what does she really have keeping her here?
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Hyde Park is buzzing with swarms of people dressed in bright running gear and fancy dress, race numbers pinned to their chests, stretching as they wait for the race to begin. Motivating music pumps through speakers, giving the occasion the atmosphere of a party – which feels a little strange for just before 9 a.m. on a Sunday morning. But Tilly is happy to take all the motivation she can get.

She glances at her phone, cued up with her favourite energizing playlist.

Rachel:

Good luck today! Xx

Mum and Dad:

So proud of you, sweetheart. We’ll be cheering you on! Just keep running! Xxx

Alfie:

‘Only those who will risk going too far can possibly find out how far one can go.’ T. S. Eliot

She stares at the last message, swallowing hard. She hasn’t replied to any of his ‘Just checking in’ messages since their tourist day out. With a shake of her head, she zips her phone into her running pouch and bounces on the spot to keep warm. An overhead announcement tells her that it’s just a few minutes until start time. Is she really about to do this?

‘Tilly!’

At first she can’t see anyone she knows amongst the crowds. But then, there’s Harper, dressed in the same purple leggings and top they wore for their first run together, weaving through the crowd. Her hair is shorter, worn in tiny pigtails. It’s strange to see her sister after so long, and even stranger not to step closer and pull her into a hug. But Tilly remains frozen on the spot.

‘I’m so glad I found you,’ Harper says breathlessly as she stops alongside Tilly, doing a couple of stretches. ‘I thought I’d never find you. I was almost hoping you’d decided to dress as a banana or something.’

‘What are you doing here?’

‘I’m doing the same thing as you,’ Harper replies, her voice firm with the stubbornness Tilly remembers from childhood when Harper was learning to ride a bike and kept falling off but getting straight back on again. ‘You signed us up to do this together, remember? And so that’s what we’re going to do.’

‘But that was before … everything.’

‘I know,’ replies Harper. ‘And I know you said you needed space. But it’s been months.’

‘Everyone, will you take your places, the race will begin shortly!’

A voice booms over the speakers and a ripple of nervous energy spreads through the crowds. People hop up and down on the spot, doing their final preparations. Tilly tightens her ponytail, trying her best to focus on the race ahead and not on the sight of Harper doing quad stretches beside her.

‘Tilly, come on …’

‘Not now, Harper!’

A countdown begins over the speakers and the people in their time section take their places.

‘Three, two, one, off you go!’

There’s a great surge of movement and Tilly is swept up in it, her feet lifting as she begins to jog. At first the crowd is tightly packed and she has to work hard not to trip over, but before too long space begins to open up as the faster runners move ahead and everyone finds their rhythm. Tilly settles into a steady pace, conscious of the thirteen miles that lie ahead. Sensing a presence, she turns to see Harper jogging steadfastly beside her.

Tilly speeds up, pushing away from her sister through the crowds. After a while Tilly slows to a normal jog again. But a few seconds later Harper is there at her side again. Tilly speeds up. But Harper speeds up too. Tilly tries veering off course instead, weaving around a couple dressed as bananas.

‘Hey, watch out!’

The running bananas grab hold of each other to steady themselves.

‘Sorry!’ She heads for the opposite side of the path but Harper is right behind her, sprinting to keep up.

‘Tilly, stop,’ pants Harper. ‘This is ridiculous! We haven’t even gone five hundred metres and we’re already out of breath. We can’t keep this up!’

‘Then stop chasing me!’

‘Stop running away! I know you’re hurting, but my wedding is only a month away and I still don’t even know if you’re coming! You said you wanted space and I’ve given you space. But we’ve got to talk about this.’

Tilly feels momentarily guilty but then remembers the beach photograph on her fake dating profile, Joe cropped out of the picture. She attempts to run faster again but a stitch jabs at her side.

‘Fine, we can run together. But please, can we not do this here? I just want to focus on the race. This is important to me.’

‘OK, but we’re going to talk properly once we’ve finished this.’

Tilly flashes Harper a look, catching the determined expression on her face as she jogs at her side, her little stubby pigtails bobbing up and down. And despite everything there’s something comforting about her sister’s confidence that they actually will finish the race.

The route takes them through Green Park, alongside St James’s Park and along the river, passing the Houses of Parliament and the London Eye. At Trafalgar Square crowds cheer them on in front of a backdrop of statues and fountains, and Tilly experiences a rush of energy, fuelled by the buzz of the people around her. She takes it all in, gazing up at the famous London landmarks as she runs, breathing hard now but still going.

As they hit The Mall, it begins to rain. There are yelps and groans from the other runners as the rain soaks the tarmac but Tilly just tilts her head back, enjoying the cool feel on her skin. As she glances to one side she sees that Harper is doing the same. Their eyes meet for a second but Tilly looks straight ahead again, focusing on the runners pounding in the rain down the wide tree-lined avenue leading back to the Palace.

As they continue on to Hyde Park, there’s more cheering and clapping from the crowds gathered along the paths.

‘You’re almost halfway there!’ comes the cry of someone waving a flag with Go Mum! written on it.

‘Jesus,’ groans Harper at Tilly’s side. ‘We’re not even halfway there?’

Harper’s thoughts match Tilly’s exactly. She thought she’d been doing all right but the prospect of having to run everything she’s already done all over again feels impossible. There’s a blister brewing on her left heel. Maybe this was a terrible idea, after all …

‘Tilly! Harper!’

The shout comes from over by the trees at the side of the path. Tilly and Harper turn to spot their parents huddled under a cluster of umbrellas, alongside Raj and Rachel.

‘Quick, get the banner!’ says their dad and they all shuffle about, unrolling a soggy paper sign and spreading it out between them, Raj and Tilly’s parents at one end and Rachel at the other.

MOUSE, DON’T GIVE UP! it says in brightly coloured letters.

A sudden gust of wind shakes the banner. They all scrabble to keep hold of it but it flaps so hard that it tears. One half flies off in the wind, leaving Rachel holding the other. They all look down at the message.

GIVE UP!

‘Not what we were going for,’ says Rachel.

Any time Tilly has glanced over to check if her sister is feeling as tired as she is, Harper’s face has been set in an expression of steely determination. But by the way she throws herself into Raj’s arms, Tilly wonders if her sister might be finding it harder than she thought.

‘How are you doing, love?’ Tilly’s mum asks as she hugs her.

‘I’m OK. Flagging a little bit.’

‘You can do this,’ her mum says, rubbing her arm.

‘Yeah, you’ve got this, Tilly,’ adds Rachel.

Tilly’s dad holds out two water bottles. ‘I’m so proud of you both. Now, keep going. You can do this, girls.’

After a glug of water and a wave goodbye, Tilly jogs back to join the flow of other runners, Harper at her side.

‘We’ll see you at the finish line!’ their dad calls after them.

Tilly falls back into a rhythm, trainers hitting the rain-soaked path, water splashing up her ankles. Her earlier doubts have been washed away with the rain.

She’s going to do it. She’s going to finish this race.


47

Tilly is drenched through, her hair and eyelashes dripping. But she’s still running. There are just a couple of miles to go. The balls of her feet sting with blisters, her legs shake, and her side aches from a stitch that’s been coming and going for the last two miles. She can’t quite believe she’s almost made it. As she runs down the sodden paths that lead towards Kensington Palace she pictures the finish line where her family and friend will be waiting. She pictures Joe stood amongst them, grinning at her and telling her, You did it, Mouse. I knew you could do it.

The thought makes her speed up, an unexpected burst of energy coursing through her. For a second she feels as if she is flying. And then her trainers lose their grip on the rain-soaked path. She stumbles to the ground, her hands crashing on to the gritty tarmac and a pain shooting up her left leg.

‘Tilly!’

Harper is immediately at her side, grabbing on to her shoulders to stop her face from hitting the ground. ‘Let’s get you off the path.’

Together they shuffle away from the flow of runners. Every movement brings a fresh surge of pain up Tilly’s leg, tears stinging her eyes. They sit down on the sodden grass, Tilly stretching her legs out in front of her.

‘Where does it hurt most?’ Harper asks, inspecting Tilly’s hands and carefully picking bits of grit out of her grazed palms.

‘My ankle.’ She reaches a hand to gently touch it. It sears with pain. ‘I think I’ve twisted it.’

‘Oh shit.’ Harper looks around. ‘Stay here and I’ll try and find a medic. I’m sure there’ll be one near.’

Harper goes as if to stand but Tilly grabs hold of her arm.

‘No, please don’t. They’ll probably tell me to stop.’

‘But Tils, you can’t keep going! You’ve hurt yourself. We need to get you looked at.’

Water soaks from the grass through Tilly’s leggings. There’s mud covering her trainers and splashed up her calves. She wraps her arms around her chest, goosebumps beginning to prick up and down her arms now she’s not moving.

‘I was so close. I promised myself I’d do this for Joe.’

Harper shifts closer, their hips and shoulders bumping.

‘You know Joe wouldn’t mind if you didn’t finish. He’d just be so proud of you for trying.’

Tilly wipes the back of her hand over her damp, snotty face.

‘I know you’re probably right. But this felt like one last thing I could do for him. And I wanted to do it for myself too.’

Because at first it had been about Joe, but the more she trained the more she found she actually liked running. Not all the time. But she likes the feel of the wind in her face, of moving herself forward all by herself. And she likes the feeling of getting stronger, as if maybe she can handle everything that lies ahead of her, after all.

Harper takes a breath. ‘Do you think you can put any weight on it?’

She tries … and winces as another stab of pain shoots up her leg.

‘Give me your arm,’ Harper says, reaching out for her.

Tilly brushes her off. ‘I can do it myself …’

But as she tries to take another step, she lets out a yelp. Tilly looks at her sister, her face creased with a frown, her little stubby pigtails soaked from the rain. She has paused beside her, a hand outstretched in case Tilly needs it. Tilly takes a breath … then takes hold of her hand.

‘Maybe I do need some help, actually.’

Without saying anything, Harper loops Tilly’s arm around her shoulder, wrapping her other around her sister’s waist.

‘Come on then, let’s finish this race.’

They take a step together, Tilly’s ankle still throbbing. But less painful, now that she isn’t putting her full weight on it.

‘It’s no good. I don’t think I can run.’

‘No one said we had to run. We’re not far off now, we can walk the last bit. You’ll still be finishing a half-marathon.’

Together, they take a step. Then another. As they join the other runners again there’s a rousing cheer from the supporters lining the path.

‘You smell like a wet dog,’ says Harper through pursed lips.

‘So do you.’

‘Next time I run a half-marathon, I’m doing it in the spring.’

‘Next time?’

‘No, you’re right. I’m never doing this again. Only a lunatic would run this far – unless they were being chased by a bear.’

The roar of the spectators grows louder as they drag themselves towards the finish. They are both silent for a moment, their faces lined with the effort of keeping moving.

‘Thank you,’ Tilly says, once they’ve been hobbling along for a while. ‘I really couldn’t do this without you.’

‘You’re welcome …’ There’s a moment’s pause and then, ‘And Tilly, I really am so sorry. For everything. I probably should have said that ages ago. I never should have kept my engagement from you, and I definitely shouldn’t have set up the dating profile.’ Harper’s voice is strained, not just with the exhaustion of carrying Tilly’s weight. ‘I was an idiot. It’s just that you’ve been so sad and I didn’t know what to do. I wanted to try and make it better but I realize I only made things worse. I’ve done everything wrong.’ Harper’s voice cracks.

Tilly places her foot down a little too heavily and winces as pain shoots up her left ankle. Harper pauses, waiting until Tilly is ready to keep going.

Something inside her softens. Now that Harper’s here at her side it hits her just how much she’s missed her.

‘You haven’t done everything wrong,’ she says. ‘You came to Bali with me and took me to Tuscany. You agreed to do this run. And I’m sorry too.’

‘What do you have to be sorry for?’ replies Harper with a strained laugh.

Tilly winces at another jolt of pain and a thought she’s tried to push from her mind.

‘When I thought that you and Raj had broken up … part of me was pleased. I love Raj. I’ve always thought he’s great for you. But I was … almost glad that you were going through heartbreak too. I was pleased that I’d get to look after you instead of you having to look after me. What kind of sister does that make me?’

There’s a little pause and then Harper says, ‘A human one?’

‘I am happy for you. Really, I am. You and Raj make a great couple. I’m sorry I didn’t reply to your wedding invite sooner. Of course I’ll be there, if I’m still welcome.’

She turns to look at her sister’s face. Harper has her lips tightly pursed, holding back a smile that blooms suddenly into the real thing.

‘You idiot. I was never going to get married without you there.’

A wall of sound hits them as they pass alongside the red-brick curves of the Royal Albert Hall, crowds lining the street. Flags wave furiously and people whoop and clap.

‘I think we’re nearly there,’ Harper says, puffing with exertion.

‘My ankle really hurts,’ Tilly winces.

‘Just a little bit further, Tils. Let’s do this last bit for Joe.’
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Joe keeps running for as long as he can. His routes become shorter, his pace slower.

‘Are you sure you want to do this?’ Tilly asks one morning as he reaches for his trainers, wincing as he does.

‘I want things to feel normal,’ he insists and she nods, lacing up her shoes and swallowing hard.

In a short space of time their lives have shrunk to the size of their flat and the hospital. Out in the park on their runs, Tilly can breathe again, memories of the latest hospital appointments blown away. With the breeze in her hair and the sound of Joe’s footsteps thumping doggedly beside her she can almost pretend that everything is OK.

One morning she wakes earlier than him for once, and starts dressing in her running things on autopilot. She already has her trainers on when Joe emerges, shoulders rounded and grey shadows circling his eyes.

‘Are you coming?’ she asks, kissing him on the edge of his jaw.

He slumps down on to the sofa and Tilly isn’t sure she’s ever seen him look so tired.

‘You go,’ he says.

‘That’s OK, I’ll stay here with you.’

Joe shakes his head.

‘Go to the top of the hill and tell me what the view looks like when you get back. I think I’m done.’

His voice is so resigned that it makes Tilly’s heart beat faster. She sinks down on to the sofa beside him, wrapping an arm around him. He can’t be done.

‘When you’re better we’ll go running together again. We’ll run a marathon!’

He turns to her, raising an eyebrow. ‘OK, maybe a half-marathon.’

She forces a smile, wishing that he’ll return it, wishing that he’ll jump up from the sofa with his former Labrador puppy energy and that everything can go back to the way things used to be.

He reaches for her hand, looping his fingers through hers. And then in a quiet voice, still husky from sleep, he says, ‘You do know I’m not going to get better, don’t you, Mouse?’
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It’s the final stretch.

Tilly’s legs are wobbling and Harper’s teeth are gritted in silence as she supports Tilly’s weight. Then they hear a voice they recognize rising above the cheers of the crowd.

‘My girls! You can do it, my girls!’

Tilly isn’t sure she’s ever heard her mother shout so loud. Harper hears her too, her pained expression morphing into a grin.

‘Bloody hell, Mum.’

Tilly spots her alongside the rest of their group, gesturing and shouting manically. Raj has acquired a giant foam finger and is waving it in the air. Rachel claps frantically. Tilly’s dad looks like he might be sobbing. But maybe it’s just the rain.

‘Come on, my girls!’ comes another yell. ‘Come on, my bloody brilliant girls.’

And Tilly and Harper look at each other and smile, their mother’s voice in their ears as they stumble together across the finish line.
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Alfie Lane

Book Lane

12 Hill Crescent

London

Dear Alfie Lane,

As your landlord I am writing to inform you that I have made the decision to sell 12 Hill Crescent. The building consists of a top floor two-bedroom flat and the shop premises currently home to Book Lane. As you may be aware, the tenants in the flat recently vacated, which means I am hoping for a smooth and swift sale. As the long-term tenant of the shop premises I am contacting you first in case you wish to purchase the building. I will give you until the end of November to think things through, as I plan to have the property on the market by January.

Please do be in touch if you are interested. And if not, thank you to both yourself and your late father for being excellent tenants. But I am approaching retirement and wish to free up some capital to facilitate a move abroad. I hope you understand.

Best wishes,

Raymond Evans

So that’s it, then. Alfie stares at the letter in his hands, feeling as if time has slowed. He is painfully aware of the smells around him – new books, coffee beans, Prudence’s floral perfume and Georgette’s fur – and of the harmonious hum of customers browsing quietly, Blue whistling to herself as she strings a plethora of vibrant paper chains in the window.

‘Is everything all right?’ says Prudence, pausing as she shelves new titles in the gift book section, and placing a hand on Alfie’s arm.

‘Yeah, you don’t look great, Alf,’ says Blue, turning in his direction and nearly knocking over a stack of detective novels piled in the window.

Christmas always starts early in the bookshop and it is already feeling festive, with twinkling lights strung about and jazzy versions of Christmas classics playing softly in the background. It’s the most important time of year for the shop, and Alfie has been hoping for a busy November and December to carry them through to the new year. Limping, maybe, but still going. But everything has changed now.

The door opens and Tilly steps inside, her signature rainbow scarf wrapped tightly around her neck and chin, a green bobble hat pulled over her ears. Her cheeks are flushed and glow even brighter when her eyes meet Alfie’s across the shop floor.

They haven’t seen each other since Borough Market, although Tilly sent him a photo of herself, sweaty and dishevelled, and with a medal hanging around her neck. Seeing her proudly beaming face did something to his throat, making it tighten as if he were experiencing a mild allergic reaction. More than anything he wanted to reach into the phone and squeeze her, but he couldn’t – not just because that isn’t how photographs work, but because he still vividly remembered the way she stepped away from him. The look on her face had made Alfie feel as though he’d betrayed her somehow, something he hasn’t been able to forgive himself for.

He thinks back over the past few months – chatting together after the book club, cooking for her, walking alongside the Thames … Would any of that have happened if she knew he was single? The thought that he has unintentionally tricked her fills him with shame. But hidden beneath it is the memory of that moment when they stood pressed together in the middle of the heaving market, just the two of them, his arms around her, her eyes fixed on his and her expression softened with something that felt … real.

‘Tilly!’ says Prudence brightly. ‘It’s lovely to see you. So, November – just two more books to go. How are you feeling?’

‘I’m OK,’ she says slowly, flashing Alfie a look. ‘Just keen to see what Joe has chosen this month.’

Once Tilly receives her final book, she’ll have no reason to keep coming to the bookshop. One tiny mercy about the shop closing is the fact that Alfie won’t have to keep looking at the door, searching for a flash of red hair. Without saying anything he turns to the collection shelf, reaching for two neatly wrapped parcels.

‘What’s this?’ Tilly says with a frown as he holds them both out to her.

‘These are the rest of your books. November and December. It’s probably safest to take them both now.’ He takes a breath. ‘The truth is, I’m not quite sure how much longer Book Lane is going to be here.’

Tilly looks startled, her lips parting.

‘What do you mean?’ says Prudence, Blue leaping up to join them too.

‘Yeah, what’s going on, Alf? And why haven’t you said anything sooner?’

As they gather around, Alfie shows them the letter, Tilly leaning in close to read too. He tries to ignore the feel of her shoulder pressed up against him or the aroma of her crisp apple and vanilla smell.

‘Things haven’t been great for a while. Everything has got more expensive – rent, bills … I’ve been trying my best to keep things going, but this is the final nail in the coffin. There’s no way I can afford to buy the building.’

‘Oh, Alfie,’ says Prudence, shaking her head sadly. ‘You should have told us.’

‘I’ll keep paying your wages right up until we have to close. And I’ll give you both brilliant references and do whatever I can to help you find new jobs –’

‘Alfie, stop,’ interrupts Blue, placing the letter down on the counter and covering his hand with hers. ‘That’s not what we care about. We’re just sorry you’ve been carrying this by yourself.’

Tilly has been watching the exchange, her eyebrows knitted together and her pale pink lips pressed in a firm line. ‘What can I do to help?’ she says now, her eyes meeting Alfie’s.

Looking at her, it all hits him – the weight of everything he is set to lose.

‘Thanks, but there’s nothing you can do.’

‘Don’t be silly, there’s always something to be done,’ says Prudence.

Blue nods firmly beside her.

‘Prudence is right. I’m going to set up a crowdfunder. I’m sure people will want to help out when they hear our story. And Tilly, anything you can do to help spread the word would be amazing.’

‘Of course,’ says Tilly. ‘I’ll do whatever I can.’

Her green eyes flash as they linger unwaveringly on his, a spark of determination and maybe something else sparkling there making his chest flutter.

‘We’re not going down without a fight,’ says Prudence, hands firmly on her hips, feet planted wide as if she’s preparing for battle.

And nothing has really changed; the building is still up for sale, and he still might have accidentally hurt someone he cares about more than he’ll admit. But seeing the way Tilly nods determinedly, and feeling the weight of Prudence’s steadying touch on his shoulder, Alfie senses a tingling of hope.
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When Tilly arrives home, she spreads out all of the books she has received so far on the coffee table, including her November book, still wrapped in brown paper. She refused to leave the shop with December’s, insisting she’ll be back next month to collect it.

She runs her hand over the covers of them all, thinking about how each book has helped her, whether inspiring her, consoling her or simply making her laugh. She takes photos of them all and then gathers the pile into her lap and turns her phone camera to face her. Before she can allow herself time to overthink what she is going to say, she hits record.

‘Hi there,’ she says, giving a nervous little wave. ‘I’ll be honest, I’m more of a lurker on social media normally. You’ll see I haven’t posted anything in a long time. But I wanted to hop on here to share something important with all you … one hundred followers. Some of you might know this but some of you might not: my husband Joe died last year. It’s been a really awful time, which any of you who have lost someone close to you will know. But what I want to talk to you about isn’t how horrible it has been but about something magical that happened six months after he died. You see, I received a mysterious phone call from my local bookshop, Book Lane.’

She thinks back to hearing Alfie’s gruff voice on the phone for the first time, how confused and disorientated she’d felt to hear Joe’s name from the mouth of a stranger.

‘It turns out that my local bookshop helped my husband to organize a special gift for me before he died. A year of books. One book a month, each book with a personal significance and a special meaning. These are those books.’ She holds up the stack of colourful spines. ‘Or at least, most of them. The year isn’t over yet. But so far, the books have taught me new things, sent me off on adventures I never anticipated and held my hand through the toughest time in my life. I am certain that it must have brought Joe comfort to know that, after he was gone, I wouldn’t be on my own, that I’d have these books for company.’

Her voice falters and for a moment she isn’t sure she can keep going. But she catches hold of herself, smiles softly and says, ‘But it hasn’t just been the books that have been there for me. My local bookshop has become a … a safe harbour.’

Because despite the recent tension between her and Alfie, when he told her that the shop was at risk of closure it felt like the ground shifted beneath her feet. She couldn’t imagine not coming into the shop every month. Not seeing Prudence, Blue and Georgette, not seeing the seasons change through the altered window displays, not finding herself, again and again, among the shelves of books. Not seeing Alfie. She realized she’d been taking for granted the fact that Book Lane would always be there when she needed it.

‘Sadly, my local bookshop is under threat of closure. It would mean a lot if you could check out their crowdfunder. If you are local, pop in to browse, or if you’re further afield consider ordering online. Bookshops aren’t just bookshops. They’re places for book lovers to come together, like-minded souls meeting among the stacks. They’re hubs of the community, and the arena for heated conversations about the latest must-read series. They’re safe places to step in out of the rain, no matter who you are. And they need our support, now more than ever.’

She stops the recording, her hands shaking as she posts it to social media, tagging the Book Lane account.

A few moments later she receives a message from Alfie.

THANK YOU.
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Tilly tightens the laces on her brand-new baby-pink roller skates. On the park bench beside her, Harper does the same with her matching pair in baby blue. Rachel bounces on the spot beside them, wrapping her coat tightly around herself.

‘You two are bloody mad.’

‘I still think you should have bought a pair too. Absolutely no solidarity …’ Tilly jibes as she adjusts the straps on her knee pads and wrist braces.

‘I jumped into the icy Atlantic for you, but this is a step too far,’ shoots back Rachel, shaking her head, her breath coming out as misty clouds in the cold morning air. ‘You two are on your own.’

‘Will you film us?’ Tilly asks, handing her phone over.

‘Sure. Shall I stop if you break an arm?’

‘Ha ha … Can you film a little intro first?’

With one hand Tilly pushes herself up from the bench. It takes a moment to find her balance. But when she’s steady she nods at Rachel who begins to film.

‘So, a book made me do this,’ Tilly says into her phone camera. She reaches for her copy of Big Magic by Elizabeth Gilbert on the bench, holding its colourful cover up to the camera. ‘I’m reading this book all about creativity, or as the author calls it “big magic”. I thought it would be all about making ceramic pots and writing books and things. And there’s definitely some of that in there. But the book is really about living creatively, which is about more than just writing and painting. It means doing things you enjoy just for the sake of them. It means not letting fear hold you back from trying things that you’ve always thought might be fun. Well, I’ve always wanted to learn how to roller-skate. And I’m done with feeling afraid.’

As she looks at the camera she thinks back to Joe’s letter, tucked safely within the pages of the book.

Dear Tilly,

We’re coming towards the end of our year of books. I hope you’ve got as much enjoyment out of reading these books as I’ve had in thinking about you reading them.

For the penultimate book, I thought I’d go for something that might offer you some inspiration.

Ever since I’ve known you, you’ve been a creative person. All your craft projects, even just how you put outfits together in ways that surprise me but always look amazing. But ever since my diagnosis I can’t help but notice that spark has seemed subdued. You’ve stopped reading. You’re not crafting as much as you used to. I get the sense you’re just going through the motions at work.

I want you to get your spark back. I hope this book might help.

I know it might feel hard, but as we come towards the end of the year it’s time to start thinking about what you want the rest of your life to look like. I hope it is full of magic, big and small.

I love you.

Joe x

As soon as Tilly read the letter she knew that Joe was right. She had lost her creative spark, and maybe even before Joe got sick. There was a time when she used to keep a notebook beside her whenever she read, jotting down ideas triggered by each book, or notes about interesting techniques the author had used. But then she got stuck in her job, and stopped.

Harper lets out a cheer and stands up too. ‘Let’s do this!’

They set off slowly at first, Tilly wobbling like a baby deer as she finds her feet. Harper speeds up a little and then Tilly does too.

‘I think I’m getting the hang of it!’ Tilly cries as she picks up speed.

Harper is a little way ahead, zipping along confidently. Rachel jogs to keep up with them, filming as she goes.

Wind rushes past as she speeds up.

‘Weeeeeeee!’

She’s flying, the park zooming by. All her worries about the bookshop, Alfie and her future disappear, blasted away by the cold air scouring her face. After everything that’s happened, this is exactly what she needed. A moment of carefree fun, a moment of feeling like a child again –

‘Slow down, Tilly!’

The path that started out flat has turned into a slope and Tilly realizes she is gaining momentum, moving faster and faster.

‘I don’t think I know how!’

‘Well, stop then!’ yells Rachel, running to keep up.

‘I don’t know how to do that either. Shit!’

She veers towards a nearby bench, falling headlong into it with a crash, sending a plump pigeon that had been resting there flapping into the air with a loud coo and a scattering of feathers. Harper is laughing so hard she is wheezing, bent over. Tilly brushes her knees down, glad that nothing seems to be broken, then turns towards Rachel, whose whole body is shaking with the effort of containing her glee, Tilly’s phone still held in her hand.

‘That bit better not be on camera.’
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Tilly spots Liz Cohen at the back of the restaurant, seated at a table next to a log fire and beneath a ceiling that is entirely covered with baubles in delicate pastel shades. She is tapping heatedly on her phone and is dressed in a crisp green trouser suit that makes Tilly tug nervously on her corduroy pinafore dress. Was a shirt covered in a print of books too much? Well, it’s too late to do anything about it because Liz looks up, smiling broadly and lifting a hand in greeting. Tilly waves back, her stomach a knot of nerves and excitement.

‘It’s great to see you,’ Liz says, doing the obligatory air kisses and gesturing for Tilly to sit opposite her.

‘Wow, I feel like I just walked into a Christmas film,’ Tilly says, taking in the array of baubles, ivy and softly glowing lights.

‘It’s a great time of year to be visiting,’ Liz says, glancing quickly at her phone.

Tilly follows her eye, spotting a flashing mail app icon with 127 unread emails. ‘I’ve always loved London at Christmas – everything looks so pretty and inviting.’

‘Although New York at Christmas is pretty great too,’ Liz says with a lift of her eyebrow. She begins counting things on her manicured fingers, ‘The Rockefeller Center Christmas tree, the Dyker Heights Christmas lights in Brooklyn, Central Park in the snow …’

Tilly laughs. ‘My husband took me skating one Christmas at the ice rink beneath the Rockefeller Center. It was exactly as magical as I’d imagined it would be from watching all the films. Even if I did fall over a lot.’

Liz chuckles. The waiter takes their orders and then Liz settles her hands on the table in front of her.

‘Let’s get to it, then. I wanted to speak to you, Tilly, because I’m expanding my team. The role is within the commercial fiction team, dealing with our bestselling brand authors, as well as new but high-profile authors. We recently published the debut novel of actor and director Ben Arnold –’

‘I saw that, it’s been everywhere.’

Liz nods. ‘It’s done well for us.’ Which Tilly knows is an understatement.

The book was in both the New York Times and Sunday Times bestseller lists for weeks and whenever she listened to the radio or opened a magazine, it was to find Ben Arnold talking about The Untraceables. She read the book; it wasn’t bad at all, although she wondered whether it would have received the same hype if it hadn’t been written by an Oscar-winning film star.

‘We’re looking to grow that side of the business,’ continues Liz. ‘With your experience working with high-profile authors, we think you could have the steeliness we’re after.’

‘Well, I have certainly worked with some challenging celebrities, so I think I could handle whatever your fiction authors have to throw at me.’

‘I can see that. I have to say, I was impressed with you when we spoke before. But you seem even … more comfortable in your own skin now. There’s a confidence to you that wasn’t there before. We really value that at Alphabet. You’d be working on novels right from the beginning – and for our high-profile authors this can mean being heavily involved in brainstorming and story planning – all the way through to publication and publicity. It’s a busy team but you’d be working with the best of the best.’

Like so many times in the last year, Tilly wishes she could tell Joe. That Alphabet in New York want her. She knows exactly how excited and proud he would be, though, and that brings her a sense of comfort. She pictures him sat at the bar across from them, watching and smiling, a drink raised in congratulations.

‘Wow. I don’t really know what to say.’

‘I really think you’d like life in New York and at Alphabet,’ says Liz. ‘We can help with finding accommodation, and things like that. But I know it would require a big change for you, so how about you take a few weeks to think about it? Let me know your decision by Christmas, OK?’

‘OK, thank you. But it does sound like an amazing opportunity. I’m really flattered you thought of me.’

‘I think this could be an exciting next chapter – for both of us. Now, how about a toast to … the future?’

They both raise their glasses. Tilly thinks back to Joe’s latest letter where he asked her to think about what her future might look like. She pictures herself walking through the door of Alphabet Books in Midtown New York, a coffee in one hand (because in New York she will like coffee), her phone in the other, the buzz of activity and bookish conversation around her, the street thronging with taxis and traffic outside. It’s not something she could have imagined at the start of the year. But it’s a pretty good picture.

‘To the future.’

Tilly clinks her glass against Liz’s, trying to keep her hand steady, her heart pounding beneath her shirt covered in books.

When Tilly arrives home it’s to an email from Rachel.

From: rachelhardingwrites@gmail.com

To: tillynightingalereads@gmail.com

Subject: Fingers crossed

Hi Tilly,

Hope the interview went well. So excited for you!

As promised, here is the first draft of my novel. Eek!! Please know there is no pressure at all to read it (or if you do, to like it!). I just really appreciate the offer, and I really appreciate you. I’m so glad we’re back in touch. See you soon.

Rachel xx

Tilly opens the document, pulling a blanket around her shoulders and sinking into the sofa cushions. She only intends to read the first few pages, but by the end of the second chapter she is hooked. By the third she has grabbed a notebook and pen and is scribbling away.

As she works, she feels the warmth of something growing in her chest. Something Elizabeth Gilbert might even call ‘big magic’.
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For a bookshop that is on its last legs, Book Lane is busy with customers getting ahead on their Christmas shopping. Alfie can hardly keep up with restocking the shop, serving customers and shipping out online orders, even with Blue and Prudence helping.

He can’t quite believe that the crowdfunder is at £10,000. Or that both regular customers and complete strangers have donated to try to save the shop. Despite everyone’s generosity, and how busy it is, Alfie knows deep down it isn’t enough. He has until the end of the month. Just two weeks to somehow magic up the price of a building in one of London’s most desirable neighbourhoods.

‘Um, Alfie,’ comes Blue’s voice from the front of the shop, bent over her phone. ‘Have you seen Tilly’s latest post? Or checked our socials recently?’

Prudence has just finished up with a customer and joins Blue, pushing her reading glasses up her nose and leaning in to look at Blue’s phone. ‘Blimey!’

Alfie brings his own phone out of his pocket. It is alight with notifications. Since this morning they seem to have acquired hundreds of new followers. There are more comments and messages than he can process. He scrolls through.

So sad about your shop, it looks amazing. I’m going to donate and order something online!

*

Love the idea of Tilly Nightingale’s year of books. How can we buy our own?

He clicks on Tilly’s page and notices that her follower count has shot up too. Over the past few weeks she has shared photos and videos from the past year: her favourite quotes from Roald Dahl’s Matilda; photos of a completely blackened farmhouse loaf and an exquisite tarte Tatin (her worst and best cooking attempts from Delia’s How to Cook); a picture of Beach Read lying on white sand in Bali; her smiling face with the medal from the half-marathon around her neck. Alfie tries not to focus too much on the images of her face or the feeling each one brings to his stomach. He clicks on her latest video, of her roller-skating in the park. It has hundreds of comments. Near the top is one that makes him stop, reading the name of the commenter twice.

‘A book made me do this’, I love that. Great video, Tilly. I’m going to repost it!

Aimee Rain. As in, the pop star Aimee Rain. But surely it can’t be the Aimee Rain? He clicks on the account to check. Three million followers. And there on her feed is Tilly’s roller-skating video, with Book Lane tagged front and centre.

‘Now I know I don’t know much about these things,’ says Prudence, pushing her glasses back into her silver hair, dotted with sprigs of ivy, ‘but I think we might be going viral.’
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‘Just relax and ignore everything else,’ says the television presenter, smiling across the living room-style set at Tilly.

But ignoring everything else turns out to be a lot easier said than done when you have multiple cameras pointed in your direction, studio lights glaring in your face, and the air is buzzing with the rising noise of a live studio audience.

Alfie sits stiffly on the other side of the presenter, his limbs tucked up awkwardly in the tiny yellow velvet chair that clearly wasn’t designed for a six-foot-something man. Tilly notices a sheen of perspiration on his forehead. A make-up artist dashes over to dab Tilly’s cheeks with powder. Alfie’s not the only one who’s sweating, then.

It feels somewhat ironic that after a career working with social media stars but doggedly refusing to use the platforms herself, Tilly has somehow become an overnight internet sensation. She couldn’t quite believe it when her phone started pinging with notifications and she’d received a message from Harper written entirely in capitals.

TILLY, DID YOU KNOW THAT AIMEE RAIN HAS SHARED YOUR LATEST VIDEO???!!!

Tilly had no idea that Aimee even followed her.

‘We’re just going to have a nice chat, OK?’ the presenter reiterates.

But despite the woman’s friendly demeanour, a knot of anxiety tightens in Tilly’s stomach. Maybe this whole thing was a very bad idea. She looks across at Alfie, catching his eye.

‘Are you all right?’ he mouths silently. His attention is fixed intently on her, his eyes locked on hers, everything else disappearing.

As she looks back at him, she knows with sudden certainty that if she were to say no, he would stand up and lead her off the set, ignoring the lights and the cameras and the consequences. If she said the word, he would take her home – just like he did when she was soaked through and exhausted from cycling for days and sleeping on a bed of rocks, turning up with tea and dry socks and a backpack full of food. Because it’s Alfie.

‘I’m OK,’ she mouths back, realizing that, actually, she is. And that she wants to do this. For Book Lane and for her year of books. And for him.

He gives her a nod and a little thumbs up, then a hush falls over the studio audience as the floor manager gives a signal.

‘Five seconds until we’re live, everyone. Five, four, three, two …’
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As soon as the camera starts rolling, Alfie’s mind goes completely empty, his body flooded with adrenaline, sounds and sensations disappearing and leaving only numbness.

Where is he? And what on earth is he doing here?

And then he returns to his body, to the feel of the velvet chair beneath him, the smell of cleaning products and electrical cables, and the sound of the presenter’s voice saying enthusiastically, ‘So, I have to say, Matilda, I just love the videos you’ve been sharing on social media about your year of books. What a delightful idea. Can you tell us more about it?’

Alfie glances at Tilly, who appears to be much more at ease than him, her legs crossed in a relaxed manner and one elbow resting informally on the arm of her chair. Her hair has been styled in loose waves, and there’s a touch of coral on her lips that contrasts with the olive green of her knitted dress. She looks beautiful.

‘Well, I lost my husband, Joe, a little over a year ago. Around six months after he died, on my birthday, I received a phone call from my local bookshop, from Alfie, saying that Joe had arranged a gift for me – a year of books. One book every month for twelve months.’

‘Wow, what a lovely gift. And you didn’t know anything about it before that call?’

Tilly shakes her head, her glossy hair shining in the studio lights.

‘That must have been quite a surprise!’

‘You could say that! I didn’t think I’d ever get to speak to him again, and here was this sudden gift, this connection to him. And through books, of all things. Yes, I know I’m a cliché – a Matilda who is obsessed with reading.’

Alfie looks out at the audience, noticing the way they are all captivated by her, not even looking at the presenter. A ripple of soft laughter spreads through the rows. They are enchanted. Of course they are.

‘And what kind of books did he give you – and how, would you say, have they impacted you?’

Tilly takes a beat, her head tilting, exposing a flash of pale neck.

Alfie swallows, tucking his hands under his thighs.

‘There have been all sorts of books. There was a cookbook, because I’ve always been a terrible cook and I think he was worried about me starving without him keeping me fed …’

Another soft ripple of laughter from the audience.

‘… a children’s book – Matilda – for my namesake, and to get me back into reading after I lost the love for it. There was a romance novel, a poetry book, a mix of fiction and non-fiction. As for how they’ve impacted me … Well, some of the influences have been quite drastic. Like the book that inspired me to rent an apartment in Paris for three weeks, or the book that got me back into running and even led me to run a half-marathon last month. I’ll admit I wasn’t so keen on the book about wild camping … But even the books I didn’t connect with immediately have changed me in subtle ways. They’ve made me braver. I feel like a different person because of the books Joe chose. I feel … stronger.’

An image flashes into Alfie’s mind of Joe Carter, sat on a chair in the bookshop sipping from a beer bottle and telling Alfie about his idea for a gift for his wife, a gift he’d never get to see her open. I wish you could see her now, Alfie thinks as he looks at Tilly, smiling in front of the cameras and an audience of people, her scars there for everyone to see but sitting straight, her shoulders pushed back, her cheeks slightly flushed but her smile easy and bright. I wish you could see that she’s OK.

‘What a wonderful story,’ says the presenter. ‘And a brilliant reminder of how important books and bookshops can be. Which brings us on to our second guest.’

She shifts in her seat, turning her attention to Alfie. He is aware of the woman operating one of the cameras fixing it on him and he tries not to flinch as the presenter says, ‘Alfie Lane is the owner and manager of Book Lane, the north London bookshop behind this very special year of books. Welcome, Alfie.’

‘Thank you,’ he says, his voice coming out hoarse. He clears his throat, rubbing his hands on the underside of his jeans.

On the other side of the presenter Tilly flashes him a reassuring smile. ‘You’ve got this,’ she mouths.

‘Now, Alfie,’ says the presenter, leaning forward slightly. ‘I hear that you played a very important role in this special gift.’

Alfie’s stomach flips.

‘Oh, I didn’t really do anything.’

‘That’s not what I’ve heard! When we called to arrange this interview, we spoke with your colleague Prudence and our producer was so touched by what she said that she wrote it down. I’d like to read it to you all now.’

The presenter flips through her notes and there’s a cough in the audience and a rising smell of sweat that is almost certainly coming from him, but all Alfie is focused on is Tilly’s expression as she watches him from the other side of the studio set, her eyebrows pinched together and her lips slightly parted.

‘“On a cold day in February last year, a customer came into the shop with an unusual request,”’ reads the presenter. ‘“He didn’t really know what he was looking for, just that he wanted to leave books for his wife that would help her when he was no longer there. He explained his idea for a year of books but admitted that he didn’t know where to start, given he wasn’t much of a reader himself. In fact, he hadn’t read a book since high school.”’

Alfie suddenly can’t meet Tilly’s eye, looking down at his lap, feeling his neck and face flushing hot.

The presenter continues to read. ‘“Alfie spent the whole afternoon with the customer. In fact, he closed the shop early so he could give him his full attention, going back and forth over different suggestions until there were twelve books that the customer was entirely happy with.” Now,’ says the presenter, looking up, ‘that doesn’t sound like nothing to me.’

There’s a silence and it takes Alfie a moment to realize everyone is waiting for him to say something.

‘I’m a bookseller. Helping people find the books they need is my job.’

‘Which is a splendid reminder of the importance of independent bookshops,’ says the presenter.

She goes on to mention the fact that Book Lane is now selling customers their own ‘year of books’ online but all Alfie can think about is when the cameras will stop rolling and how long it is until he can get up and leave.
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Tilly walks off the set feeling dazed, her steps wobbly. For all her anxieties, once she was sat in the chair she experienced an unexpected rush of adrenaline that wasn’t unpleasant. It felt good to share her story and to feel as though people wanted to hear it.

A member of the camera crew unclips the microphone from her dress, someone doing the same to Alfie’s shirt beside her. She tries to catch his eye but he looks away, his gaze fixed on his shoes.

‘Thanks so much again for coming on the programme,’ says the producer, leading them through the maze of wires and equipment surrounding the set. ‘I’ll just take you back to the green room for your things.’

Tilly follows the producer down a corridor, aware of Alfie behind her and the sounds of the studio growing quieter as they move through the building. She can feel her heart racing inside her chest.

‘Someone will be up in a minute to take you downstairs,’ the producer says, leading them into the small room where they’d waited ahead of the interview. ‘Thanks again, it went really well! Good luck with the campaign.’ And then the door swings shut behind her, and Tilly and Alfie are left alone.

A screen in the room shows the set they have just left, the presenter having her make-up touched up as she prepares for the next segment. But Tilly can’t stop looking at Alfie, thinking about everything the presenter revealed. An image comes into her mind of Alfie guiding Joe around the bookshop, pulling down book after book from the shelf. Her chest tightens.

‘Well, that was surreal,’ she says, trying to lighten the atmosphere in the small, suddenly warm room. ‘Not your average Thursday. At least, not mine anyway.’

She hopes he might laugh, but his mouth is set in a tight line, the crease between his eyebrows deepening.

‘I’m sorry about all that,’ he says in a rough voice. ‘I had no idea they’d spoken to Prudence or that she’d told them all that. I hate the thought of you thinking I kept something from you. But I didn’t think it was right to tell you –’

‘Alfie, stop.’ She reaches a hand out, placing her palm on his chest. She can feel his heart beating hard and fast beneath the thick, scratchy warmth of his jumper. ‘You have nothing to be sorry about.’

He looks down at her, his eyes hesitantly searching her face.

‘It really was all Joe’s idea. I just helped a bit. I know Prudence meant well but I wish she hadn’t said all of that …’

Without quite realizing what she’s doing, she takes a step closer until they are stood just a step away from one another, the next interview playing on the screen above them but neither of them listening.

Alfie seems to catch his breath, then says, ‘I don’t want it to change the way you think about Joe’s gift. I know how much the year of books means to you. I don’t want to take anything away from that.’

His voice is rough and she can feel his breath, catch his coffee and wool smell cut with a hint of eucalyptus.

‘It does change the way I think about the gift.’

He blinks down at her, his expression pained, and she suddenly wants to reach up and smooth out the lines on his forehead. She swallows hard and manages to keep her hands where they are, one on Alfie’s chest, the other at her side.

‘It makes total sense now, actually. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it sooner. Of course there’s no way Joe would have thought to recommend Emily Henry. Or Elizabeth Gilbert. The year of books could only have existed because Joe knew me and you knew books. None of all this would have happened without both of you. I’m just sorry I didn’t realize it sooner. Because if I had, I would have known to thank you.’

‘You don’t have to thank me.’ His voice catches.

‘But I want to.’ She tilts her head up to his, feeling the heat of his eyes on her.

As she looks at him, she sees everything he has done for her over the past year. The conversations where he has listened to her open up about her grief, and has shared his own pain with her like an offering. A cat-themed window display. A tent in the park. Dry socks at the airport. A backpack full of food. And now this.

She reaches across the space between them for his hand.

‘Thank you, Alfie.’

His fingers slip through hers and squeeze. His lips part slightly and she leans closer, her chin tilting up, eyes on his.

‘Are you ready for me to show you both out?’ comes a voice in the doorway.

Tilly jumps backwards, almost knocking over a chair. Alfie steps back too, clearing his throat. An assistant is waiting, looking at them a little strangely.

‘Yes, we’re ready,’ Alfie says, taking another step, putting even more space between them, never meeting Tilly’s eye.

When Tilly arrives home, there are dozens of messages waiting for her, congratulating her on the interview – from her parents, from Harper and Raj, Rachel – and dozens on social media in response to a story she posted of herself outside the BBC studio.

But all Tilly can think about is Alfie and that moment in the green room. What would have happened if the assistant hadn’t walked in? What did Tilly want to happen? She has no idea. Or perhaps, even more terrifyingly, she does.

It hits her who might be able to help her sort through the complex tangle of her emotions.

Tilly sends a group message to Lola and John from the Paris Grief Gang.

Tilly:

Random question, but have either of you dated since losing your partners? Because I think I sort of nearly kissed someone today. And now I’m a mess.
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Her phone begins immediately to vibrate.

When she answers, it’s to the welcome sight of Lola’s face, beaming at her from a Parisian street, the sound of traffic in the background.

‘Tilly! Tell us everything.’

A second later, John connects, dressed in tweed and looking slightly startled against a backdrop of ornate bookshelves that Tilly recognizes as his library with its view over the Eiffel Tower.

‘How wonderful to see you both, my dears,’ he says, reaching for a floral teacup and raising it in greeting.

‘Hi, John. Now, Tilly, tell us about this kiss.’

‘Almost kiss,’ Tilly corrects, feeling her cheeks grow hot.

‘He sounds like a great guy,’ says Lola, stepping out of the way of a group of tourists gathered on what Tilly thinks she recognizes as the Pont Neuf. ‘I mean, he brought you dry socks after your camping trip.’

‘He is a great guy.’

‘And handsome too,’ John chips in, making Lola laugh. ‘What?’ he says with a shrug. ‘I watched your interview together. He’s a very good-looking young man. And he clearly knows his books too, which is always a plus.’

‘Maybe,’ replies Tilly, emotion trapped in her throat. ‘But … he’s not Joe.’

Tears well in her eyes in the silence that follows.

‘No,’ Lola says softly. ‘And I bet that feels confusing.’

Tilly nods, wiping her face and tucking her legs under her on the sofa.

‘Before, when I thought Alfie had a girlfriend, I could tell myself that we were just friends. But if I’m honest with myself, there have been … other moments.’

The feel of his firm hands on her bare skin, stopping her from tripping into the canal. The two of them alone in the bookshop after the book club, sharing wine, knees almost touching. Him sat beside her in the tiny tent he’d helped her put together, exuding his warmth and his smell. The relief of seeing him at the airport, and how she hadn’t even thought about it before she’d thrown her arms around him, sinking into the reassuring feeling of his solid chest.

‘I think maybe the idea of him having a girlfriend was an excuse – a way for me to ignore how I felt. To pretend it wasn’t happening. Because I didn’t want to admit I was getting close to someone who isn’t Joe. Because what does that say about me? He was the love of my life. I can’t be feeling this way about someone else.’

‘I felt the same way when I first started dating Malcolm,’ says John, making both Tilly and Lola widen their eyes, momentarily speechless.

‘You have a boyfriend?’ Lola says.

‘We’re long distance at the moment,’ John blushes, taking another sip of tea. ‘He lives in London. But we’ve been together some time. I had to take things slowly at first. I didn’t think I was ready for anything serious. But he … he’s made me feel alive again.’

‘You look giddy, John,’ says Lola, and Tilly has to agree that he suddenly looks about ten years younger, his eyes sparkling.

‘I’ll be honest,’ Lola continues, ‘I haven’t dated since Larry. But I think I would like to. With the right person. I don’t want to think that’s it, for me, when it comes to love. Why should it be? Something awful happened to me. The worst thing. Why shouldn’t I be allowed to be happy again? I know that’s what Larry would want for me.’

‘I think,’ says John, clearing his throat for a moment before continuing, ‘maybe we don’t get just one love of our lives. Maybe we all have room in our hearts for more than one story. I will always love Henri, and Malcolm understands that. What we have is different. But that doesn’t mean it isn’t real. And with him I feel … happy.’

‘Does Alfie make you feel happy?’ Lola asks.

Tilly doesn’t even have to think about her reply. ‘Yes.’

Whenever she visits the bookshop, she is always glad to see him, and on the days when he isn’t there, she has to hide her disappointment.

‘But even if he does, I have no idea if he feels the same way.’ She thinks back to how he stepped away from her in the green room earlier, putting as much space as possible between them.

‘Then maybe you need to find out,’ says Lola with a smile.

John nods from the screen of Tilly’s phone.

‘What if I get my heart broken? I don’t know if I could survive that again.’

‘Love is scary. But life is short, Matilda. We know this more than most, don’t we? You deserve happiness, my dear. Don’t you forget that.’

Once Tilly has thanked them and they’ve said goodbye, she flops back against the sofa cushions, emotionally exhausted after the day and the conversation. With effort she drags herself over to the fridge, hoping there are enough ingredients inside for something quick and easy. But before opening the door her eyes fall on something pinned there with a magnet: Harper’s wedding invitation.

Just two weeks away.

Her attention catches on one phrase in Harper’s handwritten note: You can bring a friend if you like.

Tilly had thought about inviting Rachel, but she has plans with family that weekend, so she’s settled on the idea of going alone, but the thought now fills her with more than a little dread.

When Tilly considers who else she might bring, who would make her feel calmer, who she would want to spend the day with, there’s only one person who comes to mind.
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The day of Harper’s wedding is cold and grey but The Old Brewery is a riot of colour, with red and pink flowers everywhere. The ceiling is draped in fairy lights and strung with paper cranes that Tilly and Harper have toiled over, fuelled by countless cups of tea and shortbread biscuits. Some are a little lopsided, but Tilly doesn’t think it particularly matters.

Tilly sneaks a glance around the door where she, Harper and their parents wait, looking out at the crowd of people fidgeting in their seats and turning to chat to one another.

‘I think everyone’s ready,’ Tilly whispers, catching the eye of the celebrant at the front of the room who gives her a nod.

‘How does Raj look?’ Harper asks anxiously, smoothing down the front of her white silk jumpsuit. Harper’s bridal outfit is very much Harper, the sleeves trimmed with feathers, and a crown of pink and red flowers on her head that matches the smaller one Tilly wears.

Tilly turns her attention to the front of the room again, to where Raj is pulling down the sleeves of his dinner jacket. One of the groomsmen pats him on the back, and he breaks into a beaming smile.

‘Happy,’ Tilly replies, stepping back so she’s hidden again, squeezing her sister’s hand. ‘He looks really, really happy.’

‘And are you doing OK?’ Harper asks, squeezing Tilly’s hand back. ‘If it’s too much to come in with me I totally understand. I know today is going to be hard for you. It’s not too late to go and join Alfie.’

Tilly glances around the door again, searching the crowd of guests until she spots a pair of broad shoulders in a dark green suit. Alfie sits among Harper’s friends, his head turned to the side as he talks with them. She catches a glimpse of his freshly shaven jaw, his dark, messy hair and his familiar, kind eyes and feels a sense of calm flowing through her.

‘There’s nowhere else I’d rather be than right here with you,’ she says to Harper.

‘Thank god. Because I’m freaking out a bit. I know it’s November but I’m sweating. I can’t believe I’m actually about to get married. What if I’m terrible at being married?’

‘You won’t be. You love Raj, don’t you?’

Harper smiles, adjusting her flowers. ‘He drives me mad sometimes, but I do.’

‘There we go,’ says Tilly, brushing a loose thread off Harper’s jumpsuit. ‘Now all you have to do is say that again in there. Although maybe lose the first bit.’

‘Thank you, Sis. I’m really glad you’re here.’

‘Shall we do this, then?’ says their mum, linking arms with Tilly. She is dressed in a pink dress with a full skirt while Tilly is in red silk that skims her hips and matches the trailing ribbon on the bouquet of pink and red roses that she carries.

She wonders what Alfie will think when he sees her in it, trying to tell herself she doesn’t care.

‘Let’s get you married,’ their father says to Harper with a smile, and Tilly tries her best to hold it together as she remembers him saying the exact same words to her.

The day of her wedding comes back in a rush. They just about got through their vows, stumbling slightly at ‘in sickness and in health’ and ‘till death do us part’. And when the celebrant announced them as ‘husband and wife’, the small congregation erupted into cheers that could be heard from the street outside.

The music starts up now, the door opens and Tilly takes a breath, following her sister and father into the crowd, her eyes searching the familiar faces of family and friends until she spots Alfie.

The whole room is looking at Harper. But his eyes are fixed solely on her.

The remnants of a long and rowdy wedding dinner have been cleared away and the tables pushed up against the walls to create a dancefloor that glitters with lights. Cocktails are served, and Harper and Raj mingle amongst their guests, both looking flushed and somewhat dishevelled. There’s music playing over speakers as a band sets up in the corner. The evening guests have started to arrive, Harper and Raj greeting everyone in turn and telling each of them how much they love them.

‘They look like they’re having a good time,’ Alfie says from his position at Tilly’s side, where he has remained all day.

It feels strange to see him looking so smart and in an outfit that seems perfectly tailored to him, the sharp lines of his dark green jacket emphasizing his broad shoulders, the colour bringing out the amber in his eyes.

‘And champagne,’ he adds. ‘They look like they’ve been having a lot of champagne.’

They’re sat at the quiet end of the bar, on stools pushed close together.

‘How are you doing?’ he asks, shifting so he’s turned away from the rest of the room.

He has diligently kept her topped up with drinks and tissues all day, helping steer her away from family members who wanted to grill her a little too intensely about how she’s really doing.

‘OK,’ she replies. ‘A bit tired. Smiling is tiring.’

‘You don’t have to smile if you don’t feel like it. Not with me anyway.’

In the background the sound of laughter rises over the hubbub of conversation.

‘I know. That’s why I invited you. Thank you for being here.’

‘Of course. And besides, I love a wedding. I mean, look at this cocktail.’ He lifts the pink concoction into the air, red rose petals floating on the surface. ‘You’d have to have a heart of stone not to find this cocktail adorable.’

He smiles, one of his proper ones, and something catches in her throat as their eyes meet …

‘Everybody, the first dance is about to start!’

A ripple of excitement spreads throughout the room, people gathering around the edges of the dancefloor. The bride and groom move hand in hand to the centre, everyone clapping and whooping and then quietening as the band members get ready, giving a little nod to one another before beginning to play.

The slow, soulful notes of ‘No Greater Love’ fill the room, and Harper rests her head on Raj’s chest, his arms looped around her waist. Shards of light fall on their faces, their eyes softly closed. Tilly finds herself suddenly struggling to breathe.

‘Scuse me,’ she whispers, slipping out on to the balcony.

The air is bitterly cold, the lights of the city spread out before her as she hugs her arms tightly around herself and tries to take deep breaths.

A moment later Alfie is there beside her, the music resounding loudly and then muffling again as he closes the door behind him. He doesn’t say anything at first, just fiddles with a switch on one of the gas braziers. It bursts into life and he reaches for a blanket off the back of one of the outdoor chairs, draping it over Tilly’s shoulders before guiding them both to a bench facing the heater. As they sit down, he reaches into his pocket for a travel-size pack of tissues and passes them to her.

‘You must have cleaned Boots out of tissues,’ she says as she takes one and sniffs loudly.

‘Best to be prepared. Weddings always make me cry.’

He doesn’t say anything else, just waits as she wipes her eyes and tucks her hair behind her ears. Clean-shaven, his jawline looks sharper than she had realized. She can see the whole of his face now and allows her eyes to linger on it, taking in every detail – the tiny mole below his bottom lip, the tiniest dot of red on his cheek where he must have nicked himself shaving, his skin that looks soft to the touch.

‘I am happy for her, I really am,’ she says. ‘I know it doesn’t look like it right now.’ She attempts a little smile, blowing her nose again. She pictures Harper and Raj dancing together, holding one another tightly as they dream about forever.

Snapshots from her own wedding come flashing into her mind. Joe didn’t have much of an appetite, so he barely touched the wedding meal they shared in the private top-floor room of a nearby Italian restaurant. Only their closest family attended, and it was a day full of love, but it couldn’t be further from this jubilant, colourful day. Harper and Raj’s wedding has felt like a beginning in every way. But when Tilly thinks back to her own, all she can think of is an ending.

‘No one would think you aren’t happy for her,’ Alfie says softly. ‘But it’s OK to feel happy and sad at the same time. Very few moments involve just one emotion. That’s life, isn’t it? It’s messy.’

Looking across at him, his face glowing in the light of the outdoor heater, she thinks how true his words are. That alongside her deep well of sadness there’s the way Alfie’s eyes seem to shine as he looks at her, the eucalyptus smell of his aftershave, and the comfort of having him sat here with her. She misses Joe with everything she is – and she also wants to run her hand along Alfie’s jaw, just to know what it would feel like.

‘I guess you’re right. Maybe I need to stop fighting it.’
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The end of the first dance is signalled by riotous applause and cheering from inside. The band starts up with a different song, another whoop rising from the wedding crowd as they begin to passionately belt out the lyrics to ‘I Bet You Look Good on the Dancefloor’.

‘Oh, I love this song!’ says Tilly, leaping from her chair, the blanket slipping from her shoulders.

Alfie tries not to focus too hard on the freckles on her bare arms.

‘Come on,’ she says, reaching out a hand. ‘I feel like dancing, and I really don’t want to dance alone.’

How can he refuse? He takes her hand, small and warm and soft in his, as he stands up.

‘I don’t really dance,’ he says, standing stiffly. But then the chorus kicks in and he just lets go, right there on the balcony, twisting and jiving, flailing his arms. He dusts his shoulders then breaks into an enthusiastic robot.

Tilly laughs wildly, clutching her sides.

‘Oh my god, I was not expecting that.’

‘What? Do I not look good on the dancefloor?’ he says, swinging an imaginary lasso around his head before going into something he’s seen his little nieces describe as the lawnmower, pulling an imaginary cord back and forth.

Oh god, what is he doing? He wasn’t kidding – he doesn’t usually dance – but she is still laughing, and the sound of it is so intoxicating that he throws all his inhibitions to one side and lets his long legs and arms move as if he were a child dancing with his dad to Toploader. Tilly is getting into the swing of things too, twisting her hips, the silk of her dress riding up, clinging to her curves.

She reaches for his hands and they bop along together, swinging each other’s arms.

‘We are definitely not in time with the music,’ she laughs as he swings her away from him and she nearly knocks into a rattan table before twirling and coming back towards him.

‘Doesn’t matter.’

They continue to twist and twirl, shaking their hips and kicking their legs in a mad, uncoordinated dance. Somehow, he has ended up with his arms around her waist, her hands draped around his neck.

A pain stabs him under the ribs and he lets out a groan. ‘I think I need to stop, I’m getting a stitch.’

They slow to a stop, their hands still on one another.

‘Probably for the best,’ Tilly says, her breathing rapid. ‘I’m a mess.’

Her hair is wild on her shoulders, the flowers in her crown drooping. A pink flush spreads over her cheeks and forehead.

‘You’re beautiful,’ Alfie says, without thinking.

Her eyes widen and he drops his hands from her waist.

‘Shit, sorry … I didn’t mean to say that. I’ve been trying so hard all day not to say that.’

From inside comes another roar and the opening chords of ‘Mr Brightside’.

‘It’s OK,’ she says softly, her hands still on his shoulders.

‘It isn’t, though! You’ve made it very clear you just want to be friends and I completely get that. I’m more than OK with that. Being your friend is an honour. But then I have to go and make it weird by saying how incredible you look in that dress. Shit, I’ve done it again!’

He steps away from her, putting distance between them. Because if he keeps standing so close to her he might say more stupid things.

‘Alfie, it’s OK …’

It seems that the distance hasn’t helped, because she is still there, still in that red dress, still the person who has got him to laugh more in the past few months than he has in years. He opens his mouth and the words come tumbling out.

‘I think you’re amazing, Tilly Nightingale. You’re brave and so kind, the way you’ve listened to all of my baggage, and everything you’ve done recently to help the bookshop, and the way you’ve been here today for your sister even though it was hard. But I shouldn’t have overstepped. I want you to feel safe with me.’

Because that’s how I feel with you, he thinks.

Tilly looks at him, her face unreadable. A cool breeze catches at the strands of her hair. When she answers, her voice is soft.

‘I do feel safe with you. You’ve always made me feel that way. I feel it whenever I step into the bookshop. Whenever we’re together.’

‘Oh.’

His chest constricts as her pale eyes remain fixed on his. A gust of wind blows across the balcony and she shivers. He reaches for the blanket that slipped off when they were dancing, wrapping it around her shoulders.

‘Shall we go back inside? I don’t want you to get cold.’

As he goes to step away, she reaches a hand to his waist, pulling him gently towards her.

‘Wait. Stay here a second. Will you just … hold me for a moment?’

His body stiffens, his skin tingling. He considers for a moment and then wraps his arms around her, pulling her to his chest. She lets out a little sigh and it takes all his strength not to groan into her hair, feeling the whole of her soft body pressed against him.

‘Thank you,’ she mumbles into his chest and he tightens his grip, holding her steady.

They stay like that for a while, just holding each other as the party continues inside, the lights of the city spread out around them. She pulls away just enough to tilt her face up to look at him.

‘Alfie?’

‘Mmm?’

He wonders if she can feel how hard his heart is beating beneath the suit he bought specially for today.

‘I’d really like you to kiss me.’

He lifts an eyebrow questioningly, his eyes flashing.

‘Are you sure?’ he manages to choke out.

‘Kiss me, Alfie.’

Her voice is lower and raspier than he’s ever heard and it does something to him, making him forget everything else but the feel of her soft hair between his fingers as he places a hand at the back of her neck and dips his mouth down to meet hers. She tastes like lipstick and pink cocktails.

Inside, the wedding band sings a song about fireworks as Alfie feels them explode in his chest.
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His lips are gentle at first. He kisses her like she’s something precious, lightly cradling the back of her head, stroking the nape of her neck with his thumb. With the other hand he brushes a strand of hair away from her cheek.

‘Is this OK?’ He pulls away just far enough to search her face for any sign to stop, his eyes liquid as they meet hers.

But to her surprise Tilly doesn’t feel like stopping.

‘It’s good, really good,’ she murmurs, then bridges the gap between them again, pressing her lips against his, more firmly this time.

He hesitates for the briefest of moments before responding with a renewed heat, gripping her more tightly, one hand sliding to the small of her back and pulling her close so their bodies lock together. His lips part and she darts a tongue into his mouth, making him shiver.

‘God, Tilly,’ he groans into her.

The sound of it makes her lips spread into a grin, smiling as she continues to kiss him.

‘You’re sure you’re OK?’ he murmurs, pausing to catch his breath.

His shirt is wrinkled from where she’s been gripping it beneath his jacket, and his hair sticks up from where she just ran a hand through it.

‘You’re sure you want this? Because we can stop …’

‘I want this,’ she says firmly and his eyes flash, then he is lifting her by the hips and sitting her down gently on the wooden table behind them.

Her dress hitches up as she opens her legs and he stands between them, bringing his hands to her hair again and kissing her hard. It’s her turn to let out a noise now as he holds her tightly. She tugs at the back of his shirt, untucking it so she can slip her hands up, needing suddenly to feel his warm skin, drinking in the feel of him beneath her hands. He draws in a sharp breath as she drags her fingernails ever so lightly down his back.

‘Tilly,’ he says breathlessly.

And then he is dipping his head to kiss the soft skin on her neck and she mouths his name too, holding him against her and feeling both safe and as if she is falling – aching and gloriously, miraculously alive.

The sound of music and laughter from inside makes them both turn as the balcony door slides open and a group of Raj’s friends tumble outside, chatting and rifling through bags for cigarettes and lighters. They glance in the direction of Tilly and Alfie but then return to their conversation, heading to the far end of the balcony, away from them.

Alfie’s arms are still wrapped around Tilly, her dress rumpled. And Tilly can’t help but laugh, tipping her head back. Alfie laughs too then kisses her on the forehead, stepping back and holding out his hand to help her down from the table.

‘Well,’ she says, smoothing down her dress. ‘I think I need a cold drink after that.’

‘I think I need a cold shower,’ Alfie says in a low voice, making Tilly’s stomach flip.

‘Not sure I can manage that, but how about two mojitos?’

‘I can go,’ he says, moving as if to leave, but she lifts a hand to his chest.

‘No, you stay here. Don’t go anywhere, OK?’ She grins as she gives him a final kiss on the cheek.

Alfie is grinning too.
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Alfie watches Tilly leave, trying to catch his breath. He can still taste her and feel the imprint of her fingers on his skin. It was everything he promised himself couldn’t happen … but god, it felt so good. And she seemed to come alive in his arms, kissing him back harder than he’d expected, running her hands up his back and making his entire body melt.

As she kissed him, it felt for the first time in a long while as though maybe everything could work out OK. Maybe they could find a way to save the bookshop. Maybe he could be more to Tilly than her friend. Maybe he could believe in a happily-ever-after again – and slowly, gently, perhaps he could even make her believe too.

The balcony door opens and he wonders if she is back already. But it’s Raj who stumbles outside, his jacket gone and his shirt hanging untucked on one side. His friends wave and call to him from the other end of the balcony and he raises a hand in greeting, gesturing that he’ll be over in a minute. Then he weaves unsteadily towards Alfie, slumping down in one of the chairs.

‘Alfie, mate. Good to see you.’ He says it with the warmth of someone who has been a friend for years, not someone who Alfie only met for the first time today.

It makes Alfie smile; all day he’s been made to feel so welcome. Like he maybe could belong here among these people.

‘Having a good night?’ he asks.

Raj tips his head back slightly, looking up at the night’s sky. ‘The best. Just needed some air, though. I might have had too much to drink.’ He gives Alfie a lopsided smile.

‘If you can’t have too much to drink on your wedding day, when can you?’

‘Quite right!’ Raj straightens himself in the chair. ‘Hey, Tilly was great today, wasn’t she?’

A shiver runs through Alfie’s body just at the mention of her name. Tilly. Whose mouth was just on his, her hands on his skin.

‘She was.’

‘It can’t have been an easy day but it meant so much to Harper to have her here. I swear she would have refused to get married at all if Tils wasn’t there. I’ve got her to thank for this …’ Raj lifts up his hand, displaying his new gold wedding band. ‘Man, I can’t believe I’m married.’ He stares at the ring for a moment, his eyes glazing slightly.

‘I know Tilly really wanted to be here. And it’s been a great day. Congratulations.’

‘Thanks, mate.’ Raj lets out a sigh. ‘We’re going to miss her, though. But it’s great news for her.’

‘Sorry?’

‘Tilly’s new job in New York. Harper’s going to be a mess when she leaves, but I know she’ll find loads of excuses to visit. And it’s her dream job – opportunities don’t come along like that every day.’

A roar of laughter comes from the other end of the balcony, making Raj turn in the direction of the sound, but all Alfie can think about is the ringing in his ears and the way the air feels suddenly very cold.

‘Right, I’d better go say hi to my friends. But you have a good rest of the night, yeah? And thanks again for coming. She’s lucky to have a friend like you.’
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When Tilly returns with the drinks, Alfie is gone. She searches the balcony for him, spotting Raj instead. He raises a hand in greeting.

‘Hey, Tils. Alfie said to say he’s sorry but he had to go. I think the cocktails might not have agreed with him. And I might have had one too many myself …’

She places the drinks down on a table, hastily smoothing her hair where it is still tangled from Alfie’s hands. She recalls the sound of his throaty groans and the feeling of his hand cupping her face …

But he must have regretted the kiss. And maybe he is right. Maybe it’s for the best. Where could it have led, really?

Just because kissing Alfie has made her feel more alive than she’s felt in a long time, it doesn’t mean it’s worth upending her life for. Does it?
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Book Lane Recommends

The best festive fiction

[image: ] A Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens

[image: ] The Christmas Bookshop by Jenny Colgan

[image: ] The Night Before Christmas by Clement C. Moore

[image: ] A Snow Garden and Other Stories by Rachel Joyce
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Primrose Hill is dressed for Christmas. Lights are strung between the buildings and little fir trees line the pavements. Tilly winds her scarf tighter around her neck as she passes the greengrocer’s and plant shop where she bought a potted tree at the weekend, decorating it with Joe’s decorations and a new one she made last week – a letter ‘J’ crocheted in red wool.

She walks past the bakery, breathing in the smell of cinnamon and hot chocolate as people queue for pains au chocolat, cinnamon swirls and freshly baked mince pies. At the florist’s the buckets of red roses that sit among branches of holly and pine make Tilly think back to Harper’s wedding. Harper sent photos yesterday of her and Raj surrounded by monkeys on their honeymoon in Thailand. They will be back just before Christmas, which Tilly has insisted on hosting in her flat, even if it will mean sitting elbow to elbow around the tiny dining table. She wants to make the most of one last Christmas there.

She continues down the street towards the bookshop, ready to collect her final book of the year and to talk to Alfie. They haven’t seen each other since the wedding, Alfie busy with the pre-Christmas rush. She wants to tell him her news in person, even if she isn’t certain how he will react. But when she approaches the red shopfront of Book Lane she stops, staring at the red banner strung across the window.

CLOSING DOWN SALE

EVERYTHING MUST GO

Her heart clenches and her breath catches in her throat. There are ‘sale’ stickers on all the books in the window and a sign taped to the glass.

Dear customers,

It is with regret that we have to inform you that, after twenty-one years, Book Lane will be closing at the end of the month.

Thank you for your loyalty over the years.

Our final trading day will be 24th December.

Alfie Lane

Owner

Book Lane

Tilly pushes the door, the bell jangling cheerfully, jarringly at odds with her mood.

‘Alfie?’

Prudence and Blue look up from the counter where Prudence is on the computer and Blue is wrestling with a sheet of brown paper and a roll of tape. She places the paper down on the table and lets out a sigh.

‘I can never get the corners neat like Alfie does.’

‘Where is he?’

Tilly glances around the shop, noticing more ‘sale’ signs dotted around among the books. ‘It’s Beginning to Look a Lot Like Christmas’ plays over the speakers and Georgette sleeps in a corner, oblivious.

The words from the notice roll around in Tilly’s mind. Closing at the end of the month.

Prudence and Blue glance at each other. ‘He’s not here.’

‘I take it you saw the sign?’ Prudence asks.

‘Yes. I can’t quite believe it. I mean, I knew the shop was in trouble, but everything’s been going so well. The crowdfunder, all the new orders …’

‘We can’t believe it either. But despite how well it’s been going, it wasn’t enough. I think it’s hit him hard. He’s asked us to look after the shop until the twenty-fourth.’

Tilly tenses. ‘He’s not coming back in?’

Blue shakes her head sadly. ‘We tried to convince him that people would want to see him, but I’m not sure he could face it. We figured looking after the shop for the next few weeks for him was the least we could do. I’ve loved working here. He’s always given me flexibility if I need to go off for auditions.’

‘I don’t know what I would have done without this job,’ says Prudence. ‘I felt completely lost after my teaching career ended. When I was forced out of my job, to be more accurate. I tried not working, but I hated it. It was like I’d stopped being a part of things. Like I’d given up. Or like the world had given up on me. I doubt anyone else will hire me now. Not at my age.’

‘Which is fifty something?’ Tilly says, attempting a smile.

Prudence smiles back, but it’s clear that her heart isn’t really in it. ‘It’s the end of an era, that’s for sure.’

Overhead, Michael Bublé sings about holly and carols, and they can hear the faint hum of Georgette’s snores. The door opens, the bell tinkling as a woman in a black puffer coat steps inside, looking around her.

‘Is it true? Is the shop really closing?’

‘I’m afraid so,’ says Prudence.

‘Oh, that’s such a shame. I love it in here. I remember coming in here when my son was a newborn. I was having an awful day and just needed to get out of the house. A man who worked here rocked my pram while I browsed.’

‘That would have been Alfie.’

‘Well, I really appreciated it. It was the first ten minutes I’d had to myself in weeks.’

Tilly is in no rush to leave the shop, hoping that Alfie might change his mind and show up. Throughout the rest of the morning more customers come in, bringing their stories with them: about the recommendations that helped them through a difficult time, or how they were always encouraged to browse and read for as long as they liked. So many of the stories mention Alfie. A book he chose, or went out of his way to find, but also his patience in listening to the stories that seem to just spill out when you’re in a bookshop.

During a momentary lull, when it’s just the three of them in the shop again (or four, if you count Georgette who is now awake and playing with a roll of Sellotape on the floor), Blue jumps up from where she’s been leaning against the counter.

‘Your book, Tilly! I can’t believe we forgot. That’s what you came in for. Let me go and get it, I think I know where Alfie put it … Ah, here it is.’

She hands over a brown paper parcel tied with a Christmas-tree-green ribbon.

‘Here you go. Quite a big moment. The last book.’

Tilly grips it tightly, trying to keep her hands from shaking.

‘Are you doing OK?’ asks Prudence, placing a warm hand on Tilly’s shoulder.

Tilly nods, slipping the book into her satchel. ‘Yes, thanks. I’m OK.’

The bell rings as the door opens again.

‘Is the shop really closing down?’ says a wide-eyed teenager dressed head to toe in black, who looks quite a lot like they might burst into tears.

‘I can’t stand this!’ says Tilly once the teenager has left, sniffing and with a stack of novels tucked under their arm.

Whatever might have happened between her and Alfie, the thought of the shop closing feels just too much to bear.

‘I know,’ says Blue. ‘It’s awful.’

Prudence glances at them. ‘There’s something I want to show you both …’ She reaches under the counter and lifts out a large leather-bound book, dropping it with a thud.

‘Alfie’s book!’ Blue exclaims. ‘You didn’t look, did you, Pru? He’s always so secretive about it.’

‘I couldn’t help myself! I wondered whether there might be something in here that could help us. Look …’

Prudence lifts the cover, letting the book fall open on a random page. Tilly sees pages of tightly packed, handwritten notes – a mix of two different types of handwriting, one large and looping, and the other smaller and more tightly spaced.

Mr Theo Manning – likes natural history and non-fiction. Does not like novels. Favourite book: The Salt Path, Raynor Winn

Miss Cleo Martin – likes books with strong female leads and magic. Favourite book: Amari and the Night Brothers, B. B. Alston

Alongside the notes are contact details and lists of books they have bought.

‘It’s a record of all the Book Lane customers,’ Tilly says.

Blue peers closer, running a finger along the page. ‘Some of this looks like Alfie’s writing but a lot of this must have been written by his father.’

‘I imagine it’s how he managed to keep things running so smoothly when he took over,’ says Prudence. ‘It’s like the bookshop bible.’

Tilly flicks through a few more pages, skimming over the painstakingly recorded notes detailing hundreds of customers with completely unique reading tastes. How many of these customers’ lives have been altered by the books they bought here? She turns quickly towards the middle of the book until she finds ‘N’: Matilda Nightingale.

There is a list of all the books Joe ordered for her, as well as everything she has bought herself this year.

As well as the books there are a few notes.

Likes cats and Yorkshire tea, crafting and running (sometimes). Does not like camping. Favourite food: pasta.

A smile creeps across her face. Flicking further through the book, she notices something poking out at the back and pulls out a handful of photographs.

‘Oh wow. Blue, Prudence, look at these.’

There is the photograph that Alfie showed Tilly on his phone – the one of his father stood in the middle of the bookshop holding a stack of books – but there are more too. There’s one that must be Book Lane’s first day, a red ribbon tied across the door and Alfie’s father beaming at the camera, joyfully holding the hand of a tiny woman who could only be Alfie’s mother.

And there’s one that makes Tilly’s heart tighten: Alfie’s father holding the shop ladder at the bottom, two children stood on the rungs above, laughing at the camera. A young girl with pigtails, and there on the rung above, with a gap-toothed smile and hair that is just as messy as Tilly is used to seeing it now, Alfie. He is wearing a jumper with a dinosaur on the front that is a little too short for him. His face is lit up with an open, carefree smile, his eyes squeezed half-shut. Looking at the photo, she aches for the little boy laughing at the camera, confident that his dad’s hands are firmly on the bottom of the ladder, steadying him.

‘Oh, Alfie!’ says Blue. ‘He was so cute!’

Tilly swallows hard.

‘So, what are we going to do, then?’

‘What do you mean?’ Prudence asks, looking up from the photos.

Blue is staring at Tilly too, her expression questioning.

‘I mean,’ Tilly says, more firmly this time, ‘what are we going to do about the bookshop? Because it can’t end like this, can it?’

After everything the bookshop has given her, she isn’t going to give up without a fight.

And after everything Alfie has done for her … well, maybe this is something she can do for him.
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Alfie hasn’t left his flat in two weeks, apart from to let in food deliveries. He is sat on the sofa eating a tub of triple chocolate ice cream and watching Jurassic Park in his pyjamas when the doorbell rings.

‘Let us up!’ comes his sister’s voice over the intercom. ‘We’re here to stage an intervention!’

Alfie reluctantly presses the buzzer to release the door lock, sweeping the worst of the mess into the bin and pausing the film, the screen freezing on the scene of the Velociraptors in the kitchen.

‘This bit always used to terrify me,’ says Tash once she’s hugged Alfie in greeting and thrown herself down on the sofa, reaching for the ice cream.

‘Hi, sweetheart,’ says his mum, giving him a hug that makes Alfie’s eyes grow blurry.

After logging out of social media, avoiding phone calls, and answering messages with only the briefest of replies, it feels overwhelming to have his family here in person.

‘Can I get you anything? Tea, coffee? Leftover noodles?’ he asks with a forced laugh.

‘Sit,’ says his mum, taking the opposite end of the sofa to Tash and patting the empty space between them.

Alfie hesitates before sinking down into the cushions. It’s amazing how exhausting doing nothing can be. He hasn’t been on his bike in ages or walked further than the length of his apartment, and yet his limbs feel heavy.

‘Sorry for just turning up like this. But we’ve been worried about you.’

‘I’m fine.’

Tash lets out a snort. ‘Alf. It’s eleven in the morning and you’re most of the way through a tub of Häagen-Dazs. And I love you, but those pyjamas have a smell.’

He shuffles uncomfortably on the sofa. He didn’t mean for anyone to see him like this. That was the whole point of the not-leaving-the-house thing. It’s been something of a relief, letting himself lean into his sadness after months of trying to hold things together; now he doesn’t have to do any of that. Giving up has felt surprisingly freeing. But beneath it all is a deep sadness that he can’t shake. And the sense of having been so stupid, for having thought, just for a moment, that things might end differently.

‘I’m sorry. I know I’ve been rubbish at keeping in touch these past few weeks. I’ve just needed some time.’

‘We understand that, sweetheart,’ his mum says, taking his big hand in her small one. ‘It must be hard to face closing the shop after how hard you’ve worked over the years, ever since your dad died. But maybe it isn’t the worst thing.’

Alfie looks up then, his eyes flashing. He catches his mum and sister looking at each other.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, I’ve always felt guilty about how I handled things after your dad died. I was so distraught that I let too much fall on your shoulders.’

Tash reaches out to rub their mum’s arm. ‘Mum, you did everything you could. You were grieving too – you’d just lost your husband. But I feel it too, like I wasn’t there for you enough, Alfie.’

‘Don’t be silly, Tash. You were about to have a baby. And Mum, you know I didn’t mind taking over the shop. I wanted to.’

‘I know you did, darling. But I still wonder whether it was too much. You’ve done an absolutely brilliant job at keeping it going all these years. But I worry about what it has cost you. First Freya, then all those long days and late nights, now to see you like this …’

‘We loved the shop as well,’ Tash says gently. ‘But maybe now you can have a life too.’

‘You know all we want is to see you happy,’ adds his mum, giving his hand a squeeze. ‘My sweet, brave boy.’

Alfie is thirty-one years old but something about his mother’s words breaks him, because he hasn’t felt brave recently. He thinks back to the night of Harper’s wedding and the intoxicating high of the kiss, followed by the sobering effect of the news that Tilly was leaving. He knows he should have asked Tilly about New York himself, but he isn’t sure he can bear hearing her say the words out loud. Not when he’s been stupid enough to do the one thing he promised himself he’d never do after Freya: get close enough to get his heart broken all over again. He meant what he said to Tilly at the wedding. He would be OK with just being her friend, even if every time he saw her he’d be thinking about the feel of her lips against his and the sound she made as he kissed her, but it would be enough. He would make it be enough, because he can’t stand the thought of not having her in his life.

And now she is moving thousands of miles away.

‘Maybe you’re right,’ he says. ‘Maybe it’s time for a new start.’
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‘So, I think we’re all set,’ Tilly says, going over her long checklist.

‘I can’t believe it’s actually Christmas Eve tomorrow,’ says Blue.

Outside, the sky is a heavy grey, the street lit up with Christmas lights. The shop smells like pine from the tree Tilly lugged in a couple of weeks ago, Blue and Prudence helping her to decorate it. Since then, she has come into the shop every day. Working in a bookshop is even more exhausting than she could have imagined, her feet throbbing when she gets home. But she has loved it too, getting a rush of excitement every time someone buys one of her recommendations.

‘It’s going to be quite a day tomorrow,’ says Prudence, looking around. ‘If people actually show up, that is.’

The shop door has been locked and the three of them are slumped around the counter, a bottle of wine opened between them that Prudence brought, insisting they mark the shop’s penultimate day. Georgette sits with a proprietorial tail draped over the till. Tilly wonders what is going to happen to the cat once the shop closes. Alfie has always said that Georgette is a stray but Tilly can’t imagine her looking more at home anywhere else.

‘I really thought he might show up today,’ Blue says, taking a sip of her wine.

‘Me too,’ says Prudence. ‘I know this can’t be easy for him, but I worry he’ll regret it if he doesn’t come before it’s too late.’

As Prudence tops up their wine Tilly slips her phone out of her bag, typing a message to Alfie. They’ve shared a few messages over the past few weeks but nothing beyond a few words. She hasn’t wanted to push it. He’s made his feelings – or lack of them – clear. And perhaps a friend is all she needs right now, even if she can’t stop thinking about the feel of his lips against her neck.

Tilly:

Hey Alfie. I know you haven’t wanted to come into the bookshop and I understand why. But tomorrow is the last day and I really think you should be there. Prudence, Blue and Georgette need you. Book Lane needs you. I’ll be there and I really hope that you will too. x

‘We should probably get going,’ says Prudence.

‘Big day tomorrow,’ adds Blue.

‘Good idea.’

They all stand up, but as Tilly is about to reach for her bag beneath the counter the shop is plunged suddenly into darkness.

Georgette lets out a high-pitched miaow and leaps off the counter, her tail knocking the wine bottle. All three of them reach for it but no one gets there in time and it tips over, red wine spilling all over Tilly’s clipboard and list.

‘Shit!’

She looks around for something to stop the flow before it reaches the piles of books further along the counter.

‘Take this!’ says Blue, throwing a wad of tissues her way.

Tilly mops up the spillage and creates a barrier with the wet tissues, managing to divert the flow of the wine away from the books and on to the floor instead.

‘The lights are still on across the street,’ says Prudence, pointing towards the street outside. ‘I don’t think it’s a power cut.’

Using their phones as torches, they locate the fuse box at the back of the shop, but the room remains dark.

‘I’m going to call our electricity supplier,’ says Blue, digging about in some paperwork in the desk drawer, while Tilly and Prudence shine their phones in her direction so she can see what she’s doing.

Once Blue has managed to get through to someone, Tilly and Prudence work to clean up the rest of the wine.

‘Seriously? …’ says Blue in a tight voice. ‘What do we need to do? … And that will get our lights back on? … How quickly? … But we have a big event tomorrow … Come on, it’s Christmas!’

Georgette cries plaintively at their feet and Tilly scoops her up, bundling her into her arms.

‘You’re a cat,’ she says to her softly. ‘You’re supposed to enjoy the dark.’

Even in the dim light Tilly can see the look on Georgette’s face, which clearly says she is not that kind of cat.

A few minutes later Blue hangs up and turns back to face them.

‘What did they say?’

‘Well, it’s not great news,’ Blue replies, biting down on her bottom lip. ‘It seems we’re not up to speed with our last few bills. I found some other papers in the desk too. Alfie received a few warning letters, but he’s been prioritizing paying our wages instead of paying the bills. He hasn’t taken a salary himself in months.’

‘Oh, Alfie,’ says Prudence with a sigh. ‘You silly boy. He should know that this job has never been about the money for me. I would happily have taken a salary cut or pause, if I only knew.’

‘So we have no electricity?’ says Tilly, her heart thumping.

‘Yep,’ Blue confirms. ‘I’ve said I’ll send them what they need, but even so there might be a delay in getting us reconnected. Maybe not until Christmas Day.’

‘You don’t have to do that, Blue,’ says Prudence. ‘You know I’d be happy to cover it.’

‘We’ll all chip in,’ says Tilly. ‘And if Alfie has a problem with it, we can take it out of the crowdfunder income. I know it hasn’t raised enough to save the shop, but hopefully what we have managed to raise will help cover the shop’s debts at least.’

‘And what about tomorrow?’ Blue says. ‘We’ve worked so hard to pull it all together.’

Tilly hugs Georgette to her chest, the feeling of her warm fur steadying her slightly. Blue is right. What are they going to do?

‘Well, we’ll just have to follow the advice from one of my literary heroes,’ says Prudence. ‘Anne Shirley from Anne of Green Gables said, “Tomorrow is always fresh, with no mistakes in it yet.” We’ve still got tomorrow.’

Something inside Tilly shifts. She stands a little taller, feeling Georgette’s little heart beating fast against hers.

‘You’re right, Prudence. Or rather, Anne was right. We’ll figure something out. It’s not over just yet.’
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When Tilly turns the corner on to the high street on Christmas Eve morning she can’t quite believe what she sees. There is a queue trailing all the way along the road. Groups of people, wrapped up in coats and scarves and hats, nurse takeaway coffee cups and chat as they wait. The line leads her right to the door of Book Lane where Prudence and Blue wait, talking with a group of regular customers at the front of the queue.

‘Isn’t this amazing?’ Prudence says delightedly as she spots Tilly. Like her, she has dressed for a Christmas Eve party, with mistletoe and red berries woven into her hair and a flash of bright red lipstick.

‘I can’t believe how many people are here,’ Tilly replies.

‘And it’s not even opening time yet!’ says Blue, sequins visible beneath her coat. She reaches into her pocket for the shop door key, about to open up.

But before her hand reaches the handle Tilly says, ‘Maybe we should wait for Alfie? He might like to open up one last time.’

‘Maybe you’re right,’ says Prudence.

‘What if he doesn’t come?’ adds Blue, biting down on her lip. ‘What if he doesn’t get to see any of this?’

They wait a couple more minutes, but when there’s still no sign of Alfie they agree they can’t put off opening up any longer.

‘How about we get inside and get everything sorted, and hopefully he’ll be here soon?’ Prudence suggests.

‘We’ll just be a couple of minutes,’ Blue adds, turning to the customers waiting outside.

As the three of them step inside, shutting the door behind them, Tilly sends a final message to Alfie.

Tilly:

Happy Christmas Eve, Alfie. I know today will be a really hard day for you. But I’m here to support you, just like you and your shop have supported me this past year. I know your dad would be proud of you. See you soon. It’s nearly opening time and Book Lane can’t open without you. X
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The sound of carols drifts out on to the street as the people of Primrose Hill run their final errands. There’s a queue at the butcher’s and the deli, and the local café serves steaming crêpes and hot chocolate; dogs are wrapped up in fleece coats, barking at the smell of hot butter and cinnamon. At the florist’s, people leave clutching armfuls of red roses, amaryllis and sweetly scented pine.

And through it all, an old red bicycle clatters along the street, carrying with it a rather dishevelled bookseller, green scarf trailing behind him in the cold winter air. He is wearing odd socks, having only pulled himself out of bed three minutes ago.

As he turns the corner, he swerves suddenly to avoid colliding with a group of people huddled on the street corner. He frowns, wondering whether there’s some sort of event being held at one of the cafés or pubs. His frown turns to a look of surprise as he spots the members of the Book Lane book club huddled on the pavement.

‘Alfie!’ comes a voice, followed by a cry of, ‘He’s here!’

‘Hi, guys,’ he says, smiling at them somewhat distractedly.

The street is so busy that he gets off his bike to push, weaving his way towards the bookshop. As he does, he spots the familiar faces of customers and locals. Occasionally someone reaches out and pats him on the back, and he has no idea what to do or say other than to keep walking towards the bookshop, bewildered.

He approaches the shop door and stands outside for a second, taking in the sight of his shop. The window has been transformed. The sale signs are gone and instead there is a Christmas tree decorated entirely in red decorations the exact same shade as the shop’s facade. Books tied with ribbon are piled on the ground beneath it, dusted with fake snow, and the window is strung with paper snowflakes and camping lanterns hanging from ribbons.

As he pushes open the door, it’s as if he’s stepping into a grotto, the space lit entirely by fairy lights wrapped around the bookshelves.

‘Thank god you’re here,’ comes a relieved voice from the counter.

Prudence is stood next to Blue, with Georgette in her usual position next to the till, her tail coiled neatly around her. And there in the middle of them all is Tilly, clad in an emerald-green dress, wearing candy cane earrings and smiling nervously at him.

‘We were getting worried there was going to be a stampede if we didn’t open soon.’

‘Or that you weren’t coming,’ adds Tilly. ‘But you’re here.’

Her eyes meet his and his heart gives a little tug. He should feel sad at the thought that she will be leaving soon but mostly he’s just happy to see her.

‘I’m here. And I’m not really sure what’s going on.’

‘Well, we had a slight problem with the electricity,’ says Blue.

‘But Tilly came up with this wonderful solution,’ adds Prudence. ‘And frankly, I think it looks even better this way.’ She gestures at the fairy lights, a mix of plain white and bright colours. ‘The wireless card reader is all charged up, so taking card payments shouldn’t be a problem, and we’ve got an old-fashioned cash tray set up in place of the till.’

‘I can’t believe you did all this.’

‘It was all Tilly’s idea. She’s been helping us all week,’ says Blue. ‘None of this would have happened without her.’

Tilly shifts about on the spot, her eyes darting nervously to his.

‘I’m sorry if you hate it, or if it’s too much. I know you said the shop wasn’t my problem and that you didn’t want help, but I couldn’t just do nothing. I really hoped you might like it once you saw it all … but god, you hate it, don’t you? I’m sorry. I can just go –’

He takes a step forward, clearing his throat. ‘Don’t go.’

She pauses, blinking rapidly.

‘I don’t hate it,’ Alfie continues. ‘I’m actually not sure the shop has ever looked so beautiful. I know what I said, but I think maybe I was wrong. I think actually I can’t get through today without all of your help.’

‘We’re here for you, Alfie,’ says Blue.

‘Yes, we’ve got you, Alf,’ adds Prudence.

Tilly simply nods, her eyes never leaving his.

Alfie swallows hard, taking a breath.

‘Now, will someone please tell me why half of Primrose Hill is lined up on the street outside my shop on Christmas Eve morning?’

The three women and the cat look at him as if he’s a little clueless, and he wonders suddenly if he is – whether, consumed by all his feelings of dread about today, he has perhaps missed something important.

Tilly looks at him and says, ‘They’re here for you, of course. They’ve come to say goodbye and to thank you. I know the shop is closing and we all hate that this is happening. But we couldn’t just let it end without a celebration. Without showing you what you have brought to people. Just because it’s ending, that doesn’t mean what you built wasn’t real, or important, or special.’

‘We hope you don’t mind, but we may have consulted your father’s old notes,’ says Prudence, lifting up the leather-bound book. ‘Just so we could let the customers know about the closure and give them a chance to come and shop here one last time. Tilly has been shouting about it on social media too. She’s made all of this happen really.’

Tilly looks uncertainly up at him.

As their eyes meet all he can think is, you’re leaving. He blinks quickly, a lump in his throat.

‘This is amazing, but I still don’t understand why you’ve done all of this. You don’t even work here.’

‘No,’ Tilly replies. ‘But that doesn’t mean this shop isn’t important to me. And I think I’m far from the only one who feels that way. And you need to see that, Alfie. I know you feel like the shop closing is some sort of failure. That you’re a failure.’

He winces at the accuracy of her words.

‘But you’re not,’ she says fiercely. ‘You have made an impact, Alfie Lane, even if you can’t always see it. But hopefully today, you will.’

He doesn’t know what to say to that. So instead he opens the door, letting his customers in one last time.
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The bookshop is heaving. Blue and Prudence are handling payments, letting Alfie simply talk with customers. Tilly’s job is to keep the customers and staff topped up with mulled wine and mince pies. As she darts about the shop, she listens to the stories people share with Alfie. He has gone from bewildered to emotional, his eyes brimming as people come up to him, again and again, to shake his hand or embrace him tightly.

People tell Alfie about their favourite books he or his father recommended over the years. There’s much sniffing and handing round of tissues as parents and grandparents remember the first books they bought for their children and grandchildren. Local authors come in to thank Alfie for his support, and other shopkeepers on the road pop by, saying how sorry they are to see the bookshop close.

And people buy books. Stacks of them. Blue and Prudence can hardly keep up, and there is a queue out the door all day. Tilly’s family stop by, along with Rachel.

‘Thanks again for all your help with my book,’ Rachel says as Tilly passes mince pies around. ‘Your feedback has given me a whole new perspective and made me excited to get to work again.’

‘I loved doing it. It was fascinating to hear about your grandparents’ story, and reading you finally writing as you … I feel like you’ve really found your voice, Rach. Reading it felt like hearing you in my head.’

Rachel’s eyes brim. She pulls Tilly into a sideways hug.

‘And this is why you’re going to be so great at your new job. You sure do know how to make a writer feel special.’

They share a hug and then Rachel pulls back, looking around wistfully.

‘This is such a lovely bookshop. It’s so sad that it’s closing.’

With everyone laughing and smiling and sharing stories of how much the bookshop means to them, it’s easy to forget why they’re all here. It really does feel so much like a celebration that it’s easy to forget it’s an ending.

Just as Tilly feels tears pricking her eyes, the door opens again and a voice makes her turn.

‘Bonjour! On est arrivés!’

Standing in the doorway are the Paris Grief Gang: Lola, John, Pierre, Fairooz, Cécile and Cécile’s girlfriend, Bertrice. Tilly lets out a squeal and rushes to greet them, finding herself wrapped up in a tangle of arms and kisses.

‘I’m so happy to see you all,’ Tilly says, once she’s hugged them all tightly. ‘I can’t believe you’re all here!’

‘Christmas is always a tough time of year,’ says John, dressed in his usual tweed but with a festive tartan bow tie. ‘We all agreed that spending it in London was a wonderful thing to do. I’ve hired a rather darling Airbnb not far from here.’

‘It’s huge,’ Lola mouths, wide-eyed.

‘We’re going to the pub for lunch tomorrow and are going to have a marvellous time,’ says John. ‘But first I need to have a good look around this utterly charming bookshop.’

‘Me too,’ says Fairooz, heading straight to the crime shelves.

Pierre is already browsing in the art and design section, while Lola heads straight for romance.

‘Ça va? Are you OK?’ Cécile asks, once the others have wandered off to inspect the shelves.

Prudence and Blue are busy at the till, and Alfie is sat on the cushions in the children’s corner reading The Jolly Postman to a group of small children, complete with all the voices. ‘White Christmas’ plays on a wireless speaker of Joe’s that Tilly brought from home. It all looks so beautifully, painfully lovely that it’s suddenly hard not to cry.

‘It’s so nice that everyone has come to show their support. But it makes it harder in a way too, knowing how much the shop means to everyone and how much it will be missed.’

‘I wonder how he is doing,’ Cécile says, looking towards the counter where Alfie has returned from reading to the children. ‘If Shakespeare and Company ever closed, I’d be broken. It’s my home, in a way. This must be hard for him.’

Alfie looks up then. He meets Tilly’s eye and they share a soft smile. She wants to cross the shop and reach for his hand. John approaches the counter, falling into conversation with Blue and Prudence. They stay like that for some time.

Tilly busies herself with passing around mince pies and helping customers, trying her best to soak up the last precious moments in the bookshop, holding on to every detail for when it’s all over.

The customers of Book Lane buy every last book on the shelves. By the end of the day the shop is completely empty, only dust and fairy lights left behind. The Paris Grief Gang are the last to leave.

‘I have no idea how I’m going to get all these back in my suitcase,’ says Lola, lifting her heavy bag of books, ‘but that’s a future me problem.’

As John pays for his books he reaches a hand across the counter to shake Alfie’s. To Tilly’s surprise, Alfie is smiling. She admires his strength – she is pretty sure there are mascara trails running down her cheeks. Prudence and Blue have been in tears throughout the day too, Prudence tucking tissues up her sleeves to the point that she’s starting to resemble an overstuffed scarecrow.

‘Well, we should be getting back to the Airbnb,’ declares John. ‘But first, perhaps the moment calls for a toast?’

He fishes a bottle of champagne out of his messenger bag.

‘I’ve been saving the bottle for tomorrow but I think we can probably all do with some now. Alfie, dear, do you happen to have any glasses?’

Alfie nods and returns with a stack of paper cups. When he passes Tilly hers, she tries to catch his eye but he has already moved on, handing a cup to Cécile and one to Bertrice. Once the champagne has been poured, John looks pointedly towards Alfie, the others turning to look at him too.

Alfie coughs, running a hand through his hair.

‘Thank you, everyone, for today. I can’t tell you how much this has all meant to me. I’ve always thought this bookshop was special, but mostly because it was my dad’s. I had no idea it meant so much to so many people. Thank you, all of you, for helping me feel so proud.’

He looks at Tilly then, and her heart dips and dives.

‘So I’d like to propose a toast to Book Lane,’ Alfie continues, raising his glass.

Tilly swallows hard, trying to stop the tears as they all raise their glasses too.

A smile spreads across Alfie’s face. ‘And to our next chapter.’

Blue spits out her champagne. ‘What?!’

‘Alfie, what’s going on?’ asks Tilly.

She is pretty certain she’s stopped breathing.

Alfie and John share a look.

‘Do you want to tell them, or shall I?’ says John.

‘Go ahead,’ Alfie says, glancing briefly at Tilly before looking back at John.

He adjusts his bow tie and addresses the group.

‘I’ve decided to sell the apartment in Paris and move to London. It’s something I’ve been thinking about for a while now, given I’ve been spending more and more time here. I got talking to Alfie earlier, and he told me about the apartment above this shop and the fact it is up for sale, along with the rest of the building. I find this area quite charming, and I couldn’t think of anything better than living above a bookshop. So I’ve decided to buy the building.’

Tilly draws in a sharp breath. Prudence and Blue have both leapt on Alfie, throwing their arms around him.

‘John has kindly offered to let me keep renting the shop, at an affordable rate,’ Alfie says, once he’s managed to peel himself away from them.

‘On the basis that I can come down and use the shop as my own personal library on occasion,’ John says with a twinkly smile. ‘Since I’m not sure my entire book collection will quite fit into the flat …’

‘Of course,’ Alfie replies warmly. ‘And I’m going to use the money from the crowdfunder to do some renovations to the shop. It’s about time I put my own stamp on the place.’

Tilly feels as if she’s dreaming. The shop is saved. Alfie is smiling. The shop is saved!

‘You’re really leaving Paris?’ Lola asks John when some of the excitement has died down a little.

‘I am. I’ve decided to take a chance on love.’ At this John meets Tilly’s eye and winks.
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After more champagne, hugs and laughter, the Parisian contingent head off to their Airbnb. Prudence and Blue wish them a Happy Christmas and head off for home, leaving Tilly and Alfie alone in the quiet of the bookshop.

There’s so much Tilly wants to say, but now that they’re alone together, she feels hesitant and acutely aware of her hands. Not knowing what to do with them, she settles for placing her palms on the shop counter, to steady herself. The shop is still softly lit by camping lights and glowing fairy lights, despite the fact the electricity came back on a few hours ago.

‘I meant what I said earlier,’ Alfie says gently. ‘Thank you for all of this. Before you go, I have something for you.’

‘I have something for you too.’

She hands him two parcels, one hard and one soft. He passes her a single parcel, his gift small, weighty and rectangular.

‘Hmm, I wonder what this could be,’ Tilly says, turning it over in her hands. ‘A football?’

‘OK, so maybe it’s not the most original gift ever. But I hope you’ll like it.’

‘You open yours first,’ says Tilly, feeling suddenly nervous.

‘All right, thank you.’

He unwraps the soft parcel first, pulling out an olive-green hand-knitted jumper.

‘I hope it fits OK, I had to guess. And if you hate it, you don’t have to wear it …’

He is already pulling off the one he is wearing, his shirt lifting as he does and giving her a brief glimpse of skin that makes her cheeks grow hot. He pulls the jumper down over his broad shoulders.

‘I know how much your dad’s jumpers mean to you. But I thought maybe you should have some things that are yours too.’

‘Thank you,’ he says gruffly. ‘It’s perfect.’ He begins to tear the paper on the other parcel too.

She watches as he pulls out the large hardback book with the Lonely Planet logo at the top of a cover that shows a beautiful sunlit lake and two people leaping into the water, arms outstretched.

‘“You Only Live Once”,’ he reads aloud with a smile.

‘It’s full of suggestions for adventures, some big and some small,’ Tilly explains as he flicks through the pages, beautiful photos of beautiful places flashing past. ‘There are some that are far away but others that I thought you could do here in London too. You deserve to have adventures, Alfie. To go to places, as well as reading about them. The book is right, we only get one life.’

It’s something that her head knew before Joe got sick but that she truly feels in her heart since losing him. Some days, the fragility of life and the knowledge that we will all lose people we love feels too much to bear. But on other days, it feels like a precious, remarkable gift. And thinking of Joe makes her determined to live her one life well – to make it one filled with books, adventures and love.

‘It’s beautiful, thank you,’ Alfie says, his voice rough with feeling. ‘And you’re right. Now the shop is safe … maybe there’s space for books and adventures.’

‘There are a lot of great rocks out there in the world,’ Tilly says as he pauses on a series of photos of mountaintops.

‘There are,’ Alfie replies with a laugh. He strokes the page and says, ‘I always thought it was either or. Either take over the bookshop or see the world, but maybe … maybe I can have both.’

‘You’ve got some pretty great staff,’ says Tilly with a smile. ‘I think they can handle taking on more responsibility. They might even enjoy it.’

‘You’re right,’ Alfie replies. ‘I guess I’ve felt in the past that I’ve had to do everything myself. That asking for help was a sign of weakness. But today has shown me that I’m not on my own.’

Tilly’s stomach tightens. At the start of the year, she thought she was alone too. But today has reminded her that it isn’t true. She has lost so much, but there is still so much left that is worth holding on to. That is worth holding on for.

Alfie closes the book, smoothing the cover gently with his hand. ‘Thank you, Tilly. Now it’s your turn. Turn yours over.’

As she flips the parcel over, she freezes. The word ‘January’ is written on a sticky label.

‘It’s technically a January present, not a Christmas present,’ says Alfie, looking at her closely, his expression suddenly nervous. ‘But I thought you might like it today. It’s also only the first part of your present. There will be eleven more next year. I can send you the rest when I have your new address.’

Tilly holds the parcel, her hands shaking.

‘Is this …?’

‘A year of books,’ Alfie finishes for her with a nod. ‘And I know this is absolutely not the same as your books from Joe, but I thought you might still like to have a book to look forward to each month. I thought a set of new books might help you through the next year, whatever it brings.’

Tilly says nothing, she just holds the parcel tightly in her hands, her heart racing and a lump caught in her throat.

‘Is that OK?’ He looks at her with an expression that is both hopeful and anxious.

When Tilly manages to speak her voice comes out as a whisper.

‘Alfie, it’s perfect.’ She wipes her eyes, her heart pounding. ‘But wait, how did you know that I’m moving?’

His throat moves as he swallows. ‘Raj told me at the wedding – about New York.’

‘Oh …’ she says slowly.

‘And I think it’s great,’ he adds hurriedly.

‘You do?’

‘Raj said it was an amazing opportunity. I’m happy for you. You deserve it.’

Around them the shop is quiet and empty, the street outside busy with people heading to the local pub for Christmas Eve drinks. But in here it’s just them. And Georgette, who is now snoring softly. Tilly glances around at the bare shelves, imagining Alfie repainting and John moving in upstairs and her not being here to see it.

‘Is that why you’ve been avoiding me since the wedding?’

He flinches, shifting about on the spot.

‘I’m sorry. I just thought, with you leaving, it might make things … easier, if I kept my distance. I didn’t want our stuff to complicate things. Even if it was the best kiss of my life.’

Her heart pounds. But as she looks at him everything else seems to still.

‘Alfie, I’m not moving to New York.’

‘What?’

He looks up at her, his long-lashed eyes shining.

‘I have decided to sell my flat. I’ve been wanting to tell you about it. But I’m hoping to stay in the area, if I can find somewhere. I just thought it might be time for a fresh start in a new place.’

‘You’re not taking the job in America? But I thought it was your dream job?’

‘Maybe it was … once. But this past year has changed what I thought I wanted. It’s changed me. And I’ve realized I don’t want to go back to that life – working crazy hours in an office, always being on call. Helping famous people write famous books. It’s not what I want.’

‘So, what are you going to do?’ Alfie asks.

‘I’m going freelance,’ Tilly replies, feeling a buzz of both nerves and excitement as she says it. ‘I want to work with new writers, helping them get their books ready to send out to agents and publishers. I want to help them at that very early stage, when they’re feeling lost, and not sure if they have a story to tell. My friend Rachel is going to be my first client. I did one round of edits for her for free, but she’s insisting on paying me for the next round. And she’s already referred me to her friends in her writers’ group. And after that … well, I’ll see how it goes. Maybe I’ll have to take a permanent job in the future, but I like the idea of working like this, and the freedom it brings. I can do it how and when and wherever I like. And life is too short not to try.’

Alfie fixes her with a look that makes her heart skip. She is very aware of the space between them, just a couple of paces. It’s a small shop, after all.

‘So you’re staying.’

She nods. And then, ‘I thought you regretted what happened on the balcony.’

‘No,’ Alfie replies quickly, his eyes flashing. ‘I could never regret that. It was amazing. But I meant what I said before. I want you to feel safe with me. And if that, if this …’ He gestures at the space between them. ‘If any of it is too much, then I really do want to stay your friend, even if that kiss was the best kiss of my life. When I thought you were going to New York …’ He draws in a breath. ‘It made me realize how much I want you in my life. Whatever that looks like.’

‘I want you in my life too.’

They each take a step forward … and then they are in one another’s arms, each holding on as tightly as the other.

It would be so easy to leave things there. The shop is saved and Alfie is her friend again. But then Tilly thinks of John, taking a second chance on love. She thinks of Lola and how she hasn’t given up hope of finding someone. She thinks of Ellen reassuring her that it’s OK to make space for another love, and of the feel of Alfie’s warm hand cradling her face as he kissed her on a balcony looking out over the city, making her feel safe but also sparking a stirring of something she never thought she’d get to feel again. Hope that there might be more love left for her in the world, after all.

‘I’m not sure I want to be just your friend, though,’ she says softly, tilting her head up to look at him.

‘No?’ he replies, his voice catching in his throat. ‘Because I meant what I said. That can be enough for me. I know it’s scary to think of anything more. It’s scary for me too.’

Tilly thinks back to what John told her. She finds Alfie’s hand, slipping her palm in his.

‘Love is always scary. But maybe we can be brave together.’

He touches her cheek ever so gently and she stretches up on to her tiptoes, wraps her arms around his neck and kisses him.

When they part they’re both smiling. Alfie rests his forehead against hers.

‘If this were a book or a film, it would start to snow now,’ he says.

Tilly glances around. Her eyes light on the shop window display, liberally decorated with fake snow, and she reaches for a handful.

Alfie grins and does the same.

They lift their hands and at the same time, eyes locked on each other, they let go.
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Later that evening Tilly kneels in front of her Christmas tree, a brown paper parcel tied up with green ribbon held in her lap and the flat decorated with all five boxes of Joe’s Christmas decorations. Tomorrow her home will be full of people and the smell of Christmas dinner cooking. Alfie and the Parisians have agreed to come by in the evening after their own celebrations.

But for now, she is alone. It is calm and quiet, steam curling from tea in her favourite mug. Behind her is a backdrop of books, a pair of running shoes acting as bookends. The thought of leaving tugs at something inside of her. But she feels ready for it too – for a new start. She doesn’t need the same walls around her to protect her memories. Nothing can take those away. And it might be nice to have a bigger kitchen.

She lifts a hand to gently touch the decorations on the tree. A red postbox she bought Joe for his first Christmas in London with her. The wooden snowflake with their names etched into it that was a gift from his parents a few years ago. And the letter ‘J’ decoration she made, hanging in pride of place in the middle of the tree.

‘I’m going to hang it there every year,’ she says softly, touching it and watching it spin. ‘And every year I’ll think of you. I’ll never stop thinking of you, Joe. You’re with me always.’

She runs her fingers gently over the brown paper parcel in her hands.

‘I’ve been so scared of opening this last book, Joe. I guess I worried that opening it would mean losing you again. Losing you for good. But I realize now that you’ll always be here.’ She places a hand to her chest. ‘I think I’m ready.’

She unties the ribbon and peels back the paper. Inside is a plain green clothbound book, empty apart from the letters ‘M. N.’ etched in gold on the bottom right-hand corner. She opens the book to find pages and pages of empty lines, and one final letter.

Dear Tilly,

The last book of the year, and it felt only right that it should be this.

I have tried to give you books to help you through this year – to keep your heart (and your stomach!) well fed, and to bring you inspiration and comfort. I hope these books have helped you find some answers. But the truth is, you have always had everything you need – these books were just intended to remind you of that. You are kind and curious and stronger than you know. And it has been the greatest honour of my life to love you and to share the time we’ve had together.

It feels hard to know how to end this letter, because everything I want to say feels too much like a goodbye. This isn’t a goodbye. I will always be with you. But your story doesn’t end here. It’s time for you to write your next chapter. I have no doubt that you’ll make it a good one. Because you are strong and brave and have so much love to give.

I love you, Matilda Nightingale.

Joe x


Six months later

The Times
‘A Book Made Me Do It’
Introducing our new book column with a difference
by Matilda Nightingale


Baking a lemon meringue pie from scratch, wild camping on a remote island in Scotland, wandering my own city like a tourist, attempting to roller-skate, learning French and using it on a tour to try and find the best croissants in France …

These are just some of the adventures that I have had because of books.

The books I have read have inspired me to visit new places, have challenged me to try new things, and have taught me to think in new ways.

I am writing this from the Greek island of Kefalonia where I have been following in the footsteps of one of my favourite books, Captain Corelli’s Mandolin. The setting of the novel left a lasting impression on me when I first read it many years ago. Even when the intricacies of the story faded from my memory, the sense of place remained. Some literary locations just have that impact on you, like the streets of Florence as depicted in A Room with a View or the snowy wonderland of Narnia, which I can still imagine clearly if I close my eyes, conjuring glittering ice and the smell of Turkish delight.

While I unfortunately cannot visit Narnia, it struck me recently that I could visit Florence and Kefalonia. So I did. I went in search of the locations from the stories I had read, but also sought to build my own impression of these places too.

In this literary column with a difference I will be sharing my book reviews but also the experiences and journeys that have been sparked by the books I have read.

Reading has brought me a sense of escape through some of the hardest times in my life, something that I imagine might resonate with many of you. So, I hope that this column will inspire you to read. But more than that, I hope it will inspire you to live.

Because as transporting as books can be, there is a big world out there that cannot be fully contained within the pages of a book. The real magic of books is when turning the final page doesn’t mean an ending but a beginning – a beginning that only you can write. When a book sends you to a place you’ve never been, or encourages you to do something new or simply to live with a little more empathy or curiosity because of the characters you have met.

I am the person I am because of the books I have read. My reading history is a map that shows the path of my life.

I hope you’ll join me as I share some of those journeys with you. And perhaps, after reading my column, you’ll feel inspired to go to your local bookshop or library.

Look around you. Take in the sight of all the stories, all the possible versions of yourself lined up there on the shelves. If you feel a bit lost, ask for guidance. I’m sure you’ll find another bookish soul eager to help steer you on your way.

Then choose a book. Hold it close. Your own adventures are waiting for you. It’s time to turn the page.
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Postcard pinned to the noticeboard of Book Lane:

Dear Prudence, Blue and Georgette,

Kefalonia is beautiful – the postcard doesn’t do it justice.

Hope everything is well in the bookshop. Can’t wait to see you soon and tell you all about our adventures.

Lots of love,

Tilly and Alfie xx


Libby Page Recommends
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Me Before You by Jojo Moyes

The House in the Cerulean Sea by T. J. Klune

When God was a Rabbit by Sarah Winman

The Railway Children by E. Nesbit

The Break by Marian Keyes

Books about grief

How to Feel Better: A Guide to Navigating the Ebb and Flow of Life by Cathy Rentzenbrink

I Promise It Won’t Always Hurt Like This: 18 Assurances on Grief by Clare Mackintosh

It’s OK That You’re Not OK: Meeting Grief and Loss in a Culture That Doesn’t Understand by Megan Devine

You are Not Alone: A New Way to Grieve by Cariad Lloyd

Notes on Grief by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie
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