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			When the Lost For Words bookshop hosts a ‘reading aloud’ book group, four strangers come together, with surprising results . . .

			Trixie has set up the group. She loves her job as a bookseller, and her broken heart is finally mending – or so she thinks. Then her ex calls.

			Cherry is only here for a break. Caring for her grandmother is exhausting and lonely. Maybe things would be different if her long-absent sister would come home.

			Rhiannon and Guy hit it off instantly; it feels like the start of something special. Soon she’s looking forward to seeing him again. But there’s something she really needs to tell him . . .

			From strangers to friends to maybe something more? It all starts with the love of books in this captivating, heartwarming new novel from the author of The Second Chance Book Club and Found in a Bookshop.
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			Chapter 1

			9 April 2025

			The cobbled lane that leads to the bookshop is quiet. Cherry walks slowly; it’s been a while since she wore heels. She catches herself thinking, if I’d put my trainers on instead, I could just run away, and laughs. As though the lack of trainers is what’s keeping her here. As though she could really run away. Although Peaches, her twin sister, did it, so why shouldn’t she?

			Cherry passes a pub, which is exuding warm light and quiet laughter. She doesn’t think she’s been in a pub since the last time she wore heels, which was probably the last time she saw her friends from sixth form. That was, somehow, three and a half years ago, when there was a rash of twenty-­first birthday celebrations. Cherry had loved the first one; loved seeing all the people who she had spent most of her childhood with, loved noticing all the ways in which her friends were both startlingly different and, at the same time, exactly the same. At the second one, she drank way too much and kissed Zach, who she had hoped would kiss her all through her teenaged years. He had taken her by the shoulders and said, ‘Not when you’re drunk, Cherry,’ which afterwards she thought might have been a come-­on, of sorts. If Peaches had been with her, Peaches would have been able to tell. At the third of the twenty-­firsts, Cherry had realised that everyone else was getting on with their lives in a way that she couldn’t, or at least not until Peaches came home.

			

			Three and a half years is a long time to slip past, waiting for something to happen. But tonight, she can be the Cherry she was before she became the sister who got to stay at home.

			Lost For Words has a double front of windows, with the door recessed in the middle. There’s a poster: Come and read aloud with us! Everyone is welcome!

			She probably isn’t the sort of person they’re expecting. People who come to a group like this are probably clever and interesting and at least thirty years older than her. But she’s blow-­dried her hair, and she isn’t expected back until nine at the earliest, so she may as well make the most of it. If it doesn’t feel right or it finishes early she’ll go to the pub, and not mind that she’s on her own. It’s what Peaches would do.

			Cherry straightens her shoulders and smiles before she pushes the door open. ‘Hello?’ she calls. A group of people turn to look at her, smile and call ‘hello’ in reply. She closes the door behind her, exhales. Here she is.

			She’s a little late; the heels held her up, and leaving her gran, Barbara, had been drawn-­out. Mrs Guilfoyle from next door had wanted to know where all the phone numbers and medications were, and Gran had seemed a little anxious; when Cherry came back into the living room to say goodbye, having put on her good coat, suddenly her gran seemed small, frail and scared-­looking, and Cherry had thought about how she shouldn’t resent her so much. That putting on lipstick and going to sit with strangers wasn’t something that should matter in her life. But Mrs Guilfoyle, whom Cherry suspects of knowing a lot more about them than she lets on, practically shooed her out of the door. And Cherry had wondered, when she stood outside on the path, whether it was okay for caring for her gran to feel like a chore. It was relentless. She was tired. If this was a job, she would get time off. Part of the reason she is going to an event in a bookshop is that it feels worthy enough to ask Mrs Guilfoyle to sit with her gran for.

			

			‘Hello!’ says a woman with a clipboard. Cherry immediately feels as though she’s done the right thing in coming here. Her gran likes a clipboard, for storing cuttings from the newspaper and crosswords she hasn’t finished yet. ‘We’re just about to start. We must have been waiting for you. Come and sit down.’

			Cherry’s shoes click-­and-­clock across the wooden floor. The air she breathes in smells different to the air outside: violets, paper, salt. There are six chairs in a circle, and one of them is empty. Cherry takes the place that can only be hers. She’s next to a woman who is rocking a buggy with her other hand. ‘I didn’t realise we were supposed to bring a baby,’ Cherry says, and everyone laughs. I’m not the only one that’s nervous, she thinks. It’s a relief.

			The woman with the clipboard smiles. ‘I’m Trixie,’ she says, ‘the assistant manager here at Lost For Words. Thank you for coming.’ She looks down at her hands, and then up again. ‘I planned a speech but now that we’re here it feels a bit formal. If you don’t mind, I think I’ll just talk.’ Everyone in the circle nods and smiles. Cherry feels herself doing the same.

			

			‘Talking suits me,’ she says.

			‘I agree,’ says a young woman who Cherry thinks she might know, until she remembers that she never goes anywhere or meets anyone. But there’s something about her: a lilt to her chin, a sparkle in her eye. Then it comes to her, with a mix of delight and sorrow, that this stranger reminds her of Peaches. If Peaches was about five years younger and straightened her hair. Peaches was the one who would be first to stick up for both of them, in the same way that it feels as though this woman would. ‘Talking is so much better than making speeches, Trixie.’ She winks at Cherry, and Cherry thinks about going out for a drink with her afterwards, because now she’s out she may as well make the most of it.

			‘Okay!’ Trixie’s smile feels real this time. ‘Thank you for coming. Here at Lost For Words we have a community programme that allows all of our staff members to set up or contribute to something that will do good in the world – specifically, the world that we are living in here in York. It was the shop owner Loveday’s idea.’

			‘Loveday?’ Cherry says, and then immediately wishes she hadn’t. She knows what it’s like to have people repeat your name back to you as though you might be joking.

			‘What else do you do?’ she adds quickly. She thinks at first that it’s the wrong question, or that when Trixie said she wanted this to be a conversation she didn’t really mean it. But Trixie smiles again.

			‘Loveday, the owner, and her mother Sarah-­Jane who works here when we’re busy, have created libraries in women’s shelters. Nathan, Loveday’s partner – actually, they’re on honeymoon right now, so I should say husband – runs poetry workshops in schools. Kelly, who is in charge of our Book Pharmacy, sponsors women in higher education. Madison, who works here during the holidays – do you want to say, Madison?’

			

			‘Sure,’ the touch-­of-­Peaches young woman says. ‘I sponsor the community theatre group. It’s where I started. I’d never have gone to drama school otherwise.’

			Everyone in the circle makes an agreeing sort of murmur, and Trixie speaks again. ‘It took me a long time to decide what I wanted to do with my part of the fund, because it feels really important and I didn’t want to get it wrong. I was thinking about all sorts of different things. And then, one day, I was watching Madison do the children’s story time—’

			‘What big eyes you have, Grandmama,’ Madison says, in a voice so different to her own, so childlike and wondering, that Cherry would not have believed it came from her if she hadn’t seen her mouth move.

			‘—and I thought, that’s it. Reading aloud. I want to make it easier for people to read aloud to each other. I’ve read up on the research and it definitely increases happiness and helps people to relax. Both the reader and the read-­to.’

			The woman rocking the buggy, so smoothly and rhythmically that Cherry doubts she realises she is doing it, nods. ‘Yes,’ she says, then, clamping a hand over her mouth, ‘sorry!’

			‘No,’ Trixie says, ‘go on.’

			The woman smiles and runs her hand through her hair, which is strawberry-­blond, slightly curling, and probably, Cherry thinks, the main thing that people notice about her. She indicates the child. ‘I’ve always read to Spike. He’s two and a half. He loves it and so do I. And it does make me wonder why we don’t do it for each other as adults. I mean, I know adults can read and children can’t. But there’s something so lovely about hearing a story out loud. I like audiobooks. But I came tonight because I think people being in the room and reading could be really special.’ She smiles around, shrugs, half-­apologetic.

			

			Trixie nods and looks as though she’s about to speak, but then Madison says, ‘Your kid’s called Spike? That’s pretty excellent.’ Cherry feels less bad about repeating Loveday’s name.

			The woman smiles. ‘My husband chose it. I wasn’t sure, but it suits him.’

			One of the two men present says, ‘I used to listen to the radio when I was working. But there’s so much bad news in the world.’ When he smiles, his otherwise ordinary face comes alight. ‘So much bad music, too. So I started to listen to audiobooks. I love them. I can honestly say it’s changed my life.’

			Everyone smiles round at each other. This is better than the pub, Cherry thinks. The fact that she doesn’t get a lot of time to read, that there are long gaps between her trips to the library, doesn’t feel as though it matters. And she hasn’t worried about her grandmother once since she walked in.

			Trixie nods. ‘I believe you.’ She takes a breath. ‘So my idea is that we will meet up and read aloud, maybe every two weeks or so? I’ll provide the books, and if people want to read on when we’re not together, that’s fine, but we’ll pick up where we left off. I’ll keep advertising in the Lost For Words newsletter, so hopefully we’ll get some more people coming along.’

			

			That happy murmur again. Trixie looks relieved. ‘I’m glad I’m not the only one who thinks this is a good idea.’

			Cherry thinks of how much she enjoys it when her gran lets her read a magazine to her. Her gran claims that she does too, though she usually goes to sleep, and Cherry has to keep an eye out to make sure she doesn’t drop her cigarette.

			She looks around the group and realises that only one of them, the other man, hasn’t spoken yet. He’s smiling, though. His eyes are pale brown and his hair bleach-­blond and he’s wearing a shirt that’s a bit too big, skinny jeans, hi-­tops that have seen better days. She makes herself look away, before she can decide whether he is really gorgeous or it’s just that he’s a man about her age, and she hasn’t met one of those in months.

			Trixie says, ‘Maybe we should go around and say what our names are and why we’re here, and then we can make a start?’

			Spike’s mum goes first. ‘I’m Rhiannon and this is Spike. Ian, my husband, is away a lot and my neighbour babysits but I don’t like to impose on her too often, so he’s usually with me. I like books but I should admit that I’m mainly here because I crave adult company.’

			‘I’m Cherry. I’m a full-­time carer for my gran and there never seems to be much time to read at home.’ She squashes down the idea of how complicated it had felt to get here tonight, and thinks instead of how good it would be to read with – to talk to – other people. It will make her better at caring for her gran, too: she’ll have new stories to tell, and she might not get quite so fed up and frustrated.

			Next, the man with the transformative smile says, ‘I’m Guy. I work for myself, on my own. I like reading but I’m not very good at chit-­chat. So if you think I’m being rude, I’m really not.’

			

			Madison says, ‘Madison. I work here so I’m sort of obliged.’ Trixie closes her eyes for a second, and Cherry almost laughs at the idea of how brilliant and awful it must be to work with Madison. Trixie opens her mouth to speak, but before she can say anything, Madison rolls her eyes and says, ‘I’m kidding. I’m here for the love of this place, and reading, and all that.’

			The other young man in the group clears his throat. ‘I’m Damian,’ he says. His smile is quiet and serious. He looks around, and Cherry notices his ears, small and neat, studded up the lobe. ‘I’m a singer-­songwriter, and I work here and there to pay my bills.’

			‘Right,’ Trixie says. ‘Thank you, everyone. How about we make a start?’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			As Trixie puts the chairs away and readies the shop for tomorrow morning, she decides that the evening went okay. Well, even. It had taken her a long time to decide what her part of the Lost For Words community programme would involve. But seeing Madison read to the toddlers that day had touched something deep in her. She’s not sure why. She’d seen Madison leading story time often enough. But that day had been the first time in a long while that she had felt rooted in the world. That evening, she had gone home and read a recipe aloud as she cooked it. She had felt – different. Better.

			She’s about to put out the lights and lock up when her phone pings with a message. It’s Caz, her ex. Wow. It’s been more than a year since they were in touch, and that was Caz checking to see if Trixie was planning to go to a mutual friend’s birthday party, because if she was, Caz would be happy not to go. Caz had phrased this as though she was doing Trixie a favour, which she sort-­of was, because they both knew that Trixie’s fragile heart could be re-­shattered by Caz in an instant. Trixie texted back to say she wasn’t going anyway. The party, a fortieth, was a four-­day bash in a hired castle in Scotland. Trixie could not have afforded it; could not have taken the time off work in the run-­up to Christmas; could not have kept up her social battery for all that time with people she hadn’t seen a lot of for a while. Plus – and she hadn’t realised this until the invitation had arrived – life at Lost For Words had changed her. She had learned to value quiet people, and long discussions about books, and space. She had spent years in the hospitality industry, but it felt as though those had happened to someone else. All those late nights, all those conversations shouted over music and instantly forgotten. Caz’s response to her message had been a thumbs-­up, and Trixie had briefly considered deleting her texts and blocking her number. But sometimes it’s nice to read back over the words they had sent to each other and remember that she had been loved once.

			

			Tonight’s text message reads: Hey. Can you call me?

			Trixie’s heart does something that she wishes it hadn’t, because she is Over Caz. She can’t allow herself to think, for even a moment, that Caz might have thought better of the relationship that she began when she moved away with a new job, just before the pandemic. No pandemic decisions are completely sound. And yet, Caz has not come back. There was an awkward hello-­and-­goodbye, when she came back to York to collect the last of her things and see her old friends. Caz had come round to collect her books and Italian wine glasses, and a cashmere blanket that, technically, was Trixie’s because Caz gave it to her as a gift, but she couldn’t bear to look at it.

			Since then Trixie has rebuilt herself, and rebuilt her life. She hasn’t dated, but she has found a job that she loves. The bookshop feels like a home from home, and it pays better than the restaurant industry, and she works regular hours and has most evenings free. She has friends who like books, now, and they are people she can have interesting, meaningful conversations with. They are people who invite her to the theatre. The life she has made is a good one, a happy one.

			

			And yet it’s spinning away from her at just the sight of her ex’s name.

			Trixie goes outside, to the reading garden. It’s just warm enough to sit, and the soothing scents of rosemary and lilac are in the air. She’s going to get this over with, before her treacherous heart can swell any further, hope any more.

			‘Hey,’ she says when Caz answers the phone. ‘Are you okay?’

			‘Yes,’ Caz says. Her voice does something to Trixie’s stomach. It’s the feeling of having finally eaten something you have missed for a long time. Your mother’s shepherd’s pie. The fry-­up at the cafe round the corner from your best friend’s flat. Tea after a holiday in a coffee-­drinking country.

			‘Just a sec.’ There’s the slightest Bristol burr to Caz’s voice now. Trixie imagines teasing her about it. She hears Caz say, ‘It’s Trixie. I’ll take it in the bedroom.’ And then another voice, too faint to make out properly.

			The sound of a door closing, an exhale. ‘How are you?’

			‘I’m okay,’ Trixie says. And then, because she wants to know/doesn’t want to know what this is about in almost equal measure, but the second voice is a little louder, she tells Caz about the evening she has just spent: about reading for pleasure, reading aloud, about how she hopes it will be worthwhile. She tells Caz they are reading The Waves by Virginia Woolf, wondering if Caz will remember that it was a book that Caz gave her for a birthday. She is just about to start explaining the other projects when Caz interrupts. ‘I was calling because I’ve got some news.’ Caz sounds nervous, so Trixie knows she isn’t going to like it. ‘It’s about me and Naya. We’ve—’ She laughs, Trixie doesn’t. She doesn’t think she could make any sound; cannot unstick her breath from holding as she waits.

			

			Caz continues, ‘We’ve gone a bit conventional. Naya is pregnant. We used donor sperm from a clinic, it seemed cleaner. I mean, emotionally.’

			Caz pauses. Trixie isn’t sure what to say so she doesn’t say anything. She wonders whether the feeling of feeling nothing will last. It’s not as though she and Caz ever talked about having a baby themselves. Just the suggestion that Trixie would move to Bristol to be with her had been enough for Caz to end their relationship. The silence stretches.

			‘Trix? Are you still there?’

			Trixie says, ‘Congratulations.’ She says it flatly although she doesn’t mean to.

			‘Thanks!’ If Caz has sensed Trixie’s lack of enthusiasm, it doesn’t show. Trixie hears her take a deep breath. ‘That’s not everything. In terms of being conventional, I mean. We’re going to get married.’

			‘Right.’ That does hurt, the way being too cold hurts; taking over all of you so the only thing you can think about is how very cold you are. When Trixie and Caz were together, they had agreed that gay couples didn’t need to conform to heterosexual norms. They had been completely certain that there were no circumstances under which they would get married, either to each other or – crazy idea! – other people, if they were ever to split up. They had been so in love; though, to Trixie, that seems an impossibility now. She runs her fingers along a stalk of rosemary, lets the scent rise, closes her eyes. She’ll cut some stalks of it tomorrow, and bake a cake when she gets home, put it in the staffroom at the weekend.

			

			‘Trixie?’

			‘I’m still here.’

			A pause. Trixie thinks of the ingredients she will need: eggs, butter, sugar, flour, milk. Of how the rosemary will add a soft bitterness to the cake that will make it all the sweeter.

			‘We thought it was best that you heard it from me. We’re going to put it on social media in the next couple of days, and I didn’t want you to find out that way. Neither did Naya.’

			‘Thanks.’ That unintended flatness again. She hears Caz sigh down the line, as though Trixie is a trying child. Then there is the sound of her taking a drink. Probably Sauvignon Blanc, Trixie thinks. Unless Caz has changed her mind about that, too.

			‘Don’t be like that, Trix. I had a love for you. But things move on. We ended, and I found someone new. I would be glad if you found someone too.’

			Trixie doesn’t know she’s going to say it, but as soon as it’s out she realises these are the only possible words. This may be the last time she speaks to Caz. She should tell the truth. ‘I did find someone. It was you.’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			Rhiannon and Guy pause on the street outside Lost For Words to zip up their coats. The April air is cool. Guy digs into his pocket and brings out a hat and some fingerless gloves.

			Rhiannon says, ‘When Spike was a baby, I had – we had – gloves that attached to the pram handle so you could just put your hands in them and you were warm when you pushed. Ian, my husband, bought them before Spike was born and I thought he was mad. But Spike arrived in November and those gloves were honestly the best thing we owned.’

			She glances down into the buggy where Spike is sound asleep, his nose and cheeks all that are visible of him. Before they left the shop, Rhiannon had manoeuvred him into a padded coat and a hat with ear flaps, without him waking. She had been vaguely aware of Guy waiting near the door; then he had held it open for her while she pushed the buggy through.

			‘Isn’t Spike the best thing you own?’

			Rhiannon looks at her son again. ‘No. I don’t own him. But he’s the best thing I’ve made.’ She shakes her head. This feeling still comes over her. More, actually, as time goes on. That this tiny human, growing and learning and changing, is her own messy miracle.

			

			Guy says, ‘I don’t have children.’

			Rhiannon looks at him; she can feel that she’s searching for clues as to what deeper truth he might be telling her. She can’t find any, so she says, ‘I didn’t mean to say something out of turn.’

			Guy smiles and Rhiannon’s breath catches in the space her clavicle makes in her throat. ‘You didn’t. Just stating a fact.’ Rhiannon nods, smiles back, and starts to walk. Guy falls into step beside her. ‘I’m heading this way. Is that okay?’

			‘Of course.’

			‘I wish I could sleep like that,’ Guy says.

			Rhiannon laughs. ‘You’re not the only one. Spike cried so much in his first year that I think he’s probably used up his lifetime’s allowance of tears. I know it’s hard to believe, looking at him now.’

			‘It is. But I believe you.’

			‘I don’t really believe myself, when I think back. But he was just an absolute ball of fury. A non-­sleeping ball of fury. I took him for tests but there was no physical problem.’

			Guy smiles and Rhiannon smiles back. ‘Baby rage, huh?’ he says.

			She laughs. ‘Baby rage, all right.’ Then the memories return: some of them, anyway, from that awful year. ‘I tried everything. Including crying when he cried. Everyone tells you to sleep when they sleep, so . . .’ She shrugs.

			‘Did it work? As a strategy?’

			‘About as much as anything else, in that it didn’t. Maybe I felt better for it, though.’ Rhiannon glances sideways at Guy; she thinks he’ll understand. ‘It’s funny, isn’t it? I was listening to everyone reading tonight and thinking, this book really isn’t for me, and I would never have chosen it. Then I looked at Spike sleeping, and realised that two years ago I couldn’t have imagined anything as good as this.’

			

			‘As what?’

			‘Any of it. Number one, Spike sleeping. Being out in the evening. Holding a conversation. Meeting new people who weren’t also crusted in baby food. Being able to listen to someone read without falling asleep myself.’

			Guy nods. ‘This isn’t at all the same, but sometimes I go to a woodland I know and I look around and realise how much it has been changing, quietly, without me noticing. But it’s become a new place.’

			They pause as they wait for the traffic lights to change, then walk quietly through the city until Rhiannon stops at a junction and says, ‘This is us. It was really nice to meet you.’

			‘It was nice to meet you and Spike, too.’ Rhiannon realises she isn’t moving. Guy says, ‘Do you think you’re going to stick with this reading aloud group?’

			‘I think so. I know it’s not about me, but it would be nice to have some adult company. When Ian’s away, I mean. How about you?’

			‘I think it’s a nice idea. I work with literal pieces of wood, so any human company is a bonus as far as I’m concerned.’ He smiles; she smiles back. ‘Good night.’

			‘Good night.’ Rhiannon rummages in her bag for her keys, but waits another moment before stepping on the path to her home. It’s never easy, returning to emptiness.

			Guy turns away, then back. ‘Are you glad you moved here?’

			‘Yes. No.’ Rhiannon laughs. ‘I’m too tired to know, most of the time. It feels like a good place to bring up a child. We spend a lot of time in the museum gardens, and along the river, and Spike is a big fan of the railway museum.’

			

			Guy nods. ‘And have you been to Hetchell Woods?’

			She shakes her head. ‘I decided not to buy a car when we moved and so we tend to walk everywhere, if we’re in York, or only go to places that are easy by public transport. But with Spike’s social schedule we never seem to have a free full day to go further afield. What’s there?’

			‘Mostly trees, really. But it’s my favourite place. I can take you and Spike, if you like. And Ian, if he’s around.’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			‘I’m home!’ Cherry is always struck by the smell of the house when she returns, even though she does such a lot to try to neutralise the odour of cigarette smoke. She opens their bedroom windows for at least half an hour a day, unless it’s raining or snowing. She burns scented candles and she spends as much money on air freshener as she does on milk. But there is always this smell of smoke, all the more pungent when she returns from the corner shop, the supermarket or the pharmacy. She supposes it’s soaked into the walls. It feels as though it’s soaked into her skin and hair.

			Mrs Guilfoyle comes smiling through from the kitchen. ‘I was just having a bit of a tidy-­up,’ she says, ‘I hope you don’t mind. Barbara’s been spark out in front of the TV since The One Show, and I don’t like to be idle.’ She smiles, to show she hasn’t meant to judge. The bungalow is so run-­down, so old-­fashioned, that any cleaning over and above the bare minimum seems pointless to Cherry.

			‘Thank you, Mrs Guilfoyle.’ Cherry knows her first name is Jean but now it is simply too late to start using it. ‘Really. I’m so grateful.’

			

			‘No bother. It’s not right, a beautiful young thing like you stuck in all the time. Did you have a nice evening?’

			‘Yes,’ Cherry says, ‘I did.’ She opens her bag, suddenly as pleased as a child with a balloon. Trixie had given them all a copy of The Waves by Virginia Woolf, but they were all different editions. Cherry’s is a Penguin Modern Classic from the 1970s, and has a portrait of Virginia Woolf painted by Vanessa Bell on the front. After reading this on the back cover, Cherry had googled ‘Vanessa Bell’ on the bus on the way home, and found that she was Virginia Woolf’s sister. This knowledge had given her a little pang of right-­ness. She holds the book out. ‘We were reading this.’

			‘Oh,’ Mrs Guilfoyle takes it from her, nods, and hands it back. ‘I like Maeve Binchy, for my holidays. Nice and thick.’

			When their neighbour has gone, Cherry rouses her grandmother. She’s relieved, now, that Barbara said she couldn’t be bothered to get dressed this morning, and Cherry couldn’t be bothered to cajole her into it, even though she knew she ought to. She’ll persuade her into the shower and a fresh nightie tomorrow.

			Once Barbara is in bed, having taken her medication and asked about what happened in Coronation Street – she doesn’t even bother to notice if I’m here or not, Cherry thinks, although she knows she is being unfair, or at least unkind – Cherry gets into her own bed. She still sleeps in the top bunk, even though it’s years since Peaches was in the bottom one.

			She opens the book. And then she closes it. Though she’d loved reading aloud, hearing the other voices around her, she’s not sure she’s up for any more. I should have bought myself another book, she thinks. I was in a bookshop.

			But Cherry has never bought herself a book. Not because she couldn’t. It just hasn’t occurred to her. Her parents believed in public libraries, and when they died her grandparents thought the twins did quite enough with books at school and should be out in the fresh air. Cherry and Peaches had laughed at the way two TV-­addict smokers believed so fervently in the power of the outdoors for their granddaughters; it was only later that they realised how Barbara and Brian were trying to keep them busy and tired, without too much time to think about all they had lost. But their life with their grandparents had been good, warm; and, Cherry thinks, they were content. She was, at least; she was so content that she did not foresee that when Peaches flew through her A-­levels, got an entry-­level job with a charity and moved to Glasgow, that her heart would break from loneliness without Peaches at her side. They had studied different subjects at school, had different friendship groups; they were, Cherry thought, independent of each other. But almost as soon as Peaches left, Cherry realised how wrong she had been. Peaches said she missed her sister too, and Cherry knew she meant it. They had talked about buying a flat in Glasgow, shared between them, the deposit paid from the money their parents left them – not a lot, but enough to get them started, and in trust until they were twenty-­one. Then their grandfather died. It had started with a fit of coughing, and ended with an almost-­comical clutch of the chest ten minutes later. Cherry had to call her sister, whose voice was a little more smart at work than it was at home, its Yorkshire edges buffed away, and give her the news. Peaches came home, for the funeral and the clearing-­out, and then she had to take her grief back to Glasgow. And Cherry stayed, with their grandmother, who began lighting one cigarette from the butt of the last, and talked only about her beloved Brian. Cherry and Peaches spoke on the phone or messaged every day. Peaches reported how her grief, abstracted by absence, caught her in strange ways at strange moments: the sight of a shepherd’s pie at the supermarket, the theme tune of EastEnders, which their grandfather would never miss. Cherry’s day-­to-­day was surrounded by the lack of her grandfather’s presence, and her grandmother’s grief, which did not allow for anyone else to be sad. ‘He was only sixty-­five,’ she would say, and then, in the next breath, ‘First a daughter and then a husband, I don’t know what I did to deserve it.’

			

			Cherry, who had started to apply for jobs before her grandfather died, got an interview in Glasgow. Neither the job nor the company were particularly interesting, but she and Peaches had agreed that that wasn’t the point. She went for the interview, though she told her grandmother that she was going to see Peaches, to check that she was okay. Barbara transferred twenty pounds to Cherry’s bank account, for ‘spending money’, and said not to worry, she was sure she would manage on her own for the weekend. It hadn’t really crossed Cherry’s mind that she wouldn’t; it wasn’t so long since Barbara had taken early retirement from her job in a garden centre, and she was often busy with her friends.

			Cherry was offered the role of office administrator; and her grandmother quite literally took to her bed. ‘I never thought you would abandon me,’ she said, over and over, ‘not you, Cherry, even though everyone else has gone.’

			‘It’s the grief talking,’ Peaches said. ‘She wouldn’t want you to sacrifice everything really. Just pack your bags and tell her we’ll both come back in a fortnight and we’ll make her a roast like we used to. Honestly, Cherry, it sounds harsh, but she has first world problems. Don’t let her stop you.’

			

			Cherry knew that Peaches was right. But she also understood that their grandmother only had her own life as reference: the death of a daughter and son-­in-­law in an accident, the unexpected, uncomplaining raising of twin girls from the time they were twelve; and then, just as it looked as though it was going to be her and her Brian again, his death. Cherry thought her grandmother was entitled to feel sorry for herself. She might not be starving in a war zone, but she had grief and loss running through her life like a seam. If Cherry waited, it would get better. She turned down the job.

			Cherry took a six-­month contract in data entry in York and saved what money she could. She lost the taste for going out with her friends when she would find her grandmother waiting for her in the kitchen, cold feet on the lino, when she got back. ‘You don’t need to wait up for me,’ Cherry said, again and again. ‘You’re all I’ve got,’ Barbara would reply, and ‘I’ve been rattling around this house on my own all day.’ The pandemic and the lockdowns only made things worse.

			When the world opened up again, Cherry started applying for jobs in Glasgow once more; she and Peaches would scroll through ads together, talking on the phone as they did so, or scrunched into Peaches’ bottom bunk when Peaches was home. Then Barbara had a fall and broke her hip, the day before Cherry was due to go for an interview. ‘She’s controlling you,’ Peaches said. ‘Probably not even consciously. But she knows that if she’s in hospital you won’t go.’

			

			Cherry thought Peaches was probably right. But the fact was that the hospital wouldn’t discharge Barbara unless there was someone at home with her. So Cherry stayed. After a month, it became clear that Barbara had, as Peaches put it, ‘embraced the invalid lifestyle’. And so Cherry applied for Carer’s Allowance, and Peaches, who had spent the pandemic in her Glasgow bedsit, working all hours online, resigned from her job and went to volunteer abroad. The first time Cherry asked Mrs Guilfoyle for help was when she went to see Peaches off at Newcastle airport. ‘I promise I’ll come back,’ Peaches said just before she went through security, ‘and I promise I’ll get you out of there.’ Cherry had said, ‘You don’t need to get me out. It’s not prison.’ But home wasn’t a place of Cherry’s choosing, either. To begin with, she and Barbara would go to the cinema in the afternoons, and on special occasions, have lunch or afternoon tea at Bettys Tea Rooms. But after a year, that stopped. Soon her grandmother got bored of jigsaws and didn’t even want to be pushed around the park in a wheelchair. And Peaches didn’t come back. She sent postcards, and called at Christmas, and on Barbara’s birthday, and sometimes on hers and Cherry’s. And Cherry turned twenty, twenty-­one, twenty-­two, twenty-­three; and the best thing that has happened to her in months is sitting in a bookshop.

			Cherry is a different sort of tired tonight, and a new kind of angry. Why should her life be the one that is waiting? Why was Peaches the one who got to go and have adventures? And yes, Cherry knows that Peaches is doing amazing work, but she wishes her sister would swap and come and do the more ordinary, everyday drudgery: washing, cleaning, shopping, cooking the sort of beige, bland food that Barbara likes and Cherry doesn’t, though she never really has the chance or the energy to cook and eat anything else. She knows – or at least her brain knows – that being a caregiver is important work; she has boundless admiration for professional carers. But she cannot make herself feel it.

			

			As Cherry waits for sleep, she hears the scratch and bloom of her grandmother’s lighter, followed by an inhale and a cough. And suddenly she cannot bear the thought of even one more day of this. Not unless there is some hope.

			She takes her phone, finds the last email address she had for Peaches, and types:

			 

			I am tired and I have no money and I have no life and I think it’s me that you need to be saving now. Please come. Cherry. 

			 

			Underneath, she adds the single word refill, which was always their code for needing each other. There was no circumstance in which you could not say refill. ‘I just need a refill’ could mean coffee or water or tea or a pen or phone charge, but Cherry and Peaches knew it meant, I need you right now. Cherry doesn’t think they have used it since they were at school, but she is pretty certain that Peaches will remember. Whether she gets the email, whether she reads it, and whether she cares enough to come back, are different questions altogether.

			Cherry presses ‘send’. Her grandmother is still coughing. She drifts off and dreams of the sea.

		

	
		
			

			Lost For Words Reading Aloud Group

			Trixie Dalton, Cherry Fox, Rhiannon Jones, Damian Singh, Madison Middleton, Guy Hollingsworth

			 

			10 April 2025

			 

			Trixie

			Hello everyone. Thank you for coming last night. It was good to see you all. Here’s a place we can chat about what we’re reading and maybe think about how to get more members?

			 

			Cherry

			I wish I could persuade my gran to come but she hardly ever leaves the house. I’ve offered to read to her and she says no but I think she would enjoy it.

			 

			Damian

			Great to meet everyone.

			 

			Rhiannon

			Cherry, what if I came round to read to your gran? She might be better with someone she doesn’t know.

			

			 

			Cherry

			She never seems to like the idea of anything I suggest.

			 

			Trixie

			Weird that it’s easy to be unkind to someone you love.

			Not that I’m saying your gran is unkind, Trixie. 

			Cherry

			I don’t think she means to be.

			 

			Madison

			Whatever you do don’t read her The Waves.

			 

			Guy

			I’m enjoying it. It’s sort of – hypnotic?

			 

			Rhiannon

			Me too. Cherry, I’ll message you separately to sort out a time. What kind of books might she like?

			 

			Cherry

			Honestly, I don’t know. She hasn’t read for a long time and when she did I don’t think I took much notice.

			 

			Trixie

			The Reading Project can provide books. 

			

			 

			Cherry

			I know my neighbour likes – I think the name is May Binky? She’s about the same age as my gran. (The neighbour, I mean.)

			 

			Trixie

			Light A Penny Candle by Maeve Binchy, then. And in case she fancies a classic, how about Little Women? Rhiannon, do they sound okay to you? 

			 

			Rhiannon

			Yes. And is it worth including a murder mystery, Cherry?

			 

			Cherry

			Good idea! Just to check – if she likes any of them we can keep them, and keep reading, right?

			 

			Trixie

			Right. Keep them anyway; she might feel like something different another day. I’m going to put a Poirot in, and Inspector Imanishi Investigates by Seicho Matsumoto. It’s set in Tokyo in the 1960s. I haven’t read it but it’s getting rave reviews from crime readers.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 5

			14 April 2025

			Cherry gets up early to prepare for Rhiannon’s visit. She moves the newspapers that her gran keeps, ‘just in case’, in a precarious pile behind her chair. They go in the recycling bin before her gran wakes up, in the hope that she won’t notice they are missing. Barbara never has before, but that doesn’t mean she won’t this time. If her grandmother was more predictable in her needs and her behaviour, then Cherry would be able to leave the bungalow without worry. But as it is, she cannot bear the thought that Barbara might have even a moment of anxiety, calling for Cherry or, on days that break Cherry’s heart, for Brian, her dead husband, or even Josie, Cherry’s late mother. And there have been enough dropped cigarettes for Cherry to know that she just couldn’t leave her grandmother alone for longer than a quick trip to the newsagent. It would be asking for trouble.

			Cherry hoovers, and scrubs at the area of carpet next to Gran’s chair which is stained from spilled tea and dropped food. She dusts the ornaments on the mantelpiece, and tries to remember the last time she washed the net curtains. She knows that if she was the one coming into this bungalow, she would notice the greyness of it, and maybe wonder what she did all day. Cherry doesn’t always know herself where the days go. It’s easy to get sucked in to TV in the morning; it’s hard to clean when Gran complains about the sound of the hoover and the smell of the polish and, the last time Cherry took the nets down and washed the windows, the light. (Maybe it was last Easter. Cherry had convinced herself that Peaches might come home, that she was having some sort of twin instinct. She wasn’t, and Peaches didn’t.) But at least the curtains were cleaner. It’s hard to cook when Gran thinks the cooker ‘eats electricity’ and doesn’t really want anything except mince and potatoes, boiled on the hob, again.

			

			Cherry fantasises, all the time, about the other life she could have: travel, sunshine, the kind of workplace where people work hard on worthwhile things, and go dancing at the weekends. She imagines herself joining a choir, walking the hills. Mostly, she dreams – literally and figuratively – about being with Peaches again. But she cannot truly imagine what she will do when her life is her own. And she feels terrible even thinking about that life, because that would mean that her gran would be gone, and Cherry cannot wish her away. And anyway, the Cherry who took solos in the school choir and could not wait to move to Glasgow – the Cherry who was independent and brave – is long gone. If she ever existed. She knows Peaches doubts it.

			Cherry thinks of the email she sent. She doesn’t know what she would do, if Peaches did come home, if she said to Cherry, it’s your turn. Off you go.

			Once the cleaning is done, Cherry gets Gran up and dressed. ‘Rhiannon is coming to read to us today,’ she says. ‘I thought you might want to dress up a bit. We don’t get to dress up very much these days.’

			

			She holds her breath. Barbara can be unpredictable in her reactions to anything that’s different. But she smiles. ‘When Peaches comes home,’ she says, ‘we’ll all put our glad rags on and go out on the town.’

			‘Yes,’ Cherry says. She imagines it: the three of them, arm in arm, making their slow way along the river path; a meal outside a pub in the warmth, and eventually someone saying, ‘Goodness, where has the time gone?’

			The afternoon passing swiftly and happily, thanks to the inconsequential chats that you can have when you’re out in the world: wondering where a boat is going, saying hello to a dog.

			Once, Cherry would have seen this as an opportunity: she might have said, ‘We don’t need to wait for Peaches’, or, ‘How about you and me go to the cinema?’ But she knows that her gran doesn’t really want to go anywhere; and anyway, the simple act of getting ready to leave the house would exhaust her, a flight of a few steps would defeat her, and the everyday noise of the city would overwhelm her. So now, she simply says, ‘I thought you might like to wear your yellow jumper.’

			Once Gran is settled in her chair with her breakfast toast, Cherry has a shower and blow-­dries her hair. If she tips her head upside down and blasts it, she gets some volume, and the tips of her ears don’t stick out so much. She puts on a black T-­shirt dress and a pair of bright pink chunky-­soled boots that Peaches bought and barely wore. There’s a moment when she thinks she might be pathetic, dressing up for a woman to come and read to her gran, who probably won’t enjoy it anyway. But then she decides that if she wants it to be an occasion, it is an occasion. She imagines that she’s going to a gig, or heading for a first date, or even going to the bookshop. She’s going to see her friends, she’s going to have a laugh. She straightens her spine and hums to herself. When did she stop singing?
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