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Readers adore


LOVE ON A BOOKSHELF


[image: ]


‘Such a cute romance especially for bookish readers. I highly enjoyed the chemistry. Five stars’


‘An exceptional book; I laughed, cried and rooted for Clarrie and Declan the entire way through’


‘One of the cutest romance books I’ve ever read’


‘I loved reading how Clarrie & Declan fell for each other over the book tour’


‘Any book that makes you cry is a winner!’


‘The perfect read if you’re looking for something fun and carefree’


‘A sweet premise and some charming moments’


‘A beautiful, clean romance’


‘Author comes at you with both barrels and knocks you out of your shoes!’










Prologue
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Do you ever have days where you wake up and everything is great?


The sun shines through your bedroom window to gently caress your face and you can practically feel it in your soul. Warmth spreads from your cheeks to your toes; you’re smiling before your eyes even open. Your first-thing-in-the-morning stretch hits all the right muscles and you can almost hear somebody whisper: Today is going to be a good day. Hell, you feel so good that it might even be you who whispers it. You spring out of bed, ready to embrace not only the morning, but life itself.


As you enter your kitchen, the smell of freshly brewed coffee and warm bread filling the air, you make eye contact through the open window with your stupidly attractive neighbour. He winks, but in a nice, natural, not-at-all-sleazy way, and says: I invented another new pastry for you. And you say, Another one, Jean-Luc? but you totally manage to pull it off. Then he says: What can I say? You inspire me. And then there’s probably some birds singing at your window. At the very least, there’s a rainbow or something.


Today, however, is not one of those days.


It’s the rain that wakes me. It hammers in sheets against the glass, loud and persistent, and then drips down my wall through the crack in the seal that I haven’t got around to fixing.


I keep my eyes resolutely closed.


The past few months have been some of the worst of my life, and Jamie leaving last night feels like the straw that broke the camel’s back. I have given myself permission to stay in bed as long as I need.


Apparently, the rain didn’t get the memo.


Splat. A drop on my forehead.


Splat. One on my nose.


Splat, splat, splat. Because, seriously, we would hate for my hair to miss out.


I roll over and pull the pillow over my head. It’s 5 a.m., I want to scream into it. But the rain doesn’t give even the smallest of craps, and it keeps pounding until the side of my pillow is wet too.


I lie still for a few minutes, trying to decide whether it’s better to be wet, angry and vaguely rested, or tired and marginally less drenched.


In the end, I can’t get back to sleep anyway.


I flip onto my back and stretch my hands above my head. A muscle in my groin screams in protest. My groin. In an arm stretch.


I limp my way over to the mirror. A wet, cranky version of myself peers back at me through eyes that are rimmed with dark circles. My nose is red and puffy, which should nicely match my new down jacket, and my short brown hair is already frizzing out at the sides in rebellion against the unprovoked rain attack. As well as bedraggled, I look like I spent half the night crying. Which is, sadly, accurate.


I hobble into the kitchen, treading carefully in case my groin decides to just completely give up. The tiles are icy cold under my bare feet and the sink is filled with last night’s dishes: a single plate and a butter knife. On the plus side, there are no saucepans, frying pans or any other cutlery, which is one of the many benefits of having toast for dinner. That, and my fancy Wolf toaster is pretty close to perfect even when nothing else is. Still, my breath catches at the starkness of it. Dinner for one, please.


It’s still early enough that it’s dark outside, darker still because of the rain, but the light is on at Mrs Potts’ house next door. I can see her, bustling around her kitchen, making breakfast for her husband of twenty years. Fried tomatoes with scrambled eggs, bacon and freshly baked bread. Same as every morning. Her kitchen is somehow both beige and happy, and the scene is so domestic that for a second it makes my heart hurt, imagining the two of them falling in love and moving into what has become their home. They probably danced around that same kitchen, kissed against that exact fridge. Told each other stories of their lives at their big wooden dining-room table that looks worn with love and time.


Then Mrs Potts catches me watching her. She opens her window, motioning for me to do the same. The rain spits at me as soon as I do, finding the gap with an immediate vengeance that is both impressive and affronting.


‘You left your light on again last night,’ Mrs Potts calls out her window.


After everything that happened, I did stay up late. Reading. And crying. Then reading and crying some more. One of the perks – and pitfalls – of being a bookseller is the joy of discovering new books and the necessity of doing so even when you feel like total rubbish.


‘Just reading,’ I call back, miming the action with my hands.


‘Tell someone who cares,’ yells Mrs Potts. ‘It shines directly into our bedroom, so either read in the dark or shut your effing blinds!’


Believe me, Mrs Potts, I would love to, but they are very much broken, like at least thirty per cent of the things in my apartment. And good morning to you too.


I don’t get to call this back though, because Mrs Potts has already slammed her window shut.


‘I hope your bacon is cold,’ I mutter instead, having apparently already stooped to talking to myself.


I pull my own window shut and a moment later a pigeon lands on the windowsill. It ruffles its feathers, seemingly unbothered by the fact that they’re slick from the rain. For a second, I forget about the pain in my groin and my angry neighbour and even my damp head. That pigeon has braved the elements. It has made a home and a life for itself, despite the hardships, and it still has the tenacity to fix its hair when it finds a moment of shelter. My heart lifts. Maybe today won’t completely suck.


Then the pigeon flies away, leaving a pile of crap on my windowsill. Excellent.


It’s five past nine by the time I finally make it to Brooks’ Books, the bookshop that my grandparents started with blood, sweat and tears fifty years ago. I’ve held the keys for over a month now, but I still can’t think of it as anything but theirs.


There’s a random bike sitting in front of the stoop and I’m about to shift it out of the way when there’s movement in the doorway of the antique shop next door and a moment later Ruth appears. She’s smiling with her usual perpetual warmth, and just the sight of her makes my throat burn.


‘Clarrie!’ she cries with genuine delight. My gut twists. I don’t think I can do this today.


‘Morning, Ruth.’


‘Knit, Stitch and Yarn is on tomorrow night,’ she says. She doesn’t even blink at my lack of enthusiasm and another stab of guilt rushes through me at all the things I’m not doing. But Knit, Stitch and Yarn was Gran’s thing, not mine, and the idea of being there without her makes me want to be sick.


‘Thanks, Ruth. I’ll keep it in mind,’ I say, even though we both know that I won’t be there.


Ruth watches me for a moment, then reaches out and briefly squeezes my hand. Her skin is soft and wrinkled, but her grip is surprisingly strong. ‘You have a good day, Clarrie,’ she says.


I blink back the tears that have suddenly sprung to the corner of my eyes. ‘You too, Ruth.’


She ducks inside and it takes me a minute to catch my breath before I can make myself move again. I shift the bike from in front of the shop and shove the key in the bookshop’s temperamental lock. Obviously, it doesn’t twist, and I reach up to jiggle the top of the door loose. But then: my groin.


I look down, like that might be able to somehow, I don’t know – will it better with my eyes? – and that’s when I notice the ladder in my stockings.


‘Of course,’ I whisper, just as someone makes a noise behind me.


My heart leaps momentarily, stupidly thinking it might be Jamie, come to win me back. Or, at the very least, a customer.


But it is, in fact, just a very irate-looking man who proceeds to yell at me for daring to touch his bike. And as I’m standing there, trying to find the right words to tell him that a pigeon crapped on my windowsill, all I can think about is how Gran would’ve convinced him to come inside for a cup of tea by now. She would have had him laughing in no time, joining in herself, with that bright cackle of hers – the one you could hear from down the street when the door was open. And, it goes without saying, she would have definitely sold him a book.


But I’m not Gran. I’m not even close.


Instead, I finally manage to mumble that I’d appreciate it if he could park his bike elsewhere. He shakes his head as he wheels it away, and a wave of directionless anger swells in my gut. She was meant to be here. She was meant to do this with me. And instead she’s in a nursing home that she will hate until she forgets that she hates it, and her memories of this dream that she built slowly slip through my fingers.


I shove the key in the lock like my hand isn’t trembling, daring it to fight me this time. But it doesn’t. The lock twists, and I slip inside, leaning back against the door for just a second as the smell of books hits me.


Home.


And occasional prison.


I stand there until I realise it’s so cold that I can see my breath in the air. I sigh, then reach over to turn on the old, sad air-conditioner that will pant and puff out heat for at least two hours before the shop is a vaguely comfortable temperature. Like most buildings in Australia, Brooks’ is not well insulated.


I make a cup of coffee and spend the next few hours unstacking the new boxes of books that almost definitely don’t fit on the shelves, figuring that the physical activity at least will keep me warm. There are no customers, and by 11 a.m. I’m already wondering if it’s too early to go home. I put the kettle on again instead, closing my eyes and listening to the steady, rising shriek. But, just before it hits a crescendo, it cuts out.


So do the lights.


And the air-conditioning.


Because of course it does.


The power does this, occasionally.


It’s delicate, my gran was fond of saying whenever it happened. Like a flower.


It’s one of the shop’s quirks – one I used to love. She’d turn the dark into an adventure. We’d go searching for treasure, we’d gaze at stars. Sail a ship in the dark and fight pirates. Become pirates, ourselves. Like something straight out of one of the books on her crooked shelves, but somehow better.


Today, sailing alone in a pirate ship in the dark feels cold and wet and difficult. So, instead, I slump down onto the floor.


The bookshop is silent, and I can almost imagine the books are asking me questions.


Why are we still here? Why are you here? Do you really think you can make this bookshop work?


The stories sound suspiciously like my mother. Or Jamie, just before he left. And, in the dark, I can’t help adding my own question:


What on earth am I doing?


It’s then that the bell above the door rings its jaunty, happy jingle.


I consider pretending I’m not there. I mean, really, even if whoever it is wants to steal something, how many books can someone feasibly carry out with their bare hands in the almost-dark?


‘Hello?’ calls a man’s voice, and I sink silently into one of the beat-up chairs. Stuff the stock.


But then I look up and even in the low light I can see the scratches in the wonky table my grandpa built when they first opened the bookshop fifty years ago. The table I’ve sat at more times than I can count. And I know that in this terrible, horrible, no good, very bad day, letting a customer go is only going to make me feel worse.


Also, it’s pretty dark in the bookshop and that feels very much like a lawsuit waiting to happen. So I press my hand against the wall and I pull myself to my feet. But – almost like my thoughts have somehow made it happen – I trip on the step on the way out of the kitchenette. I bang my knee against the corner of the display shelf and shuffle over to try to – unsuccessfully – half hide behind the counter.


There is silence for a moment. Blessed, very strange silence. Maybe the man has gone. Maybe he has padded feet like a cat, and he somehow managed to find his way out without ringing the bell.


But then he clears his throat. ‘Are you . . . okay?’ His voice is low and a little gravelly, and I feel it in the base of my spine.


Not a cat.


I hunch behind the counter, rubbing my knee with much more ferocity than is entirely necessary. I don’t know how this stranger’s voice has somehow taken up residence in my abdomen, but I’m so distracted that my fingers catch the ladder in my stockings and in the heavy silence I hear it rip further.


Damn it.


I wait for another beat. Logically, I know that I can’t stay down here for ever, but I can’t seem to make myself stand up either. I don’t have it in me to face a mysterious, gravelly voiced man today. Yet, short of dropping to the floor and commando-crawling my way back to the kitchenette, I don’t have a whole lot of options. The spine-tingling is probably just a by-product of whatever muscle I pulled in my groin, I tell myself. I’m not in any way convincing, but it’s enough to motivate me to push to my feet, a tight smile forming on my lips.


It drops as I take him in.


He has a cap pulled low over his face, like he’s a famous person trying to hide. Is he a celebrity? What kind of person wears a cap on a day like today? His eyes glint in the dim light, and dark hair covers the lower half of his face in what might have been a five-o’clock shadow a month ago. He’s wearing a half-smile that even in the dark I can tell invites people to smile back. 


Mostly, though, he’s far too attractive, and he’s a man, so I’m immune to any charms he may have. It was, after all, a man who dumped me last night and told me that trying to save my grandparents’ legacy was a waste of time.


I stand up straighter and the man glances down. He can almost definitely see the ladder in my stockings. He looks back up and his eyes catch mine and hold. In the dim light I can’t quite make out the colour, and it makes me irrationally irritated.


‘Welcome to Brooks’ Books,’ I say, stumbling slightly over the words.


The man coughs, like he’s trying to cover a laugh. At me. He’s laughing at me. ‘Do you need another minute?’ he asks, and the words themselves are fine, but his voice is so patronising that a wave of fresh mortification washes over me.


‘I’m fine. Thank you.’


‘It’s just, you were down there a while.’


An expectant silence follows his words. And is he smirking?


I clear my throat. ‘I’m fine,’ I repeat. ‘How can I help you?’ I turn towards the computer screen and click the mouse, ready to search for whatever it is he’s looking for and get him out as soon as possible. Nothing happens, so I click it again. The screen stays determinedly black. Wonderful.


‘I’m an author,’ says the man finally. ‘I was hoping to sign some copies of my book.’


I’ve been staring at the screen for long enough now that I don’t think I can tell him my computer isn’t working without making it really weird – that is, if he hasn’t already noticed that it’s not emitting any light in the dim store. Now would be a great time for that pirate ship to appear to sail me anywhere but here.


‘Oh. What’s the book?’ I might know it off the top of my head, but it’s unlikely.


‘It’s called Flight Risk,’ says the man, and in fact it’s worse than not knowing the book.


Because I do know it.


It was well written, worthy – and very boring. And I know that I sent the twenty copies of it we had back to the publisher yesterday.


‘Unfortunately, the power has just gone out. My computer isn’t working,’ I tell him, because, hell, at this point it feels better than the alternative.


‘Right,’ says the man, like he’s raising an eyebrow under his ridiculous cap. ‘Is that a recent development?’


‘Sorry?’


‘Your computer,’ says the man. ‘You’ve been staring at the screen for almost a minute. Did it just suddenly stop working when I asked about my book?’ There’s a thread of amusement in his voice again.


‘I . . .’ I blink back at him. ‘No.’


‘So you were just pretending your computer was working?’ His tone is mocking now.


‘I was . . . thinking about how to fix it.’ My voice is significantly more defensive than I’d like it to be. ‘Not that I need to explain myself to you.’


‘Sorry,’ says the man, sounding anything but. I swear his eyes are twinkling in the dark. ‘Should I come back another time, or are you expecting your computer to be down indefinitely?’


‘You know what?’ I tell him. ‘I can just have a quick look on the shelf for you now, save you having to come back again.’ I’ll try and fail to find the book, and then he’ll leave. There is no way I want this man and his dry amusement in Gran’s shop again.


I realise I’ve made a mistake as soon as I step out from behind the register. Without the solidness of the counter between us, the space somehow tightens. In the cold of the bookshop I can feel the warmth of his body as I move past. He shifts slightly on his feet, and I fix my eyes on the bookshelves ahead.


I stride over to where the book would be, running my finger along familiar spines. ‘Unfortunately, it looks like we’re all out of copies of Flight Risk,’ I say. It’s vague enough that he might think the book has just sold out.


‘I guess that’s either good news or bad news,’ he replies, his gravelly voice even, with a calculated amount of self-deprecation.


I smile tightly at him, then go the long way back round the counter, trying to make it look like that’s my preferred route even when his too-big, too-warm body isn’t blocking the path. ‘Is there anything else I can do for you?’


He glances at the computer. ‘It seems unlikely.’ The corner of his mouth twitches and he touches the edge of his cap. I grip my hands together behind my back to stop myself reaching out to pull it down over his smug face.


Then finally, finally, he turns round and starts walking back out of the door. I close my eyes and exhale briefly in relief, then turn to make my way back to take refuge in the kitchenette.


Only to trip on the same freaking step.


I don’t fall but it’s loud and the ladder in my stocking rips all the way to my thigh.


The man pauses in the doorway.


‘Maybe you should fix a few things around here,’ he says.


‘Maybe you should write a better book,’ I mutter before I can swallow the retort.


For a second, I freeze, and I hear him still too. The words that I very definitely said out loud – the words that he very obviously heard – shuffle in the space between us.


Crap. Crap, crap, crap, crap, crap.


But before I can apologise or laugh it off, or even turn round, he speaks again.


‘I guess it was bad news, then,’ he says mildly.


Then the bell laughs merrily, and he is gone.










Chapter One



Eighteen months later
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‘I’ve been waiting five minutes, Clarence,’ says a voice behind me. A foot taps along with the words, punctuating each one of them.


I put the last few boxes I’ve been carting around out the back, then paste a smile on my face and turn around to Annabel Stone, who has been standing at the front counter for four and a half minutes at most.


Yumi’s eyes glitter with amusement over Annabel’s shoulder, like she’s just waiting for me to look pointedly at a clock. Unfortunately, despite only having been working here twelve months, Yumi can read me . . . well, like a book.


I resolutely ignore her and focus my entire attention on the stern and rather intimidating regular in front of me.


‘I’m so sorry, Annabel, we’ve got a children’s event in less than half an hour so we’ve been flat out this morning.’


Annabel sniffs as though the idea of having children around books is abhorrent.


‘I understand, Clarence,’ she says. It doesn’t matter how many times I’ve told her to call me Clarrie, she still insists that full names are a sign of respect. ‘Perhaps you could personally assist me, so I can be out before the event begins.’


‘Of course, Annabel,’ I say, like I didn’t know that was coming.


‘There’s a book that’s too high for me to reach,’ she adds.


‘I’ll grab the stepladder,’ I say, already on my way to do just that. Yumi is straight-up laughing now, though she turns it into a cough after I glare at her.


I’m at the top of the ladder, freeing the book – whose spine I couldn’t even see from the ground – when Annabel asks her next question.


‘Tell me, Clarence, do you have the new Francis Coates?’ she asks imperiously.


‘Sorry, the . . . who?’


It’s only the start. This is what Annabel does. She follows me around, pointing to books I can’t reach and naming authors I’ve never heard of until one of us cracks. Spoiler alert: it’s pretty much always me.


It’s twenty-five minutes before I manage to find one that she wants to buy. She nods the Annabel Stone seal of approval, and I breathe a discreet sigh of relief.


‘Excellent choice,’ I tell her, even though I honestly had no idea that the book in my hand even existed, let alone that it was in stock in our shop. I’m just about to ring up the purchase when she taps a finger on the counter.


‘Declan Archer,’ she announces.


I almost drop the book I’m in the process of scanning.


Annabel barely notices, though. She’s busy running her eyes over the bursting shelves and bright displays that have always been one of Brooks’ Books trademarks. They pause on the stand that showcases new releases.


‘I’m surprised you don’t have Declan Archer’s book on display,’ she says. ‘He has a new one.’


I’m surprised that Annabel Stone knows who Declan Archer is, let alone that he has a new book. Not that anyone who’s been in a bookshop in the past two weeks would have been able to miss him. His latest book, Talking to Trees, has gathered something of a cult following; so much so that the media coverage that was initially just local has begun to spread internationally. People do actual pilgrimages to the places mentioned in the book. It’s on the brink of becoming something seriously big. The man himself is apparently reclusive, and has given a total of one interview. It was written, not even in person. Which, of course, only seems to add to his mystery and appeal.


Yumi glances up from where she’s just finished setting up an under-the-sea display, her eyes twinkling. She’s heard the same question from more than one customer in the past few days – has asked me the same question herself.


I give Annabel the same answer I gave all of them.


‘There’s a display of Mr Archer’s books down the back,’ I say with a smile that doesn’t even hurt a little bit. A display that I fought tooth and nail to avoid putting up, until the pile of overdue reminders got so big that they no longer fitted in the drawer into which I’d been shoving them. Until the cash register that’s been in the shop at least half my life finally began to die at the same time Yumi was pointing out the paint peeling in the break room. There is no avoiding that we desperately, urgently need sales. And Declan’s book sells. ‘He seems to be doing very well on his own,’ I tell Annabel, ‘with or without a front-counter display.’


It comes out more pointedly than I intend it to, and I cringe inwardly. There’s a look of pure delight on Yumi’s face, and I know I’m not going to be able to get out of answering questions about this later.


‘Yumi, don’t you have to get changed soon?’ I say to her over Annabel’s shoulder. I am perversely glad Yumi drew the short straw and is the one dressing up today. She sticks her tongue out at me, like an employee most definitely shouldn’t, but then dutifully tramps out to the back room.


‘Right,’ says Annabel, looking at the new-release stand again. ‘He’s a local, you know. Declan Archer.’


‘Is he?’ I say, pretending I don’t know. ‘That’s so lovely.’


The bell above the shop door rings, and I have honestly never been so glad in my life to see a horde of rampaging children dressed up as crabs.


The floor is covered in beanbags, crêpe paper and pipe cleaners, and there are at least five misshapen sea creatures hanging from the shelves in the children’s book section – all signs that Read Under the Sea was a raging success.


Yumi picks up a one-eyed seahorse from where it’s dangling upside down next to Lord of the Rings. She holds it up to her face and looks it in its one eye, which is accompanied by an angry slash that I think is its eyebrow.


‘I love kids,’ she says with a sigh.


I pick up a crab with six pincers from the story-time chair.


‘Me too,’ I say. The words come out more softly than I mean them to, and Yumi looks up at me and rolls her eyes.


‘Sap,’ she says.


‘You said the same thing!’ I say, as though it might actually be worth protesting.


She really is the worst employee in the world. But she’s the best, too. During her job interview she announced that we were going to be best friends. There are a lot of things when it comes to the bookshop that I’m unsure about – like whether the power problems that were once a sweet quirk have become an actual fire issue – but hiring Yumi is not one of those things. Despite my every intention to maintain a professional distance, in the twelve months since she started, she’s become – well, one of my closest friends.


Her hair is currently purple, because she made a bet with one of our elderly customers that she could finish a book before they did, and lost. They adore her, and so do the kids and angry teenagers.


‘It was a good idea, the story time,’ I tell her.


‘I know,’ says Yumi, flopping down onto one of the beanbags. ‘I am a low-key genius. Maybe even a high-key genius.’ There is an almost imperceptible pause. ‘Which we’d know if you tried any of my other ideas.’


Familiar guilt rolls in my stomach. When I first took over the bookshop and everything happened with Gran, I was doing everything I could just to keep my head above water. Yumi was a godsend, but the idea of changing anything – of shifting Brooks’ in any direction that Gran wouldn’t recognise – made me feel physically sick. Then council rates and electricity prices went up, and the number of people buying books went down, and everything started to feel like a risk.


‘Yumi—’ I begin.


‘I know.’ She holds up a hand. ‘It’s okay, Clarrie.’ She studies me for a second, and when she speaks again her voice is so unexpectedly gentle that it brings a lump to my throat. ‘Tell me – how bad is it?’


I hate that she knows the state of the shop’s finances. I tried to keep the worry from her – I’ve done my best to keep it from myself – but it’s difficult to hide the broken tap out the back that hasn’t been fixed; or the fact that half the bills that arrive have bright red lettering stamped on them. I don’t pretend not to know what she’s talking about.


‘If sales don’t pick up, we have six months,’ I tell her, the truth stark in the air. ‘Maybe less.’ Then I make myself say what I’ve selfishly been avoiding saying for a month now: ‘If you want to start looking for another job, I understand.’


Yumi rolls her eyes, then leans back in the beanbag. ‘If the day comes, I’ve got a few offers,’ she says, waving her hand in the general direction of the street. ‘But let’s face it, you’d be lost without me.’ She winks and pushes a beanbag out towards me.


I don’t deny it. I sigh and flop down next to her.


‘Ruth popped in when you were at the till towards the end,’ says Yumi, changing the subject. ‘She asked me to tell you that Knit, Stitch and Yarn is on again this Thursday.’


I used to go sometimes with Gran, but I haven’t been since she went into the nursing home just over eighteen months ago. Ruth invites me every month anyway. She was – is – Gran’s closest friend, and has been for the last forty years.


‘Thanks,’ I say. Yumi doesn’t push on it like she normally does, and I realise too late it’s because she has another agenda.


‘So,’ she says after she’s been quiet for four whole seconds. ‘Declan Archer.’


I shake my head and lean back into the beanbag again.


‘What about him?’ I say in my best disinterested voice.


‘Come on, Clarrie, every time you point to the display down the back, I can basically see you gritting your teeth. And it’s our highest selling book – by a long way – I’d have thought you’d be dancing naked in front of the stand to draw attention there.’


‘I’m fairly confident that would drive people out of the shop,’ I say, even though she’s right. About the sales, not about the naked dancing. At this point, Declan Archer is literally almost paying for Gran’s shop to stay open.


‘Have you read it?’ says Yumi.


‘I started it,’ I tell her truthfully. ‘But, to be honest, I just didn’t find it that engaging.’


‘How many pages?’ she asks. She knows one of my mottos is that every author deserves to have you try for at least a hundred pages.


‘Enough,’ I tell her. ‘There’s really nothing of value in there.’


‘You’re the one always telling me that every book has a reader,’ she says, waving a finger in the air. ‘Annabel mentioned he was a local . . .’


‘If the shop goes bust, you should really consider a career as a detective,’ I tell her, but Yumi’s not even listening any more.


‘. . . so maybe your problem is more personal. Is he an ex-boyfriend or something?’


I scoff. ‘Hardly. I’ve only met him once.’


Yumi grins. Crap.


‘You’ve met him!’ She wiggles her eyebrows and lowers her voice. ‘The plot thickens!’


‘You really need to work on your book jokes,’ I tell her. ‘And I tell you that as your boss, not your friend.’


But Yumi won’t be put off. She pushes herself off the beanbag with purpose and starts striding towards the Talking to Trees display.


‘Yumi, don’t!’ I try to roll out of my own beanbag, cursing the beans shifting under me and wondering how Yumi managed to get out so nimbly.


But I’m too late: she’s already plucking a copy off the shelf.


‘If you open that book, I’m going to fire you.’ I narrow my eyes at her.


Yumi raises an eyebrow at me, then clears her throat and opens the first page.


She doesn’t need to go any further than that.


I curse myself a thousand times over, because honestly, if I hadn’t been so weird about it, she never would’ve known. She would have just one day opened the book, maybe laughed a little at the dedication, then carried on reading.


Instead, she pauses. Her eyes light up and she looks up to grin at me, then back down at the page again.


A nicer employee might let it go, or sympathetically pat me on the shoulder. They’d listen to the story and tell me that Declan Archer probably had another encounter, that it definitely wasn’t me he was referring to.


But Yumi is not a nicer employee.


‘Clarence Brooks,’ she says. ‘Is this dedication talking about who I think it’s talking about?’


‘I have no idea what you mean,’ I tell her, but it’s too late. She clears her throat and, in what I think is meant to be her Declan Archer voice, she reads the dedication out loud. But I’m not listening, because I already know what it says.


For the bookseller who told me to write a better book. I hope you managed to fix your lights.


Yumi looks up at me again, and her eyes are bright with amusement.


‘You told Declan Archer to write a better book!’ she whispers, her tone full of the kind of scandalised delight she usually reserves for her breakdowns of The Bachelor.


‘In my defence, his first book was boring,’ I tell her.


‘Did you – Clarence Brooks, a bookseller whose sacred duty it is to defend authors and their precious works – just call a book boring?’


I rub my forehead, trying to pretend the sight of Talking to Trees doesn’t make me feel physically ill. I can still remember the moment I first opened it, looking to give an author I’d offended another chance. Then the hot and cold embarrassment when I read the dedication and his dig about fixing the lights. All nicely rounded out by bone-deep mortification when I – against my own protests – read the one interview that Declan Archer gave with a hot new book blog.


‘He came in the same week Gran went into Glenhaven,’ I admit to Yumi, trying to ignore the twisting in my stomach. ‘Jamie had just broken up with me and it was . . . not a great day. I was in a bad mood.’


Yumi gasps theatrically. ‘What? You?’


‘Do you want me to tell you this story, or not?’ The urge to be done talking about it is strong.


Yumi mimes zipping her lips shut, her eyes laughing.


‘Declan came in and he was all attractive and arrogant and sure of himself.’ I rub my forehead. ‘And I maybe happened to tell him that his book skills could use some work. I mean, allegedly.’


And there are my four semesters of law really paying off.


‘How attractive are we talking?’ asks Yumi.


I look up. ‘Seriously? That’s your takeaway?’


‘I don’t understand how that’s not your takeaway,’ says Yumi. ‘Also: you’re an idiot. I mean, not for saying what you did – even though, knowing you, you probably beat yourself up over it – I mean you’re an idiot for not telling everyone about it.’


‘What?’ I lean back in my beanbag to study her, but the angle is worse because now I can see Declan’s smug face on the back cover.


‘Clarrie – people are obsessed with this book.’ She pulls out her phone. ‘Siri, search talking to trees bookseller dedication.’


There’s a beat of taut silence, and part of me is almost waiting for the bell above the door to ring and break it. Yumi scans the phone, and when she holds the screen up to me, her eyes are almost as smug as Declan’s.


‘Look.’ She jabs her other finger at it. ‘There are literally forums dedicated to working out who the dedication is about. Declan even referenced it in the one interview he did. You are famous. To, you know, the smallish but passionate group of people following everything about this book.’


I’m shaking my head before she’s even finished talking.


‘You know what Declan said in that interview with Read, Repeat, right?’ I make myself say like it doesn’t matter, swallowing down the bile in my throat.


Yumi waves a hand, still looking at her phone. ‘It’s irrelevant,’ she tells me.


‘Tessa Dalton asked him how the bookseller had responded to the dedication, and Declan said he thought she was “probably still stumbling around in the dark”.’ My voice almost catches on the last word, and I curse myself for letting it get to me again. It’s stupid. So stupid. But, somehow, his words managed to pierce their way to the centre of my insecurities, rip the heart out of them and display them for the world to see. And no matter how much I tell myself that it’s not a big deal, every time I see the cover of his book, all I can see is him laughing at me.


Yumi looks up, searching my eyes with hers. She holds up her phone. ‘Even so, half these weirdos on the internet argue that you are the bookseller who inspired Declan Archer. You’re this handsome and mostly reclusive author’s muse. According to Treesaremyjam66, Declan made that comment in the interview because of “pent up sexual tension”.’ She frowns at her phone, her eyes scanning the text. ‘Actually, some of this is kind of gross.’


I just keep shaking my head. Then Yumi’s eyes soften and I know that no matter how invested she is in Declan Archer chat, she hasn’t for a second forgotten the earlier part of the conversation.


‘I know your parents are pressuring you to sell,’ she says.


My throat feels thick. Mum and Dad have always been so disparaging about me taking over the bookshop that I usually try not to talk to them about it. But then a couple of weeks ago at my brother Ben’s birthday dinner I accidentally let it slip that the lights had been shorting more frequently, and they haven’t let me forget.


‘I’m not saying you have to want to be famous,’ she continues. ‘But this could give us a publicity boost. It could keep your dream alive.’


I don’t correct her. Don’t tell her that what sticks in my gut more than anything is that maybe Declan Archer was right about me stumbling in the dark. When Gran first suggested that I run Brooks’, it was like a lifeline. I’d just left a law degree I hated, I had no way to pay rent and I had no idea what I wanted to do next. Brooks’ had always felt safe and warm, and the idea of building Gran’s dream alongside her felt like the first meaningful thing I’d done in years. I didn’t know if it was permanent, but Gran told me that was okay, that it was all going to be okay. And, like an idiot, I believed her.


But I can’t afford to dream. It’s taking everything I have just to stop hers from falling apart.


‘Just think about it?’ says Yumi.


‘Call the electrician you know for me tomorrow?’ I counter, out of pride more than anything. Yumi just grins.










Chapter Two



[image: ]


Thanks to a terrible night’s sleep that may or may not have been plagued by dreams of Declan Archer, I’m not feeling great on my walk into work the next morning.


There are a few people waiting outside, which is unusual but not unheard of. They’re all watching me as I walk up to the front step and search my too-big bag for my keys. One of them has a cap pulled low over his eyes. He looks up and my heart stops in my chest.


Declan Archer?


I freeze for half a second, my gaze locked on his. Stupidly, all I can think is that his eyes are green. I force myself to take a step forward – to do what, I don’t know – but then someone walks between us, and by the time they’ve passed he’s gone.


Or he was never there in the first place.


Someone coughs beside me, jolting me back to myself. I’m imagining things. A lack of sleep and the stress of talking about the dedication with Yumi yesterday are making my brain insert Declan Archer into a scene where he doesn’t belong.


I shove my hand into my bag to hide the fact that it’s shaking, and in the first good news of the morning I find my keys almost immediately. I mentally beg them to be kind to me today, exhaling in relief when the right key slides smoothly into the lock. I’m about to push the door open in a way that is both triumphant and nonchalant, when someone behind me speaks.


‘Are you Clarence Brooks?’


There are only three people who call me Clarence: Annabel Stone, the man from the gym who calls once a month to politely ask if I’d like to reinstate my membership and my mother.


I turn round to see a woman about my age looking back at me. Her skin is smooth and glowing, like she actually knows which skincare products she should use, her hair is in the kind of chic messy bun that I aspire to but can never achieve and she has a pen tucked through the top.


She is not my mother, or Annabel Stone, or Mark from Fitness First. And there’s something about her smile that makes me uneasy.


‘Yes?’ I say, hoping that my lack of confidence in whether or not I’m Clarence Brooks might make her give up and leave.


She doesn’t.


‘Excellent. I’m Elizabeth.’ That’s it. That’s all she says.


Who introduces themselves with just their first name?


I mean, most people, probably. But it’s not very helpful for rapidly getting basic and possibly unreliable information on the internet about someone.


There’s silence as I open the door to the bookshop.


I walk in slowly, my key-related success all but forgotten. I’m ready to close the door behind me to indicate that we’re not open yet, but Elizabeth somehow slips through the gap.


‘Sorry, I’ll be with you in just a few minutes,’ I tell her as the other customers filter in behind her, and I’m hoping a meteor hits the earth before the time is up.


She nods. ‘That’s no problem,’ she says. ‘I’m just browsing for now.’


It’s the ‘for now’ that worries me.


I drop my things out in the kitchenette and rapidly google ‘Elizabeth’ on my phone, just in case. But, despite her smooth skin and great bun, unfortunately this Elizabeth is not in the world’s top ten. I splash my face with water and stop short of giving myself a pep talk, because I learned the hard way that sound travels from here to the shelves. The last thing I need is for the entire bookshop to hear me talking to myself again.


I take a breath, square my pointy shoulders and walk back out into the bookshop.


Elizabeth is studying the shelves by the door, but she turns to smile when I come back in.


‘Wonderful bookshop you’ve got here,’ she says.


I think she might genuinely mean the words. But then she follows them up with these: ‘I’m just not sure why you don’t have Declan Archer’s book displayed up front. He’s a local, you know.’


It’s the same question so many people have asked in the last few days, but there’s something about the way she says the words that makes cold trickle down my spine. I have a sudden awful premonition that something is about to happen. And, like a freight train hurtling its way along the tracks, there is not a single damn thing I can do to stop it.


Still, I can damned well try. I look absentmindedly at the shelves. ‘There’s a large display down the back,’ I say, cool and calm like a cucumber. ‘And Declan’s book is doing very well for itself already.’ Elizabeth raises her eyebrows at me and I know my cheeks start to flush. Some cucumber. ‘We have many talented local authors,’ I add. ‘I think it’s important to give all of them shelf space.’


‘I understand,’ she replies smoothly. I look away, busying myself in the hope she might leave, but I can sense her gaze fixed on me.


‘Is there something else I can do for you?’ I ask her, adopting a polite but firm voice I’m pretty sure I’ve borrowed from my mother. ‘I’m rather busy this morning.’


Elizabeth looks around the shop, empty but for one of the men who was waiting outside earlier. Her eyes are gleaming more than her beautiful skin, and she leans forward in a conspiratorial manner.


‘Have you read it?’ she asks, her brown eyes never leaving mine. ‘The book?’


She’s asking the same questions that Annabel and Yumi did yesterday. Why? Why now? The book has been out almost a month already.


You’re being paranoid, Clarrie, I try to tell myself, but Declan’s words feel like they are clawing their way up from my gut: She’s just stumbling around in the dark.


I follow Elizabeth’s lead and look around the shop as well, like that might buy me some time to get my crap together.


And then I see it: the camera the other man in the shop is holding. He’s taking pictures of the books, and the shelves, and . . . hang on, is he pointing it at me?


‘Sorry,’ I say to Elizabeth, glancing at her and then back over her shoulder. ‘Excuse me, sir?’ I say in a louder voice. ‘Can I help you?’


The man looks up. His eyes flick to Elizabeth and then back to me.


‘You can help him by answering my questions,’ says Elizabeth, smiling and pulling all my attention back to her. ‘We’d love a comment from you.’


‘Sorry?’ I say again. I’m a bit dizzy now. Like the cold at the base of my spine has numbed something in my head. I’m hoping a little desperately for Yumi to come in, to save me from whatever this situation is.


I told Yumi about the dedication yesterday . . .


But before I have time to see the thought to its conclusion, Elizabeth is speaking again.


‘The book has a dedication in the front,’ she says. ‘To a bookseller. Who told Declan to write a better book.’


‘Does it?’ I ask innocently. The words sound thin, even to my own ears.


Elizabeth smiles again, and with her lips curved to reveal shiny white teeth she looks a little like a shark. A shark with really good skin and hair.


‘You wouldn’t happen to be that bookseller, would you?’


I’m shaking my head before she’s even finished. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ I tell her. ‘You must have me confused with someone else. I don’t know anything about any dedication.’


Is lying bad if it’s to save yourself from scrutiny and unwanted questions?


Probably, yes. But why are they here? I don’t ask them, though. I just keep shaking my head like whatever is happening might just stop.


‘Would you mind if I have a look at your lights?’ asks Elizabeth, and it throws me enough that I finally stop shaking my head. Then it dawns on me that she’s asking because of the second half of the dedication. The part about the bad lighting.


But this – this I can work with. The lights might be an unreliable fire hazard, but when they work the lighting is excellent. If they’ll just hold up for a few minutes, maybe Elizabeth and her cameraman will leave with nothing more than a few shots of me looking confused.


‘Not a problem,’ I say, hoping that’s true.


I gesture awkwardly to the light switch on the wall beside the counter and Elizabeth saunters over to it. She looks back over at the camera person and raises her eyebrows, and he obediently takes a step closer to capture whatever magic it is they’re expecting to witness.


Two flicks, I silently beg the lights. Behave yourselves for two flicks, and I will never turn the kettle on again.


Elizabeth glances at me and I try for a look that says I am bemused and faintly amused, and also that I’m a bookseller who has known the difference between the two for longer than six months.


Then with a great flourish, she flicks the light switch.


The lights go on, illuminating the bookshop in a warm, friendly glow.


Then she flicks them off again.


And you know what? They turn off, and nothing shorts out.


Elizabeth narrows her eyes, and flicks the switch again. On. Then off. Then on again.


And the lights behave perfectly.


Elizabeth frowns, then turns to the cameraman.


‘Everything okay?’ I ask her, only a little smugly. My chest expands, like I can finally breathe again.


‘Fine,’ she says tightly. ‘Thanks so much for your time this morning, Ms Br—’


The bell above the door rings. I turn, expecting to see Yumi walking through the door. Instead, a spritely old man wearing overalls and carrying a toolbox walks in, whistling.


‘Hiya, I’m Mike,’ he says, plonking down his toolbox and reaching out a hand. ‘Yumi phoned yesterday, said you were having trouble with your lights?’
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