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For anyone who has ever shared a great book with me – especially my mom, Hélène Ryan, and my daughters, Eve and Rose Williams.
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Nora

Nora Walden’s eyes drifted from the spreadsheet in front of her to the stacks of stocking fillers on the counter – a spotter’s guide to local birds, a little gift book of the world’s ugliest Christmas jumpers, and a reindeer-shaped board book with a squashy red nose. Any of them was more appealing than her current reading material. Despite their deceptively Christmassy colour, the columns and rows of red figures on the spreadsheet were making her feel anything but festive.

Frustrated, Nora jabbed the reindeer’s nose and it let out a loud squeak. A bearded man in a beanie hat nearly dropped the guidebook he’d been perusing.

‘Sorry!’ Nora raised her hand apologetically. ‘Didn’t mean to startle you.’ Tilting her head to the side, she read the guidebook’s cover. ‘Ah, Sri Lanka. The beaches are meant to be beautiful.’

Sri Lanka was on Charlotte’s gap year bucket list. The travel section had always been her daughter’s favourite section of the bookshop. Apart from a few trips to Simon’s parents’ house in France, the Waldens’ family holidays had mostly been in the UK – hiring a canal boat, or a little cottage by the beach. Booksellers didn’t earn enough for luxury holidays abroad, not that Nora had ever minded. She’d been lucky enough to travel the world through books, touring South America through the works of Gabriel García Márquez and Isabel Allende, visiting India through Salman Rushdie and Vikram Seth’s novels. Nora had never been to the United States, but she’d camped out on Wyoming’s rugged plains through Annie Proulx’s short stories and soaked up the sounds and smells of Gothic New Orleans vicariously through Anne Rice’s vampires. She’d climbed the hills of San Francisco with the characters from Armistead Maupin’s Tales of the City books. She felt like she knew these places like a native through visiting them in fiction.

But Charlotte had always wanted to see the world for herself. She’d spent hours sitting cross-legged in the travel section, charting future journeys like a tiny Phileas Fogg. Nora wondered idly if Charlotte was in Sri Lanka now, sunbathing on a beach. Or perhaps she was in Mumbai. If only she would ring … Charlotte usually phoned or FaceTimed on Saturday afternoon, but they hadn’t heard from her today – or the previous week.

The man in the beanie put the guidebook back on the shelf.

‘Can I help you find a different travel book?’ Nora offered. ‘I can also recommend some novels set in Sri Lanka. Anil’s Ghost by Michael Ondaatje is—’

‘No, thanks,’ he said, cutting her off. ‘I’ll just use TripAdvisor.’

Nora sighed and looked down again at the Spreadsheet of Doom. No wonder the numbers looked so terrible.

The bookshop door opened with a cheerful jingle, ushering in a blast of cold air and carols from the Christmas market taking place in the square outside. Nora smiled at the woman with a dark, curly bob who’d just come in. Like most of her regular customers, she knew her name. ‘Hi, Kath.’

‘It’s like the North Pole out there.’ Kath shivered and rubbed her hands together. ‘I think I’ve lost all feeling in my fingers.’

‘At least the rain’s holding off,’ Nora said, glancing out of the window behind her. The Stowford Bookshop was famous for its Christmas displays, and Nora thought they’d outdone themselves this year. Bestsellers, cookbooks and local interest titles were arranged in the shape of a Christmas tree, with presents wrapped in shiny paper underneath it. But beyond the window display, ominous grey clouds hung over the bustling market.

Nora had lived in Stowford her entire life, apart from the two years she’d been away at university, so she’d seen more than her fair share of wet, West Country winters. This had been the rainiest December she could remember, however. The River Coln, which meandered lazily through the village centre, was so high its waters were nearly lapping over the banks.

‘I’m so over this weather,’ Kath said, as she raked a hand through her bob. ‘My hair goes crazy the second I step outdoors.’

Nora nodded sympathetically. ‘I know the feeling.’ Simon had always compared her wavy auburn hair to a Rossetti painting, but in this weather it tended more towards middle-aged frizz than tumbling Pre-Raphaelite waves. Even though her copper locks were now shot through with silver, Nora couldn’t bring herself to chop them off into a sensible bob. She’d decided to embrace her ‘hair tinsel’ – and in any case, it was cheaper to maintain.

But the rain wasn’t just giving Nora a permanent Bad Hair Day, it was keeping customers away at what should have been one of their busiest times of year, and making it harder and harder to ignore their leaking roof. If the weather didn’t improve soon, the bookshop would finish the year in the red.

Again.

‘Ooh! This is lovely,’ Kath cooed, warming her hands by the fireplace at the back of the shop, the flames leaping and dancing like the cast of Hamilton behind an iron fireguard. A squashy red velvet sofa and two old leather armchairs were arranged in a semicircle around a coffee table with a plate of home-made ginger biscuits – the recipe passed down from Nora’s mum, Penelope. A Highland terrier was snoozing in her basket in front of the fire.

A little boy whose parents were browsing in the children’s book section toddled over to the dog. ‘Doggie!’ he cried, crouching down next to the basket.

‘Careful, Joshie!’ the boy’s mum warned.

‘That’s Merry,’ Nora said, going over to the little boy. ‘Don’t worry – she loves being petted.’

Merry thumped her tail and licked the little boy’s hand. She’d been christened Merida, after the Scottish Disney character, when they’d adopted her as a puppy eight years ago. But she’d soon been nicknamed Merry, which perfectly suited her friendly personality. Apart from the fact that her snow-white hair shed everywhere and never stayed clean for long, Merry was the ideal family dog and the bookshop’s unofficial mascot.

‘I see you like dinosaurs,’ Nora said, pointing to the T-Rex on the little boy’s T-shirt.

He nodded as he gave Merry a cuddle.

‘Then I’ve got the perfect book for you,’ Nora said. She went over to the shelves, found a copy of Ten Little Dinosaurs and handed it to the boy.

Helping himself to a biscuit, Joshie climbed up into one of the slippery armchairs with the determination of a mountain climber tackling Everest. As Nora returned behind the counter, he curled up in the chair and pored over the dinosaur picture book, the biscuit going soggy in his chubby fist.

Nora had spent hours in that very same armchair with her best friends – Anne of Green Gables, Pippi Longstocking and Mary Lennox – the heroines of her favourite children’s books. As the shy, only child of a single mum, Nora had learned from a young age that as long as you had a good book for company, you never needed to feel lonely. Which was for the best, as she had often needed to entertain herself while her mother was working in the shop.

Penelope had come to Somerset for the first-ever Glastonbury Festival in 1970 and had had a fling with a drummer named Neil. The romance had ended before the headline act had even made it onstage, but Penelope had fallen in love with the area and stayed to raise the daughter she’d given birth to nine months later. The bookshop – the only one for miles around – had been a success, even though Penelope’s bohemian ways had often raised eyebrows with the locals.

Nora glanced back down at her spreadsheet, anxiety gnawing at her belly. What would Penelope say if she knew how badly the bookshop was doing?

‘What’s wrong, Nora?’ A small woman with a neat white bob approached the counter, her kind blue eyes filled with concern behind her glasses. ‘You look worried.’

It was Olwyn Powell, a regular at the bookshop’s monthly book club. Nora had known her for years, since she’d taught Charlotte in primary school.

‘Oh, it’s nothing, Olwyn,’ Nora said, hiding the shameful spreadsheet under a pile of wool – the start of a jumper she was knitting Simon for Christmas. ‘I was miles away. Can I help you find anything? I’ve just read a thriller you might like – there’s a wonderful twist at the end.’

Despite being one of the sweetest people Nora had ever met, Olwyn was hooked on crime fiction – the more gruesome the better.

‘Oh, I’m just browsing,’ Olwyn said. ‘Now that I’m on a pension I’m trying to use the library more.’

It never bothered Nora when people came into the shop to browse. Like her mother before her, Nora firmly believed that a bookshop was more than just a place to buy books. It was the very heart of a community. But these days, browsing didn’t lead to as many purchases as it once had …

‘How are you finding retirement? Enjoying the life of leisure?’

‘I’m finding the days a bit hard to fill, to be honest,’ Olwyn said. ‘I miss the children.’

‘It must be quite an adjustment,’ Nora replied. She couldn’t imagine what her life would be like if she didn’t have the bookshop to run.

‘I do have more time for reading,’ Olwyn added, with forced cheerfulness. ‘So that’s one good thing about retirement.’

Although Olwyn was putting a brave face on it, there was no mistaking her sadness. Nora hated to think that this wonderful woman, who had touched so many lives, was feeling lonely.

‘Well, you’re welcome to pop in here any time for a chat,’ Nora said.

Kath approached the counter.

‘You’re busy,’ Olwyn whispered, patting Nora’s hand. ‘I’ll let you get back to work.’

‘Can I help you find some poetry?’ Nora asked the younger woman. ‘Have you read Carol Ann Duffy’s new anthology of Sylvia Plath poems?’ A fellow poetry enthusiast, Kath had been popping into the shop for years and Nora had introduced her to the work of Audre Lorde, Jackie Kay and Adrienne Rich.

If she’d stayed on at university instead of coming back home when Penelope got ill, Nora would have written her dissertation on Sylvia Plath. ‘It’s a wonderful collection,’ she said to Kath. ‘I felt like I was discovering Plath for the first time.’

‘It sounds great,’ Kath replied. ‘But I was wondering if you could help me find some books on …’ she lowered her voice, ‘depression.’

‘Of course.’ Nora slipped out from behind the counter and headed towards the self-help section. Non-fiction was her husband’s domain. From architecture to angling, there was almost no subject Simon hadn’t read a book – or five – about. Every Thursday night he ran a pub quiz at the George across the road. It was notoriously tough, with teams from as far away as Cirencester turning up every week to test their wits against him. But Simon was upstairs in the flat above the shop, dealing with the leaking ceiling.

Although fiction and poetry were her main areas of expertise, Nora knew the whole shop like the back of her hand. She showed Kath the books on depression – weighty scientific studies, inspirational ‘I overcame depression – so can you’ books, and practical guides to boosting your mood – and Kath helped herself to several.

‘Matt Haig writes beautifully on mental health as well,’ Nora said, and Kath added Reasons to Stay Alive to her pile.

Nora didn’t know the young woman very well, and she didn’t want to pry, but she couldn’t help feeling concerned for her. ‘Is everything OK, Kath?’

‘They’re not for me,’ Kath said quickly. ‘They’re for my dad.’

Nora had no idea if that was the truth, or if Kath was just too embarrassed to talk about her mental health. ‘Well, I’m here,’ she said, ‘if you ever need to talk.’

‘Thanks,’ Kath said, flushing.

They headed over to the counter and Kath paid for her purchases quickly, glancing over her shoulder as if worried someone would see what she was buying.

Nora shook her head as she watched Kath hurry out of the shop. It was so sad that people still felt that mental illness was something to be ashamed about. Or maybe Kath just didn’t want to talk about something so personal with someone she didn’t know very well. As an introvert, Nora could definitely understand that.

A howl of protest came from across the shop. ‘No!’ Joshie wailed, as his parents clipped him into his buggy. His dad wheeled the pushchair over to the till, and his mum placed a guide to potty training on the counter, along with Ten Little Dinosaurs. ‘He didn’t want to let go of this,’ she said, laughing.

Nora rang up the picture book, then reached down to hand it back to the little boy in the buggy, who hugged it to his chest. I love my job, she thought happily. And the very best thing about it was finding the perfect book for someone – no matter what their age.

As she held the door open for the family, Nora said, ‘We do a toddler story time here every Monday morning. We’re reading The Grinch this week – you should come.’

‘Sounds fun.’ The dad tousled his son’s hair affectionately as he pulled the rain cover down over the buggy.

Nora shut the door behind them just as a tall man with a thick mane of wavy salt-and-pepper hair came down the stairs from the flat above the shop. ‘I’ve mopped up the drips,’ Simon announced, heading across the bookshop towards Nora, ‘and put down buckets to catch the leaks, but—’ He smacked his head against one of the low oak beams running across the ceiling and shouted, ‘Goddamnit!’

‘Oh, honey,’ Nora said, shaking her head affectionately. ‘Still?’

Twenty-five years ago, the very first time Simon strode into the bookshop, he’d immediately bumped his head on that same beam. Clad in a leather jacket and boots, he’d looked more like an indie rock star than an advertising executive. But then at twenty-three, wearing Doc Martens and ripped Levi’s, Nora didn’t resemble a typical bookshop owner, either.

Nora had fetched Simon an ice pack, and he’d explained that he was in the village scouting locations for a television advert. They’d talked so long – about their favourite books and authors – that Simon had missed the last train and ended up checking in to the George. They’d spent nearly every moment of that weekend together, with Simon helping out at the shop on Saturday and taking her for a long walk along the river on Sunday, followed by a roast dinner at the pub. Apart from Penelope, Nora had never met anyone who loved books as much as she did. Before reluctantly boarding a train back to London, Simon had kissed her – and promised to return.

The biscuit advert ended up being filmed in Stowford and the bookshop was in some of the shots, as actors in ye olde peasant costumes filled the market square. Simon spent every spare moment of the shoot with Nora. It wasn’t until they’d been dating for weeks that Nora had learned Simon was the son of the agency’s founder, Charles Walden, and was expected to take over the business one day. But Simon had given it all up to marry her.

The biscuit brand – Golden Oaties – never caught on, but Simon and Nora were still going strong.

Nora went over to her husband. Going up on her tiptoes, she planted a kiss on his forehead. ‘Do you sometimes regret that you didn’t run a mile after that first time?’ she asked him, running her fingers over the angry red mark from the beam. If he had, he’d be running a successful advertising agency now, instead of a failing rural bookshop.

‘Are you kidding?’ he said. ‘It was love at first sight.’ Then he rubbed his forehead and grinned, his blue eyes twinkling. ‘Either that or a mild concussion.’

Nora had long given up her Levi’s for more forgiving vintage-style dresses and cardigans, though she still sometimes paired them with her ancient DMs. And Simon’s leather jacket and biker boots had been replaced with a corduroy blazer and brogues. The years had changed them both, but they’d never run out of things to talk about. How could they, with over ten thousand titles in stock?

‘I’ve got to nip across the road to the George,’ Simon said. ‘It’s my turn to chair the Stowford Community Association meeting. Unless you want to go in my place?’

‘No, I’ll stay here.’ Nora was more than happy to let Simon run the meeting of local business owners. He was much better at that sort of thing than she was. Back in his advertising days, he’d had to pitch to clients, so he was a confident presenter, whereas Nora always felt awkward with any sort of public speaking.

‘Right, then, I’ll head off now,’ Simon said. ‘I’ll pop by the market when the meeting’s over and pick something up for dinner.’

‘Great,’ Nora replied.

When Simon was nearly at the door, she suddenly remembered something. ‘Don’t forget to go to the chemist and collect your prescription,’ she called after him. ‘Oh! And a packet of paracetamol!’ She could feel a tension headache forming behind her temples.

Simon nodded, then headed out of the door and into the drizzle.

She watched him stride across the street to the pub, which dominated the market square, its honey-coloured walls strewn with twinkling white fairy lights. On the day they’d met, Simon had told Nora that, even though they were miles from the coast, the golden local stone was formed from fossilised sea urchins. Nora had never forgotten that fact, enchanted by the notion that millions of years ago the area had been under the sea. Might be again, and soon, if this rain doesn’t let up, she thought wryly.

As there were no customers in the shop, she perched on the stool behind the counter and set to work on Simon’s Christmas jumper. As her knitting needles clicked, Nora wished that the jumper could do more than just keep Simon warm. If only wrapping him up in wool could keep him safe as well …

In the spring, Simon had had such bad chest pains they thought he was having a heart attack. Nora had called an ambulance and held his hand the whole way to the hospital, making silent bargains with the universe for his survival. In the end, it hadn’t been a heart attack, just angina, but Nora had been terrified that she would lose him.

Simon was slim and played football regularly, so having a heart condition had come as a shock, but Ani Dhar, their local GP, had explained that it wasn’t uncommon in men in their fifties. When the doctor had mentioned that stress could be a trigger, Nora had insisted that Simon let her manage the shop, which they’d always run together. He’d protested, but Dr Dhar had agreed it was a good idea, at least in the short term while they monitored his condition. Which was why Simon had no idea quite how bad their finances were, and how close they were to losing the shop.

Nora felt terrible about keeping secrets from him, but she couldn’t risk alarming him and bringing on another attack. They might not be so lucky next time.

She sighed and knitted another row. Too bad she couldn’t knit a jumper big enough to wrap the whole shop up in …
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Simon

Simon pushed through the doors of the George and breathed in the familiar malty fug of spilled ale, dried hops and fried food. After the bookshop, the pub was Simon’s favourite place in Stowford. And unlike the bookshop, it was doing a roaring trade, as Christmas shoppers and market traders had popped in to shelter from the rain.

Stopping to greet several regulars he knew from his weekly pub quiz, Simon finally made his way to the bar. A stocky man in his thirties, with thinning brown hair and a red and white Swindon Town football shirt, was talking to Sue, the pub landlady. Two fair-haired children, who looked to be around six or seven, stood by his side.

‘Hi,’ the guy said. ‘My name’s Will. I was wondering if you’re looking for help at the moment. I used to be a supervisor at the Jamison’s plant, but I’m willing to turn my hand to anything.’

Sue shook her head. ‘Sorry, my lover,’ she said in her raspy smoker’s voice. ‘’Fraid I’m not hiring.’

The man’s shoulders slumped in defeat.

‘Daddy,’ the little boy said, ‘can me and Julia have crisps?’

‘And lemonade,’ pleaded the little girl. ‘Pleeease.’

‘Sorry, kiddos,’ Will said, looking down at the children. ‘Not today. We’ve got to go visit grandma at the home.’

As the children whined in protest, the man took them each by the hand and led them out of the pub.

Noticing Simon, Sue said, ‘Shit! We’ve got our meeting now, haven’t we?’ She whipped off her apron and ran a tattooed hand through her close-cropped, bleached blonde hair. ‘Be there in a sec,’ she told him, hurrying off into the kitchen.

‘Pint of bitter?’ asked the handsome lad behind the bar in an American accent. He was about the same height as Simon, but his abundant Afro curls made him appear even taller.

‘Just a half, Mateo,’ Simon replied, winking. ‘I’m here on business.’ Plus, he knew Nora worried about his diet these days. And not just his diet, either. Simon felt like she was constantly watching him anxiously, as if she was worried that he was going to keel over and drop dead at any moment.

It was ridiculous; he felt absolutely fine. But every time he’d offered to do more at the shop, Nora flatly refused.

‘You need to avoid stress,’ she repeated like a mantra.

Simon felt guilty that in order to spare him, Nora was having to deal with all the stress of running the bookshop herself. She never complained, but he could tell she was feeling the strain. Judging from her tossing and turning at night, she was having trouble sleeping. And she was popping paracetamol at a rate she usually reserved for chocolate buttons. Apart from helping to serve customers, updating their social media accounts and overseeing the shop’s online business, which had always been his baby, Simon felt like he was barely contributing.

As Mateo poured Simon’s drink, he said, ‘I keep meaning to go into your shop and buy some books to send my folks for Christmas.’

‘Home’s California, isn’t it?’ Simon asked.

Mateo nodded, his curls bobbing. ‘That’s right. I grew up in Santa Barbara.’

‘What brought you over to the UK?’ Simon enquired, paying for his drink.

‘I came for drama school,’ Mateo smiled wryly, as he wiped the bar with a towel. ‘Guess how that’s working out for me.’

‘Oi, Bookworm,’ called a portly man in a stained green jumper. He had greasy grey hair and his cheeks and rather bulbous nose were covered in broken red veins. ‘Fancy a game of darts?’

Simon glanced over and saw that a photo of their local MP, David Langdon, had been pinned onto the dart board. The handsome politician had dark, slicked-back hair, a smarmy grin and a smug, well-fed look about him.

‘Sorry, Howie,’ Simon said. ‘I’ve got a meeting now.’

‘Oooo!’ Howie mocked. ‘Aren’t we important.’ He fired a dart and hit David Langdon dead on the nose. ‘Bullseye!’ he chortled, then celebrated with a long swig of his pint.

It was impressive, really, that Howie could drink so much and still have such good aim. Simon always found it hard to believe that Howie had gone to the local primary school, St Stephen’s, with Nora. Thanks to his alcohol consumption, he looked at least a decade older than her.

Sipping the froth off his own drink, Simon headed to a quiet alcove at the back of the pub, where the rest of the Stowford Community Association had begun to gather. Sebastian Fox, in his mustard-yellow corduroys, was boasting loudly about how much he’d got for a cottage on the outskirts of the village.

‘They were Londoners, of course,’ the estate agent said with a braying laugh. ‘More money than sense. Paid 10k over the asking price.’

Nigel Wilkinson, the butcher, snorted in disgust. ‘That’s the last thing we need around here – more bloody second-homers.’

Nora’s friend Alice, who ran the Copper Kettle tea room, shook her head sadly. ‘There’s a rumour going around that they’re going to shut St Stephen’s because pupil numbers are so low. It’s such a shame ordinary families can’t afford to live here any longer.’

‘Simon, old chap,’ Seb said, clapping him on the shoulder as he sat down next to Alice. ‘Have you and Nora given any thought to the offer I sent you? That shop of yours would fetch a pretty penny – especially since it comes with the flat above it.’

‘The bookshop isn’t for sale,’ Simon said firmly. Even though the offer from the estate agent was temptingly large, there was no way Nora would ever agree to sell the shop. It was her lifeblood.

‘Too right,’ Alice said, pounding the table emphatically. ‘We need to keep the high street independent.’

‘Well, you all know where I am if you change your minds,’ Seb said, pushing back his floppy blond hair.

Checking his watch, Simon called the meeting to order. After quickly taking attendance, he ran through the minutes from their last meeting.

‘Nigel,’ he said, addressing the burly man sitting across from him, ‘how’s the Christmas fundraising drive doing?’

‘We’ve raised nearly a thousand pounds,’ the butcher answered.

Every year, the Stowford Community Association picked a local charity to support. This year they were supporting the local food bank. Although the village looked like a prosperous place, with a designer kitchen shop and a deli selling imported olives and expensive wines, Simon knew that a lot of local families were struggling to get by. The food bank would ensure that none of them went hungry this Christmas.

Simon checked the next item on the agenda. ‘The council’s still considering a proposal for introducing metered parking on the high street,’ he told the group.

‘Well, I hope it doesn’t pass,’ said Maeve Philbin, who owned a flower shop, The Bloom Room, and dressed exclusively in floral-print dresses. ‘There’s too much traffic going in and out of the village as it is.’

‘Bloody tourists,’ grumbled Nigel.

‘We depend on tourists for most of our trade,’ Lucy said, the manager of Cotswold Couture, a fashion boutique a few doors down from the bookshop. She was wearing a chunky metal necklace and a tunic that looked to Simon like it had been stitched together from assorted burlap sacks but had probably cost a lot of money. ‘They need somewhere to park those gigantic four-wheel drives of theirs.’

‘They should take the train,’ Alice muttered.

Over the summer, a speeding tourist killed a local girl who worked for Alice at the Copper Kettle on one of the country lanes. The driver had been jailed for reckless driving, but it hadn’t done anything to improve tensions between locals and visitors.

Simon could see both sides of the situation. As annoying as it was that tourists clogged the village’s narrow streets and hogged the best parking spaces, Stowford had a symbiotic relationship with its visitors. In the summer months, the tourist trade kept the bookshop afloat, with holidaymakers popping in to buy summer reading, Shakespeare plays and local interest books. And, despite Alice’s anger over the girl’s death, he knew that most of her customers were out-of-towners too.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ Sue said, hurrying over with two baskets of chips. The pub’s landlady plonked herself down on a chair and set the chips on the table.

‘Oooh! Lovely,’ Alice exclaimed, the crystal pendant she was wearing around her neck swinging in the air as she reached over to help herself to a chip.

The business owners momentarily put their differences aside as they tucked into the chips.

Simon bit into one. It was perfectly crisp on the outside, fluffy on the inside. Gorgeous. He went to take another, then pulled his hand back. Think of your heart, he could hear Nora saying in his head.

‘Has David Langdon’s office got back to us about the petition we sent opposing the retail park development?’ asked Maeve.

Most of the local business owners strenuously objected to the proposed development on the outskirts of Stowford. Their petition had collected hundreds of signatures.

‘I can’t bear to think about the environmental impact,’ Alice said, toying with her pendant. The proposed site of the retail park was on meadows that were home to countless birds and wild flowers.

‘Yes, but it would create a lot of jobs,’ Seb Fox pointed out as he grabbed the last chip without offering it to anyone else. ‘Which would be good for the local economy.’

Simon thought about the man who’d been looking for work earlier. Unemployment was high in the Cotswolds, as there were few opportunities outside of agriculture and tourism.

‘It would put me out of business,’ Lucy sighed.

‘David Langdon still hasn’t replied,’ Simon said, glancing over at the dartboard, where the MP’s face was now peppered with holes.

‘What a surprise,’ Alice said, sarcastically.

Everyone nodded.

The one thing they could all agree on was that David Langdon was a waste of space. He seemed more interested in progressing his own political career than addressing his constituents’ concerns.

‘That reminds me,’ Simon said. ‘I’ve spoken with the council about getting the graffiti removed. They’ve promised me someone will scrub it off next week.’

Someone had spray-painted ‘David Langdon is a dikhed’ on the bus shelter. While Simon agreed with that opinion, the graffiti looked terrible and the spelling mistake drove Nora crazy.

‘They’d better,’ Nigel grumbled, ‘considering how much we pay them in business rates.’

The council’s ever-rising business rates were another issue the local business owners griped about endlessly. Between business rates and rent increases, it was getting harder and harder for independent shops to survive in Stowford. In the past year, the association had lost three members, as shops either sold up or went out of business.

‘OK,’ Simon said, checking his watch. He wanted to bring the meeting to a close so he could make it to the market before it shut. ‘So, I’ll draft another letter to the council about our concerns over business rates, and I’ll contact David Langdon’s constituency office to chase for a response to our petition. Any other business?’

Once the meeting had wrapped up, and Alice was putting on her coat, she asked Simon, ‘How’s Nora? I haven’t seen her for a while.’

‘She’s missing Charlotte, and she hasn’t been sleeping too well.’

He felt another stab of guilt, knowing that he was – at least in part – responsible for her worries.

‘Come to the Copper Kettle with me. I’ll give you some chamomile tea to take back to her,’ Alice said. ‘It’s very soothing – might help with her sleep.’

Leaving the pub, Simon and Alice weaved past the bustling market stalls to get to the Copper Kettle at the other end of the high street.

A spotty teenage boy with ginger hair was lurking outside the tea room on his bike. When he saw them coming, he looked away furtively, as if up to no good. Was this kid responsible for the graffiti on the bus shelter? Simon wondered.

‘Coming in, Harry?’ Alice asked cheerfully.

The boy shook his head and pedalled off.

‘Poor lad,’ Alice said, watching him cycle away. ‘It was his sister who got killed this summer.’

‘I’ll wait outside,’ Simon said. The Copper Kettle had even lower ceilings than the bookshop, with Alice’s collection of china teapots resting on the beams. For Simon, who was six foot two, it was like entering a minefield.

Alice ducked into the Copper Kettle and came back a moment later with a packet of tea bags. She pressed them into Simon’s hand. ‘Tell Nora I said hi, and to pop in for a scone soon.’

After thanking Alice, Simon went into the chemist’s. A short woman in a white coat and glasses was bagging up a prescription behind the counter. Her long black hair was tied back in a neat bun, and there was a red bindi on her forehead.

‘Hi, Lakshmi,’ Simon said. ‘We missed you at the meeting.’

‘Sorry I couldn’t make it,’ she replied. ‘Dinesh has the flu, so I’m on my own in the shop today.’

The Patels were relative newcomers to the village, having only opened their pharmacy about ten years ago. They had two grown-up daughters – the eldest was Dr Dhar, the local GP, and the youngest was some sort of high-flyer in London.

‘How are the girls?’ Simon asked the chemist, handing her his prescription.

‘Sam is back at home.’ Mrs Patel sighed deeply as she began preparing his tablets. ‘She split up with her boyfriend a few months ago.’

‘Sorry to hear that,’ Simon replied, placing a packet of paracetamol on the counter.

‘She works too hard. I keep telling her that she’s going to end up an old maid if she isn’t careful.’

Simon chuckled. He hadn’t seen the Patels’ youngest daughter in years, but she had to still be in her twenties. ‘She probably just hasn’t found the right person yet.’

‘I can’t help worrying about her.’

Simon smiled. ‘It’s what we parents do best.’ Even though he was always telling Nora not to worry about Charlotte, he couldn’t help feeling anxious, too, when she missed their weekly video call.

Mrs Patel handed Simon a white paper bag with his tablets inside. ‘Take one in the morning, one at night.’

Simon shoved the medication into his tote bag, along with the chamomile tea. He hated taking the tablets – a twice-daily reminder of his mortality. ‘Tell Dinesh I hope he feels better soon,’ he said.

Then, stepping back outside into the steadily increasing rain, he headed to the market to get something for dinner.
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