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Prologue

Snow was falling gently, piling up on the old-fashioned mullioned windows of the little shops on Edinburgh’s Victoria Street; laying calmly on the pavements; covering the world with its softness.

Behind the glass, all was warm and cosy; candles flickered and the fire burned brightly, keeping the icy fingers of winter from creeping in. Dim light danced up and down the decorated bookshelves. Here was a cacophony of books, spilling over, piled high, two deep on every shelf; promising escape: mystery, adventure; treasure maps and tales of old, of cabbages and kings; brave tales, pirates, worlds of frost; worlds that exist above the rooftops. Here was everything you needed for curling up in front of the fire and losing yourself, as snug as a dormouse in the wintertime, nestled in a blanket …

‘CUT!’

Carmen Hogan stood outside McCredie’s bookshop, scowling. The sun blazed down, and the snow machine was making a heck of a noise.

‘This is so stupid,’ she said to her hard-to-impress friend Idra, who had come along to watch and see if she could meet any massive movie stars who might be pivoting to small, local, download-only productions.

‘If I put that many Christmas decorations up in the shop, nobody could get to any of the books. And those are stupid, dusty fake books. What are they doing to my shop?’

‘They’re paying money is what they’re doing.’

Carmen snorted. ‘Not that much money. And I’ll lose it on people not coming in and buying detective novels.’

‘But you’ll make it back at Christmas when you’re that shop in that film.’

‘Oh yeah,’ said Carmen, brightening up. ‘I didn’t think of that.’

Other shop owners on the street – Bronagh from the magic shop and Bobby from hardware – had come out to watch.

‘Why couldn’t they do this with hardware?’ said Bobby, ruefully. ‘I could really have done with it.’

‘Well,’ explained Carmen, trying to be nice about things because she liked Bobby a lot, ‘being a bookseller is pretty cool and sexy and romantic, while being a guy who sells brooms is … you know, just a guy who sells brooms.’

‘Being a bookseller is pretty cool and sexy and romantic,’ sniffed Idra, ‘as long as you don’t mind starving to death and kipping in your sister’s basement.’

Carmen ignored this. Bobby just looked a bit sad.

‘Well, I sell magic,’ complained Bronagh. ‘How is that not tremendously sexy?’ And she tossed back her long red tresses. Bronagh really was sexy, if a bit spooky.

Carmen had shiny black hair and a sweet round face and eyebrows that made her look cross. Over the years, she and Idra had spent quite some time doing things to those eyebrows, none of which had worked particularly well and some of which (sticking in the extra hairs sprung to mind) actively made Carmen shudder to think of.

‘Well, you see, maybe you should have opened a Wizard school,’ explained Carmen regretfully.

The snow machine was doing its best, but it had been the most glorious summer in Scotland. Although Carmen wasn’t one hundred per cent sure the unexpected heatwave was altogether welcomed by the tourists who wandered up and down Victoria Street, wearing their prescribed summer outfits for visiting Edinburgh: trousers, a fleece and a waterproof jacket, and carrying increasing amounts of it around in their arms. Everywhere small children were tearing off woolly hats and gloves, except for the film extras, of course, who were sitting unnaturally still, dressed like Victorian urchins. Carmen thought, slightly uncharitably, that she should probably get her eleven-year-old niece Pippa down. She was very good at sitting still and looking slightly frightening, like a tiny stern ghost.

She reminded herself that it was hardly Pippa’s fault that at the age of thirty Carmen was still living in her sister’s basement and had to deal with toy ducks in the bath, due to the number of children – four – who lived there.

The housing crisis was purely theoretical, she reflected a little glumly, until it affected you. Edinburgh wasn’t just expensive; it was absurd, solar levels of expensive. She might as well have planned a move to Buckingham Palace. Fortunately, her sister Sofia, currently on maternity leave, didn’t seem to mind too much.

‘Okay,’ said the director, who was tiny, with a long ponytail, little round glasses and dressed entirely in black, as though he’d walked into a shop called ‘Directors Are Us’. Carmen wondered if he spent a lot of money on beard trimming.

Instantly, the onlookers were shooed back from the barriers that were closing off the road, irritating those people who wanted their Instagram pics of the beautiful street that curled upwards with its gorgeous coloured shops, like Diagon Alley come to life, and exciting those who just wanted to see the slightly faded movie star who was playing the main part.

The slightly faded movie star, Lind Stephens, marched on set. He was wearing tartan trousers and a huge jumper that looked incredibly expensive. Idra stuck out her chest, just in case.

‘And action!’

Carmen caught herself smiling. She couldn’t help it; it was exciting. Come Christmas, this would be on a streaming service, and it would be her shop! Well, Mr McCredie’s shop, strictly speaking. But, Carmen was certain that they wouldn’t have picked this location if it hadn’t been for her hard work turning the shop into a lovely place to visit.

The little shop sat at the foot of the castle, in one of the prettiest areas in an already extraordinarily pretty city. This part of the old town curved up and around on two levels – Victoria Street and West Bow – from the great Grassmarket, a huge open space that had always had markets but was now also full of cafés and bars and people partying. The castle loomed above it, towering high and ominous, looking as surprised as anyone to be a huge medieval keep perched on top of a craggy extinct volcano, right in the middle of a modern city.

At night, locking up, Carmen would always glance up at the rows of small windows. She knew that there were still barracks there, working soldiers; their role these days was often ceremonial, but they were soldiers still. She liked to think of them, treading the stones that had been trodden by soldiers since the twelfth century; a battalion, a safe haven under the castle’s drawbridge. Also, they were unbelievably sexy in their checked hats and sweeping kilts, especially if you caught them marching. Sometimes they came down to buy Jack Reacher novels or to ask for advice on what to get their wives and sweethearts, far away.

The buildings of Victoria Street connected the Grassmarket through West Bow and on up to the Royal Mile, so it existed on several different levels. It wasn’t always straightforward which level you were on, but Edinburgh was like that, an Escher painting of a city.

The little shops that curved up Victoria Street were all painted in different colours, adding to the charm. Alongside the magic shop and the hardware shop, there was a gloriously tweedy clothes shop run by a man so posh he had Crawford as a first name. And of course there was McCredie’s bookshop. McCredie’s had been falling into ruin the previous Christmas when Carmen had shown up after her department store had closed down. She’d been reluctant to take it on at first, but somehow she’d managed to make it just about pay its way and cling on, although its future was extremely precarious.

And this was another way to make some money: the film company was paying to rent it out. It wouldn’t clear all their debts, but it would certainly help. Even if the film they were making presented exactly the view of Scotland Carmen despised.

The craggy actor entered the bookshop door, which dinged as he opened it. Except someone had decided their normal bell wasn’t right, which meant there was someone hiding behind it, actually dinging a different bell. Film-making was weird, Carmen decided.

‘Hi,’ said the actor.

‘Well, hello there, how’s yourself?’ said the extremely beautiful actress, Genevieve Burr, who was wearing a full kilt and tartan bunnet and had a mass of shiny hair that couldn’t possibly all have been grown on one person. Carmen frowned. They realised this woman was putting on a strong Irish accent, didn’t they?

‘And welcome to our mystical, magical land,’ said Lind. ‘I’m looking for Robert Burns – the first edition, of course!’

‘Of course! I think it still has some plough mud on it!’

Carmen was very glad she’d told Mr McCredie not to come down to hear any of this.

‘Would you like a little wee whisky while you’re waiting?’ She indicated a plain bottle full of what was clearly weak tea.

‘I would, to be sure, to be sure.’

Idra and Carmen exchanged wincing glances, and Carmen wandered off down the road to phone her sister Sofia, who was on holiday.

‘You could have come with us!’

‘Well, I couldn’t have, because the film crew are in.’

‘Oh yes, how’s it going?’

‘The bookshop girl just asked the laird if he wants to visit the Loch Ness Monster with her. Apparently, it’s walking distance from Edinburgh.’

‘Oh good, a documentary,’ said Sofia. ‘I think I preferred it when they were making films about how everyone in Edinburgh dies of heroin overdoses.’

‘Also, I hate Centerlands.’

‘What do you mean?’ said Sofia. ‘How can anyone hate Centerlands?’ She gently shut the door with her foot so that Carmen couldn’t overhear the fight Federico was having with Phoebe, their eight-year-old, about going to tennis lessons. Phoebe was of the opinion that they were mean and stupid because she kept getting beaten by Pippa, who was three years older; and Pippa was not making things any better by saying that she was doing it so that Phoebe would play better, just like Andy Murray’s brother did, so it was kind actually. Eric, normally the sunniest of babies, surrounded as he was by near constant attention, was fussing and didn’t want to get into his bicycle seat.

‘Because it’s all, Blah blah blah, here’s our lovely family out for a bike ride, aren’t we awesome looking at trees?’ said Carmen.

‘Yeah?’ said Sofia slowly. ‘I’m not sure what’s wrong with that.’

‘Everything’s wrong with that! How did you get there?’

‘Well, we drove.’

‘You drove in your gigantic mega car! And so did everyone else! And then you’re like, Ooh, look at us, cycling down the lovely woodland path, so lovely. But just for us because we’re paying a million jillion pounds. Not for poor people who have to stay on heavy polluted roads.’

‘It wasn’t a million jillion pounds,’ protested Sofia, although, to be fair, taking a family of six, during the summer holidays, it was more or less exactly a million jillion pounds.

‘Ugh, I bet it’s full of smug families exactly like yours.’

‘That’s not true!’

‘How many boys called Hugo have you met? I reckon ninety.’

‘Carmen, what’s this about?’

Carmen couldn’t quite answer. As soon as the Christmas decorations had gone up – even fake ones in the middle of the summer – and she could see snow and scarves all around, memories of last Christmas had all come flooding back.
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