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It was not London’s fault, because London was looking beautiful in the frosty start of the festive season: huge red ribbons on display; little snowy houses that lit up in the shop windows; the great Norwegian-gifted tree in Trafalgar Square glittering mightily.


Each dark early evening, fogged-up pub windows showed people inside in the warm, chattering and laughing and toasting the season; men in black tie and women in beautiful jewel-coloured dresses alighted from black cabs in clouds of perfume on to wet pavements reflecting the shining fairy lights above them; skaters flew around the ice rink in the ancient cobbled confines of Somerset House.


No. It wasn’t beautiful, glitzy, shining, expensive London, Mirren Sutherland knew, that was making her feel so down. It was her. And this time of year.


London turning sparkly and shiny and exciting just reminded her of other people’s wonderful Christmases. Whereas her mum was working, her siblings were refusing to commit to anything and she had made a stupid mistake by pretending to her friends that she was totally fine and had loads of plans and now it was too late to backtrack. Because last Christmas had been terrific, and this one was going to blow monkey chunks.




Mirren was a lifelong book obsessive, who never felt she had quite enough books, who could really only feel secure with half a dozen unread paperbacks propped up by her bedside table, three library cards, two Kindles, and an emergency set of Douglas Adams in the bathroom, in case the lock broke.


She had spent the previous Christmas on the trail of a book her Great-aunt Violet had remembered from childhood and begged Mirren to track down at the very end of her life. Joined by the devastatingly handsome Theo Palliser, who worked for an antiquarian bookseller, they had searched bookshops up and down the country, before she had finally found it all by herself, hidden in her great-great-uncle’s kit bag.


The book had turned out to be a priceless original, written by Robert Louis Stevenson and illustrated by Aubrey Beardsley, and its real owner, her great-aunt’s childhood best friend June who was related to Beardsley, had decided to donate it. There had been a fancy handing-over ceremony when it went on display and Mirren had even received a small finder’s fee, which everyone had told her to use as a deposit on a studio flat.


Theo hadn’t come to the ceremony. Mirren had really thought they’d had something. But as soon as all the excitement had died down, he had ghosted her completely. Mirren had gone back to her job as a quantity surveyor, where nobody cared about books at all; her great-aunt had died, and frankly life now was much duller than it had been before her big adventure.


She had even had daydreams where she and Theo travelled the world, tracking down books together . . . but of course he had gone back to his posh world of hushed libraries and expensive first editions, and she had gone back to measuring up rat-­infested warehouses for yet more student housing. There were not, she had discovered, a lot of job openings for book finders. Having such a breathtakingly large mortgage on her tiny new studio meant it was difficult to even think about doing something else. It was childish, she knew, to wish for something magical to happen at Christmas.


Work was quiet, so she decided to take her lunch break early, and found her steps straying – as they often did – from her nondescript office on the Euston Road, across the heavy thoroughfare of traffic, past the gleaming white hospital and escaping into Bloomsbury, home of the British Museum, which in turn was home of her precious find; her most shining moment. The vast building took up an entire city block. Oh, how she loved Bloomsbury, the elegant area of London devoted to learning and books and study. It was stuffed with universities, libraries, publishing houses and archives; ­beautiful squares and manicured gardens – and, everywhere on ancient buildings, blue plaques indicating the famous writers who had once lived there – J.M. Barrie, Virginia Woolf, W.B. Yeats, H.G. Wells, Charles Dickens . . . it went on and on.


Mirren examined the Christmas displays in the tiny shops she passed, many selling books and antiques, and cut through ancient cobbled passageways where stood great tall houses with large brass door knockers that were old when Dickens was young. It was raining, of course, and she tucked her curling chestnut hair under her mustard-coloured beanie and prayed it wouldn’t frizz too much. She passed groups of happy shouting people on the way, heading into old timbered restaurants or wearing party hats. She wasn’t looking forward to her own office party. They had had a very quiet year, and all the fun people who didn’t have vast new mortgages had left. It would probably just be her and the accountants in the staff room with a packet of ginger nuts.


The museum, with its columns and vast steps at the front, supporting its iconic dome, was busy as ever. She loved the vastness of the museum, the overflowing nature of it. Locked doors with pictures of lions on them were full of precious items that must be saved in the event of a fire; there was a deserted Underground station beneath the building where they stowed even more. Tourists, keen to visit the mummies and the Anglo-Saxon burial ship, were getting their bags searched out front, and there were glittering Christmas trees standing by the tall entrance. Inside were more trees and lights, as well as great swags of holly and ivy hanging around the top of the famous Round Reading Room in the Great Court, the enormous glazed white atrium that sat at the very heart of the museum. Mirren nodded to the security guards, who had got to know her as a regular. 


And in the very heart of it, up in the viewing gallery in the circular reading room, was her very contribution; her very own book. Well, the book she had found. Visiting it always reminded her, rather wistfully, how happy she had been last Christmas; it gave her a feeling of pride, before she went back to her sad office and contemplated spending three days on her brother’s sofa this Christmas while everyone felt sorry for her and her mum fretted. Here was one thing she had. She hopped nimbly up the wide old stone steps, worn smooth by two hundred years of visitors, her scarf trailing behind her.
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Once inside, Mirren made her way quietly to a side room. Even though she came here often, it never ceased to impress. It was a cool, temperature-controlled space, in near-­total darkness, where you could walk in – where, amazingly, anyone in the world could walk in – and see some of the most extraordinary books ever made.


A Shakespeare first folio. A fourth-century bible. Middlemarch, written out by hand. It was a book-lover’s paradise. And there, right at the end, sometimes with a huddle around it, was her book, on display: A Child’s Garden of Verses, with original illustrations by Aubrey Beardsley.


She took a seat on one of the red hexagonal stools and waited for people to come and have a look. There were some bored children, of course, being hauled around museums for their supposed improvement, but she wasn’t interested in them; she was interested in the people who genuinely were excited to see it; who oohed and aahed over the fine line of the beautiful drawings; the notes scrawled in the margin by Stevenson himself. She had not gone looking for treasure, but she had found it, and when things were difficult, as they were at the moment, it gave her a lot of pleasure to see other people enjoy it. There was even a sign – there it was, in tiny letters: Kindly donated by June Wilson, great-niece of Aubrey Beardsley: found, Mirren Sutherland, London 2024.




On this particular day, a tall, sandy-haired man in rather scruffy clothes – not, it had to be said, an unusual sight in the British Museum – was staring closely at the book. She smiled happily to herself, liking the man without knowing a thing about him, just because he was appreciating it. He turned suddenly and beckoned an attendant.


‘When it says “found” . . . ’ he said in an unusual accent ­Mirren struggled to place. She was eavesdropping furiously.


‘Yes?’ said the attendant, who, unlike the security guards, never noticed Mirren coming and going, or, if she did, never let on to the pale girl with the large grey eyes and russet-brown ringleted hair who was so often in the room.


‘How did they find it?’


Mirren was surprised. Nobody had ever asked about her before. They normally asked if they had any of Beardsley’s other work, by which they usually meant the naughty paintings.


‘It was in an attic.’


‘Oh,’ said the man, sounding disappointed. ‘It’s just, it says “found”, as if they were searching for it.’


The attendant shrugged. ‘Dunno. Maybe it was a really big attic?’


The man paused and looked at the book for a long time. Then he took out a phone that looked as old as a BlackBerry. The attendant gave him the Paddington Bear stare she reserved for everyone on their phone in the library exhibition, but he didn’t notice.


‘Ugh, you can’t Google . . . him? Her?’ he said. ‘Apparently Helen Mirren and Donald Sutherland made tons of films together.’


Mirren’s heart leapt suddenly. Wait. He was . . . he was Googling her? She blinked rapidly, feeling more like an eavesdropper than ever.




 ‘Um . . .?’ she said quietly, clearing her throat. Neither of them turned round and she sank back into the gloom.


‘Oh, well,’ said the attendant, and walked away, leaving ­Mirren alone with the tourist, and that odd feeling she had, of having nowhere particular to be at that moment; nobody who would miss her if she was or wasn’t there, among the nine million souls in the great city.


She had a loving family, of course, she always reminded herself. But it was also a family that would show quite a lot of that love by slagging her off and asking her when she was going to get a better job, and did she know that everyone she was at school with had a baby now, every single one of them?


‘Excuse me,’ she said, stepping forward, speaking more loudly. The attendant looked back, and Mirren moved away from her and towards the man.


‘Yes?’


The man looked down at her. He was in his early thirties, thin, in need of a haircut. He had a long, elegant nose and a strong chin and hooded hazel eyes. His hair was a sandy brown, thick and too long. 


Mirren instantly felt herself flush with the sheer embarrassment of talking to a stranger in London. This was completely ridiculous. She shouldn’t have said anything. But she was here now.


‘Sorry . . . I’m Mirren. Mirren Sutherland,’ she added, for clarification.


‘Eh? Who? What?’


Mirren looked at the display case and he followed her gaze then looked back at her.


‘Erm, yeah . . . I couldn’t help overhearing.’


He looked even more uncomfortable. ‘So you’re telling me you’re . . . ’




‘I’m the person who found the book, yes.’


He looked completely unconvinced. ‘So, er, you just happened to be passing . . .?’


‘Yes,’ said Mirren. ‘Would you like to see my driver’s licence?’


He made a slightly wobbly line with his lips, because obviously he did want to, but was too well-mannered to insist. Fumbling, Mirren pulled out her wallet and showed him instead her ­British Library card, of which she was inordinately proud.


‘Ah,’ he said, but he still looked puzzled. ‘And you were in the area? Just a massive coincidence?’


Mirren frowned. ‘I work not far away. And sometimes I like to visit my book,’ she said.


He grinned then and it changed his rather pointed solemn face completely; lit it up. Finally, this made sense.


‘You come and watch people visiting your book?!’


‘That’s not all I do,’ said Mirren, suddenly slightly stung.


‘Do you wait to hear them talk about it and then confront them? Weird hobby. Ooh – or do you wait for them to talk about you!’


‘It’s not a hobby,’ said Mirren, a little stiffly. He was taking the piss now and she didn’t like it.


‘It’s something you repeatedly do of your own free will? Because I have to tell you, that does sound quite a lot like a hobby.’


Mirren was annoyed suddenly. Who even was this guy?


‘Well, I love that book, and I loved the person who asked me to find it,’ she said, her voice a little tight.


He held up his hands. ‘Of course. Sorry. Sorry. I didn’t mean to tease. Did you really just find it in an attic, though?’ His eyes were curiously searching, as if he wasn’t just making conversation, he really wanted to know.




‘No!’ said Mirren. ‘I searched the entire country. That’s just where it was, in the end. And by the way, half of the UK was looking for that book.’


‘I bet they were,’ he said. ‘But you tracked it down. Well, well.’


He glanced at his watch and winced.


‘Meeting,’ he said. Then he took out a small white embossed card with his name and number – nothing else – on it in raised black print.


‘Jamie McKinnon?’ she read aloud.


‘Uh-huh,’ he said. ‘Non-finder of books, unfortunately.’


She looked at him uncomprehendingly.


‘Listen . . . if you’re ever interested in a job, call me.’


A job? thought Mirren. But also: a job?
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The next strange thing that happened to Mirren was this: the number on the business card he had given her was a home number. A proper, area-code-in-parentheses number, with a very long code and a very short number. Obviously the first thing Mirren did when she was back in the office was Google it, without success, except to learn that it was up in the Highlands of Scotland somewhere; up on the northeast coast, an area of the UK about which she knew precisely nothing.


The following day she saw the Christmas duty roster.


‘There’s only you on it now,’ her boss said, slightly pityingly. ‘Imran just handed in his notice.’


‘Oh, my goodness,’ said Mirren. ‘Everyone’s gone.’


She’d needed the job to get her mortgage. She knew she ought to find something else. But somehow she hadn’t found the energy to do it – to send thousands of CVs to thousands of inboxes, hoping she’d somehow hit the jackpot.


‘Nobody needs an emergency quantity surveyor over ­Christmas!’ said Mirren in despair, looking at the days she was meant to be on, which appeared to be all of them.


‘We have to look like a full-service organisation,’ said her boss, who was not a bad sort, but very, very tired.


Mirren headed back to her desk, grumpily. It was clearly Christmastime. Nobody needed anything surveyed. They were too busy watching perfume ads and complaining about how small the plastic tubs of Quality Street were these days, compared to when they were younger and they were apparently the size of gas boilers.


She sighed and stared at her computer screen. And now she couldn’t even go back to the British Museum to look at her book, in case the attendant remembered who she was now. It would be too embarrassing to be caught lurking round her own exhibition.


On impulse, she decided to text the number on the card.


The text, of course, wouldn’t send, to what was clearly a land­line. This was ridiculous; he had to be doing it on purpose. He probably had a tricycle and thought they should bring back shillings and half-crowns. Mind you, he hadn’t had any peculiar facial hair. He’d looked pretty normal, if a bit skinny and scruffy. But even so.


The walls of the studio felt closer than ever when she got home, a long journey to south London with millions of other grim-faced puffa-jacket-wearing people all heading to the same place at the same time and wishing everyone else weren’t heading there too.


Mirren checked to see if she had any food in the fridge that she’d forgotten about (she hadn’t), picked up her phone, then put it down again. She wasn’t going to be a total weirdo and phone some creep who’d spoken to her in a museum.


She picked it up again. What else exactly was she going to do tonight? Browse Instagram to look at everyone else having an amazing time? Threaten terrible imaginary revenge to Theo bloody invisible Palliser? Go out in the freezing cold, trudge miles to the bus stop and go back out in town to a noisy overcrowded bar where she couldn’t hear anyone, and it would cost her a fortune?




The phone rang out, for ages. There was no answering service, no way to leave a message.


Fine. He could keep his stupid antiquarian cool-boy fetish – who cared? She suddenly felt like having a bath, which was impossible as of course she didn’t have one. Although she could already hear her next-door neighbour having a shower, which was not good news, as it was normally a precursor to him having rather loud sex with his boyfriend.


Then a long number appeared on the screen, and her own phone began to ring.
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‘Ah, is that the Book Finder?’ came the voice at the end,  sounding amused.




Now she was hearing it outside of the busy library, she realised the tinge in his voice was Scottish – but not Scottish as she normally thought of it, which was funny, loud Glaswegian. This was more of a burr, the words not elongated, more clipped. Once again Mirren found herself feeling annoyed. It was his tone of voice; as if he’d absolutely expected her to call, just because he had gone up to her in a museum. She searched for the word. That was it; he sounded entitled.


‘You asked me to phone you!’ she pointed out, sounding snippy.


‘I did,’ he said.


‘You don’t have a mobile?’


‘I do!’ he said, his voice echoing on the other end of the line. ‘You saw it. What I don’t have is reception.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I mean, you know when phone companies promise you ninety-nine per cent coverage? Well, I live in that very special one per cent.’


‘Aren’t they making home phones digital soon, too?’


‘So they say,’ he said gloomily. ‘I had to 1471 you.’


‘Huh?’




‘It’s what they did in the old days, to see who’d rung . . . maybe I’ll have to go back to handwritten letters.’


‘I bet you wouldn’t mind that,’ said Mirren, then could have bitten her tongue at how rude that sounded.


‘What do you mean?’ he asked, reasonably.


‘Oh,’ said Mirren, recovering quite quickly, ‘because you’re looking for a book finder. So you sound like a . . . a pen-and-paper kind of a person.’


‘Oh, yes!’ His laugh was easy. ‘So I am. Anyway. Yes. Hi. So, I need a book found. And according to this plaque I saw in the British Museum, you’re the person to get in touch with.’


‘Why can’t you find it yourself?’ said Mirren.


‘Well, that’s definitely a hard sell,’ said Jamie. ‘I thought we’d just negotiate a price.’


Mirren was quiet for a minute, then said, ‘Where do you think it is?’


‘It’s in my house.’


‘Are you being funny?’


‘Sadly not,’ said Jamie.


‘Are you just a massive weirdo who gets their rocks off by approaching strange women?’


He laughed. ‘In the British Museum?’


‘ True,’ said Mirren. ‘That is more of a London Library thing.’


‘ Look. I have a really big house. And there’s a book in it somewhere, left by my grandfather – I think – but I can’t track it down.’


‘You think?’


‘It’s referred to. In his . . . notes.’ He sounded rather shifty.


Mirren couldn’t help it. She felt a lurch of excitement inside. The adventure she had yearned for; the change to the daily routine. And books, of course; anything to do with books. She tried to keep the curiosity out of her voice.


‘What’s the book?’




‘Ah, yeah. Well.’


‘What??’


‘I don’t know.’


‘So you need me to find a book in your house but you don’t know what it’s called or where it is.’


‘That’s very much about the size of it.’


‘And you are where . . .?’


‘In northern Scotland.’


Mirren looked out of her window, at the long row of identical Victorian terraces, all chopped up into tiny studios and cramped apartments just like hers, small plastic Christmas trees glowing brightly, all the way up and down the extremely long road. The rain was coming down in that sullen way, as if it knows it has to rain on south London in December, obviously, but isn’t any happier about it than you are. 


This was something new. Something different. Different from work rotas and mortgages and . . . oh. She still had to think about all of that stuff.


‘Is there money in it?’ said Mirren suddenly. ‘Is it a paid job? Because I’m a surveyor really. And I’m at work. Or I’m supposed to be.’


‘Um,’ said the man. ‘Well, if you find it, there is.’


‘Okay, so you’re asking me to come to a strange place in the middle of nowhere for free?’


‘Oh, I’ll get you here.’ He paused on the line. ‘You’re right. I didn’t realise how weird it sounds until you say it out loud. Do you want me to call your boss? Or . . . your dad?’


‘I don’t think so,’ she said, wondering what her dad, who lived three streets away and mostly showed her he loved her by coming round and informing her that the studio’s electrics were a death trap and didn’t she know that, being a surveyor, would make of such a request.




A lot of her wanted to say yes. But she had to grow up, put away childish ideas of adventures and travel.


‘It’s a fun idea, but I just can’t get away.’


It was the right thing to do, she told herself. She had no business gallivanting off to the middle of nowhere in Scotland with a strange man without a mobile signal. Okay, so it was quite an elaborate murder scheme, particularly considering she’d approached him – twice, if you counted the phone call. But actually, that was maybe even worse. Maybe he hadn’t even considered murder until she’d kept approaching him. 


But she didn’t think he was a murderer, not really. She assumed he was just some kind of eccentric book guy, and she couldn’t afford to get caught up. Not again. Not when the last time she’d gone looking for a book she’d got her heart broken.


She’d had fun, though . . .


No! Bloody evil Theo Palliser. He’d love this, be all gung-ho about it without a second thought. He’d probably have booked the job already. But she couldn’t.


She wasn’t a book finder. That wasn’t even a job. She’d been lucky once, that was all.


After they hung up, Mirren buried herself in her latest novel, getting caught up in a Christmas romance involving princes, again, and ordered a takeaway even though Takeaway Tuesday was absolutely not a thing, and it wasn’t doing her any good, something she was well aware of even as she was ordering it.


She slept badly and arrived through the filthy grey morning in a bad temper, late for work. Her boss was in an excellent mood, unusually.


‘A job came in!’ she said, triumphantly. ‘In Scotland. I don’t know why they didn’t go local, but they asked for you. They want you to go up the week before Christmas.’




Mirren’s eyes went wide. ‘Oh, yeah?’ she said, trying to sound casual.


‘You’ve to go and see if the property would be suitable for an extension, or demolition. Actually, it’s odd: he wasn’t that specific about the details.’


Mirren smiled. ‘Okay.’


‘And he sent a train ticket.’


Mirren couldn’t help perking up after that. The studio was sad, her mum was busy, she was completely skint and it wouldn’t stop raining – but at least she had a job on that looked as if it might be interesting. Which was, in the end, about books. She tried to fathom out what he might mean; perhaps it was a cata­loguing and indexing job. Dull, but she could handle that. In her mind’s eye she saw a lovely house lined with immaculate bookshelves, beautiful old editions of interesting things. She hoped he wouldn’t expect her to be able to price up old editions; she couldn’t do that at all. That was much more a Theo Palliser-type job . . . She tried not to think about him, even as her finger was creeping towards the Instagram search button. Which she had told herself never to do. She didn’t follow him. But she . . . glanced at him from time to time.


Oh, yeah, there he was. His dark hair was tousling over his brow, and he was holding up an ancient Henry Fielding novel and had made a little film about it. He had a tiny following as @thatlondonbookboy where he talked about new books they had in at the shop while looking soulful. It attracted quite a lot of book-loving girls and boys, and made Mirren furiously jealous and annoyed whenever she went to see it, plus she had to use a fake profile so he didn’t know she was looking, which was even more of a pain in the arse. He looked great. She shut it down immediately. She had book stuff happening too! Cool stuff!




Mirren looked at the train ticket again. It was for a train she’d never taken before: the Caledonian Sleeper. It travelled overnight from London to the Highlands of Scotland, with sleeping compartments as well as seated carriages. The ticket, alas, did not include a sleeping berth, which was disappointing, as that meant sitting upright for ten hours overnight. It was supposed to be a lovely romantic journey, but that was probably only true if you had a nice bed to sleep in; then it would be lovely. Still, a journey.


Mirren put together a small case and grabbed an aeroplane pillow she’d borrowed from her mother. She might ask Jamie McKinnon to fly her home, she mused, if she had any luck. She still wasn’t very clear as to what on earth he wanted her to do, but she did find herself lifted out of her slump and gloom, at having something different, out of the routine in her plans.


Mirren remembered how after the pandemic she had made a promise to herself that she wouldn’t just go back to her old ways – and then she had. She was too young to be stuck in a rut. This might be terrible – although she didn’t think it would be dangerous – but it would be something. Maybe he did in fact want her for some actual quantity surveying – that had crossed her mind. Although that was even creepier. Well, it was a job, and if she felt remotely unsafe she would thwack him with her theodolite and get the hell out of there. 


She shut up the studio, and headed off to the station, late at night, with excitement in her heart. 


It did not last long.
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There are many beautiful railway stations in Britain. Euston Station, London, is emphatically not one of them.


It is a squat, grey, low-ceilinged box that smells of anx­iety. Attempts to brighten it up – colourful pictures of happy blended families in the countryside; pianos everywhere – seem to do absolutely nothing except highlight the dinginess, the greyness of it all, as if the trains themselves still gave off thick black soot.


There are numerous fast-food concessions, and lots and lots of people staring at their phones and then peering upwards again at the departure boards, and if one person twitches as if they’ve seen the platform being announced, everyone else twitches too, like a flock of startled birds. When the platforms finally appear, people run as if their lives depend on it, knowing that the crush will leave behind the burdened, the old and the weak. This makes everyone feel slightly unhappy and ashamed, and these feelings run into the very concrete of the building, giving it a patina of greasy worry that you can sense the second you walk through the low, smeared doors, buses belching in your face as you do so.


On this cold, wet December night, it is freezing and filthy and not a very happy or Christmassy place to be, particularly if, like Mirren, you are standing outside it, currently collapsed in heaving fits of sobs; sobs which can be heard even above the optimistic Salvation Army carol singers trying to raise some money from sentimental commuters on their way back from their office parties, bestrewn with defeated tinsel.


‘But I’m street-smart,’ Mirren is currently sobbing. ‘I’m a ­Londoner! I live here! I thought those guys were meant to target green tourists who’d just arrived.’


It had taken milliseconds. She had exited the tube, been crossing the road, pulling the ticket up on her phone and – whoosh: a darting figure on an electric bike had zoomed straight past her and snatched the phone right out of her hand, disappearing into the mass of wet headlights and tail-lights bullying their way up the Euston Road.


The friendly Scottish British Transport Policeman who was trying to help the crying lady at the end of a very long shift didn’t think this wishing of bad luck on to tourists was a particularly charitable response, but he did his best.


‘Yes, well,’ he said, pointing at a poster nearby informing everyone that Thieves Operate in the Area. ‘We do tell everyone to keep their phones out of sight.’


‘But I’m at a train station, and my train ticket is on my phone!’ snivelled Mirren. ‘It didn’t feel like a very controversial thing to be doing.’


She sniffed loudly and other people looked at her. She tugged hard on one of the chestnut curls that was poking out from her beanie, an old habit.


‘Would you like to come into the office, and we’ll file a report?’ said the policeman.


‘I need my phone! Can you get it back?’ implored Mirren desperately. ‘There’s loads of CCTV around here.’


‘No,’ said the policeman. ‘You haven’t had your phone stolen very often, have you?’




The room they take you to at Euston if you have had something bad happen to you is, almost unbelievably, even worse than the rest of the station. There is a cheap box of tissues on a scuffed low table, and two chairs which have had the stuffing pulled out of them.


‘So do you want to hear the whole story?’ said Mirren, sitting down, as the officer took out a notepad.


‘Not really,’ said the policeman. ‘I was just going to give you this for your insurance.’


‘But I really need my phone!’ said Mirren. ‘It’s like . . . having your daemon guillotined from your body – do you know what I mean?’


‘Aye. No’ really,’ said the man, as if he didn’t have to listen to this exact same thing a hundred times a day.


‘Why won’t somebody stop it?’


‘It’s the wee lads on bikes,’ said the officer, sagely. ‘They’re pretty fast.’


‘You sound like you think they’re cool!’


‘I did not say cool,’ said the man. ‘I said fast.’


‘They should set up electrical tripwires,’ said Mirren, with unusual verve. Like most people she was not, day-to-day, a cruel person. ‘And pull them up at the station exit.’


‘And catapult the wee laddies out into the traffic,’ said the man thoughtfully.


‘Yes!’


‘So. Capital punishment.’


‘It would stop the thefts,’ said Mirren, sullenly.


‘Well, there is that.’


They sat in silence for a little longer and she cried on filling out the form for her insurance.


‘Oh, God,’ said Mirren. ‘This can’t be happening. I have a train to catch. And the ticket’s on my phone!’




‘I anticipated that,’ said the policeman, holding up a fresh pad of dockets. ‘Where are you headed?’


‘Scotland,’ said Mirren.


‘Och, lovely,’ he said. ‘On the sleeper?’


‘Will you stop trying to pretend everything’s fine?’ said ­Mirren. ‘I’ve been robbed, I’m on my way to a new job, and it’s all terrible.’


‘Nobody died . . . ’ said the policeman.


‘That’s because nobody will listen to my tripwire idea!’


‘ . . . and you’re off to Scotland at Christmastime,’ said the officer, with a friendly smile. ‘Could be worse.’


The nice policeman waited while she cancelled everything with her bank on a landline phone they kept for this exact purpose, with all the bank telephone numbers sellotaped on it and everything.


Now, stuck in this filthy, miserable room in Euston, Mirren just wanted to go home. Her studio might be tiny and have no sound insulation and be lying about its mezzanine pretensions, but it was hers. She could lock the door and be alone.


Then she remembered. Her Oyster card and all her contacts and her details and her life and her Uber and everything – everything – was on her stupid bloody, bloody phone. She’d outsourced her entire brain in about 2009, and now she didn’t even know her brothers’ mobile number, or anyone who could help her out. 


But she had a job to do. They were expecting her. She’d ­better carry on.


‘Okay?’ said the policeman. ‘Your train is going soon.’


‘And I’ll be alright without a ticket?’ She held up the thin paper docket again.


He nodded his head. ‘You’ve got ID, haven’t you?’




‘They didn’t get my wallet, just my phone. As you’d know because, if you wanted, you could just go and find it on Find My Phone.’


The policeman cleared his throat. He’d had a very long day and had saved an errant buggy from rolling on to the tracks and arrested a flasher, so he didn’t feel entirely useless, but there sure were a lot more disgruntled victims of cycle-by muggings these days.


‘Well, let’s go down to check in on Platform 1, miss; they’ll sort you out. Then you can get picked up the other side, get a new phone, Bob’s your uncle. Get a cup of tea on there too. Or maybe a wee dram?’


‘Okay,’ she said, feeling cold and depressed and wretched. ‘I’ll try that.’


The sleeper was tucked away in the far corner of the station. She looked with envy at the promotional posters of people tucking themselves up in clean white duvets.


The train was petrol blue and stood in its own corner as passengers made their way down the wide concrete gangway. The very first carriage, she saw, was half for seating and half for bikes and luggage. It looked reasonably comfortable as these things went, but she’d still be sitting upright all night, next to a total stranger – the train was always sold out. There were people already in there, mostly men, a pair of women knitting, men with large kit bags next to them, already fast asleep. A family were trying to wrestle a two-year-old and a baby into their seats and Mirren felt sorry for them and then, also, for herself. Whatever was up in Scotland, she was absolutely not going to be in the best state to get into it in the morning. She realised she hadn’t checked to see if there was any information about when she was getting picked up. She was getting picked up, yes? She couldn’t even remember the name of the stop . . . no, it would be okay. It would come to her, would be a new day. Someone would have a laptop, wouldn’t mind her logging in. Perhaps even an adventure, she told herself, rubbing her arms to keep warm.


But nothing felt like an adventure right then. A group of clearly quite inebriated men clambered into the seated carriage and started to unpack cans and clinking bottles from thin plastic bags. Oh, God. They were obviously planning a party.


‘Thank you,’ she said to the policeman.


‘Good luck,’ he said, and gave her a wink. ‘You’ll like Scotland, I promise.’


‘Ma’am?’


The train attendant was in a smart green-blue uniform, with a tartan waistcoat and a box hat.


‘Do you have a berth?’


‘No,’ said Mirren, sadly, watching the men marching up and down the aisle. She could already hear the baby screaming through the glass. ‘Just seated, I think.’


The attendant took her docket, looked at her driver’s licence and looked down their clipboard for a long time while Mirren shivered. It was utterly freezing on the platform, and she was five hundred miles south of her eventual destination. She wondered if she should have brought a thicker coat than the green pea coat she liked so much.


‘Ah, yes,’ they said eventually. ‘Here you are. Follow me.’


And they nodded to the other attendant and set off up the end of the train at quite a clip, Mirren moving quickly to keep up, the air getting colder and colder as they moved towards the outdoors, the train releasing gouts of steam, like a dragon warming up.




The train was extraordinarily long, carriage after carriage. Once past the start, and the seated areas, it grew quieter. Mirren looked sadly through the windows at people opening little doors into cosily appointed cabins, with tartan-carpeted rooms, and beds with crisp clean duvets on them; tiny sinks and a shower; bottles of water and toiletries neatly arrayed. Her heart sank. It looked so warm and cosy, when she was so freezing and sad. She was obviously being taken to another seated carriage, presumably at the other end of the train.


They were almost fully back out in the dark sooty air of the London night by the time they reached the very end of the train and the very last carriage. The final carriage, right before the engine, was not blue at all. It was a dark, rich red. Instead of large, rounded-edged windows, it had an old-fashioned slammable door and windows that could open. It had obviously been attached from a completely different train; it was a different make and model altogether from the sleek new Caledonian Sleeper. Oh, great. Maybe she had to sit all the way on an Underground seat.


‘Ma’am,’ said the attendant, tipping their hat, as the door swung open.


Mirren mounted the steps, carrying her wheelie bag, and turned right into the carriage. She expected an electric door, but there was a handle. Then, when she got inside, she stopped dead.
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‘No way . . . ’ she breathed, out loud. Then blinked twice. It had already been a very confusing evening. Was that . . .? It couldn’t be.




The small door opened out into a carriage with no partitions in it, so in fact it was more like a very long, if narrow, room. It was markedly bigger than Mirren would have imagined. Her brain still couldn’t quite take in what she was seeing. But the carriage – room, home, whatever you wanted to call it – was done out like a . . . well, there was no other word for it. It was done out like a library.


There was faded cloth wallpaper on the walls around the windows, which themselves had proper burgundy printed curtains, with tiebacks. And around and above the windows there were books: old books, in careful bookshelves with high lintels, to keep the books safe on sharp corners. There were comfort­able, rather chintzy sofas along the windows; an antique armoire for writing at; a baby grand piano at which Mirren stared in disbelief, and a small bar with old crystal decanters. Hunting scenes were on the walls, and brass lights let out a warm glow into the darkness. At the far end, with two chairs set in front of it, was an actual coal fire.


‘No way,’ she breathed. 


A man wearing a tie came forward from behind the bar; she hadn’t noticed him at first.




‘What is this place?’ she asked in wonder.


‘Welcome to the McKinnon Carriage,’ said the man. ‘May I offer you a drink?’


Mirren was already walking forward into this extraordinary room.


‘No way!’ She was furious that she didn’t have her phone to take pictures. ‘Is this . . . is this for people who are targets of assassins?’


‘Ma’am,’ said the man, smiling indulgently. ‘Could I offer you a hot snack?’


But Mirren’s attention was suddenly stolen by something else: a figure in one of the two seats next to the fire, which, she realised now, was electric, not coal, but remarkably convincing, and certainly gave out a good heat. Compared to the freezing railway platform the warmth was absolutely delicious, and she could think of nothing more appealing than sinking into an armchair with one of the books around the place.


The barman reappeared. ‘I took the liberty of making you a hot toddy,’ he said. ‘Many passengers feel like one when they board, but if you’d like anything else, just ask.’


Whatever it was, it smelled like heaven.


‘No, no, that’s fine,’ said Mirren, gratefully taking the thick, warm glass and inhaling the mingled odours of whisky, brown sugar, cloves and lemon gratefully. ‘Thank you.’


The figure in the armchair turned round, and Mirren braced herself to say hello to the strange man from the library.


‘Mirren bloody Sutherland! I wondered if I’d see you!’


It was the ghosting bookseller himself. Theo Palliser.
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In what had already been an extremely surprising week for Mirren, this was perhaps the most surprising of all. Immediately she was furious that he was seeing her with a tear-stained face, mascara all down it, a stupid neck pillow – a neck pillow – hanging off her, her coat dirty from the station and not warm enough for the weather.


Because she had forgotten how attractive he was. Devastating: so pale and thin, those great big dark eyes, the clever eyebrows permanently arched as if he was on the brink of saying something wicked, which he generally was. When Theo was about, with his courtly manners and sparkling black eyes, his quick wit and taste for adventure made him irresistible to be with. Of course, Mirren had realised painfully over the last long months, she probably wasn’t the only one who thought so.


‘What are you doing here?’ said Mirren.


‘Miss Sutherland,’ he returned, in his overly formal way.


‘Why are you even . . . ’ She looked around. ‘Wherever the hell we are?’


‘Book business,’ said Theo, smiling. ‘My uncle sent me.’


‘I thought you weren’t working for him any more.’


‘Ah, one last job and all that, you know . . . You’re looking well.’


This was so clearly not the case that Mirren winced. She also suddenly wanted to say, Why didn’t you call me? Where the hell have you been? – but instead she found herself holding on to her drink hard as, with a judder, the train started up and slowly pulled out of the station.


‘What is this?’ she said. ‘Am I being kidnapped?’


‘I know,’ said Theo. ‘Isn’t it marvellous?’


‘But what is going on?’


‘It’s Jamie McKinnon,’ said Theo, as if this explained everything.


‘Yes, and ?’ said Mirren.


‘You don’t know?’


‘Wikipedia was not very useful.’


Theo smiled. ‘No, it wouldn’t be. That family is pretty good at keeping itself out of the papers.’


‘Okay, stop being so supercilious and posh,’ said Mirren, properly cross now. ‘Yes, blah blah, you know posh people.’


Theo’s uncle ran an incredibly smart bookshop in Kensington, acquired extraordinarily expensive books, often by dubious means, and had treated Mirren like something unfortunate he’d stepped in. Theo was his penniless nephew who relied on him for room and board – which also meant sometimes carrying out his dirty work.


‘That’s not . . . well,’ said Theo. ‘I don’t know this guy. Except by reputation.’


‘Which is . . . the guy who owns a mad train?’


Theo looked around. ‘Oh, yeah. It’s pretty cool, eh?’


‘You’re pretending to be unimpressed when basically this is JAMES BOND VILLAIN stuff.’


‘I am not,’ said Theo, smiling. ‘I am very impressed. I’d heard it existed, but I couldn’t imagine they’d still let it run.’


‘What even is it?’


‘Well, Jamie’s family used to be incredibly wealthy. Owned half the Highlands.’




‘That sounds like a political minefield.’


‘Oh, well, absolutely, yes, quite right. Until Jamie’s grand­father, a great learned scholar. He gave away a lot of the land and tried to make things right – but he kept the books and the libraries; he was a big fan of that. So basically, the family was left with a lot of books but without a bean. And the grandfather was quite tonto, estranged from Jamie’s mother, let the estate run to rack and ruin. He died recently, practically a pauper.’


‘Oh,’ said Mirren. ‘But they still have the train . . . ’


‘Yes – private carriages used to be quite common. So the family allowed the railway to build through their land a hundred and fifty years ago if and only if they got a halt of their own, and a carriage at their disposal, for as long as the railway ran. And I suppose, one hundred and fifty years later, they still do.’


‘They just summon a train carriage, like getting a cab?’


‘Seems about the size of it.’


Mirren couldn’t help breaking out into a huge grin. Deciding she would reckon with Theo’s behaviour later, she plonked herself into one of the large, comfortable armchairs.


Theo for his part looked exactly as he had done a year ago: thin, tall and pale, with deep-set black eyes, rather like a vampire if that vampire wore Adidas Gazelles and a slightly cheeky expression. Mirren informed herself quite sternly that he was a rat, and she was absolutely not under any circumstances going to find him attractive again. She sipped her drink carefully and warmed her freezing feet. The toddy was delicious.


‘So, we just sit here all night?’


‘Oh, no,’ said Theo, rather smugly. ‘Go and have a look.’


Past the fire was a sliding door through which was a further part of the carriage, with a narrow corridor and compartments, like in old rolling stock, except here the compartments were neatly made-up single beds; there were three compartments, each with two beds. Fresh white linen and a water bowl were laid out; at the end of the corridor was a bathroom with, astonishingly, a proper cast-iron bath in it. Mirren whistled.


By the time she returned to the main section of the carriage, a table had been set up, also with more white linen. Theo was already there, and she noticed he was wearing a suit and tie.


‘You’re dressed for dinner?’


‘Of course,’ he said with some surprise. 


Mirren glanced down at her dirty shirt that she’d been wearing all day and rubbed her tear-stained face. ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Give me five minutes.’


She unpacked her suitcase on one of the pristine white-­counterpaned beds, steadying herself as the train swayed along the tracks. To be inside both a house and a train at the same time was a discombobulating but enchanting experience. She stared out of the window in the dark, seeing, briefly, a lit-up platform, with ‘Watford’ just visible as it flashed past. This was not at all the way she normally thought of the sign­age for Watford. She wondered what people thought when they saw the carriage. Or perhaps they didn’t think a thing about it, didn’t even notice. Perhaps there were private trains travelling all over the railway network all the time. The royal family had had one, she knew. Maybe lots of people did, making their own way in the dead of night. The room had a faded tartan carpet on the floor and dull green walls; the same lowlight brass wall lamps, and real dark red curtains with tassels on them. Goodness, Mirren thought, looking longingly at the bed. She could get used to this.


She washed quickly and redid her make-up and pulled out the only dress she had brought, a lovely brick-red one, which she had figured could work for a Christmas event or a formal business meeting depending on what exactly was required. She pulled down her curly hair and added a bit of lipstick, then crossly took it off again. She wasn’t putting it on for this guy, who last year had been absolutely charming, absolutely as interested in books as she was – and then had walked off without a second glance, back to his rich family and cosseted life.
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