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			Praise for Found in a Bookshop

			 

			‘A really moving read – with great book recommendations included, too!’

			My Weekly

			 

			‘What a lovely book – so assured and gentle, full of compassion and replete with astute observations of human nature and behaviour’

			Carys Bray

			 

			‘What an absolute pleasure . . . a perfect follow-up to Lost for Words’

			Shelley Harris

			 

			‘Absolutely gorgeous . . . compelling, compassionate’

			Sarah Franklin

			 

			‘Beautifully captures all the small kindnesses and frustrations of a community under lockdown . . .  cathartic and life-affirming’

			Kate Mascarenhas

			 

			‘A really delightful book . . . lots of brilliant recommendations along the way’

			Adele Geras
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			‘A delightful and original concept about how a second hand bookshop can heal a community’ Katie Fforde

			 

			Dear Lost for Words,

			 

			We are trying to stay at home . . . I am enclosing a cheque and I hope that you will use it to send us some books. Please choose books that we might think are wonderful.

			 

			Rosemary

			 

			Loveday Cardew’s beloved Lost For Words bookshop, along with the rest of York, has fallen quiet. At the very time when people most need books to widen their horizons, or escape from their fears, or enhance their lives, the doors are closed. Then the first letter comes.

			 

			Rosemary and George have been married for fifty years. Now their time is running out. They have decided to set out on their last journey together, without ever leaving the bench at the bottom of their garden in Whitby. All they need is someone who shares their love of books.

			 

			Suddenly it’s clear to Loveday that she and her team can do something useful in a crisis. They can recommend books to help with the situations their customers find themselves in: fear, boredom, loneliness, the desire for laughter and escape.

			 

			And so it begins.

		

	
		
			

			for Eli

		

	
		
			Before

			 

			‘Welcome to the best bookshop there is,’ Kelly says, although she’s not sure you can welcome anyone to somewhere that’s actually closed.

			Craig puts his arms round her waist, tucks his head on to her shoulder. ‘Hello, bookshop.’

			It’s ten o’clock on a Thursday evening in December and Kelly and Craig are somewhere between tipsy and giddy. Kelly isn’t sure whether it’s the mulled cider or the fact that, over dinner, they exchanged their first ‘I love you’s. York is full of pre-­Christmas parties, but the cobbled street that is home to the Lost For Words bookshop is quiet.

			Kelly loves working here. She gets to be herself; she gets to be an expert; she gets to meet people who care about books as much as she does.

			Craig starts to sway her back and forth, and Kelly turns in his arms and rests her hands on his shoulders. They keep swaying. Their movement is not quite a dance, but it’s harmony. Craig isn’t usually one for public displays of affection – he says he’s too old, though he’s only thirty-­seven – so Kelly leans in. Enjoys. This is what it is to be a couple. This is what it is to be loved. And to love.

			At the end of the street, a group carouses past. Craig pulls away. ‘Your place?’ he asks, and she nods. Maybe tonight he’ll stay.
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			To a book lover, a bookshop is not a place in the world, but a world in itself.

			You know.

			You know what it is to open a door, and for the bell above it to chime, low and summoning.

			You know how the smell of pages is in the air like smoke; you know how the sense of homecoming descends on you, whether you have ever truly had a home or not.

			You know that somewhere in this place is a book that can give you what you are craving.

			You know that books are safety and escape and wisdom and peace and the things that get you through. Whether they are showing you the best way to prepare mushroom soup, or breaking your heart with someone else’s loss so you can better bear your own, or making you laugh when there is nothing funny in your life, or making you afraid so that real life seems less fearful.

			You understand.

			And so you understand, too, or can imagine, the strangeness of an empty bookshop. It’s been a sudden world, this one, where people can no longer pass a book from hand to hand and say, I think this could be just the thing you’re looking for. Where booksellers – even the ones who like books more than people – cannot help but long for someone to come and interfere with their perfectly alphabetised shelves.

			And where even the most beloved of bookshops might begin to struggle. Being filled with second-­hand treasures of all kinds, books loved and passed along, is useless when there is no one to open the door, and inhale, and ask a question of the bookshop.

			My mother wants to re-­read something she remembers from school, but she doesn’t know the title any more.

			I’ve just finished my exams and I want to read a book that has nothing at all to do with wars or history.

			I can’t sleep. So I read. Where are the books that will make me feel surrounded, befriended, rather than as though I am the only person awake in the whole dark world?

			It is easy to ask these questions, silently, when you’re in a bookshop; easy to walk around the shelves, to touch spines and turn pages and think, are you the book I need?

			It’s sometimes straightforward to talk to a bookseller, to say, I want something light, or, I’m looking for a recommendation; and the bookseller will hear, beneath your words, I cannot bear how long the afternoons are, or, I don’t know what my life is about any more.

			But not if the bookshop door is closed.

			Not if you are trying to explain, over the phone, what it is you need when what you need is for the bookshop to invite you in and let you know it’s okay to wander, to touch, to mull.

			Not if you don’t know what you need, especially when the ache for a new book feels both trivial and privileged: when, if what to read is your only worry, then you shouldn’t be worried at all.

			Not if it seems that the whole world is lost for words.
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			Rosemary, 2020, Whitby

			There is pain in the joints of Rosemary’s fingers, but she can’t seem to loosen her grip on the handle of her bag. Today has brought a sense of looming calamity that she fears might wash her away, a great invisible wave rending their cottage to rubble, ripping their plants from the ground, tipping them and every part of their long-­joined life into the cold North Sea.

			She closes her eyes, tight.

			She just needs a minute. Just one.

			She tells herself that nothing has actually happened. The doctor asked George a lot of questions and a nurse took some blood. That’s all. Nothing to be concerned about.

			Beside her, George fumbles the front door key into the lock. Rosemary notices her husband’s shoulders sag in the second after the key slides home. She knows what that sag means. She has, after all, been next to George for all these years, since they first met in 1964. They have barely been apart since they retired from teaching in 2005, and never not together since the pandemic began. That shoulder sag means that her husband has just achieved something he thought was close to impossible. She remembers it from when they reached the summit of Scafell Pike, in the rain, shortly after they were engaged; when the school orchestra got through the whole of Tchaikovsky’s March of the Nutcracker at the Christmas concert without disaster, the players within a bar of each other; the year they realised they’d finally dug all the Japanese knotweed out of the garden of their beloved Whitby cottage that overlooks the sea.

			And now, George is so worn out he can barely open their own front door.

			‘Cup of tea in the garden, my girl?’ he asks, once they are inside.

			‘I’ll make it. You go on. Maybe have a look at the snapdragons on the way.’

			‘Wilco.’ George smiles at his wife the way he always has, and for a moment Rosemary wonders whether all could be well. Lots of people lose weight. All old men get up to go to the loo in the night, don’t they?

			The water boils, and Rosemary takes their old brown teapot from the shelf above the kettle; but then she puts it back, and goes instead to the cupboard where they keep their special-­occasion crockery and glasses. She brings out the bone china teapot, painted with sweet peas, delicate and beautiful. They bought it as a fortieth anniversary present for themselves, at a craft fair in the grounds of Whitby Abbey in 2009. It usually comes out at Christmas and on birthdays. But they should use it more often. People are always saying that life is short; and Rosemary knows, in her heart, that they can no longer ignore the slow changes in George, or write them off as tiredness or the everyday sort of old age that makes Rosemary lose her reading glasses every five minutes. That’s why they went to see the doctor.

			 

			From the window, Rosemary watches George making his way down the garden. He’s stopping to inspect their plants and beds as he goes. He seems slow; but then again, so is she. They will both be seventy-­eight when autumn comes, she in May and he in August.

			Rosemary pours the tea from the teapot into the flask, and tucks their tin mugs and the screw-­top jar of milk into the basket that’s easier than a tray. She knows that by the time she joins him, he will not only have checked the snapdragons for rust, but noticed other jobs: a prune here, some water there, a place where they need to lay down used tealeaves to keep the slugs away from tender growth.

			She’s right. When she sits down next to him on the old, warm wood of their bench, he says, ‘I need to get that honeysuckle cut back, or the jasmine will never get through.’ It’s as though this is any sunny, late spring afternoon since they retired.

			Rosemary pours their tea. She hands him the mug and notices how his fingers are cold to the touch.

			‘I forgot the blanket,’ she says, ‘silly old brain.’

			‘No matter,’ George answers. And then, as though he’s commenting on a story in the newspaper: ‘All this time we’ve kept ourselves safe from Covid, and we were looking the wrong way.’

			Rosemary wants to say that nothing is certain yet: the doctor only said he needed to do some tests, maybe refer them to the hospital, depending. But she finds she can’t speak. George is right. They’ve worried about whether their shopping delivery would have everything they needed in it, because they haven’t been going to the shops, and there’s no one across the fence to ask for help. The rest of this little row of houses are holiday cottages now, their old neighbours all having sold up and moved on years ago, and this last year has been so very quiet, without new holidaymakers week in, week out. The only places George and Rosemary really venture to are the doctor’s surgery or the pharmacy, where Rosemary makes sure the young man sanitises his hands before passing their bag of prescription medicines across.

			She looks out over the sea.

			George proposed to her, more than five decades ago, as they walked along the promenade at Whitby. Being able to sit here and watch the wind move across the same water is part of what helps Rosemary to know that, for all of the ageing and the aching, they still belong in this, their precious world. They have always said it’s hard to imagine anything better than sitting here. She takes a breath, pulls it down deep. Come on, Rosemary. Don’t get soft now. You’ve no need to feel sorry for yourself. You’ve already had more than some people will ever get.

			The clouds are slow, the sun steady, the wind slight. It’s almost impossible to think that the world is in crisis, and that they, George and Rosemary Athey, married since 1969 and all each other has, could be starting to fail.

			Here, on this bench, which has been in this garden for as long as they have lived here, their life is what it has been for the thirty-­three years since they bought this little old cottage with its long strip of garden. Over the decades they’ve restored their home, mended it, made it beautiful, kept it going; and now, like them, it’s declining. The back window blows open in the night and the radiators bang and rattle like nobody’s business. They haven’t bothered with the greenhouse for the last couple of years, buying tomatoes and lettuce from the market instead, something that would have been unthinkable when they first moved in. Then, they had started turning over the soil ready to plant potatoes before they’d even made their bed.

			But when they’re sitting on the bench, gazing across the water, their overgrowing garden and the tired paint on the back door are behind them. Nothing has been able to worry them, here. Not even on their worst days. This old bench is where they have come to be content, to rest, to make peace.

			‘You’ll be all right, my girl,’ George says.

			‘What do you mean?’

			He takes her hand, but he’s looking out to sea. ‘When I’m gone. You’ll be all right.’

			A great sob breaks from her, surprising them both. Rosemary has never been a crier.

			‘I won’t,’ she says, and she knows she sounds like one of any of the thousands of petulant children she encountered in her long teaching career. George says nothing, but his fingers squeeze hers. ‘And anyway, you’re going to be fine.’

			He nods, and she feels relieved. But then he says, quietly, ‘Not for ever, though, eh?’

			 

			Bedtime. George is reading a history book that he borrowed from the library before lockdown; it smells of someone else’s pipe smoke. Rosemary cannot manage non-­fiction before sleep, so she’s on an Agatha Christie. She’s sure she’s read it before, but it doesn’t matter. She just needs three pages before she drops off. Most nights, anyway.

			‘I was thinking,’ George says, a few minutes later, closing his book.

			‘Be careful you don’t hurt yourself,’ Rosemary answers. It’s an old joke. He smiles.

			‘All those books we gave away. When we thought we were old.’

			Rosemary laughs. ‘Yes.’ It was when they turned seventy, eight years ago. They had decided to donate their small, beloved home library to the school where Rosemary had begun her teaching career and George had become Head of Maths. They had wanted to be sure that, when they died, their carefully kept books would be well looked after. And schools don’t have much money for books any more.

			‘Do you remember how we used to read to each other?’

			Rosemary, propped against her pillows, sits very still. Suddenly she’s warm, all the way through. Once, they had bought books one at a time, and read aloud so they would experience the pleasure of the pages, the first time, together. She’s not sure when they stopped. When they got too busy, she supposes. Or when owning a book became less of a luxury.

			‘I remember,’ she says.

			She thinks of the second-­hand bookshop they used to visit when they went on day trips to York, and wonders if it’s still there.
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			George, 1964

			The first day at school as a teacher seems to be just as awful as the first day at school as a pupil. George is well prepared for his lessons: he’s spent the summer going over his training notes, making lesson plans, and trying not to fret himself to insanity when he thinks about whether he can really be a teacher, at the age of twenty-­two. He has no idea how he will find the authority to teach children not much younger than he is. He tells himself he’s qualified: he knows that, when it comes to it, it will work, the way it did when he did his teaching practice. But approaching the shining new secondary modern school in Harrogate in the autumn of 1964, he feels like a nervous boy. And entering the staffroom, which is smoke-­filled and bursting with the chatter of people who already know each other, doesn’t make him any more comfortable.

			He puts his bag down next to a chair that seems unoccupied and hopes no one will notice him. He isn’t sure his voice will work if he tries to speak. Not a good start to his teaching career.

			And then Rosemary walks in.

			George is so nervous – only fifteen minutes to the first bell, now – that the fact he falls instantly and fully in love with her almost passes him by.

			There is just something about her. He’s never seen anyone so precisely themselves. In that first instant, with her looking around the staffroom and him spooning coffee into a mug, it’s as though he sees all of her. Her kindness, her seriousness, and the fact that she will understand him. George is a mathematician. He doesn’t think like this. And yet. He smiles and gives a wave; everyone else is too busy catching up with their old colleagues to spot the new ones. Rosemary notices George’s wave, as though this is the signal she has been waiting for, and makes her way across the room to him.

			‘George Athey,’ he says as he holds out a hand. ‘New starter.’

			‘Rosemary Bell,’ she replies, shaking his hand. ‘Me too.’

			Before they can get any further, they are swept up by their respective department heads and taken to their classrooms.

			They don’t exactly decide to sit together every lunchtime, but it happens. George is quiet to begin with, because he cannot balance small talk with the overwhelming feeling of rightness that comes over him when Rosemary is there. So he asks her how her morning has been, and he listens to her excitement about being a real teacher, in a real classroom, with real pupils of her own, at last.

			And they make the chairs near the door in the staffroom theirs, as though they have chosen them; as though the other teachers have not deliberately sat further into the room, where they are not vulnerable to answering the knocks of pupils sent with messages, tales, or reports of wrongdoing. But George and Rosemary are happy there. Most days, George brings a sandwich, and sometimes an apple. Rosemary soon starts to bring a second piece of cake with her lunch. After they eat it, she carefully flattens, folds, and saves the greaseproof paper it comes in, to reuse. Something in him knows that she will do this always. And their life together will prove him right.
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			Kelly

			Kelly’s walk to work is beautiful, the perfect commute: her route takes her along the River Ouse and over the Lendal Bridge into the old city of York.

			It’s become the best part of her day.

			She has noticed that she’s no longer full of excitement at the thought of being in the bookshop, which is no longer a busy, lively place, where time rushes along. Kelly worked in a pub to finance her first degree and as a care assistant to get her through her Masters. Working at Lost For Words was supposed to be the thing that kept her going through her PhD, but rapidly became the place she goes to escape it. She took the job almost four years ago, and until the pandemic hit she had never been happier working anywhere.

			Now things don’t feel so good. The money through the till – from internet orders, customers phoning in, and the occasional passer-­by stopping at their improvised book-­buying hatch, a table across the recessed doorway to the shop – has amounted to less than Kelly’s part-­time salary. Loveday, her boss, can’t be taking a wage, and heaven only knows how she is covering the other shop costs. Kelly is aware that Loveday inherited the bookshop, and her home, from the previous owner of Lost For Words, but it doesn’t automatically follow that she can underwrite the shop costs for ever. Or would want to, come to that.

			Every day now Kelly takes her beautiful walk to work while wondering if this is going to be the day Loveday lets her go. And then she would be all alone, in her little flat that her dad helps her pay the mortgage on even though she’s thirty. All day, every day, it will be just her and her stalled PhD on writer-­wives, writer-­mothers, writer-­sisters and writer-­mistresses, lost in the shadow of the lauded men they sacrificed their own talents for. And she supposes she’ll have to find a way to count herself lucky so long as she and Dad stay well. At least she has her funny, sweet, loving Craig, even if she hasn’t seen him in the two long months since lockdown began.

			When Kelly gets to the bridge, she leans over the cold metal railing and watches the water flow. York is so quiet that she can hear its rushing wetness that makes the soles of her feet prickle with longing to walk in the Whitby sea.

			Her phone buzzes in her pocket. It will be Craig, checking in as he does every morning. Her relationship with him is something else the pandemic has sucked the joy from, although to complain seems wrong, given the state of the world. They met the previous October, via a dating app, and had seen each other a couple of times a week since. From the beginning, Craig was funny and caring, and didn’t mind a bit that she wanted to take things slowly – not even when she told him she was going to Whitby to be with her father for two weeks over Christmas and New Year. But despite Kelly’s caution, Craig had edged his way into her heart. She cannot remember when she began to love him, though she often thinks of the evening she first said so. When he texted her at midnight on New Year’s Eve with the words, Happy New Year. I want you to spend every moment of this year knowing that I love you, she had felt a deep sense of rightness. Something in her had relaxed. She knew he was the one.

			When lockdown loomed, they had talked about moving in together. Kelly had spent a long time getting used to living alone, but could never quite love it, despite the pleasure of being able to read, uninterrupted, for a whole weekend, or sleep on the sofa when the day working on her PhD in bed meant that her duvet was swamped by carefully sorted piles of research that she didn’t want to have to move. She had told him she thought they should try living together, even if it meant they were moving a little faster than they might in a non-­pandemic world. Craig said he felt the same way, but then, just when Kelly had made space in the wardrobe, he changed his mind. It wasn’t that he didn’t love her, he’d said, his voice down the phone sounding muffled with emotion. It was that he was afraid of ruining a good thing. She was too precious to him to risk. Of course, she couldn’t be angry, especially as she knew that rushing into commitment after an accidental pregnancy had done for a previous relationship of his.

			Morning, says the message in her WhatsApp, followed by a heart.

			She sends a heart back, then adds, Talk?

			 

			CRAIG:

			Gimme 5, I’ll call you. Early meeting just ending.

			Kelly leans against the bridge; she tips her head back and looks at the May-­blue sky. The river seems even more present when she can only hear it. Now that the Lost For Words bookshop isn’t open to the public, Loveday is even less concerned than before about Kelly’s timekeeping. She’d told her at her interview that she had no intention of interfering with Kelly’s running of the shop and, though it had sounded almost like a threat or a warning, it was bliss to Kelly. If she stood here and talked to Craig for half an hour, she’s pretty sure Loveday wouldn’t mind.

			‘Hey,’ she says when he calls back, five minutes later. He’s always true to his word.

			‘Hey. Is everything okay?’

			She can hear his footsteps, slapping along a pavement. It’s so long since he last ran up the stairs to her flat, kissed her nose, felt her bum. ‘Where are you?’

			‘Just nipping out to get some shopping. I’ve got calls all day and I’m nearly out of coffee. Danger zone.’

			Her phone pings with an image: a piece of paper that reads ‘coffee, pears, newspaper’, and Craig’s blunt thumb and clean, flat-­clipped fingernail in the bottom corner. Kelly wants to kiss it.

			‘You wrote a shopping list for three things?’

			‘I know, right?’ She loves how he laughs at the end of sentences. Loves pretty much everything about him, really. ‘So, what’s up?’

			‘I don’t know,’ she says, and suddenly she couldn’t care less about the river or the sky or the silence, ‘I’m just – I’m on my way to work and I just wish I knew what was going to happen.’

			There’s the sound of a pedestrian crossing beeping permission, and then Craig says, ‘Why don’t you ask? Your boss with the funny name, why not ask her what’s going on?’

			‘She’d tell me if she knew, wouldn’t she? And nobody knows what’s going to happen.’

			‘You’re not asking her to predict the course of a global pandemic, love. You want to know if you’re still going to have a job.’

			Oh, that ‘love’. She would put it in her pocket if she could. It’s hard to remember how life was, before Craig.

			‘I know. But I don’t want to be extra pressure. You know? She’s got a lot on her plate. I don’t want to be a problem.’

			‘But you’re worried. That matters.’

			‘I know.’

			‘You don’t sound convinced.’

			Kelly laughs. ‘I’m not.’

			‘If you know what you want, you can ask for it.’

			‘I want to know if my job’s safe. I want to go and see my dad. And I want you to come round with a takeaway, and stay the night,’ she says.
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			Jenny

			The women, when they first arrive at the shelter, all have expressions that are 50 percent cannot-­believe they-­have-­got-­away gladness and 50 percent cannot-­believe-­they-­have-­got-­away terrified. This woman, Jenny, is no different. She cradles her child, a three-­year-­old called Milo. He’s still subdued, as the children often are. It’s only been a few hours since they entered a place where they are not yet certain they are safe.

			Carmen is the volunteer showing Jenny round. The shelter staff have done the paperwork and settled her into her room. It was the room that Carmen was given when she got away from her marriage, almost five years ago, and she remembers the feeling of lying in bed that first night and daring to think that she might be safe. It’s a white-­painted room on the third floor, with heavy grey velvet curtains, donated by a hotel and altered to fit by volunteers. They are perfect for deadening the night sounds that can make some women start awake. There’s a painting of flowers on the wall, yellow cushions on the bed, and the child’s bed has bright yellow bedding. Carmen was the one who put the welcome pack together while Jenny talked to the staff, and another volunteer entertained Milo within Jenny’s line of sight.

			In the walk-­in donations cupboard, Carmen had gathered the usual things: a three-­pack of knickers still in the packet, a bar of chocolate, toothbrush and toothpaste, a full-­sized bottle of shower gel and another of shampoo. Hotels often donate miniature toiletries, but Carmen thinks it’s better to give the big bottles. She doesn’t want any woman who comes here to think she is safe only for as long as a two-­shower bottle of body wash lasts. Then she took clean towels and pyjamas from the drawers. They’re not new, but they’re something, and once Jenny has got settled then one of the other volunteers will help her with clothes from their wardrobe room. It’s something Carmen would like to be able to do one day, but she needs to go on the training first. Many of the women who have come to them from an abusive relationship have lost their sense of what they are, or haven’t been allowed to choose their own clothes. They simply do not know how they want to look, and it takes both gentleness and expertise to help them. For Milo, Carmen took a colouring book and pack of crayons. Jenny will be able to choose what he needs from their children’s storeroom; but most mothers arrive with the things that their children need to be comfortable, even if they themselves have nothing.

			Carmen has made sure to deliver the things she has collected to Jenny’s room while Jenny is still in the office. The fewer unexpected knocks at the door while someone new is settling in, the better. Then she goes to meet Jenny and show her around.

			‘This is your home for as long as you need it to be,’ she says, and Jenny nods. Carmen makes sure to look at her with utter neutrality; she has been trained in this, so she keeps her eyes away from the bruises at the clavicle and throat, the steri-­strips stretched across the cut skin on Jenny’s bruised and swollen cheekbone. Instead she keeps intermittent eye contact, and talks quietly. A slammed door can be enough to trigger panic in any of the women who come here; and panic can be enough, too, to send them home, however terrible home might be. In a frightened state, familiarity can matter more than safety.

			Carmen walks Jenny from room to room. Every step seems to take an unrepeatable, unsustainable amount of effort. Jenny is carrying Milo, asleep now as though he is a little leopard and his mother a tree. His dangling limbs sway when Jenny moves. Carmen knows better than to offer to carry him.

			She shows Jenny the way the security works. Here’s a camera that overlooks the gate and another that covers the main doorway, monitored twenty-­four hours a day and filmed, the recordings all kept and stored securely off-­site. She talks her through the panic button locations, and makes sure Jenny remembers the safe word she has chosen to use at any time if she doesn’t feel comfortable. Carmen takes her to the visitors’ room and Jenny shakes her head, as if to say, there’s no one who I will want to see.

			‘If you come through here,’ Carmen says, ‘you’ll find the living room.’ It’s the room she liked best when she first came here. It feels a bit less institutional than the rest of the place; it’s big enough for the locks, operated from inside, and the posters about safety and benefits, to be diffused by the everydayness of worn sofas and overflowing toy boxes.

			Leanna, who has been here for two weeks, is flicking through a magazine, sitting in a bean bag which faces the door. She flinches when the door lock unclicks, but there’s no longer a terrified look on her face.

			‘Leanna, this is Jenny. She’s just arrived,’ Carmen says. Leanna says hello, and when Jenny doesn’t respond, she nods and goes back to her reading. Carmen knows from experience that most of the women here are patient with each other, and can find it easier to be kind to others than to themselves.

			The living room is a long space, with a window at both ends, making it light and bright, though reassuringly high walls are visible to anyone who looks out. There’s a playmat for the tinies, a box of cars, another of Lego, another of cuddly toys and dolls. Board games are stacked on a shelf. Although nothing is new, everything is cared for; the women who come here keep it clean and tidy, and Carmen hopes it’s because they feel at home, and not because they fear retribution if they leave a mug out of place.

			‘At the moment,’ Carmen says, ‘because of Covid, we ask you to book a session. The rules mean we can only allow two women or families at a time, and we ask that you keep your distance. When your session ends, you can put everything you’ve used in the box by the door so we can either clean it or quarantine it for three days before we put it back into circulation. When things get a bit more normal we’ll be able to have yoga and meditation classes in here again.’

			But she can see that Jenny has stopped listening. She’s looking beyond the sofas and the coffee table to the bookcase next to the TV. It’s well stocked, thanks to Sarah-­Jane, one of their volunteers, who also runs cookery classes, and whose daughter has a bookshop. There are classic novels, books about nature and travel, history books, great fat beach reads, mysteries and science fiction. No crime, or at least nothing grittier than an Agatha Christie.

			Jenny shifts Milo in her arms, looks Carmen fully in the face for the first time, and starts to cry. ‘I didn’t think there would be books here,’ she says.

			(‘Something I would like us to think about,’ the therapist Jenny sees at the refuge will insist, gently, at one of her counselling sessions, ‘is that you were not to blame. It was not your job to understand what David was and run away. It was David’s job not to trap you and not to hurt you.’

			And, after a lot of talking, Jenny will agree that none of this was her fault. Her mind will have understood it, by then; but her gut will remain a breeding ground for the reasons why she made it happen, for years to come. Perhaps for ever.)
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			Loveday

			Loveday used to love the reading refuge she had made, upstairs at the Lost For Words bookshop, after the fire that almost put an end to it, and led to the death of her beloved old boss, Archie. When she had learned he had left both the business and his home to her, she’d been overwhelmed; and then the work began. She knew she would never be able to make a bookshop that was better than the one that had gone before, because that could never be.

			Instead Loveday had, with the help of her boyfriend Nathan and her mother, created something that she hoped was just as good, in a different way. Part of that was the reading refuge, designed to be a place where anyone who needed peace could come. They could read, or sleep, or talk about nothing, or talk about everything. Loveday’s mother, Sarah-­Jane, who used to volunteer in a women’s shelter before the pandemic, had a good instinct for who could do with a leaflet about what help was available to them, or a calm and quiet shoulder to cry on. There was a mobile phone there for anyone who needed to make a call when their own phone might be being monitored or tracked. After some experimenting with providing tea and coffee, Loveday had set up a tab with the cafe next door, and she or Sarah-­Jane would go and fetch drinks for anyone who wanted to stay for a while.

			Although Loveday had made it her business not to get involved with anyone who came – she isn’t the good listener that her mother is – she has taken quiet pride in a place that she hopes teenagers like the one she was would find. Archie had folded her into his world with grace and kindness, but those things came naturally to him. Loveday’s resources are buried deep and feel as though they could run out at any second. So her way of caring is the reading refuge. Whenever her mother has told her, without ever naming names, that a woman she spoke to here made a call to a helpline and got herself to a shelter, or even called the police, Loveday knows she is doing the right things.

			But now the reading refuge has the coldness that spaces without purpose develop even when the air is warm. Loveday forces herself to work up there when Kelly is downstairs, to try to keep an appropriate distance. She loves it when Nathan comes in to help with something, and they fill the refuge with real live talking as they work, and he makes Kelly laugh as he talks to her downstairs.

			But here’s what’s really bothering Loveday: an unused refuge, coupled with a bookshop down on its luck even before the pandemic began, might not survive for much longer.

			 

			When Kelly arrives, Nathan goes next door for coffee and cinnamon buns. Richard Morris took over the cafe two years ago and turned it into something far superior to the chintzy, cutesy place it was before. Loveday sometimes misses the possibility of being able to order only tea or coffee, without the infinite variations now available. But if she finds herself tempted to be churlish she thinks of the cinnamon buns. Fresh and, if you’re lucky, warm. The perfect balance of sweet and salt, softness and crunch. And just that little bit too big: no point in leaving a tiny bit.

			The three of them settle into the reading refuge, at safe distances: Kelly in the armchair, Loveday at the furthest end of the sofa from her, Nathan on the floor, his head against her knees.

			Now so many taken-­for-­granted small pleasures have vanished – a film at the cinema, a haircut, a drive to the coast on Sunday afternoon, chips on the seafront and choosing a pebble from the beach to take home – the buns have taken on a significance they could never have had before.

			Loveday, who fears she might be full before she gets to the best, most cinnamon-­ish bit in the middle, chomps through from one side to the other. Nathan eats so fast that it’s hard to imagine he isn’t just swallowing the bun whole. Kelly has a technique for the buns – peeling away the outside of the swirl and eating the slowly unfurling ribbon of dough. But today, she has picked off an edge and is holding it between her fingers, looking at it as though it’s a button she has found on the floor.

			‘Kelly, are you okay?’ Nathan asks.

			Kelly glances up, hesitation on her face. She shrugs and says, ‘Just trying not to get fatter.’

			‘We’re all getting fatter,’ Nathan says. ‘If that’s the worst thing that happens to us in a pandemic then it’s good with me.’

			If Loveday had said that, it would have sounded like an insult or a dig, but Kelly gives half a laugh and says, ‘Fair point.’ She still doesn’t start to eat.

			Loveday takes a breath. ‘We need to talk about how the bookshop is doing,’ she says.

			Kelly puts down her bun. ‘I’ve been worrying about my job.’ She says it as though it’s a reply, which of course it is.

			‘I should have talked to you about it before. I’ve just been – there’s been a lot.’ She thinks about how Nathan says there’s no such thing as too much information. Loveday doesn’t agree, of course, except when it comes to old encyclopaedias, which she would establish a separate bookshop for if she could. But she can see it helps when it comes to things that directly impact you. ‘I suppose I’ve been hoping for things to get better.’

			At the beginning, it had seemed as though there might be a hiatus on normality for maybe a month or so, and then a burst of book-­starved spending when doors could open. She and Nathan and Kelly had agreed on the inevitability of it. They had tidied and reordered and taken stock in readiness. But it soon became clear that selling two or three books a day might be their new normal in the pandemic world’s new normal. Kelly sent a press release to the local newspapers about the bookshop doors being closed but the booksellers being ready to post or deliver to the doorstep. It hadn’t made a lot of difference.

			‘Are you going to have to sack me?’

			‘No!’ Loveday’s stomach lurches at the thought of it; but also at the knowledge that it might come to that. She adds, more calmly, ‘I didn’t want to talk about letting you go, Kelly. I wanted to talk about how we get through this. You know.’ She finds herself gesturing, as though scooping inspiration out of the air towards her. ‘Ideas.’

			‘I was thinking,’ Nathan says, ‘about a poetry competition. Run by the bookshop. Either with a theme or just – how you’re feeling.’

			Loveday smiles. She doesn’t much bother with poetry now. There was a time when writing poetry had felt as though it saved her; and saying the worst things about her life, out loud, at the poetry night Nathan runs, had been the moment when she had, at last, been able to make a kind of peace with her past. Now, she loves to read poetry, or listen to it, but she’s said all she needs to say. Nathan, though, can work it into anything. ‘Online?’

			Nathan grimaces. ‘I think people are starting to get fed up of online? I mean, it’s great, but you can see from people’s faces when you log on to things – even good things – that they’re sick of looking at a screen. And so many people just keep their cameras off, so you don’t know if they’re even listening. They could email their poems to us, or send them in.’

			Kelly sighs, and puts her half-­drunk coffee in the bin. Loveday knows that Nathan will take the cup out, wash it up and recycle it. ‘How would it make money?’

			Nathan laughs. ‘Fair point.’ It looks as though he’s about to come up with something else, but he just tears open the bag his bun came in and runs his finger across the inside, collecting the caramelised sugar into a pile before tipping it into his mouth. He and his sister, Vanessa, who moved in with them for lockdown, have dedicated themselves to entertaining the people in the streets nearby, teaching juggling from the pavements and bellowing jokes through a couple of megaphones they found in the shed and painted bright yellow. Vanessa is a hairdresser, usually working in film, so she has very little to do until the industry starts up again. Loveday imagines that, in Vanessa’s position, she would have been afraid of losing her livelihood; but Vanessa has settled in to wait for things to change. She and Nathan seem genetically incapable of anxiety. Loveday tries very hard not to envy them, and the way they can find joy for themselves and others so lightly. The two of them share an easy-­going brightness of spirit, an ability to find good in everything. It’s a knack Loveday knows she will never acquire. But being close to them, it’s a little infectious. (Vanessa has offered to cut Loveday’s hair, but Loveday feels as though that would be cheating, somehow, when hairdressers are closed; so she cuts her hair the way she always does, putting it in a ponytail and taking off the bottom inch with the kitchen scissors.)

			‘We can’t close,’ Loveday says, in a way that makes both Kelly and Nathan look at her, and Nathan put his hand on her knee and squeeze. ‘Archie left me this shop. I can’t fail.’

			‘We can’t fail,’ says Kelly, then adds, ‘I could take a pay cut.’

			‘No, you couldn’t.’ Loveday shakes her head, instantly dismissing the possibility, and a glance at Kelly tells her that she is both reassured and afraid. ‘I mean, I’m not going to let you work for nothing, but the shop can’t do without you.’

			‘Are you sure?’

			‘I’m sure,’ Loveday says, but then adds, ‘as I can be.’ Because if she needs to close the shop altogether there’ll be no job for Kelly. But she can’t say that, not yet. Partly for Kelly’s peace of mind. Mostly for herself.

			Nathan squeezes her knee again. ‘Even Archie wouldn’t have predicted a global pandemic,’ he says, ‘though he would probably turn out to have known the people who discover the vaccine, when they do.’

			Loveday smiles. Not so much at the idea of a vaccine – why hope before you have to – as at the thought of Archie. He was the best-­connected bookseller in the land, or the one with the best stories. It doesn’t matter which, as far as Loveday is concerned. She just misses him.

			‘Archie would have found a way to make money.’

			Nathan reaches for Loveday and pulls a chocolate coin from behind her ear. Loveday laughs. Nathan flicks another chocolate coin through the air to Kelly. ‘Sorry I can’t get close enough to magic it,’ he says.

			‘I’ll take it,’ Kelly says.

			‘Archie would have put money in,’ Nathan says, his tone gentle. ‘That’s not the same as making it.’

			‘I suppose so.’ Archie was rich-­rich, or at least always had money in the bank. Loveday, now that she owns his house, is asset-­rich. But she used to rely on her wage, when she took one; she and Nathan live like any other couple, budgeting and talking about what they’ll do when they have money to spare. They live in a lovely big house, but it comes with big bills to match.

			‘I’ve been thinking of what we can do,’ Kelly says, ‘and talking about it with Craig. Apart from a better website, there wasn’t a lot we could come up with. Social media.’ She pulls a face, to show Loveday that she knows it’s an idea that her boss will be less than enthusiastic about.

			Loveday nods. ‘You’re right. But it’s not really us, is it? And I don’t know where we’d start, with getting everything online.’ Lost For Words has always been a pop-­in, give-­us-­a-­call bookshop. Their website has first editions, rare finds, and the kinds of things collectors might be looking for. Loveday set it up, a long time ago, and she knows what a lot of work went into it. To catalogue and list everything they have in the shop on the website would be both impossible and impractical.

			Kelly says, ‘I suppose we just keep being good to the customers we have, and hope this doesn’t go on for too much longer.’

			Nathan takes Loveday’s cup from her, and retrieves Kelly’s from the bin. ‘I thought I might take a look at the bit out the back. Maybe we can do something with it.’

			The unloved yard is the least of Loveday’s worries. When the bookshop was rebuilt after the fire, the ramshackle staffroom at the rear became smaller and better organised, the fire escape obvious and always clear, and the area outside less of a hotch-­potch of added-­on walls and leftover crates and broken shelves. So it’s better than it was, she supposes. She has no more energy for it than this.

			Kelly gets up, sighs and stretches. Loveday knows she should say something extra, something reassuring, but all she can manage is, ‘Thanks, Kelly.’

			‘I’m going to get on,’ Kelly says. Loveday almost asks what with, but she realises that she never asks in a non-­pandemic scenario, so she should let her manager be.

			‘What are you thinking? About the yard?’ Loveday asks Nathan.

			He shrugs. ‘Well, if it’s tidy, you could sit outside for your lunch breaks.’

			Fresh Air And Sunlight is a frequent theme of conversations in their home. Nathan and Vanessa were brought up to be dyed-­in-­the-­wool outdoor enthusiasts, always ready for a bike ride or a picnic. Loveday’s mother, Sarah-­Jane, has her own reasons for loving being outdoors, and was making the garden at home her lockdown project, before long Covid made even half an hour of pruning or weeding too much. Loveday isn’t really keen on outdoors for outdoors’ sake. She is happy to ride her bike in order to get somewhere, and she’s all for a day of walking around a beloved place, or somewhere that has a point. A point being history, or a view, or a connection with a book. When this is over, Nathan has promised her, they will go to Stoneleigh, Jane Austen’s inspiration for Sotherton in Mansfield Park, and get up to no good in the ha-­ha. They both have the same quote from Mansfield Park tattooed around their left wrists: ‘Every moment has its pleasures and its hope.’ Nathan’s tattoo is in Loveday’s handwriting, Loveday’s in Nathan’s.

			And when frivolity is allowed again, and her mother is better, Loveday cannot wait for them to visit Whitby together. Ah, their beloved sea.

			But outside for the sake of it, you can keep. Except that if clearing the area outside makes Nathan happy, Loveday’s all for it.

			At the beginning, the pandemic had seemed distant, as though it was in a book Loveday was reading – scary when you gave it your attention, but easy to put aside and leave alone for a while.

			Then it all became real: first Loveday’s mother came down with Covid, then Kelly’s father was told to shield because of his emphysema. The bookshop’s financial problems were amplified by the absence of passing trade and regulars coming in for a chat. That’s small beer compared to their own losses – and to all of the other deaths, grief almost tangible in the 5 p.m. air sometimes, in the minutes after the latest figures are announced. But the days when a customer-­free shop was a pleasure belong to a long-­gone world.

			Nathan often says there’s no point in worrying about things you can’t control, and of course he’s right. But Loveday thinks, often, of the women she doesn’t know the names of, who used to come upstairs and sit in the reading refuge. She doesn’t know where they are, or what they are dealing with. She looks at Jane Austen’s words inked on her wrist, and hopes that they are safe. Hope doesn’t feel like enough but she doesn’t know what else she can do.
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			Kelly

			Kelly arrives early the next morning. She and Craig were up late, talking over WhatsApp, but instead of it making her tired it had make her feel happy, excited, alive.

			He’d asked her about her research. She tried to brush the conversation away: but when she said, ‘It’s too boring, you don’t want to hear about that’, Craig had laughed and said she was never boring, and anyway, he had just about got to the end of Netflix, so she was now his best bet for entertainment. ‘I’ve asked you about it before’, he’d said, ‘and you always try to tell me that I won’t be interested. You must know by now that I’m interested in absolutely everything about you.’ Sometimes when he talks like this, he sounds as though he might cry, and Kelly’s throat aches with the happiness of being so completely seen. She has never really been able to be all of herself with a man before; even her clever boyfriends at university had needed to be cleverer than her. But Craig isn’t like that. He just – well, he loves her. This is what it’s like.

			So, she had begun to explain. And before Kelly had known it, it was after 1 a.m., three hours later than she usually stayed up, because she hates the feeling of being alone in the night. But she hadn’t minded the lateness as she tucked into bed, Craig’s voice still clinging to her skin. And she had slept, deeply, and woken before her alarm, to a message from Craig saying simply, I don’t know how much longer I can manage without seeing you.

			Me neither, she’d replied.

			She steps through the door of Lost For Words. She’s the first one here, Nathan and Loveday having taken a morning off. Nathan runs a weekly open mic poetry night, which moved online with the pandemic; he’s told Kelly that he makes Loveday breakfast in bed the morning after, for old times’ sake, something that Kelly thinks might be too much information, but who can tell, in a lockdown?

			There’s a letter on the mat. The envelope is crisp and blue. It’s addressed to the shop, not to Loveday, or even Archie – who still regularly receives postcards and parcels from all over the world. So Kelly opens it, and she reads:

			 

			Dear Lost For Words,

			Once upon a time we were regular customers of yours. When we were seventy, we stopped buying books and donated the ones we had, and we started using the library more. Now we are trying to stay at home, and our library is closed.

			I am enclosing a cheque for £100 and I hope that you will use it to send us some books. I thought perhaps you could send one every ten days or so? We like to read aloud, and our eyes are getting old, so if you have large-­print or hardbacked books they would be best.

			I suppose I ought to send you a list of books we would like to read, but it’s hard to know. I have one request: Persuasion, by Jane Austen, my favourite book of all time.

			Please send us books that we might think are wonderful. (Is that unfair? I think it may be.) We love nature, and things that make us laugh, and old-­fashioned romances. We believe in good food and fresh air and the smell of the sea. We spent our careers as teachers and we don’t have any family of our own. We do crosswords in the evening and our garden is our pride and joy.

			I’m not sure how far £100 will go, but I’m hoping it will keep us in books for a few weeks. Please let me know when it’s running out.

			Kind regards,

			Rosemary Athey (Mrs)

			Enc. Cheque
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