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CHAPTER 1

Things that go bump — and
whoomp-doompety-boomp
— in the night
There’s a funny feeling in my head. A pain. A
clamping. A squeezing. I wonder if I’m getting
sick.
I groan.
The squeezing grows stronger and now
something wet falls on my nose.
I open my eyes and find myself staring into
Nat’s chubby face, round and bright in the
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moonlight that streams through the window.
He’s leaning over me, his hair sticking up around
his head like a chocolate halo. His hands are
clamped around my face, pressing inwards. He’s
concentrating so hard, he’s dribbling. On me!
‘What are you doing?’ I gasp.
Nat lets go and sits back on the bed beside
me. ‘I was trying to squish your eyes together
into one big eye.’
‘Why?’ I ask.
‘To turn you into a Cyclops,’ he explains.
We’re in Greece, so Dad’s been reading us
books on Greek mythology. Three days ago, we
read the story of Medusa whose hair was made
of snakes. I woke the next morning with canned
spaghetti all over my head. Thanks, Nat! Last
night’s story was about the Cyclopes, the savage
one-eyed beasts.
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I prop myself up on my elbow. ‘You’ve got to
stop doing this, Nat.’
Now it’s his turn to ask, ‘Why?’
I think about the right answer. Because I don’t
like waking with spaghetti in my hair. Because I
really like having two eyes, not one. Because I’m
scared that when we read about centaurs, he’ll
chop off my legs and glue me to a horse. I frown.
There’s a sudden bump and three books on
the shelf above my bed slip forward.
I jump up and push them back before they
can topple. It hurts when books fall on your
head. I know because it happens quite a bit when
you live in a bookshop. Especially a travelling
bookshop. And especially, especially a travelling
bookshop that’s an old wooden caravan pulled
by a horse called Flossy, who sometimes wanders
down dirt tracks full of potholes.
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But right now, Flossy’s unhitched. She should
be nibbling hay, breathing in the sea breeze,
snoozing beneath a pine tree. And the caravan
should be as still as a boulder.
But it’s not. It’s rolling!
‘It’s the Giants!’ shouts Nat, eyes bulging.
‘They’re pushing our caravan into the sea!’ We
read the Greek myth about the super-strong,
super-mean Giants last week.
There’s another bump and a clunk, and now
we’re swaying! It’s not a gentle ambling-down-acountry-lane sway. This is a wide sway, the kind
that makes you seasick. The kind that makes you
tumble out of bed if you’re not ready for it. The
kind that sends whole rows of books toppling
from their shelves.
Dad tumbles out of bed and The World
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Collection of Fairy Tales falls on top of him —
all twenty-five volumes.
Whoomp-doompety-boomp!
‘Oomph!’ says Dad.
Two hedgehogs peer down from the nowempty bookshelf.
Daisy the lamb pokes his head out of the
laundry basket. ‘Maaaa!’
Coco the cockatoo flaps around the ceiling.
‘Awk! Awk!’
I drop to the floor and dig Dad free.
‘Dad,’ I gasp. ‘I think we’re on the move.’
He sits up and rubs his wavy chocolate hair,
his stubbly chin, his droopy eyes. He nods.
‘But we shouldn’t be on the move,’ I say.
‘We’re not hitched to Flossy.’
‘It’s the Giants!’ shouts Nat again. ‘Or the
Cyclopes!’
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‘Mythical monster attack!’ Dad grins. ‘In the
wee hours of the morning! I like the feel of this!’
He springs to his feet, opens the hatch in the
ceiling and pulls himself through.
‘Wait for me!’ Nat jumps from the bed, grabs
Dad’s outstretched hand, then disappears through
the hatch. A moment later, he pokes his head
back down and says, ‘You’ll have to lift up Daisy,
Mim. His fairy wings are wrinkled from sleeping
in the laundry basket, so he won’t be able to fly.’
I heave Daisy into my arms and pass him up
to Dad. Coco flies after him, then, last of all, I
scramble up onto the caravan roof.
‘Wow!’ I cry. Because the night-time sky is
sparkling with a million brilliant stars and the
pearliest moon I’ve ever seen. Because the breeze
is warm and fresh, whispering and singing, all at
the same time. Because Daisy is jumping up and
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down on all four legs like an overexcited frog.
But most of all because we’re in the middle of the
sea, surrounded by water and dolphins.
‘Wowee! We’re on a boat!’ shouts Nat. ‘I love
boats!’
‘Me too,’ I say. Especially this one. It’s wide
and flat, with a cute little captain’s cabin at the
front and a crew of three donkeys.
‘Huh!’ Dad rubs his hand across his stubbly
chin once more. ‘I wonder how we got here …?’
I lean over the back of the caravan and there’s
Flossy, our beautiful chestnut Clydesdale. She
stomps her giant hooves and blows a tired puff
of air at me.
‘It was Flossy!’ I realise. ‘She couldn’t tow us
onto the boat, so she pushed us instead.’
We’ve been travelling around Greece for
weeks now. Which is odd. Not the travelling bit.
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A travelling bookshop has to travel. Otherwise
it’s just a bookshop. It’s the plodding on and on
without settling down in one place that’s unusual.
Flossy always decides where we’ll go. But
since arriving in Greece, she’s wandered along
the seaside, day after day, as though searching
for something.
Now I understand. She was looking for a
boat. This boat.
‘Come on,’ says Dad. ‘Let’s climb down and
have a chat with those donkeys.’
I roll my eyes. ‘Donkeys don’t talk!’
‘Yes, they do!’ cries Dad. ‘Remember that
donkey we met in the woods in England? He
was a real wet blanket. Talked on and on about
how his friends had forgotten his birthday, and
he’d lost his tail and —’
‘Do you mean Eeyore?’ asks Nat.
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‘That’s him!’ Dad nods.
I giggle. Dad often gets confused between
books and real life.
Nat too. Obviously!
And sometimes me, if I’m honest. The line
between books and real life can be a bit blurry.
But I’m quite sure that donkeys don’t talk.
Dad leaps from the roof and helps us down.
The donkeys are lovely — soft, warm and
gentle. I scratch one behind the ear and she falls
asleep. Nat climbs onto another’s back and hugs
her around the neck. ‘I love donkeys,’ he murmurs.
Dad talks to the third. ‘Lovely to meet you.
I’m Zedekiah Cohen and these are my two
beautiful children, Miriam-Rose and Nathaniel.’
‘Mim and Nat,’ says Nat into his donkey’s
ear. ‘Mim’s ten and I’m six.’ He stares from one
donkey to the next, waiting for them to reply.
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‘These donkeys are a tad shy,’ explains
Dad. He leans forward so that his ear’s almost
touching his donkey’s mouth. She wriggles her
lips and he nods. ‘Their names are Diana, Dora
and Delia. Apparently, all Greek donkeys have
names beginning with D.’
I roll my eyes. Again. Extra high this time.
The sun rises and an island appears in the
middle of the sea. At first, we can only make out
white cliffs and green trees. But as we approach,
we see olive groves, pine trees, a hilltop church,
sandy beaches and, finally, a seaside village.
Square houses — some whitewashed, some stone
— tumble down a steep hillside to a bright blue
harbour. Along the water’s edge, cafés and hotels
brim with colour — pink flowering vines, green
shutters, yellow doors, and blue tables and chairs
scattered in the sunshine. It’s all so very pretty.
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We chug into the harbour and moor at the end
of a row of fishing boats. Flossy is stomping and
puffing, eager to get going. Dad harnesses her
to the caravan and guides her backwards onto
the jetty. She turns in a tight circle and starts
plodding forward before we’re even aboard.
Nat, Dad and I run and jump up onto the
front bench. Dad takes the reins in his hands and
pretends to be in control, but he’s not. Flossy is.
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And now she’s trotting along the jetty, faster
and faster, head down, determined. The caravan
jiggles and bounces on the rough stones. Inside,
something falls from the kitchen shelf and smashes.
We giggle. Our teeth rattle. Our cheeks wobble.
Daisy runs along behind, bleating.
Coco flaps above, squawking.
By the time we get to the end of the wharf,
Flossy is galloping. Full speed! She turns a sharp
left towards the village and the caravan flies up
onto one wheel. A flock of seagulls scatters before
us. Nat hiccups and Dad laughs. But I’m scared.
Flossy is headed straight for the harbourside
cafés. The outdoor tables are crowded with
people eating breakfast, drinking coffee.
We barrel past a mound of fishing nets, a stack
of lobster traps, an old man pegging up octopuses
to dry.
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Huh?! Octopuses?
Or was it stockings
with lots of legs?
I want to look back
at the clothesline and
check, but there’s
something far more
disturbing ahead.
The first café.
So close. Getting
closer, closer, closer as
Flossy sprints on. Customers look up from their
plates. Gasp! Scream! A waiter walks outside,
his tray loaded with a pyramid of walnuts, figs
and dates. He freezes like a rabbit caught in a
spotlight.
‘You’re going to be splattered!’ shouts Nat,
with far too much joy in his voice.
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I cover my face with
my hands.
Flossy whinnies like a
demon.
Then — WHOOMP! — the
caravan leaps and shudders to a halt.
Flossy has stopped.
There’s a fish shop behind us, the
café ahead. The village rises up the
hillside to our right. The blue harbour
sparkles to our left. A woman in a flowery
swimming cap and yellow bathers floats by on
her back, waving up from the water. ‘Greetings!
Welcome to the most beautiful island in Greece!’
The waiter is still frozen in fright.
Dad steps down from the driver’s bench and
squints into the sunshine. Daisy catches up and
head-butts the back of his knees. ‘Maaaa!’
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Dad stumbles forward and knocks the waiter
off his feet. Dates scatter. Walnuts rattle and
roll. Figs tumble into the harbour with a plop,
plop, plop.
Coco lands beside the waiter, grabs a walnut
in her claw and cracks it open
with her beak. ‘Awk! Dinnertime!
Dinnertime! Yum-yum-yum!’
The Travelling Bookshop has
arrived. Nathaniel, Zedekiah, MiriamRose, Daisy, Coco and the books are here!
We don’t know why.
We just know it’s the place where we are
meant to be.
Because this is where Flossy has chosen.
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CHAPTER 2

Glimmering fish and
a blue-ringed belly
Dad unhitches Flossy and leads her away in
search of fresh water. Nat and I help the waiter
gather up his goodies, then dash inside the
caravan. Daisy and Coco follow, and I latch
the door.
‘We made it!’ shouts Nat. ‘It hasn’t started
yet.’
I smile and nod.
We stand side by side and wait.
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My fingers tingle. And my ears.
My toes tingle too, but the tingling here is
harder. And sharper.
‘Ouch!’
I look down. There’s a black kitten chewing
on my bare toe. And two more, watching,
waiting their turn. They must have slipped in
with Daisy.
I pull my toe free and all three kittens attack
my ankle. But I don’t have time to complain
because now the air is tingling. Crackling.
Humming. The magic has begun!
As always, it starts with the books. The
words on the spines, all gold and silver, shimmer.
A small fish leaps out from a book above Nat’s
head, then more from the books behind us.
‘Maaaa!’ Daisy dives into the laundry basket
and burrows beneath the dirty clothes.
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The kittens arch their backs and fluff their
tails.
‘Fish!’ gasps Nat.
‘Fish!’ I echo.
Now every letter on every book starts
shooting

out

small

gold

and

silver

fish.

Glimmering sardines! Thousands of them. They
slap against the walls and windows, then fall to
the floor. The kittens pounce, here, there, but
are soon overwhelmed. The fish keep shooting,
flying, leaping, until the floor is covered and all
the words are gone from the books. The fish
wriggle and glisten, tickling our feet, then begin
to slip away. They disappear through a crack in
the floor, like water running down a drain.
‘Where’ve they gone?’ whispers Nat.
We press our faces to the window. A school
of sardines slides from beneath our caravan,
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across the stone pavement and into the harbour.
Moments later, they leap into the air, a giant
gold and silver wave of fishiness, then disappear
into the water once more.
‘It’s never been fish before,’ says Nat.
Turning back, we see a single sardine still
flapping on the floor. One of the kittens pounces,
but it slips between her paws and escapes down
the crack.
I scoop the disappointed fluffball into my arms.
Now a large orange octopus creeps up out of
the kitchen sink and squirms along to the nearest
bookshelf. One of its tentacles reaches out across
the books, tracing new gold and silver letters
on the spines. It twists and loops, stretches and
writhes, growing longer and longer until, at last,
the title of each and every book has reappeared
in Greek. At the same time, a tiny squid pops
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from the spout of our teapot.
It squirts out a stream of black
ink that drips down between the
pages of a dictionary. The ink
will travel on and on, working
the same magic inside the books as the octopus
has on the covers, rewriting every word in Greek.
I know the words are Greek because I can
read them. Just as Dad, Nat and I will now be
able to speak Greek. It’s all in the magic of the
Travelling Bookshop. It happens wherever in the
world we go.
With the final letter formed, the orange
octopus retracts its tentacle, then disappears
down the sink.
Nat’s eyes boggle. ‘Do you think it’ll hang
around?’
I shrug.
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‘But what if it comes back up the drain while
I’m cleaning my teeth?’ whines Nat. ‘I don’t
want to brush my teeth with an octopus stuck to
my face!’
Before I can answer, the bookshelves along
the back wall shudder and split down the
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middle. The two halves slide apart, leaving a
gap just wide enough to walk through. From
beyond come the sounds of waves crashing
against the shore, a woman singing opera,
church bells ringing, cicadas chirping, a guitar
being tuned and shopping trolleys colliding.
Then it’s quiet.
Nat and I wait. There’s always one line that
squeezes out from between the pages of a book
before everything settles.
We wait … and wait …
The kitten chews on my finger.
Coco nibbles on the edge of the kitchen
cupboard.
Then at last, a man’s deep voice reaches us:
‘And they all lived happily ever after … except
for the girl who was eaten by the crocodile …
and the boy who was gobbled up by the shark …
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and the old woman who was swallowed whole
by the very hungry dolphin.’
The caravan settles a little lower on its wheels
and the transformation is complete.
‘Awk!’ Coco stretches her wings and flies
away through the gap between the bookshelves.
Daisy and two of the kittens follow.
I pass the third kitten to Nat. ‘Off you go. I’ll
be in as soon as I’ve put up the signs outside.’

‘A travelling bookshop! We’ve never had one of
those on the island before.’
I turn around and find myself staring at a boy
and three grey donkeys. The boy is big and tall,
maybe twelve, and everything about him is brown
— hair, eyes, shirt, shorts and sandals. I’m almost
certain the donkeys are the ones from the boat.
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‘Hello,’ I say. ‘I’m Mim.’
The boy smiles, his teeth dazzling white in
his tanned face. ‘I’m Xander. And the donkeys
are Diana, Dora and Delia.’
I gasp. Dad was right! ‘Are they yours?’ I ask.
‘No, I’m just borrowing them. I’m collecting
as many as I can by Sunday.’
‘Collecting donkeys?’ I giggle. ‘Like people
collect marbles … or shells … or words?’
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‘Yup! My sister, Anjelica, is getting married,’
says Xander. ‘That’s why I have the day off
school. To help with the preparations.’
I frown. ‘Still sounding weird.’
He laughs. ‘The donkeys are for the guests to
ride. The church sits on the top of a hill. It’s a
long, hard hike for the old folk.’
‘Why don’t they drive their cars?’ I ask. ‘Or
catch a bus?’
‘There aren’t any,’ says Xander. ‘They’d be
useless on our tiny, rough paths. The only way to
get around the island is to walk or ride a donkey.’
‘Or a horse,’ I add. ‘Like our Flossy.’
Xander’s face lights up. ‘You have a horse?’
I nod.
‘Can I borrow her?’
‘You’ll have to ask my dad. But he’s not here
right now.’
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‘Ta-da!’ Nat jumps out the
caravan door and lands on the
ground between Xander and me.
He’s wearing nothing but a pair
of white underpants, and has
big blue circles all over his
arms, legs, face and belly.
‘Nat!’ I gasp. ‘You’ve drawn circles everywhere!’
‘Not everywhere!’ he says. ‘Not on my bottom.
Anyway, they’re not circles. They’re O’s.’
Of course they are.
Nat is in love with the letter O. He likes all
letters, but prefers to fall deeply in love with just
one at a time. O has been the love of his life for
many weeks.
Xander laughs. ‘You look like a blue-ringed
octopus.’
‘But I’m not. I’m just Nat.’
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‘Hi, Nat. I’m Xander Xenakis.’
‘That’s a strange name,’ says Nat. He
scrunches his nose and scratches his bottom. ‘It
sounds like a xylophone!’
‘It’s spelt like it too,’ replies Xander. ‘There’s
an X at the start of each word.’
‘Xander.’

Nat

speaks

slowly.

‘Xander

Xenakis.’ He giggles. ‘Xander Xenakis has a
xylophone.’ His eyes widen and he shouts, ‘I love
the letter X! It’s my favourite best loveliest letter
in the universe!’ He looks down at his blueringed belly, arms and legs. His shoulders slump.
‘Aw, man! I hate O’s and they’re everywhere!’
‘Except your bottom,’ says Xander.
‘Nah, I really did draw them there,’ Nat
confesses. ‘I was just too embarrassed to say.’
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