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CHAPTER 1

‘Bea!’ a voice boomed through the flimsy partition wall of Bea Miller’s office cubicle. ‘I said two sugars!’ it continued, becoming gradually louder. Bea could hear Brendan’s footsteps getting closer as he marched towards her desk in the dreary, uninspiring office space she shared with a dozen other lacklustre staff. The fluorescent tube-lighting strip buzzed above Bea’s head and she blinked, attempting to refocus her gaze in its harsh glare.

‘Sorry, I must’ve given you Dave’s,’ she said, flashing a half-smile at the pasty, thirty-something man standing in front of her, wearing a cheap nylon suit. He placed a chipped ‘World’s Best Boss’ mug – the irony of which wasn’t lost on her – down on Bea’s desk. The milky, beige, determinedly sugarless liquid slopped over the sides, spilling onto her workstation. Bea grabbed a tissue and began mopping up diligently.

‘How long have you been here now, Bea? Five months?’ asked Brendan, tapping his foot against her desk.

‘Five months too long,’ she muttered under her breath.

‘Sorry?’

‘About that, yep,’ said Bea, nodding absentmindedly as she threw a sodden tissue into the bin.

‘And is it really too much to ask that you know how I take my tea?’

Bea hesitated. What she really wanted to tell Brendan was that he should be making his own damn tea. She was pretty sure ‘general dogsbody’ wasn’t in the job description the temp agency had sent across when she’d signed up for a job as a PA in the sales department of Hobbs & Partners. Brendan Fuller was head of the sales team, and he possessed a totally skewed sense of self-importance for someone who was essentially managing a team of cold callers, most of whom were barely out of school.

The power really had gone to his head.

‘And Bea!’ shouted Brendan, even louder, this time slamming a pile of papers down on her desk. ‘I asked for the February sales figures, not January.’

‘Really? I could have sworn you said January—’

‘Oh, you could, could you?’ he grunted.

‘Well, yes…’ Bea knew she was right, she knew the mistake was Brendan’s, not hers, but it wasn’t worth antagonizing him further, not while he was in this mood.

‘How about you stop questioning me and get things right for once? Is that really too much to ask?’

‘Actually, yes it is!’ said Bea, loudly. She’d had enough, she wasn’t taking any more of Brendan’s abuse. She might need the money, but no temp job was worth this every day.

‘What did you say?’ said Brendan, staring at her, eyes wide.

‘I said, I’m sick of taking this from you, Brendan. The way you talk to me isn’t okay and I’m done,’ she said, folding her arms.

‘You’ve had enough?’ replied Brendan, incredulous.

‘Yes, I have!’ she swallowed hard, the entire office was looking at her now. She saw Kieran, the new trainee, throw her a thumbs-up from across the room. ‘You can stick your job, Brendan, I’m worth more than this,’ she continued, pulling on her jacket and grabbing her bag from under the desk. ‘I quit!’

‘Yes, Bea!’ yelled Kieran, clapping wildly.

‘Too late,’ said Brendan through gritted teeth, ‘you’re fired.’

‘Whatever,’ Bea shrugged, ‘you’re not my problem anymore, Brendan,’ she said, turning on her heels and walking out of the office for what would be the last time, adrenaline coursing through her veins.

She’d finally done it, she was free.



‘What have I done?’ said Bea, as she sat slumped at the bar in Lagoon Lounge two hours later. She’d walked straight into the first place on Hastings’ High Street that served alcohol, and the tired-looking bar, decked out in blue velvet upholstery, was the closest to the office. She’d immediately ordered a shot of tequila and then called her best friend, Jess, to come and help her drown her sorrows.

Bea and Jess had met on the first day of secondary school, and the pair had been firm friends ever since. Jess lived in the nearby village of Blossom Heath, just five miles from Rye, where her parents, Ted and Maggie, ran the village store. Despite the fact that the journey from the village took nearly thirty minutes, in true best-friend style, Jess arrived at the bar in record time.

‘Oh, you hated that job anyway,’ said Jess, setting another round of drinks down at their table. ‘Brendan sounds like a total arse.’

‘Oh, he is, but I still shouldn’t have walked out like that. I’ve only just moved back to Rye… to Mum and Dad’s.’ Bea said, dropping her head into her hands. ‘What are they going to think? I’ve already failed in London and now I can’t even hold down a job here.’

It was almost four years since Bea had left university, finishing her degree in English Literature from Birmingham with honours. To say things hadn’t exactly gone to plan since then would be an understatement.

She’d moved to London – Essex to be exact; she was so far out on the Central Line it didn’t even count as London – to look for a job in publishing. It had always been about books for Bea, ever since she was tiny. If her mum, Carol, was to be believed, she was reading as she soon as she could talk.

Carol had worked at Rye library for close to thirty years and Bea had lost track of the hours she had spent there as a child, her nose buried in a book. It was the place that had first ignited her love of stories, and when her mum had been diagnosed with cancer when Bea was ten years old, it was books she had turned to, to help her through those dark days. The time she’d spent in Narnia, Wonderland and at Hogwarts had helped her cope. And, when Carol had recovered, books had remained Bea’s sanctuary; they were the place she retreated to when the real world got too much, and she knew that, whatever she ended up doing, it would have to involve literature in some way.

It hadn’t been as easy as that, though. Bea had lost count of the number of applications she’d submitted to publishing houses during her time in London, although it must fall somewhere in the thousands. She’d had a few interviews, which got her hopes up, but they’d all come to nothing. She’d been pipped at the post by candidates with ‘more experience’ or ‘a better fit’… whatever that meant.

It was soul destroying.

How was she supposed to get experience if she couldn’t even get a foot in the door?

Last year, she’d been offered an internship at a small independent house, but when she’d crunched the numbers, she’d realized living on a budget of zero in London wasn’t practical, so she’d had to turn it down.

Where did these companies find people who could afford to work for free, anyway?

‘Hey, coming back home isn’t a failure. You were there almost four years, it’s not like you gave up easily,’ said Jess.

‘I had no idea how competitive it was going to be. I’ve lost count of how many interviews I went to. Hundreds? Thousands?’ she said, shaking her head. ‘There are only so many rejections I could take.’

‘It’s tough out there. Even tougher in creative jobs. Remember how long it took for me to get that first gig in graphic design, even with my degree? It’s hard to catch a break.’

‘It really is. I floated from one temp job to another, getting nowhere fast. It doesn’t help that Archie’s totally killing it either; he’s raking it in in that IT job. He’s got his own place and a mortgage – it’s hard not to feel like I’m coming up short.’

Archie, Bea’s older brother, had bought a house at Meadowgate Mead, a new-build estate on the outskirts of Blossom Heath, a couple of years ago.

‘IT jobs pay well, it’s no surprise that he got that mortgage,’ said Jess. ‘And, anyway, it’s not a competition.’

‘It feels like it is.’

‘You’ve got savings, though, haven’t you? Could they tide you over for a bit, until you find something else?’

‘I could probably make them stretch for a couple of months, but after that, I’m screwed…’

‘Oh Lovely,’ said Jess, rubbing her friend’s back. ‘To be honest, I’m amazed you lasted this long with Brendan. He sounded horrendous.’

‘He really was,’ Bea groaned, rubbing her temples.

‘And you’ve still got that volunteer job at the library, right? You’re enjoying that?’

‘Yeah,’ said Bea, mustering a weak smile. As soon as she’d arrived back in Sussex, Bea had wasted no time in signing up to volunteer at her local library. Her three-hour weekend shift there was the highlight of her week.

‘That’s something, then,’ said Jess with enthusiasm.

‘I guess,’ said Bea, downing another shot.

‘Hey, go easy,’ said Jess. ‘You don’t want to do something you’ll regret.’

‘I already have,’ said Bea, her voice hollow, ‘I’ve quit my job, remember?’

‘Good point,’ said Jess, nodding. ‘Well, you don’t want to do anything else you’ll regret. I think the job thing is enough for one day. Why don’t you give the temp agency a call? I’m sure they can find you something else.’

‘Good idea,’ said Bea, squinting at her phone before dropping it onto the floor with a thud.

‘Maybe,’ said Jess, scooping up the phone, ‘wait until the morning, when you’re more…’

‘Sober?’

‘Exactly. There’s no rush, is there?’

‘No, it can wait. Brendan’s probably already told them I’m useless.’

‘Do you want to come back to mine and we can make a plan? You can figure out what to say to your parents?’

‘Yes, please,’ said Bea, fishing the keys out of her purse. ‘Can we stop off for supplies?’

‘Supplies?’

‘If we’re making a plan, we’ll need the essentials: wine, crisps and chocolate!’

‘Whatever you say.’

‘You have to eat the chocolate and the crisps at the same time, though. And it has to be cheese and onion.’

‘If I have to,’ Jess nodded, helping Bea up from her seat. ‘Maybe we should get you some coffee too?’

‘I knew there was a reason I liked you, Jess Harrison,’ Bea slurred, taking her friend’s arm. ‘You’re one of the good ones.’

‘Oh, don’t worry, I know,’ said Jess, steadying Bea as she stumbled towards the door.



‘What shall we have next? Bea asked, looking at the selection of bottles lined up on Jess’s kitchen counter. ‘Tequila or vodka?’

‘God, not more tequila, it’s disgusting,’ said Jess, pulling a face.

‘We should eat something,’ said Bea, pulling apart a family-sized bag of crisps and throwing them into a bowl. ‘Line our stomachs.’

‘I think it’s a bit late for that,’ said Jess, lying back on the sofa. ‘The damage is well and truly done.’

‘It can’t hurt,’ laughed Bea, setting the crisps on the coffee table and sitting down. ‘I’ve seen a TikTok that will change your life,’ she continued, opening a slab of Dairy Milk. ‘The trick is to eat it at the same time, like this,’ she said, shoving a couple of squares of chocolate into her mouth along with a handful of crisps. ‘It shouldn’t work, but it does,’ she said through a mouthful.

‘Here, let me,’ said Jess, doing the same. ‘Oh my god, that’s amazing,’ she said, closing her eyes. ‘How have we never done this before?’

‘I know, right?’ Bea nodded, taking another handful.

‘Who came up with this idea?’

‘Who knows? But it’s all over TikTok.’

‘Well, whoever it was, it’s delicious. Good spot, Bea, you’re a genius!’

‘I am, aren’t I? Far too good for the likes of Brendan!’ said Bea, puffing out her chest.

‘Exactly,’ said Jess, raising a glass.

‘You know, he reminded me a bit of Trunchbull…’

‘Trunchbull?’

‘Miss Trunchbull? From Matilda?’ said Bea, nudging her friend gently. ‘The awful headmistress, remember?’ Bea loved comparing people to characters from the stories she adored, especially the horrible ones.

‘Ah, yeah! God, he sounded awful!’ said Jess.

‘I know, I should have quit ages ago…’ said Bea, thinking about how much Jess reminded her of Amy March from Little Women: artistic and kind, sassy and fiercely loyal. Yes, Jess was definitely an Amy through and through.

‘Well, you’ve done it now, that’s the main thing.’

‘I have, haven’t I? It feels…’ Bea paused, trying to find the right word, ‘liberating.’

‘God, I wish I’d been there. I’d have loved to have seen the look on his face.’

‘It was priceless,’ said Bea, smiling. ‘He tried to fire me, but I’d already quit – in front of the whole office, too!’

‘That took guts, Bea, I’m proud of you,’ said Jess, pulling her into a hug. ‘You were too good for that job.’

‘I was.’ She slumped back into the sofa cushions and took another sip of her drink. ‘Although…’

‘What?’

‘What am I going to do now?’ she said, panic rising in her chest.

‘Well…’

‘Jess, what the hell am I going to do?’ Bea asked, bolting upright, clutching one of the cushions desperately. ‘Mum and Dad are going to be fuming. What am I going to say to them?’ Her breathing was speeding up, her alarm evident.

‘Bea,’ said Jess, taking her by the shoulders, ‘you’re panicking. Take some deep breaths,’ she said, modelling breathing in and out slowly. Bea followed suit.

‘Okay,’ she nodded, blowing out a long, deep breath.

‘There, that’s better,’ said Jess, encouragingly. ‘How are you feeling now?’

‘Better, thanks. Sorry, today’s been a lot.’

‘I get it. It’ll be fine though, Bea, I promise.’

‘Actually, I had an idea recently… you’ll think it’s silly, though…’ Bea said, shaking her head.

‘Course I won’t. Go on, tell me!’

‘Okay,’ said Bea, taking another deep breath, ‘I was thinking about setting up an online shop, selling books. A bricks-and-mortar bookshop would be my dream, but I guess I never thought it was… realistic, so publishing seemed the most obvious path to take,’ she shrugged. ‘I tried applying for bookshop jobs in London, too… Waterstones, Foyles, loads of independents, but even that was super competitive.’

‘Okay,’ said Jess, sitting up straight. ‘Well, you’ve always been book-obsessed, I can totally see you doing that.’

‘Can you?’ said Bea, hesitating. She hadn’t given the idea much serious thought, but perhaps she should? ‘So, I was thinking about having a stall at local fairs…’

‘And?’

‘Well, I was at the farmer’s market the other day and they had one of those coffee bars – a converted horsebox, I think it was – and I was wondering, well…’ She breathed in deeply. ‘What if I did the same, only with books?’

‘A mobile bookshop?’ asked Jess, setting down her glass.

‘Yeah, exactly.’

Jess stared back at her for a moment.

‘It’s a mad idea, isn’t it?’ said Bea, shaking her head.

‘Mad? Absolutely not!’ said Jess, seriously. ‘I think it’s bloody brilliant!’

‘You do?’

‘God, yes! It’s a great idea! You should totally do it!’

‘Really?’

‘Definitely! There’s nothing like that around here. It would have a real novelty-factor too—’

‘That’s what I was thinking,’ said Bea, animatedly. ‘I could travel to all the local villages – none of them have bookshops – and there’d be no rent to pay, not like with a high street shop. What’s the worst that could happen?’

‘Exactly! If it didn’t work, you’d just pack up and move on to the next place. What have you got to lose?

‘That’s what I thought,’ said Bea, buzzing with excitement. ‘I’ve got some savings – how much could a horsebox cost anyway?’

‘There’s only one way to find out,’ said Jess, grabbing her laptop, ‘eBay!’

‘I could get an old one and do it up,’ said Bea.

‘I’ll help. I could design your logo and paint it across the sides; give it a proper glow-up,’ said Jess, spreading her arms wide. ‘Whatever you like!’

‘Let’s have a look,’ said Bea, tapping away at the keyboard.

‘How much are they?’ Jess asked, peering across at the screen.

‘Hmmmm… more than I thought,’ said Bea, her face falling a little.

‘Yeah, but those have already been done up, look for the ones that haven’t.’

‘Cheaper… much cheaper,’ Bea said, scrolling down the page. ‘Hang on, this one looks good,’ she continued, tilting the laptop towards Jess. ‘It needs work, but it looks pretty sturdy.’

‘There you go! It says it’s perfect for a conversion, too. Can you afford it?’

‘Barely,’ said Bea, biting her lower lip. ‘It’ll wipe out most of my savings, but I’d have a bit left to give it a revamp and buy some stock. Just think how cute it would look with a pretty, pastel paint-job and some fairy lights around the door! I could have beanbags inside and macramé on the walls. It would be dreamy,’ she swooned, lost in the picture she was creating in her mind.

‘You only live once!’

‘Exactly, and I am here for it!’ Bea said, her mouse hovering over the buy it now button.

She hesitated.

Was this complete madness? She’d given the idea no real thought, and here she was, about to sink every penny she had into buying a beaten-up horsebox. But she had to do something to get herself unstuck. She didn’t have a job right now, anyway, so what was there to lose?

She had to be brave.

She took a large swig of her drink. ‘I’m doing it!’ she said, decisively, clicking her mouse and completing the sale in an instant. ‘There! Done!’

‘This calls for a celebration,’ cheered Jess. ‘More tequila!’

‘Yes! I’ll put some tunes on!’

As they danced around the living room, ‘I Gotta Feeling’, by the Black Eyed Peas, blasting out at full volume, Bea relished the fact she was now the proud – if terribly drunk – owner of a pre-owned horsebox.






CHAPTER 2

Bea woke early the next morning with light flooding through her bedroom window. She shoved her pounding head back underneath the pillow.

‘Oh, God,’ she groaned, her mouth parched. She reached out to feel around for a glass of water on the bedside table. ‘Eurgh,’ she grunted, massaging her forehead. Exactly how much had she drunk last night? The last thing she remembered was dancing around Jess’s living room to ‘I Gotta Feeling’.

She rubbed her eyes and pulled herself up into a sitting position. ‘Oh, God,’ she whispered, as she remembered she’d quit her job yesterday. What had she been thinking?

She could hear her parents moving about in the kitchen downstairs, and a knot formed in her stomach. There was a muffled cry of ‘See you later, love,’ shouted upstairs to her as the front door clicked shut behind them. It was Friday morning; her parents were off to bowls club.

She slumped back down on the bed. How on earth was she going to tell them? she wondered.

Bea’s duvet was strewn with empty bags of crisps, and her laptop, which was still running, was covered in cheese puffs.

‘Jeez,’ she groaned, stretching an arm out towards it. The screen sprang to life. eBay? She hardly used the auction site anymore, not since she’d made a spur-of-the-moment drunk purchase and ended up with a dozen copies of It’s A Wonderful Life on DVD in the middle of August.

She clicked into her account to look at her purchase history.

What?

She rubbed her eyes and looked again. It must be a mistake, it had to be. She hadn’t been that drunk last night, surely?

Bea refreshed the page. It made no difference, the purchase from yesterday was still there, clear as day.

11.37pm Vintage Double Horsebox Trailer in need of refurbishment / Perfect for food truck conversion. £2500.

No, no, no, no, no! It had to be a mistake. An amount like that would wipe out her savings; she’d have almost nothing left. She didn’t even own a car to tow the damn thing, for God’s sake! She’d have to email the seller and get the transaction cancelled, get her money back. It’d be fine. No need to panic.

But just then, a scene from last night flashed in her head. She was sat on the sofa with Jess, who was telling her what a great idea it was: a mobile bookshop she could take on the road…

A mobile bookshop? Is that what she’d intended the horsebox for? Sure, she’d thought about it after she’d seen that converted one at the farmer’s market, but she wouldn’t actually buy one. That would be crazy, wouldn’t it?

She pushed the laptop away and sank back into her pillows. Her head was thumping; she couldn’t think.

Exasperated, she hauled herself up and padded down to the kitchen, found a box of paracetamol and swigged a couple down with a glass of water. If she could just clear her head, perhaps that would help her to remember exactly what had happened last night.

Her mum had left a note on the kitchen table: Gone to bowls, see you later. Can you unload the dishwasher?

She’d have to call Jess. Hopefully, she could shed some light on the eBay situation.

Bea refilled her glass with water and headed back upstairs, settling herself under the covers. Jess picked up after a few rings, sounding even worse than Bea felt.

‘Hello?’

‘Jess, it’s me,’ said Bea.

‘Why are you awake already? I feel terrible.’ Jess croaked. ‘How much did we drink last night?’

‘Way too much judging by my purchase history on eBay.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘Did I say anything last night about a horsebox?’

‘Oh, yeah,’ said Jess, slowly, ‘you were going on about that for ages. You’d seen a food truck in Rye, and you said it would be the perfect way to sell books. I thought it was a great idea—’

‘I’ve bought one.’

‘What?’

‘A horsebox.’

There was silence down the line.

‘Jess? Are you still there?’

‘Bloody hell, Bea!’

‘I know.’

‘How much was it?’

‘Two and a half grand.’

‘How much?’ Jess gasped.

‘That’s nearly all my savings gone.’

‘Christ! What are you going to do?’

‘Try and get my money back, obviously. The seller’s in Blossom Heath… Millcroft Stables.’

‘No way!’ said Jess, ‘that’s Charlotte’s place.’

‘Who’s Charlotte?’

‘She’s lovely. Comes in the shop all the time. I used to go riding at her stables when I was a kid.’

‘Do you think she’ll give me my money back?’

Jess paused before answering.

‘Maybe, but…’

‘What?’

‘What if it’s not actually a bad idea?’

‘Spending my life savings on a wreck of a horsebox – yeah that sounds like a genius plan,’ said Bea, her voice laced with sarcasm.

‘But what if it’s a sign, Bea? You’ve always wanted your own bookshop.’

‘But I don’t know anything about running a business, it was just a drunk, spur-of-the-moment idea—’

‘And sometimes those are the best kind!’

‘I don’t know, Jess…’

‘The stables are literally just down the road, Bea, that can’t be a coincidence—’

‘So, what, you think it’s all part of some grand plan that the universe has for me?’

‘Yes? Maybe? Oh, I don’t know… but manifesting is a real thing, loads of people are into it.’

‘I’m not sure drunk-buying a horsebox is the same thing.’

‘All I’m saying is, why don’t we go and have a look. Talk to Charlotte. You might regret it if you don’t.’

‘But where would I even keep a horsebox, let alone refurbish it? It looks like it needs tons of work; I wouldn’t know where to start. And I’ll need to buy stock too, I don’t even own a car to tow it either.’

‘Hmmmmm…’ said Jess, thoughtfully. ‘Who do I know that’s good with their hands and has tons of storage space, acres of it in fact… Nathan!’

Nathan Chambers was Bea’s childhood boyfriend. They’d met at secondary school and dated right through to the final year of sixth form. He lived and worked at Three Acre Farm on the outskirts of Blossom Heath. He’d been her Dawsey Adams, a farmer with a poetic soul, just like in The Guernsey Literary and Potato Peel Pie Society. She’d thought they’d be together forever, but life had other plans.

‘Jess, no,’ said Bea.

‘I’m sure he’d be happy to help, he’s a good friend and you’ve been hanging out loads since you got back from London.’

‘Don’t you dare, Jess.’

‘Too late, I’ve already sent him a text.’

‘Jess!’ Bea shrieked, as she heard the ping of Jess’s phone.

‘He said yes! We’ve just got to let him know when to meet us at Charlotte’s.’

‘Oh, for fuck’s sake, Jess!’

‘You email Charlotte and find out if we can go over there today.’

‘Can I have time to get over my hangover first?’

‘Of course, I’m not a monster. I’ve got a good feeling about this, though, Bea, I really have.’

‘I wish I could say the same,’ replied Bea and, as she hung up the phone, she was pretty sure that the queasy sensation in her belly wasn’t entirely due to how much tequila she’d drunk last night…



When they pulled into the yard at Millcroft Stables later that day, Bea saw a woman she assumed must be Charlotte, in the courtyard, brushing down a handsome chestnut stallion.

‘I hope you’re right about this,’ Bea whispered to Jess as they got out of the car.

‘Hi, Jess!’ called Charlotte, looking up. ‘And you must be Bea,’ she said, striding across the yard towards them.

‘I am,’ said Bea, smiling nervously. ‘Thanks for finding time to see us today, I hope my message made sense.’

‘I’m guessing the horsebox was an impulse buy?’ said Charlotte.

‘Drunk buy, more like,’ said Jess.

‘Jess!’ said Bea, nudging her friend in the ribs.

‘It’s fine,’ said Charlotte, ‘it’s a lot of money, I totally understand that you’d want to see it in person. If it’s not right for you, I’ll cancel the sale, no problem.’

‘That’s really generous of you, thanks, Charlotte,’ said Bea, beaming at her.

‘Here’s Nathan,’ said Jess, gesturing towards the old Land Rover that was pulling into the yard.

‘Morning, all,’ said Nathan, brushing his floppy brown hair out of his eyes. ‘So, you’ve bought a horsebox, eh?’ he said, beaming broadly at Bea.

‘Why don’t I take you to see it? It’s in the back field,’ said Charlotte.

‘That would be great,’ said Bea. ‘Thank you.’

They followed a path through paddocks filled with horses swishing their tails and flicking their ears in the morning sun.

‘Aw, they’re gorgeous,’ said Bea, as she reached out to pat a pretty, grey mare who had poked her nose through the wooden fencing. ‘Are they all yours?’

‘Duchess is,’ said Charlotte, nodding towards the grey horse, ‘but most of the others are here on livery, only six… no, five, are my own,’ she continued, correcting herself.

‘I was sorry to hear about what happened to Apollo,’ said Jess, softly. ‘He was a gorgeous boy.’

Charlotte had lost her champion stallion last year in an accident on the road, and it had hit her hard.

‘Thanks, Jess,’ said Charlotte, forcing a half-smile. ‘I still miss him every day, but it’s getting easier. Here we are,’ she said, pointing to the next field, ‘that’s the horsebox.’

‘Great, thanks,’ said Bea, her heart sinking as they got closer.

This was what she’d spent her savings on? It was a wreck. The paintwork was cracked and peeling, there was moss growing out of its roof and rust around the wheel arches. It had most definitely seen better days.

‘It needs a bit of work,’ confirmed Charlotte, reading the look on Bea’s face. ‘It hasn’t been used for a while, so it’s just sat here gathering dust and moss by the looks of things, I’m afraid.’

‘Well, you did list it as vintage,’ said Bea, forcing a smile.

‘Let me open it up so you can have a look inside,’ said Charlotte, swinging open the doors and lowering the ramp.

‘It’s very roomy,’ said Jess, encouragingly.

‘It’s got a divider to take two horses, but you can remove that easily, depending on what you’re planning to use it for,’ said Charlotte.

‘And what exactly are you planning to use it for?’ asked Nathan, raising his eyebrows.

‘Promise you won’t think I’ve gone completely mad?’ said Bea.

‘Depends…’ said Nathan, looking serious.

‘A mobile bookshop,’ Bea blurted in one quick breath.

‘A bookshop?’ said Charlotte, eyes wide. ‘Interesting.’

‘But what about your job?’ asked Nathan.

‘Bea quit yesterday,’ said Jess.

‘What?’ said Nathan, his head snapping in Bea’s direction. ‘You quit?’

‘Erm… yeah,’ Bea whispered.

‘Why don’t I leave you guys to it?’ said Charlotte. ‘Take a look around, have a think, and come and find me back at the yard when you’re done.’

‘Great, thanks,’ said Bea.

‘Wow, quitting’s a brave move,’ said Nathan, turning to face her.

‘I guess I’d had enough, Nate,’ Bea shrugged. ‘I just couldn’t stick it anymore.’

‘Hey, I’m not judging,’ he said quickly, holding up his hands, ‘you’ve gotta do what’s right for you. So, the bookshop idea? How did that come about?’

‘Well, I’d been thinking about opening an online store,’ explained Bea. ‘A sort of side hustle I suppose, and I thought maybe a mobile bookshop could work.’

‘Right, okay…’ said Nathan.

‘And then I got really drunk with Jess last night and woke up to find that I’d bought a horsebox to turn into a bookshop. Ta-dah!’ she said, sweeping her arms out in front of her.

‘Wow, that upscaled fast,’ Nathan laughed.

‘So, what do you think?’ said Bea, looking at him.

‘What do I think?’ said Nathan. ‘How am I involved in this exactly?’

‘Well, look at the state of it.’ Jess chimed in. ‘Do you think Bea’s going to be able to turn this into a bookshop on her own?’

‘No,’ said Nathan, flatly.

‘And who do we know that’s handy, local and has loads of space to store it while it’s being converted?’ Jess asked.

‘Don’t feel like you have to say yes,’ Bea said, quickly. ‘But you know more about this kind of stuff than I do, Nate. Is it possible, do you think? I mean it looks pretty dire to me.’

‘Well,’ said Nathan, circling the horsebox slowly. ‘It’s mostly cosmetic, I think,’ he said, stepping inside and bouncing up and down. ‘The structure feels solid,’ he continued, tapping the walls.

‘Really?’ said Bea, excitement bubbling up in her stomach.

‘And we could store it at the farm, no bother. I’ve got a spare barn,’ said Nathan.

‘Did you say we?’ asked Bea. ‘Does that mean you’ll help?’

‘Of course I’ll help,’ said Nathan, his face splitting into a grin.

‘Are you sure?’

‘I want to, okay? I can’t sell books, but I can help with the refit of this, no problem,’ said Nathan.

‘And how long will it take, do you think?’ asked Jess.

‘Hmmmm…’ he said, thoughtfully. ‘A few weeks, maybe? If we do it in the evenings and weekends, you’ll be surprised how quickly it’ll come together.’

‘That soon? Wow! Thanks, Nate, that’s amazing,’ said Bea, throwing her arms around his neck and squeezing him hard.

‘My pleasure,’ said Nathan, his cheeks colouring. ‘How are you going to tow it, though? Have you forgotten that you don’t actually own a car?’

‘I’ve got a plan: I’m going to ask Archie if I can use his – he barely uses it, it’s just sat on his driveway,’ said Bea.

‘Great idea!’ said Jess.

‘There’s so much else to think about, though,’ said Bea. ‘I don’t have a business plan, I’ve wiped out my savings and I’ve got no idea how to get started.’

‘I know it seems like a lot,’ said Jess. ‘But you’ll figure it out.’

‘Do you think I could ask Tori at the Cosy Cat for some advice, Jess? She set up the cat café last year, didn’t she? I’ve only met her a few times, but you know her pretty well,’ said Bea.

‘I’m sure she’d be happy to help, I’ll give you her number,’ said Jess.

‘I’ll ask Charlotte if she’ll give me a few days to think about it before I go ahead,’ said Bea.

‘She did say she’d cancel the sale if you’re not sure, so I reckon she’ll give you some leeway,’ said Nathan.

‘Looks like I’ve got a plan then!’ said Bea. ‘You know what, though? I think I might already have a name,’ she said, nodding towards the trailer.

‘What is it?’ asked Jess.

‘Bea’s Book Wagon!’ said Bea, looking at them expectantly.

‘Ooooh, I love it!’ said Jess, with a gasp of delight.

‘You realize now it has a name you’ll have to go through with it?’ said Nathan.

‘I’ll start thinking about a logo, too,’ said Jess, mulling it over. ‘I’ll get my sketchbook out when I get home.’

‘Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,’ said Bea, seriously. ‘This is all still hypothetical right now.’

‘Hypothetical, yeah, right,’ Jess sniggered. ‘As if.’

‘I’ve still got to talk to Mum and Dad – as far as they’re concerned, I’ve still got a job at Hobbs & Partners!’ said Bea. ‘That’s going to be a fun conversation.’

‘Ah,’ said Nathan. ‘How do you think they’ll take it?’

‘God knows, but I don’t think they’re going to be happy,’ Bea said, shaking her head.

But, as Bea walked back through the paddocks towards the stables, she realized that she’d already fallen more than a little in love with Bea’s Book Wagon.






CHAPTER 3

Bea jumped out of Jess’s car, before her friend was late for her shift at Harrison’s, and hurried towards the one and only bus stop next to the village green. She glanced down at her watch: 4.03pm. She only had four minutes to wait for the bus back to Rye, to face the dreaded conversation with her parents.

In all the excitement at the stables, she’d almost managed to forget just how apprehensive she was about breaking the news to them that she’d quit her job.

Bea stuck out her arm when she saw the bus approaching, hopped on board, found a vacant seat and reached into her bag for her book. A bus journey meant only one thing: pure, uninterrupted reading time. Utter bliss.

She opened the pages of a pastel pink copy of Jane Austen’s Sense and Sensibility. She’d lost count of how many times she’d read it, and owned several copies, but this one was a special edition with beautiful, gold-sprayed edges, which she hadn’t been able to resist adding to her collection. Bea had stopped counting exactly how many books she owned years ago, her passion taking up most of the floor space in the tiny box room at her parents’ house. She was always searching through crates at fairs and flea markets, and she’d found some real gems over the years. To say it had become a bit of an obsession was an understatement.

She found the page marked by a pretty boho bookmark and smiled to herself before starting to read. She was at one of her favourite parts of the story: the bit where, with Marianne’s life hanging in the balance, Colonel Brandon sets off on horseback in search of her mother. It occurred to Bea that Colonel Brandon really was one of the most overlooked romantic heroes; he deserved far more credit than he got. Give her a Colonel Brandon over a Willoughby any day of the week.

Bea was yet to find her real-life Colonel Brandon. She’d split from Rory, the guy she’d been dating in London, four months ago. She’d thought things had been going well, so it was a shock when he’d ended their relationship, telling her things ‘weren’t that deep’ between them.

There was a pattern to Bea’s dating history, she realized: she’d meet someone, they’d seem perfect, she’d fall head over heels, but it never lasted for long.

It was all very… disappointing when she thought about it.

She wasn’t sure she’d ever really been in love. Not properly. Not in the way she read about in her favourite romance novels. The closest she’d ever come was with Nathan, although she wasn’t sure that really counted. She was just a teenager when they’d dated and what she’d thought was love back then was more likely just a high-school crush. She wasn’t giving up, though. She knew her Colonel Brandon was out there somewhere, she just had to find him…

The journey back to Rye passed all too quickly, the way time always did when Bea’s nose was buried in a book, and just as Mrs Dashwood arrived safely at the Palmer’s estate in Somerset, Bea was almost home.

As she reached out her hand to ding the stop button, it occurred to her that Austen’s words rang true: ‘It isn’t what we say or think that defines us, but what we do’.

Bea was certainly doing something now and, as she walked the short distance home with a spring in her step, the clouds finally parted and she could feel the heat from the sun’s rays warming her back.

‘Bea? Is that you?’ her mum, Carol, called from the kitchen. ‘Dinner’s ready!’

‘Okay,’ she said, bending down to fuss the family dog, an exuberant Cavalier King Charles Spaniel, who was rushing towards her. ‘How’s your morning been, Wordsworth?’ she said, stroking his long ears fondly.

‘Bea! Dinner!’ Carol called again.

‘Yep. Coming!’ she called back, following the scent of sausages that was wafting through from the kitchen, Wordsworth trotting along beside her.

‘It’s toad in the hole,’ said Carol, spooning out a generous helping. ‘Can you grab the gravy boat?’

‘Sure,’ replied Bea, taking it from the dresser.

‘This is a treat,’ said Gordon, her dad, stealing a roast potato from one of the plates and shoving it into his mouth. ‘Ow, that’s hot,’ he moaned.

‘That’ll teach you,’ teased Carol. ‘So, where have you been all day?’ she asked Bea, placing a steaming plate of food in front of her husband.

‘Let’s eat, first,’ said Bea, her voice jangling with nerves.

‘Oh, why? What’s happened?’ Carol asked, concern etched on her face.

‘Well, I’ve got some news,’ said Bea, pulling out the chair next to her dad, who was already busy tucking into his supper. ‘Shall I get some wine?’ she asked, grabbing a bottle of red and pouring out three glasses.

‘Wine? We don’t usually—’ said Carol.

‘Let’s make an exception,’ interrupted Bea. ‘Like I said, I’ve got news.’

‘Don’t mind if I do,’ said Gordon, taking a swig from his glass.

‘Well,’ said Bea, inhaling deeply. ‘It’s about my job—’

‘You’ve found something else, finally? That’s great news, love. I know how much you hate it there,’ said Carol.

‘Yeah, I did hate it,’ said Bea. This was it… time to come clean.

‘Hang on. Did you say did?’ Carol asked. ‘Past tense? You haven’t quit before finding something else, have you?’ said Carol, putting down her knife and fork.

‘Well… sort of,’ said Bea, screwing up her face.

‘What do you mean sort of? You’ve either quit or you haven’t?’ said Gordon.

‘I’ve quit,’ said Bea. ‘I had to, Brendan was—’ said Bea.

‘A bully?’ said Carol ‘From everything you’ve told us, that’s how I’d describe him.’

‘Yes,’ said Bea, hanging her head.

‘And you didn’t feel like you could stick with it? Until you’d found something else at least?’ asked Gordon.

‘No,’ said Bea, shaking her head determinedly. ‘Not after the way he spoke to me yesterday.’

‘Well, I hope you told him where to shove his job, he sounds like an awful little man. You’ll find something else soon enough,’ said Carol.

‘Good on you for standing up for yourself, love. Even if it does mean you’re unemployed!’ said Gordon, patting her hand.

‘Well…’ said Bea slowly. ‘I’ve kinda got a plan.’

‘How exciting!’ said Carol. ‘What is it?’

‘I’m going to open a mobile bookshop in a horsebox,’ Bea blurted out in one breath.

‘A mobile what?’ said Gordon.

‘Bookshop,’ said Bea.

‘In a horsebox?’ said Carol.

‘I know it sounds mad, but,’ Bea paused, her beaded bracelets rattling on her wrist, ‘one was up for sale in Blossom Heath, someone Jess knows, and it was too good an opportunity to miss. I really think I can make a go of it; I want to try to, at least…’ Bea paused, studying her parents’ expressions to try to gauge their reactions.

‘Well,’ said Gordon, pushing his plate away. ‘I wasn’t expecting that.’

‘Me neither,’ Carol agreed, taking a large sip of wine. ‘I know you love books, but your own business… it’s a big risk.’

‘I know it seems like this has come out of nowhere, believe me I get it, I’m as shocked as you are. But I’ve been trying to figure out what I’m meant to do for so long. All those failed interviews, trying to get into publishing… I never managed it, but I think, well, maybe this is it?’ said Bea. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever felt quite so excited about anything, ever.’

They sat in silence for a few minutes.

‘Well,’ said Carol, after a long pause. ‘It’s your life, love, you’ve got to do what feels right.’

‘If it’s what you really want, Bea…’ said Gordon.

‘Seriously? You’re not annoyed?’ said Bea, relief coursing through her.

‘Annoyed? Why would we be? You’re not a child anymore, Beatrice. You’re old enough to make your own decisions,’ said Carol.

‘And that means taking responsibility for them, even the bad ones. If it doesn’t work out, you’ll need to think about what you’re doing to do,’ said Gordon.

‘Oh, I will. And I don’t want you to worry about money either. I’ve got the temp agency as a back-up, so I can still keep paying rent,’ said Bea.

‘Pleased to hear it,’ said Gordon, the lines creasing his forehead softening.

‘Well, I propose a toast. To Bea and her bookshop!’ said Carol, raising her glass.

‘To Bea’s horsebox,’ said Gordon, clinking his glass against hers.

‘To Bea’s Book Wagon,’ said Bea, finally, relief washing over her.

Although her parents had reacted to her news far better than she’d expected, Bea couldn’t get her dad’s words out of her head: she needed to take responsibility for her own decisions, even the bad ones. She just hoped that her decision to open a mobile bookshop wasn’t going to be something she’d live to regret.






CHAPTER 4

Bea had arranged to meet Tori from the Cosy Cat Café for a drink at the Apple Tree on Monday evening. She’d spent the weekend researching business costs, running numbers and trying to come up with some kind of plan. Finance wasn’t her thing, but she’d put her heart and soul into formulating options that would make Bea’s Book Wagon a reality. She hoped Tori could help hone her ideas, one female entrepreneur supporting another.

‘Bea, hi!’ said Tori, as she approached the bar.

‘Tori, hi! Can I get you a drink?’ Bea asked, pulling her purse out of her bag.

‘A negroni would be great, thanks.’

‘Delicious! Can you make that two, please, Pete?’

‘Sure,’ said Pete, the landlord, taking two glasses and mixing their drinks.

‘Thanks so much for doing this, I really appreciate it,’ said Bea warmly.

‘No problem,’ replied Tori, waving a hand, ‘I’m intrigued to hear all about this business proposal of yours. I’m no expert, but if I can help, I will.’

‘I just want to pick your brain, really,’ said Bea, paying for their drinks and heading for one of the window tables.

‘Pick away,’ said Tori, pulling up a chair opposite her.

‘I love the Cosy Cat Café, you’ve done such a great job with it,’ said Bea, taking a sip of her cocktail. ‘All the cats are up for adoption, aren’t they?’

‘Yeah, we work with Izzy at New Beginnings Rescue Centre to try to find them their forever homes, and Grace at Brook House Vets helps with all the medical stuff.’

‘I love that!’

‘Thanks, it works well. We’ve rehomed over forty cats since we opened last year.’

‘That’s amazing,’ said Bea.

‘We do our best, but enough about that – fill me in on this business idea of yours. I’m dying to know all about it!’ said Tori, leaning in.

‘It’s all been a bit of a bolt out of the blue really,’ said Bea, quickly, ‘I’m not sure I’ve thought it through properly, if I’m honest. There’s so much to think about: budgets, logistics, insurance… I don’t really know what I’m doing—’

‘Bea,’ said Tori, softly.

‘Yes?’

‘Why don’t you take a breath and start at the beginning?’

‘Sorry, yes, I’m rambling…’ said Bea, flushing.

‘Not at all, just take your time and tell me everything,’ said Tori, encouragingly.

Bea explained the events of the past few days, from quitting her job to buying the horsebox. She showed Tori some screenshots of other mobile bookshops she’d found online and explained her vision for making Bea’s Book Wagon a success.

‘Looks like you’ve put a lot of thought into this, given the time you’ve had,’ said Tori, scanning the images on Bea’s phone. ‘These look great!’

‘I know, right? I’m hoping to create something similar, but there’s so much to consider and I don’t really know where to start. I know it’s not the same thing – a bookshop and a cat café – but I thought you might be able to tell me about some of the basics of running a small business?’

‘It can all feel a bit overwhelming when you’re just getting started, can’t it?’

‘Yes, exactly!’ Bea nodded. ‘Jess mentioned that you’ve got a business degree, too, so that must’ve been helpful?’

‘It was and it wasn’t,’ Tori laughed, taking a sip of her cocktail. ‘I knew where to start when it came to putting together a business plan, but the animal welfare regulations were a lot to get my head around, and then I had to get Izzy at the rescue on board with the idea, too, not to mention the rest of the village. Not everyone was keen on the idea of a cat café at first…’

‘Gosh, that’s an awful lot to sort out,’ said Bea. ‘I hadn’t really thought about that.’

‘Well, of course we already had Mum’s premises and an established café business, but I’ve got a business plan template I can email to you – that’ll be a good starting point.’

‘That would be great, thank you.’

‘Considering you only came up with the idea on Friday, I’d say the fact you’re already starting to get organized is pretty good going.’

‘Really?’ said Bea, eyes wide. ‘I wasn’t sure if it was a total madcap idea and I was wasting my—’

‘Bea?’

‘Yes?’

‘Would you take a compliment?’

‘Sorry,’ Bea replied with a shy smile.

‘And Bea?’

‘Yes?’

‘Stop apologizing.’

‘Ah, right, yes… sorry. Oh, I mean—’

‘Don’t worry,’ Tori smiled. ‘It’s fine. And as for it being a madcap idea…’

‘Yes?’ Bea whispered.

‘You’re talking to someone who opened a cat café, remember? I’m not sure it gets much more madcap than that,’ Tori laughed.

‘I suppose I’m in good company, then,’ Bea chuckled.

She liked Tori. There was something about her that made Bea feel instantly calmer, her initial nerves about sharing her plans completely evaporating. Tori reached over to peer at Bea’s phone again.

‘Can I see the photos again?’ Tori asked.

‘I’ve got so many ideas. I love this one here,’ Bea said, holding the screen up. ‘It’s got artificial flowers around the door – and look at the bunting they’ve used in this one,’ she said, swiping through the gallery of images she’d curated. ‘They’ve really inspired me,’ she paused.

‘I can see that,’ said Tori, ‘these all look pretty special.’

‘Right? I’ve been thinking about my life a lot recently. I don’t have a job, a mortgage, boyfriend, kids… any real responsibilities. I know buying the horsebox was an impulse, but I feel like this is it – my moment, I suppose – and if it doesn’t work out, what’s the worst that can happen? I get another job and I’m back where I started. I’ve got nothing to lose.’

‘You should be proud of yourself,’ said Tori, raising her glass. ‘You’re doing your own thing, not answering to anybody, escaping the nine-to-five for something you’re obviously passionate about. How many people can say that?’

‘I suppose so,’ Bea agreed, clinking her glass against Tori’s. ‘To taking risks!’

‘It’s not going to be easy, though,’ said Tori, her voice softening. ‘Running a business is tough, and starting from scratch on your own is even tougher. It was bad enough for me and I had Mum’s help; I wasn’t alone.’

‘Ah, yes, I see.’

‘I’m sorry if that sounds harsh, Bea, but it can be pretty brutal at times.’

‘No, I get it, I appreciate the honesty. That’s why I wanted to talk to you.’

‘Would you be up for getting another temp job, to tide you over financially in the short term?’

‘Yes, absolutely. I’m going to need to. I’m planning to work on the horsebox in my evenings and weekends at first, so I’ll need another income for a while. I was going to speak to the agency next week to see if they can find me something else.’
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