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For Tabby, Olivia, Cassie, Henry and Ed 
– thank you for changing my life.



And for Polly Lyall Grant – the best editor I could have wished for. Your kindness, friendship and belief in me has meant the world. I will always be grateful to you for showing me the way.
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‘Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to celebrate the life of our treasured friend, Edward Eastfield,’ Olivia Santos said, reading from the piece of paper in her hand. She wiped a solitary tear from her eye. ‘Ed tragically passed away in a horrific murder incident not long ago, the circumstances of which remain a mystery to this very day. He will be sadly missed.’

The aforementioned Edward Eastfield had to stifle the giggle bubbling up in his chest. From his position in the makeshift cardboard coffin, placed on two dining room chairs, he couldn’t see the others’ reactions, but he had no trouble imagining them: each of their faces would be a picture of intense mourning. He kept as still as possible, so as not to dispel the illusion of his death, biting the inside of his cheek to force the laugh away.

Olivia went on. ‘In life, Ed was a good friend, who cared deeply about animals, Shakespeare and doughnuts. He was kind, compassionate—’

‘And handsome,’ Ed murmured with barely moving lips. Olivia kicked the cardboard coffin, cleared her throat and continued with her eulogy.

Although Ed was dedicated to his performance – he did, after all, aspire to be an actor one day – lying still in a cardboard box with white paint covering his face was getting boring now. Turns out, being a fake murder victim wasn’t fun when your only scene direction was playing dead.

Ed was beginning to regret allowing Olivia to host the latest meeting of their book club, The Paper & Hearts Society, at his house. He’d agreed on one condition: that she let him be the victim in her Agatha-Christie-inspired murder mystery party. How long was he going to have to lie like this? Olivia had already taken over the whole house, planting clues for their friends to investigate, and now she was taking an age!

He opened one eye and moved his head a millimetre, so he could get a better view of the proceedings. Olivia was standing in front of the coffin, and Ed’s other friends were facing her, lined up on the opposite side of the living room, all dressed in black. Henry looked even taller than usual in his smart, dapper suit, his hair falling into his eyes. Tabby, Henry’s girlfriend, and Ed’s best friend in the entire world, stood with her arm in Henry’s, her dress floating down to her knees. Finally, there was Cassie, Olivia’s girlfriend, who had gone to town on her outfit – a luscious velvet suit and her signature Dr Martens floral boots.

Oh, Cassie, how nice of you to use my death as a fashion statement! Ed thought, because he couldn’t say it out loud without ruining the effect.

Olivia had drawn the curtains to create a sombre mood but had vetoed his idea of lighting Gothic candles. Apparently she didn’t trust him around flames. Probably wise, to be fair.

‘I’m sure you’ll all agree with me that such a tragic loss deserves to be avenged – and that the murderer must be discovered,’ Olivia was saying, leading up to her dramatic murder-mystery declaration. ‘We cannot let our friend die in vain.’

Fair play, Ed thought. Olivia doesn’t have terrible acting skills after all. Maybe she should join me when I rise to acting stardom. We could play Romeo and Juliet at the Globe!!

‘OWWWWW!’ Suddenly, Ed was seized by a cramp in his leg so painful that it felt as if his calf muscle was going to explode. He sat up so quickly that the dining room chairs gave way, and he fell out of the cardboard box, landing on the floor. Everything went dark as the box followed him to the ground, covering Ed from head to toe.

‘Ohmigod!’ he heard Tabby shout, and footsteps approaching, but he was focused on getting out from underneath the box, while clutching his leg, which throbbed unlike anything else he’d ever felt before.

Maybe I’m actually dying. Maybe my fake funeral will become my real funeral! This is SO PAINFUL. Owwwwwwwwwwww!

Olivia, always on theme, cried out, ‘He’s alive! Ed’s alive! It’s a miracle!’

Ed was far from impressed to hear Cassie’s wheezing laugh, as if she was trying to hold it in but couldn’t.

‘Are you all right?’ Henry called over the commotion. He sprang forward and knelt down to Ed’s level, but Ed was writhing around too much to help, ignoring Henry’s question.

‘Oh.’ Just as quickly as it had arrived, the cramp had disappeared. ‘Cramp,’ he explained weakly. Now he felt deflated – there was only a shadow of pain to prove it had ever been there, as well as a small ache where he’d landed on his side. ‘Don’t worry about me. I’ll live.’

His friends said nothing as Ed scratched his head and gazed at their sceptical faces.

Olivia looked put out. ‘On that note … Well, you’ve kind of ruined the dead part, Ed, but there is still a mystery to solve.’

‘I can pretend to be dead again?’ he said, and put his hand up to his forehead, faking a backwards swoon to the floor.

Tabby poked him with her foot and this time he didn’t hide his grin. Suddenly, he had an amazing idea. An idea so good that he had to act on it immediately.

‘Be right back,’ Ed said, and raced out of the living room.

Olivia called after him, ‘No snooping in any of the rooms!’

He went into the hallway and then up the stairs to the airing cupboard at the end of the landing. He rummaged around, coming up trumps when he found an old, slightly yellowed bed sheet screwed up into a ball at the back. Mum won’t need it, will she? Ed dashed across the landing to the bathroom, where he cut two circles out of the fabric. And then … the finishing touch! In the cabinet was a fake moustache he’d bought for a practical joke a few months ago. It was perfect.

He tossed the bed sheet over his head, adjusting it so he could see through the two holes he’d made, and then peeled off the sticky backing of the moustache, attaching it underneath the eyeholes.

‘OoOoOooO!’ he said to the mirror over the sink, waving his arms about. It was brilliant – ghostlike but not terrifying! The Paper & Hearts Society were going to love it.

Not wanting to keep his friends waiting any longer, he rushed down the stairs, picking the bed sheet up so he didn’t trip over it. But the eyeholes kept slipping down past his nose, so it was quite hard to see. He jumped down the last step and turned towards the living room.

‘OW!’ Ed said, not for the first time today, rubbing his side where he’d bumped into someone. ‘Mind my precious being!’ He tugged the back of the sheet so that the eyeholes migrated upwards and he could see.

‘Mind where you’re going!’ Cassie sounded very disgruntled.

‘It’s me,’ he hissed. ‘It’s Ed. I’m a ghost.’

‘Who else would it be, Ed? Don’t be ridiculous. Only you would do something this weird.’

Ed smoothed his moustache. ‘Just because you’re jealous, there’s no need to be mean.’

‘Yes, I’m very jealous of your costume.’ Cassie crossed her velveted-sleeved arms over her chest. ‘Because I too would like to wander around underneath an old sheet.’ She laughed. ‘Come on, we’re waiting for you.’

As Cassie turned away to go back into the living room, Ed saw his opportunity.

‘GHOST HUG!’ he cried, throwing his arms around her neck and enveloping her tightly in the sheet. ‘You can’t see me, but I’m right here!’

‘Get off!’ Cassie cried, but she was laughing and spun him around. To get her own back, she started tickling him, which she knew he couldn’t stand.

Ed let go instantly, howling in a mixture of delight and pain … Was it pain? He couldn’t quite tell as he tried to dart out of the way.

‘Are you two coming back anytime soon?’ Olivia arrived in the doorway, her hands on her hips. She stopped as she took in the sight of Ed. ‘Um … Ed? Why do you have a moustache stuck on a sheet over your head?’

‘GHOST ATTACK!’ he shouted and chased her back into the living room. He was enjoying himself. When I get cast in Hamlet one day at the Globe Theatre, I can say that my future was decided in this very moment, with my best friends.

‘What are you wearing?’ Tabby laughed.

‘OoOoOoO!’ he replied.

They all cracked up.

‘Wow,’ Henry said, ‘for a moment there, I thought I saw a ghost!’

‘You did,’ Ed replied. ‘And a very realistic one at that. I think this is a trend that could catch on.’

Olivia clapped her hands for attention, as if she were their school teacher and they were her pupils. Ed couldn’t help noticing she was in her element. The ultimate organised Olivia was coming out today.

‘Okay, Paper & Hearts Society! We had a break, but now listen up! We are here to solve a murder, and we only have limited time to crack the case. You’ll have to go through room after room as a group looking for clues, but be warned: red herrings may throw you off the scent. It’s up to you to figure out the murder weapon, the conditions in which the murder took place and who did it. And just remember’ – Olivia lowered her voice, and looked at each of them in turn – ‘that the murderer could be walking among us even now.’

‘OoOoO.’ Ed couldn’t resist.

While the others laughed, Cassie rolled her eyes, although Ed was sure she too was laughing deep down. Olivia handed each of them their own magnifying glass and a ‘clues sheet’ to write down their theories and make a note of anything important.

‘Just so you know, I’m going to cheat by looking at yours,’ Ed said to Tabby, leaning his head on her shoulder.

She patted the top of his head through the bed sheet. ‘Ghosts are allowed to cheat now and again. Nobody can see them anyway, right?’

‘Result!’

They made their way through to the kitchen. It was usually fairly tidy, but Olivia had worked her magic and turned it into a room fit for any budding detective. The stone work surfaces were covered in flour, there was jam – or blood? – in splodges on the centre island, and yellow crime-scene tape was covering the back door and stuck to the kitchen cupboards.

‘How should we do this, then?’ Cassie asked, surveying the room. ‘Split up and cover the room individually, or move as a group?’

‘You know I love working with you, Cassie,’ Ed teased. ‘We’re such an excellent team – how could you even think of tearing up our bond? No, let’s work together – remember, one of you murdered me. I want to keep a close eye on all of you.’ He made his eyes wide through the holes in the sheet and pointed at each of his friends in turn.

Ed picked up a pen from a little pot on the side so he could keep track of everything. He studied his clues sheet while Cassie, Henry and Tabby looked around, trying to discern where to start.

‘Why don’t we begin with working out what these letters mean?’ Ed said, nodding over to the work surface, where he’d noticed individual letters written in the flour. ‘It might be some kind of word puzzle that we need to solve – what do you think?’

Cassie and Tabby moved over to get a closer look, while Olivia and Henry stood off to the side, giving the others room to work.

‘Good plan, Ghost Man,’ Cassie said. ‘Livs, couldn’t you have made things a bit … tidier?’

‘It wasn’t me! It was the murderer!’ Olivia protested.

‘Well, the murderer can clean up afterwards or my mum will go mad,’ Ed said.

‘Z,’ Tabby read, then, ‘X, W, F, D, C, A … Cassie, is that a B or an E?’

Ed was jotting everything down, making sure he heard correctly; he didn’t want to be the one who messed up.

Cassie bent her head down to inspect the letter and then nodded. ‘It’s a B. And that’s the final one, too. We’ve got all the others.’

‘Great,’ Tabby said.

‘So what does it mean?’ Henry said, looking over Ed’s shoulder – which he could easily do, being the tallest. ‘Is it an anagram?’

‘Sorry to break it to you, but I don’t know any words with both “Z” and “X” in them,’ Ed said with a shrug. ‘And I don’t think we have time to look through the entire dictionary.’

‘Maybe we’ll find more letters as we go on,’ Tabby suggested, as she looked around the rest of the kitchen, pulling drawers out and removing things from the fridge.

Ed really was hoping the murderer – and the investigators – would help to tidy up afterwards.

‘Can’t you give us a clue?’ Ed asked.

Olivia looked very pleased with herself. ‘A clue? Why would I be able to give you a clue? It’s a murder investigation – I haven’t had anything to do with it!’

‘Paw prints!’ Tabby exclaimed. ‘Look, leading out to the garden. Do you see?’

There was a trail from the fridge to the back door, which looked like a sort of powdery brown texture, like mud.

‘Well, Ed does have a cat,’ Henry said with a shrug. ‘Mrs Simpkins might have left those – it’s not necessarily a clue. I think we need to take a look at the jam – sorry, blood – over here.’

‘If you’re sure that’s a better bet …’ Tabby conceded.

Ed pushed Henry and Tabby out of the way and made for the jam blood himself. But he was disappointed to find that there were no more letters – only punctuation symbols like exclamation points and squiggly question marks.

‘A red herring,’ he suggested, with one more stroke of his moustache.

‘Damn it, I really thought we’d get more letters,’ Tabby said.

Meanwhile, Cassie had pulled away the tape covering the back door and tugged it open, brushing down her suit afterwards. ‘After you, sleuths,’ she said, waving a hand through the door. ‘We’ll have to check everywhere, just in case we miss something.’

Tabby went first, then Henry, then Cassie and Olivia, and finally Ed.

The cool January air hit them keenly, and Ed was suddenly glad of his ghost sheet, wrapping it around himself tightly. His garden had a small patio area at the front, which neither he nor his mum bothered with. There was a neglected, peeling set of wooden garden chairs, and weeds poked through the cracks of the paving. Down two concrete steps was the overgrown lawn, edged by flower borders that had seen better days, but in the middle of the lawn was Ed’s pride and joy: the hammock where he would curl up with Mrs Simpkins and a good book in the summer.

Today, though, they didn’t make it down to the lawn because on the patio was a drawn outline of a body, arms and legs sprawled out at strange angles.

Ed clutched hold of Tabby’s shoulder. ‘It’s just too much for me, seeing the place I took my last, shaky breath. Please, Tabby, hold on to me – I think I might faint.’

He added a wobble to his voice for extra measure, and she grinned at him. ‘Don’t worry, you can faint against me and I’ll catch you. We wouldn’t want Ghost Ed injuring himself – or messing up his very fine moustache.’

Ed stroked the fake moustache, exaggerating the movement. ‘I knew you were taking a shine to it! Maybe I should grow one. What do you think, Tabitha?’

‘Good luck with that,’ Cassie interrupted, putting her arm around Ed’s sheeted shoulder. ‘Don’t you remember when you tried before? It was an epic fail.’

Olivia clapped her hands together again. ‘No distractions now! You have to focus! The murderer is among us! They could strike again! We have to keep searching!’

‘I thought the afterlife was supposed to be relaxing,’ Ed said. ‘So far, it’s just like real life. Where are the cats? Where is my own personal library? Why is Shakespeare not here?! I thought he would at least turn up for me.’

‘Aha!’ Tabby said, reaching down into a stone flowerpot. She pulled out a cat collar and held it between her fingers in the air. There was a tuft of cat fur clinging to it, and a brown-paper label that definitely wasn’t usually hanging on Mrs Simpkins’s collar. But Mrs Simpkins’s glow-in-the-dark collar it definitely was …

‘Did you rip my cat’s fur?’ Ed hissed to Olivia. ‘If you’ve harmed Mrs Simpkins, I swear—’

‘Of course not!’ she objected. ‘What do you take me for?’

‘A murderer, perhaps?’ he suggested.

‘Trust no one,’ Olivia hissed back, sounding as menacing and ominous as possible.

Tabby passed around the collar so they could all get a look at it. Ed had seen the collar many times before, but he tried to scrutinise it for clues, anything that might be out of place.

He turned over the brown-paper label. ‘More letters!’ He transferred them on to the clues sheet, just underneath the original set they’d found.

G I J K V U T S Q

‘Is it just a super weird anagram, or did we decide against that?’ Cassie asked.

‘It must mean something,’ Tabby said, taking the sheet from Ed. ‘Have you tried writing them out differently?’

‘Like mixing and matching them?’ Ed said.

‘Maybe it’s all just one big red herring,’ Henry said. ‘Maybe the letters are trying to throw us off the scent – they look like a load of nonsense to me. Let’s search somewhere else.’

Cassie bent down to get a closer look at the body outline on the ground. ‘Don’t you think it’s weird how its left hand is touching its neck?’

‘It?!’ Ed protested. ‘That’s me you’re talking about! I’m not an “it”!’

‘You’re ruining my train of thought,’ Cassie said with a roll of her eyes. ‘Tabby, you found the cat collar discarded in a bush, as if whoever put it there didn’t want it to be found.’

‘Well, I definitely didn’t put it there.’ Ed shrugged. ‘So what – it’s the murder weapon? The cat collar?’

A hush descended as Cassie said in an ominous tone, ‘The evidence suggests that Ed was strangled with that very cat collar. Think about it! If this is where the body was found, it seems too much of a coincidence. We can’t ignore a clue or think anything is too inconsequential. Isn’t that right, Livs?’

Olivia was keeping tight-lipped but a proud little smile formed on her face. Cassie must be on the right track.

‘Strangled with a cat collar,’ Tabby said with a shudder. ‘What a way to go.’

‘Although I have no memory of it, it was extremely traumatic for me,’ Ed said. ‘But what about this bunch of letters?’ The clues sheet was really beginning to bug him – he just couldn’t work out what any of it meant!

‘Let’s continue our tour and see if you can piece this all together. We haven’t looked upstairs yet,’ Olivia said.

Ed took double the time to get up there because he was determined to scrutinise all the furniture on the way with his magnifying glass. In the end, Cassie had to drag him along to hurry him up, which only made him stare at her through the glass.

Once upstairs, they found more crime-scene tape covering Ed’s bedroom door. There was something hanging from the lampshade on the high ceiling of the landing, too. How Olivia had managed to get it up there, Ed had no idea, but now their problem was how to get it down. It must be a clue.

‘Go on!’ he said to Tabby, kneeling down. ‘Climb on to my shoulders and you’ll be able to reach!’

Tabby clambered on and Ed grabbed hold of her legs to keep her steady.

‘To the left! No, to the right a bit! No, go forward – I can’t get there!’

He resisted the temptation to burst into laughter. He was sure they looked like a slapstick comedy duo, not serious crime detectives.

‘How the hell did you get this up here, Livs?’ Tabby moaned, trying to reach for it but not helped by Ed, who couldn’t easily keep his balance.

‘No, Ed! Just forward a little bit more! There! No, not quite like that!’

‘Don’t look at me,’ Olivia said, ‘I had nothing to do with it. It was the murderer, obviously.’

Ed could feel Tabby slipping from his back. Quickly, he bent down so she wouldn’t have as far to fall, and she landed on her bottom, sighing loudly as she came away empty-handed.

Henry eventually reached up, pushed his weight into his feet, and jumped, grabbing hold of the paper. It revealed yet more letters.

P O L M

Ed helped Tabby up before looking at the piece of paper. ‘Molp?’ he said. ‘Lopm? Olmp? It can’t be an anagram! This makes no sense whatsoever!’

‘Try writing them out alphabetically,’ Cassie suggested. ‘That’s an awful lot of letters now, and none of them are repeated. Maybe we should be looking at which letters are missing, not the ones we have!’ He did as he was told – he usually did when it was Cassie asking. She was bossy, but he loved her nonetheless.

‘E,’ he said aloud, running his finger along the line. ‘H, N …’

‘We need to see if there’s more clues that will make it clearer,’ Cassie said, and they all moved into Ed’s bedroom.

Tabby was rifling through the room, looking high and low for further clues. Ed watched out of the corner of his eye as she bent down and pulled something out from under his bed.

‘Ed, you don’t keep a diary, do you?’ Tabby asked, holding a ring-bound notebook in her hand.

‘Not one like that,’ he said. ‘Mine is fluffy and pink with a heart-shaped padlock on it, obviously.’

Seemingly satisfied that she wasn’t going to uncover his deepest, darkest secrets, Tabby flicked the pages open and skimmed through.

‘Ohmigod,’ she said, her mouth hanging open. ‘I can’t read it out loud – you’ll have to read it yourselves for the full effect.’

I didn’t mean to do it – it just kind of happened. I had seen Ed with Mrs Simpkins, how much he loved her – and this wave of jealousy overtook me. The next minute, he was dead. I panicked and tried to think about how I could make myself seem innocent. I had to frame the cat.

Ed burst out laughing. ‘Olivia, this is amazing!’ he hooted. ‘Mrs Simpkins, the cat murderer!’

‘Don’t ruin the fun, Ed!’ she giggled. ‘This is the murder confession! I didn’t have anything to do with it.’

‘But you did,’ Cassie said, scratching her head. ‘Is this why you asked us for a sample of our handwriting last week? It’s not mine.’

‘And it’s not Livs because hers is much neater,’ Ed said.

He continued tracing the letters on the clue sheet, finding a missing ‘R’ and then finally a missing ‘Y’. It all clicked into place.

Tabby raised her eyebrows. ‘And it’s not my handwriting.’

Ed, Tabby and Cassie – as well as Olivia, even though she had orchestrated it – turned in one synchronised line to stare at Henry.

Who let out a long, evil laugh, throwing his head back and grinning wildly.

‘You?!’ Ed said. ‘You murdered me?! That is so, so, so wicked! You’re my friend. How could you?!’

Henry shrugged. ‘What can I say, Ed? I was just jealous of your relationship with Mrs Simpkins. I wanted her all to myself. The easiest way to sever your bond was to …’

‘To sever my life! Right! You’re asking for this!’ And with that, Ed took off his ghost sheet, reattached the moustache to his face and charged towards Henry, tackling him to the ground.

Henry tried to push him off, but he was laughing too hard, and then Olivia decided to join in too. Before long there was a Paper-&-Hearts-Society-shaped giggling pyramid of bodies on Ed’s bedroom floor. ‘Your toe is in my ear, Ed!’ Cassie protested, and Olivia took the opportunity to steal his beloved moustache.

Once Henry managed to push them off, they all retired to the living room, where Ed passed the biscuit tin around and they drank tea, spread out on the sofas. Ed took the prime spot in his armchair.

‘Are you nervous to start work tomorrow, Ed?’ Tabby asked, brushing biscuit crumbs from her dress. She took a sip of the extremely milky tea Ed always poked fun at her for and put her head on Henry’s shoulder. ‘I still can’t believe you get to work in Woolf and Wilde. An actual bookshop! You’re so lucky.’

Ed had been so caught up in the Paper & Hearts Society meeting that he’d hardly thought about it, but now it was at the forefront of his mind. He couldn’t believe that tomorrow would be his first day working at Woolf and Wilde, their favourite bookshop in town.

His interview had been before Christmas, and he’d been so nervous. He’d searched for part-time jobs for months and hadn’t been successful – not at two of the local supermarkets, at the pet shop down the road and in the clothes shops he would have been terrible working at anyway. Then he’d seen the advert for a new Woolf and Wilde bookseller while he’d been browsing for books one day, and he knew he wanted the job more than anything else in the world. And he had been determined to do anything to get it. Maybe that was what they’d seen in him when he’d interviewed – despite the nerves, despite the fact that every single book title had slipped his mind, he’d let his passion for books shine through, and they’d rung him up the next week to welcome him to the team.

Ed shrugged. ‘Nervous? What have I got to be nervous about? I’m going to be the best bookseller the world has ever seen! Trust me, by this time next year, I’ll be so successful they’ll have to rename the shop Woolf, Wilde and Ed.’

‘It does have a certain ring to it.’ Olivia laughed, sipping her tea, the other hand resting on Cassie’s knee next to her.

‘Don’t get ahead of yourself,’ Cassie said sarcastically. ‘You’re not exactly in the same league as Virginia Woolf or Oscar Wilde, are you?’

Ed scoffed. ‘Maybe they’re not in my league. Ever thought of that? They’d have begged me to be their friends.’

Olivia, giggling, said, ‘Too bad they’re both dead. But then again, you were dead an hour ago and look at you now!’

Ed put his tea on the coffee table and threw his arms in the air. ‘A fine figure of health!’ he declared. ‘It is indeed a miracle! I am immortal!’

‘Not for long if you carry on being irritating,’ Cassie said.

Ed dunked a chocolate biscuit in his tea. ‘Maybe I am a little nervous for tomorrow,’ he admitted.

‘You?’ Olivia said, clapping him on the back. ‘Nervous?! Never!’

Henry laughed. ‘Good joke, Ed.’

He smiled weakly. ‘Ha ha, yep, you’re right. Just joking. I had you fooled there, didn’t I?’

He wasn’t fooling himself, though. He had definite butterflies in his stomach. But if The Paper & Hearts Society didn’t think he should be nervous, he’d have to just not be nervous, or at least not show it.

If Ed could pretend to be a ghost, he could act his way into being a bookseller. How hard could it be?



 

 

Olivia: Good luck Ed!!!! You are going to rock it today!

Henry: You’ve got this, pal. You’re going to be amazing.

Cassie: you’ll be alright i guess [image: images]

Cassie: (good luck!)

Tabby: We believe in you!!! :D :D
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It was way too early to be awake on a Saturday morning, but Ed was excited. Today was THE DAY.

I’m going to be a bookseller, baby!

‘Oh, my little boy, off into the scary world of work! Let me take your photo – go on, please,’ Mum fussed, jumping up from the sofa as Ed walked into the living room. In the doorway, she licked her thumb and attempted to smooth down his eyebrows, but he was having none of it. He sidestepped out of her way, leaving her pouting.

Ed and his mum shared the same thick blonde hair with a slight wave to it and the same smattering of freckles covered their pale white skin, but Mum was shorter than Ed, only just reaching his shoulders, and he’d inherited his dad’s murky green eyes, instead of her bright blue ones.

‘Don’t be nervous now, don’t be nervous at all, you have nothing to be worried about,’ Mum chattered away, running a hand through her short hair. ‘It’s okay if you’re nervous, you just have to remember to breathe and make sure any nerves don’t cloud your judgement. They are completely natural! And it’s fine if you make mistakes – it’s also completely normal and to be expected – just don’t panic, you’ll be great. This isn’t at all like the time you took that group on a tour of the school during the open evening and locked those poor people in the store cupboard. You’ve matured a lot since then.’

‘Mum!’ Ed said.

‘What?’

‘If I wasn’t nervous before, I am now!’

‘It will all be fine. What’s the worst that could happen?’

Not helping!! Ed had visions of accidentally burning the bookshop down, or pulling down an entire heavy bookcase on top of an unsuspecting customer, leaving just their arms and legs poking out from the corners, like the patio crime scene yesterday.

But that will not happen because I have NO REASON TO BE NERVOUS. Ed Eastfield, nervous? IMPOSSIBLE. He blocked from his mind the fact that he’d chewed all his fingernails, and had slathered on what felt like an entire roll of deodorant to disguise the fact that he was sweating profusely.

He reversed back out into the hallway to put his coat on and found Mrs Simpkins sitting at the bottom of the staircase, her tail flicking back and forth. He leant down, picked her up in his arms as if she were a baby and cooed, ‘Now, don’t miss your father too much while I’m gone! I’m going out to earn a living so you can keep eating your premium cat food!’

She meowed, and he gave her an extra-squeezy hug before putting her back on the ground, where she trotted off down the hall towards her food bowl.

He picked up his car keys from their place: a gold dish in the shape of a pineapple, on the sideboard.

‘Be good! Sell lots of books!’ Mum said.

‘See you later,’ Ed said, putting his coat on. He wrapped one arm loosely around his mum and kissed the crown of her head. And with that, it was time to head off to his new life.

BOOKSELLING, HERE I COME!

See, absolutely no nerves. I am cool, composed and ready to face all the challenges of selling books. Nerves?! What even are they? They have no place here! I’m absolutely fine! Everything’s great!

Ed had been told to wait in the staffroom of Woolf and Wilde until Dinah, the owner, came back. It was a small room on the second level of the bookshop, with just enough space for a battered purple leather sofa, an armchair, a sink and a fridge. He couldn’t face sitting down, so he paced the floor until he thought he might end up wearing a thin patch in the old grey carpet. Earlier, when he’d followed Dinah up the winding flight of stairs and noticed the STAFF ONLY sign on the door, he couldn’t help but grin, thinking, This is actually happening. To me.

At half-eight in the morning he had stood opposite Dinah, with her dangly earrings, curly dyed reddish hair and long flowy skirt, nodding along as she’d mentioned the fire exits and who was on shift, when he’d get his breaks and what they had on that day.

Please don’t let there be any actual fires where I have to use the fire exits because this is a lot of information to take in. He’d tried to remain composed as he’d said, ‘All sounds cool to me!’

And then Dinah had left Ed to put his stuff away. He’d breathed a sigh of relief and thought, Ohmigod, can I really do this? Am I really here?

Ed noted the view from the aged windows: an alley at the back of the shop, where no customer could see, and he saw why – a dustbin from the restaurant next door overflowed with rubbish. It was in stark contrast to the view from the cafe downstairs, looking out on the pretty old cobbled streets of the Dorset town, giving customers the warm fuzzy feeling of being in a period drama.

There’s something about this view that lessens the magic of Woolf and Wilde slightly, he thought. I feel as if I’ve lifted the curtain back and can see the puppet master pulling the strings. It was like the time his mum had informed Ed the Easter Bunny wasn’t real; it was just too much to take in.

The sun shifted and Ed caught his reflection in the window, hoping to see his appearance smart and ready … and that was when he noticed the cat hairs over his new black shirt, the one he’d spent half an hour trying to iron the creases out of the night before.

He rushed over to the mirror hanging above the fireplace, furiously rubbing at the shirt as he went, but it was no use. He’d have to pick every hair off individually, and that would take ages! Time he most definitely didn’t have.

Mrs Simpkins, I love you, but why did you have to do this to me? And THIS MORNING, of all mornings!

The door swung open and Dinah came back in, flashing her kind, broad smile. She walked over to the kettle and flicked the switch. ‘Everything okay, Ed?’

Don’t look at the cat hair. Do NOT look at the cat hair. Nothing to see here. Ed spun around slowly and leant against the fireplace. If he were a hero in a movie, he would look suave. But Ed was no movie hero, and Dinah would surely see through him.

‘Everything’s hunky-dory,’ Ed said, as he surreptitiously picked off another cat hair. ‘Absolutely fine. Fantastic.’

Dinah poured the water into a mug that read: ‘World’s Best Bookseller’. ‘Now, don’t forget, if you need something or are unsure of anything, all you have to do is ask; there’s always someone around to help.’ She let out a small chuckle and raised the mug to her mouth, before changing her mind and putting it down on the side. ‘I remember my first day as a bookseller. I misheard a customer and found them a book about sex and relationships instead of the history of saxophones that they were looking for. You should have seen this man’s face. He went all tight-lipped and as red as my hair is now. Funnily enough, I never saw him in the shop after that.’

Ed’s feeble laugh led to an awkward silence.

‘Right then. No need to worry – you’ll do great,’ Dinah said, ‘and as it’s Saturday, we’ll give you someone to shadow. Hannah’s the same age as you, so hopefully you’ll get along. She’ll be here in a minute. Just let her know when she comes in.’

Dinah picked her mug back up. ‘Good luck, Ed, and welcome to the team!’ The door shut behind her and, once again, Ed was left on his own to wonder who Hannah was and whether he’d survive the day.

Pep talk time. You have got this, Edward. If Shakespeare can write at least forty plays and some of the best sonnets in the English language, as well as being an all-round awesome human being, then you can spend a day working in a bookshop. Sell those books! Organise those shelves! You have got this!

He was giving the air a fist punch just once for good measure when the door burst open and a girl with long chestnut-coloured hair appeared. Her cheeks were rosy red from the winter cold, and she wore a fluffy grey coat and a black backpack.

Make a good impression. Turn that charm on! Think about what Shakespeare would do.

‘Hey!’ he said. ‘The name’s Ed.’ Why did I say it like that?! I’m not James bleeding Bond. ‘I mean, I’m Ed. It’s Hannah, right?’

She nodded and inched forward a step, before turning towards the lockers. Hesitantly, she said, ‘Who are you?’

‘I’m the new bookseller – I think I’m supposed to be shadowing you today? Like I said, I’m Ed. Or Edward. Eddie. But probably just Ed.’

ED. PLEASE. He had to stop this habit of just blurting out whatever came to mind. Most people found it funny, but she … Well, she wasn’t laughing.

There was a moment of silence, which she filled by blinking.

Oh, great. Look what I’ve done. ‘Just Ed is fine. Ignore everything else I said.’ He’d probably been really confusing. What if she now decided to call him Eddie? He wasn’t exactly keen on that as a nickname.

He followed her gaze to the window but couldn’t see what she was looking at. ‘Dinah said …’ Had he got the wrong end of the stick? But Dinah had said it, he was sure. ‘You are Hannah, aren’t you?’

‘Yeah, I’m Hannah.’ She took another step forward, removing her backpack and unbuttoning her coat, and pushing her stuff inside one of the lockers. Hannah turned back to face him, and he noticed she was moving her fingers frantically, thumb to index finger, then middle finger, then the next, then her little finger, and back to the index again. Over and over.

‘Um. Are you okay with me shadowing you? I’m sure if we spoke to Dinah … I mean, I don’t want to put you to any trouble!’ Ed gave a small laugh. ‘Not that I’m any trouble, not really, although my friends would probably disagree with me on that one.’

He expected her to laugh in return. Nothing. If Cassie were here right now, she’d tell him to shut up and he’d deserve it. His mouth had clearly disengaged from his brain. ‘Are you okay?’

Hannah frowned. ‘I just really hate change and this is … Well, this is very unexpected. Dinah didn’t warn me. But it’s fine.’

It didn’t look fine, but Ed wasn’t sure what to say.

‘Come on. We need to get started. We haven’t got all day.’ She turned and headed to leave the staffroom, opening the door and swinging it back so he had time to follow. ‘There are only ten minutes until the shop opens and I’ve … we’ve … got a lot to do.’

Ed followed Hannah down the stairs. ‘It’s nice to meet you,’ he said, close at her heels. ‘I’m really excited to start work because I’m always here as a customer anyway – I couldn’t believe it when I was told I got the job. How long have you worked here?’

‘Just under a year,’ Hannah replied, and ushered Ed to go through to the shop floor first.

‘That’s cool. So what do you like reading? I remember during the interview I completely blanked when I was asked that question.’ He laughed. ‘Every single book slipped my mind.’

Hannah didn’t reply – hopefully not because she didn’t want to chat, but because Dinah had spotted them and was waving them over to the counter. ‘Ah, I see you two have met! It’s nice to have some young faces around here.’

Ed winked. ‘I have been told that I have a baby face. It must be my smooth skin and cute looks.’

Dinah laughed. ‘Ha, I like it!’ Ed loved making people laugh; being liked gave him instant gratification. He waited for Hannah to join in the joke, but she didn’t.

After a silence, Dinah spoke. ‘All set then, Hannah?’

‘All set,’ she replied, gathering some books and heading off in the direction of the History section.

Ed followed, thinking he would have his work cut out if he was going to bring Hannah on side.

First job of the day: sorting out the morning’s orders and shelving the new books in the right place.

‘So you do it like this,’ Hannah said, taking a piece of paper from the first box. Ed looked at it, over her shoulder, but moved back a couple of steps when he felt her bristle. He hadn’t realised he was that close. ‘We get a new order in almost every morning – some are to restock the shelves, others are books that customers have requested – so we first need to separate the customer orders from the list. See, this little mark here.’

Hannah ran a finger down the list of book titles, ISBN numbers and figures, and stopped on an asterisk. She continued, ‘This means a customer has requested it, so if you put those books to one side, you can contact them after we’ve gone through the list to let them know their order has arrived.’ She took out a highlighter from a pot on the desk. ‘Highlight those on the page, so they stand out clearly.’
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‘A sweet and joyful story about friendship *
and celebrating your passions ... I can’t wait p
to see more in the sequel!” o [

ALICE OSEMAN, author of Heartstopper o) ¢

“The perfect book for bookworms, and should be

5 read by anyone and everyone who is not
Lo
°, (or is) ashamed to be a bit of a book nerd’
RUBY GRANGER ’
‘An absolute delight’ ~

The Bookseller / l \

‘If you're looking for an authentic UKYA voice,

%F and a story alive with a passion for books —
you won’t want to miss this’

9
MAGGIE HARCOURT, author of Unconventional

‘A heartwarming, uplifting look at the power of
friendship and the dangers of bullying online’
LAUREN JAMES, author of

The Loneliest Girl in the Universe

JOIN THE PAPER & HEARTS SOCIETY BY USING
#PAPERANDHEARTSSOCIETY ON SOCIAL MEDIA.

IT’S TIME TO FIND YOUR PEOPLE!
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