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Chapter 1

Five Years Previously

‘So, Miss Martin, this is a bit of an unusual question, but—’ The interviewer leaned forward over the desk. He hadn’t stopped fiddling with the lid of his pen, using his thumb to flick it up so it came loose before pressing it back down again. ‘Can you tell me, if you were a flavour of ice cream, which one would you be?’

What the sweet Jesus was this? Elsie plastered on a smile while inwardly cringing. Ice cream flavour? What in God’s name was the man talking about?

She’d prepared for all sorts of different questions – read a thousand website posts about good interview technique, what to say and what not to say, how to dress and how to smile – but this was … odd. On long, sleepless nights when her insomnia had struck, she’d used the time wisely, even reading tales of some of the stupid things people had done in interviews, like bring their pets along or eat their lunch while talking. But even with all of that, she wasn’t quite prepared for this. Luckily, the answer was easy for her.

‘Vanilla,’ she said as confidently as she could.

The man looked disappointed while Clara, the librarian who would be her boss if she got the job, seemed surprised, though at Elsie’s answer or the stupid question, she wasn’t sure. Hopefully the latter.

‘And why’s that?’ the suited interviewer asked.

‘Well, because …’

I’m the most boring person on the planet. I’ve never been anywhere or done anything interesting. I don’t go out, I don’t date. You certainly couldn’t call the car-crash of a love life she’d experienced so far ‘dating’. I just … read, she thought. But reading was the best pastime in the world. She couldn’t say that of course and after a moment’s hesitation found herself waffling on about how vanilla was the best thing to be in a customer-facing role like a librarian. ‘It’s important not to be judgemental about books because we all like different things and we want everyone to feel welcome in the library no matter what their age or taste.’

The corner of Clara’s mouth quirked up and Elsie felt herself relax a little. More questions were fired at her and all the while she spoke, Elsie could feel her cheeks flaming as usual, growing redder and redder. God knows what colour she was now. Probably a shade of red that had only ever been seen on the sun. She tried to ignore it and focus on the questions.

The man scribbled something then sat back in his chair. ‘And how would you deal with an untidy thatch?’

‘I’m sorry?’

Clara giggled. She could be quite naughty when she wanted to be, and Elsie was sure she’d added that question just to make the man say it out loud.

‘The thatched roof.’ He pointed his pen up towards the ceiling, the loose lid wobbling where he’d flicked it up again. ‘How would you deal with a problem with it, like some of it coming out or being disturbed by birds?’

‘I’d probably call old Davy from down the lane – or a council-approved contractor,’ she added quickly.

The suited man nodded and wrote something down.

‘And finally,’ said Clara in her usual kind, calming voice. ‘Why do you want this job?’

Now this Elsie was prepared for, but how exactly to get started? ‘I just love books,’ she began with a slight tilt of her head. She pushed her curly hair back from her face. ‘They’re magical. They take you places you might never get the chance to see. They take you away from your troubles. They educate. They help you believe things can be different … better.’ She paused as the suited interviewer raised his eyebrows. Carla gave a small nod to continue. ‘The library has been like a second home to me ever since I was little. I’ve read every book in the children’s section and since I’ve been old enough, I’ve been working my way through both fiction and non-fiction. And I love the way the library brings everyone together. Everyone comes here for one thing or another. I can’t think of anywhere better to work. This would be a dream come true for me, to be surrounded by books all day and share that love with other people.’

She finally ran out of steam, hot and sweaty with the stress of it all, and placed her hands on top of one another in her lap, her fingers trembling.

Clara smiled and something in the flash of her eyes urged Elsie to relax. ‘You certainly know everything there is to know about the library. You’ve been volunteering for years now. Even as a child you were always helping me to put books away after being curled up in the corner all day.’

‘We do have other people to see,’ the suited interviewer said, shooting a look at Clara like she was breaking some kind of rule by being nice to her. ‘So thank you for your time and we’ll let you know over the next couple of days.’

Elsie stood and offered her hand to shake. Should she have wiped it first? Was it sweaty? Too late now. She tried a confident smile. ‘Thank you for seeing me.’

As she left, Clara gave her a wink when the man’s back was turned. She wanted to believe the wink was a good sign, but the chances were the other applicants were less socially awkward and far more confident. They probably didn’t turn red as soon as a stranger spoke to them. There was nothing more she could do now. But it didn’t stop her brain taunting her with the things she should have said. All the things she should have phrased differently zipped through her mind and a little voice deep inside accused her of ruining everything by blushing so fiercely. Why did her body have to react that way? She pushed the thoughts away, leaving the small back office and walking through the library to the front door.

Everywhere she looked she saw someone she knew. People smiled and waved or held up crossed fingers showing their support.

‘Fingers crossed, Elsie,’ Winston called.

‘Good luck, Elsie,’ Bernard shouted.

‘I’m sure you’ve done well,’ old Mrs Adams squeaked.

Elsie responded to their comments with grateful thanks and mirrored their gestures by crossing her fingers and squeezing them together as tightly as possible. She so desperately wanted this job. It wasn’t an overstatement to say it was her dream role. She’d always thought being a librarian would suit her and she’d always wanted to work here at Meadowbank Library. It was the most perfect library in the world, situated on Cherry Lane in a small building near the grandly named Meadowbank River, though it was nothing more than a meandering stream that weaved through the centre of the village.

From the outside the library looked more like a village hall with its single storey and thatched roof but it was still picture-perfect to her. As was Meadowbank itself. A tiny, rural village deep in the Kent countryside miles from the racing modern world. They weren’t without modern conveniences though. They had a little shop, a butcher’s, a baker’s, and even a deli that had recently opened. Yet, on all sides were rolling fields, woods, and pastures that slowed time and formed a bubble around them.

Out in the fresh air, Elsie took a moment to breath. Her skin still felt warm and clammy even without the heat of the sun, but the breeze cooled her a little. She paused by the benches in front of the library on the riverbank and watched the ducks paddle lazily about.

She’d done everything she could, she told herself again. She’d prepared as much as possible and she’d handled the quite frankly bizarre questions as well as anyone could, considering she had no idea what the right answer actually was. What if you preferred chocolate or pistachio-flavoured ice cream? What did they think that said about a person? And why did the man ask about disasters in the library? What sort of catastrophe was he expecting? The only thing that came close in Elsie’s experience was ducks walking into the library and even then, as long as they didn’t start pecking at the books, Clara tended to let them be. They always got bored and wandered off of their own accord when they were ready.

Elsie headed back to the cottage, taking a detour around the green and duck pond first. Her house was only a minute or two away and going the long way round didn’t add much time, but she wanted to stay outside a bit more and cool down.

When she circled back to her house a moment later, the pristine front garden of the cottage bloomed in the sunshine. Small, evenly spaced flowers, and perfectly trimmed bushes that, up until now, had been looked after by her dad were a bright contrast to the plain white walls. The cottage was part of a pair that shared a large thatched roof. Most of the cottages in Meadowbank were thatched and had either flint stone walls or short fences around the small front gardens. No one had a high fence because how would you talk to your neighbours if you installed one of those?

She pushed open the front door, grateful that her cheeks had now cooled and returned to an almost normal colour. Keats, her tubby tortoiseshell cat, came to greet her. He wrapped himself around her legs, pushing his not-unsubstantial weight against her until she stopped and bent down to fuss his ears.

‘Hello, my lovely boy. Want to know how it went? Okay, I think.’ He purred in response.

The familiar scent of home – of lavender coming from the front garden and honeysuckle from the back – comforted her. Elsie stood up and walked around the sofa, flopping onto a seat. Keats followed. She picked up the property details of the cottage her parents had just bought and moved to in the Highlands. One day she’d go there to visit. One day, she’d visit all the places she’d read about that had piqued her interest. There were so many she’d lost count but maybe if she got this job, she’d take the plunge and travel. She’d overcome her shyness to get this far, and she could get to Scotland by train, after all. It might take a while, but she could do it. Possibly.

Gemma, her best friend who lived next door, was off travelling around Europe. She’d asked Elsie to go along too, but as usual, Elsie hadn’t found the courage. And, of course, she had a pathological fear of flying. Flying meant getting in a tin box that zoomed through the air at a ridiculous speed with the highest chance of death imaginable. There was no point in telling her about all the safety checks planes went through, you couldn’t wrap it up in a bow. It was a terrifying box of death. When she heard from Clara an actual job was coming up in the library, meaning she wouldn’t have to volunteer anymore, it proved the perfect excuse not to leave. She couldn’t risk losing the chance to live her dream.

When all the other children at school were playing cops and robbers, she’d played at being a librarian, talking about books, helping people choose them, checking them out with an imaginary stamp. It was all on computers now, but she smiled at the memory. Elsie tossed the estate agent’s leaflet back onto the coffee table and crossed her fingers again, praying she’d done enough to win the suited man over. Clara had encouraged her to apply so she knew she had her support, but Elsie still had to tick the boxes and score more points than the other applicants. It was like a horrible game.

She let out a breath and allowed Keats onto her lap. He curled into a ball, and she stroked his silky soft fur. The cottage looked strangely empty without her parents’ possessions in it. They’d left her most of the furniture but had taken all their academic tomes with them and the shelves in the alcoves were bare without the dense and dusty books. At least she could move all her novels down from her room now. It was hard to find her bed there were so many piles of them on the floor. Climbing back into bed in the middle of the night after she’d been to the bathroom could be particularly dangerous. She liked having the place to herself though. At 25, she thought it was time she lived on her own, but she hadn’t ever wanted to move out of the village and nearer to her job in an office in Witchbury. She’d taken the day off to attend the interview today and crossed her fingers again.

‘Please let me get this job,’ Elsie begged again in the silence of the room. She raised her eyes, studying the ceiling, hoping that if any being controlled fate or destiny it was listening to her now. ‘Please?’

Seeing her latest read on the arm of the sofa where she’d left it that morning, she picked it up. She’d do what she always did and disappear into its pages for a while. Hearing the comforting flex of the spine and feeling the paper beneath her fingers, she settled down, attempting to push all thoughts of the interview from her mind.

You never know, maybe the suited man liked vanilla ice cream over the more exciting flavours.

   


Chapter 2

Five Years Later

‘They’re at it again, Elsie,’ Bernard said, tapping the computer screen with an aged finger. ‘Following that poor girl around and taking pictures of her weekly shop.’

Elsie frowned in confusion while restacking the newspapers in the rack. She loved the smell of paper that perfumed the library air, though she preferred the scent of old paper that came from a well-worn book to the fresh newsprint in her hand. She couldn’t imagine still working in a lifeless, stuffy office with air-conditioning and the recycled smell of Lynx body spray. Beyond depressing. ‘Who, Bernard?’

‘See this here.’ Bernard’s beard ruffled as pursed his lips and prodded the screen.

Elsie glanced at it. For once her eyes weren’t puffy or burning with tiredness from another sleepless night and she was able to focus quickly, her mind working at a much faster speed than usual. The last few nights had been free from insomnia, and she’d slept like a baby, allowing her body to rest and recharge. The difference it made was incredible and the smile that had been growing wider with every good night, was now taking over her face.

‘That poor Taylor Swift girl was spotted in a car park in Wigan last night. Off to Asda apparently, but she can’t go anywhere without someone taking a photo of her. Poor love.’

Bernard was one of the older residents of Meadowbank and had been coming to the library for as long as Elsie had worked here, which was about five years now. His fascination with celebrity culture, and the apparent sightings of various movie stars and singers in the United Kingdom, had been a recent addition to his normal checking of the BBC News and Weather.

‘How extraordinary,’ Elsie replied. ‘What do you think Taylor Swift was doing in Wigan? Popped over from LA, has she?’

Bernard sat back and considered. ‘Maybe they don’t have Asda in LA.’ He shrugged. ‘Maybe she can’t get hold of Pringles.’

Elsie paused midway between folding The Daily Mail and slotting it into the rack. ‘Pringles?’

‘Yeah. Maybe you can only get those in England. I love the sour cream and onion ones. Not keen on that odd pizza flavour they do sometimes. Tastes like sick to me. Can you imagine though, Elsie? That poor girl can’t go anywhere without the paparazzi following her. What a life.’

Elsie gave his shoulder a gentle squeeze as she went back to the desk. Though she had, on more than one occasion, hinted that it was unlikely for Taylor Swift to be spotted in Wigan, or Sharon Stone in a Halfords in Basingstoke, he’d never quite believed her. Bernard’s voice carried the short distance between them.

‘Look at this one, Elsie. That rapper Hissy Fit was spotted in Tooting.’ He stroked his beard. ‘I’ve always quite liked Tooting. It’s got a funny name.’

Elsie bit back a laugh and rounded the desk to sort out the books poked through the drop box last night. She raked her fingers through her frizzy hair, then pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. The unseasonably warm weather was making her thick curls even more frazzled than usual and she had yet to find a product that could tame them. Karen, her supervisor, and the grumpiest librarian ever to walk the Earth, neither looked up nor smiled at Bernard’s comment.

‘He’s going crazier by the day,’ she muttered, scowling at the magazine in front of her.

Somehow, Karen managed to do all of the moaning and none of the work while Elsie did all of the work and very little moaning. At first, Elsie hadn’t minded when Karen was appointed as her supervisor after Clara, the old librarian, had retired. She loved her job as it was and had to concede that she hadn’t been brave enough to go for promotion. The idea of sitting in front of a panel answering questions and knowing she’d go as red as a beetroot had put her off. It had been all she could do to get through the interview for this job and she still hadn’t quite recovered from being asked, ‘What are your weaknesses?’ to which she’d trailed off a list so long she’d been surprised they hadn’t been deterred by her inability to face confrontation, speak in public, or dance with any discernible rhythm.

As a result of Elsie’s inability to push herself, Karen had got the job even though she’d never particularly liked library work. In fact, Elsie knew full well she hated it. She hated the children coming in for story times, the older people who came in for Mingle and Mutter or just some company, and she had a particularly strong loathing for the book club because it meant finding all the special cups and saucers people had brought in from home. But Karen did like the extra money that came with the position and overseeing the rota, which meant she got first dibs on holidays and more than her fair share of weekends off.

Not for the first time Elsie wondered if she should stop being so afraid of actually doing things and take a chance once in a while. For a wallflower like her though, it was easier said than done. She’d had so many ideas for new sessions the library could run and local authors they could get in for book launches and talks, but when she’d tentatively raised them with Karen, they’d been pooh-poohed as too expensive or too highbrow.

‘I can’t bear any more of his looniness about random celebrities being seen in places they definitely wouldn’t be unless their career had gone down the toilet quicker than a—’

‘He’s not a loony,’ Elsie whispered. ‘He’s just eccentric.’

With a flick of the page, Karen tutted. ‘Well, I am so bored of his eccentricities. It’s all I hear every bloody morning.’

Stacking the books she needed to shelve into a manageable pile, Elsie said, ‘He’s like Winston; he likes his routine, that’s all. Bernard loves coming in in the mornings and checking his websites. He’s on his own too and it’s more about company than anything else.’

‘But Tooting?’ Karen said. ‘And Hissy Fit? I doubt he even knows who he is.’

Elsie had a mental image of Bernard listening to rap music while he made his morning tea and supressed a giggle. He didn’t do anyone any harm and if it made him happy, who was she to judge? Glancing at the clock, she saw that it was nearly ten o’clock, which meant that any minute now, poor, lonely Winston would arrive to read the papers and chat to Bernard. Since his wife died nine months ago, Winston had needed the company the library and Meadowbank’s community had to offer more than any of its residents. Elsie had a soft spot for him and made it her mission to check on him after his grief had been almost overpowering.

The Mingle and Mutter crew would be arriving too. It was the name they used for the specific time the older residents of the village were encouraged to stop by for a chat. Like most of their regular, community-focused events it was well attended, and Elsie always enjoyed listening to their stories of times gone by. Just as she’d finished checking her watch, Jocelyn Carmichael arrived with her friend, Mrs Picard.

‘Morning, ladies,’ Elsie called out.

‘Morning, Elsie love,’ Mrs Carmichael responded. ‘Now, have you got any books put aside for me?’

‘I do, actually.’

Elsie was always tasked with finding new reads for Mrs Carmichael because whenever she asked Karen, all she did was take a cursory glance at the new arrivals stand and point at something that was nothing like the books Mrs Carmichael actually liked. The old lady had rather specific, and somewhat X-rated tastes. She always bypassed local romance author Neve Chapstone (Elsie took a moment to admire the display of her books she’d made the day before) and had read all of the Fifty Shades books (and seen the movies). Elsie sometimes struggled to keep up with Mrs C’s voracious reading habits. Luckily, she’d bulk-ordered some new books and couldn’t wait to show her.

More of the village’s older residents arrived and the library was soon buzzing with people. Elsie loved the library when it was quiet, but she loved it even more when it was full of discussions and people connecting over books.

‘With all these oldies here I can feel myself ageing,’ Karen groaned, running her fingers down her neck as if being near an octogenarian was making her jowly. ‘It’s like they’re sucking the life right out of me.’

Elsie rolled her eyes, thankful that Karen didn’t see as she eagerly read a feature on juice detoxes that didn’t look a particularly healthy form of weight loss. Even though she could do with losing a few pounds, Elsie wasn’t in favour of anything that meant you had to stop chewing.

As well as Winston, one of her other favourite customers was Patricia, the kind, middle-aged woman who led Baby and Toddler Toe Taps. Elsie was alerted to her arrival by a flash of purple passing one of the side windows.

‘Morning, everyone,’ Patricia trilled, her purple silk scarf trailing behind her as she marched in. ‘How are we all today?’

Karen glanced up from her magazine and flipped another page. At this rate she’d run out of things to read by quarter past and might actually have to do some work.

‘You look lovely today, Patricia,’ Elsie said. ‘I love your scarf.’

‘Thank you, darling. Isn’t it a glorious day? Have you seen that sky? It’s the most brilliant blue. It’s going to be a warm one, but I can’t go out without one of my signature silk scarves.’ She tossed it artistically over her shoulder.

‘It is gorgeous today, isn’t it? It’s so warm already, I don’t think it’ll be long and we’ll need to open the other door.’

Elsie much preferred the natural daylight that flowed in, to the harsher, functional strip-lighting in the ceiling. With the double doors pinned back, from her spot at the desk, she could see straight out to the riverbank and the cherry trees that dotted the way along it, under which several benches were nestled. The bright pink blossoms didn’t last all that long, but as the weather was unseasonably warm with very little wind, they were still decorating the trees. Occasionally, the ducks would paddle down from the pond on the edge of the village green and hop up searching for crumbs. Elsie had to admit, if she ate her lunch out there, she’d sometimes leave titbits on purpose to attract them. She liked watching them plod around and they were as much a part of the village as the church, the tiny school everyone went to, and the fêtes and fairs that marked each passing season.

Sometimes, she’d take a walk around the large empty fields flowing out from the back of the library and to its side when she felt the need to stretch her legs. At this time of year, the grass grew high and the prettiest wildflowers dotted the wide expanse of green, puncturing the scene with vibrant dots of blues, yellows, and whites. Undoubtedly idyllic, it was the main reason she’d never left. Elsie glanced to her left where a couple of glass cases displayed the archaeological finds discovered nearby. There wasn’t anything too exciting: certainly no Saxon hoard or hidden treasure, but Elsie loved their collection of Roman pot shards and Iron Age coins. It was amazing to think that the small village of Meadowbank had existed in one form or another from such an early age.

‘I’m looking forward to today’s Toe Taps,’ Patricia said excitedly. ‘I’ve got a lovely new set of toys for the kids to use.’ She held up a carrier bag and Elsie could see bright pops of colour through the thin plastic.

‘Oh, Patricia, you haven’t gone and bought more toys, have you? You mustn’t do that. We can get some out of the budget for you. You just need to let us know what to buy.’

‘We can’t reimburse you,’ snapped Karen, finally closing the magazine and standing up. ‘And we don’t have enough in the budget to buy any either.’ She turned to look at Elsie, annoyed with her for suggesting it, and Elsie’s cheeks burned under the admonishment.

‘Here’s another one, Elsie,’ shouted Bernard from the corner. ‘Stroud this time. That judge from World’s Worst Chef. What’s her name? Alexandra Stump, that’s it. She was seen in PoundLife.’

After peering into the bag Patricia had brought with her, Karen marched off. Elsie wasn’t sure what she’d marched off to do. She’d probably gone to hide in her office, or the geography section: no one ever went in there. Elsie turned her attention back to Patricia, who shook her head and leaned in conspiratorially.

‘I don’t know how you put up with that woman. How she got the job, I’ll never understand. She must be very good at interviews is all I can say. Right, I’d better go and get ready. We’ll be starting in an hour.’

Tuesday mornings were one of the busiest in the library with Mingle and Mutter first thing and then Baby and Toddler Toe Taps. They’d tried spacing them out over the week, but the residents had made it clear that these were their preferred times and so Elsie had made sure that they catered for them.

Patricia headed off through the beautiful wooden archway that separated the main section of the library from a smaller one. The front area of it held children’s books and behind it was the reference section. It wasn’t an ideal layout because the kids’ area could get a little noisy, but Karen had never agreed to a re-organisation, even though Elsie suspected she’d never even asked their boss.

Among the bright murals in the children’s section was a hidden cupboard and Patricia kneeled down to take out the large blanket they used for story times and a bag full of random figures collected over the years that stood in as characters. What had begun as a few Barbie dolls and Action Man figures had, thanks to Patricia’s skill with a crochet needle, grown to include a number of characters including ones of Patricia, Bernard, Winston, and Elsie with her glasses. She had made one of Karen too, but she only brought that out when Karen was off because she’d put her in a witch’s hat and given her a giant wart on the end of her nose. The crochet figures were Elsie’s favourites because they had the most personality, and it was wonderful to think a little piece of her and her friends was woven into the stories.

With another quick check of the large clock that hung over the door, worry mounted in Elsie’s stomach. Winston was late. She’d become more and more concerned about him over the last month, sure he wasn’t eating properly. His face had grown thinner and though he’d signed up to the Meadowbank equivalent of Meals on Wheels – Dinner in a Dish – she wasn’t sure he was actually eating much. His grief since his wife had died had consumed him so fully, he had, for a while, lost the will to live. He’d perked up a bit at Christmas – a time Elsie was particularly worried about him – when as well as the gifts she’d given him, he’d received some from other residents thanks to the wishing tree that their local primary school teacher, Bella, had set up, but since then he’d been slowly going downhill, merely existing day to day.

As Elsie was about to go to the door to look for him, he ambled around the corner. It must have been a bad day for his arthritis as he limped whenever he put weight on his left leg. Elsie ran out from behind the desk and pulled out his chair for him.

‘Thank you, poppet. Oh, you’re a good girl,’ he said as he flopped down. His thin grey hair had been slicked back and she noticed the dark shadows under his eyes.

Elsie took The Times from the newspaper rack next to the computers. Everyone knew he read that paper first, so whenever it neared ten o’clock, the regulars who’d come for Mingle and Mutter would choose another, ensuring it was free for Winston. These were the things Elsie loved most about the quiet village she’d been born and raised in.

Bernard was still jabbing at the screen, moaning to Mrs Picard and some other ladies about celebrity sightings in places he’d never heard of, and after a final harrumph went in search of an atlas. He didn’t trust Google Maps to show him where the little town of Upper Dicker actually was or if, in fact, it was real.

‘No bike today, Winston?’ Elsie asked as she handed the paper to him. Winston normally rode everywhere and to know that he hadn’t meant his leg was particularly bad.

‘Not today, poppet. My hip’s playing up something horrible, even in this good weather. I must have slept funny. Do you know, even though I could spread out if I wanted to, I still find myself sleeping on my side of the bed?’ The sadness that welled in his eyes tugged at her heart.

In an effort to cheer him up, Elsie said, ‘Gemma should be here soon with our elevenses.’

‘What cake do you think it is today?’

‘I’ve heard it’s lemon and pistachio Battenburg.’

Some of the sadness dissipated from Winston’s face. ‘Now that sounds just the thing on this lovely day. I don’t think I’ve ever had that before. Have you?’

‘Nope, definitely not, but it sounds delicious.’ Elsie went back to the desk to retrieve the books for shelving.

Slowly, she ambled around the sections, tidying and ensuring the books were in order with the spines level, like soldiers lining up for parade. Though she wasn’t normally one for singing her own praises, Elsie did have a remarkable knowledge of books. She couldn’t claim to have read every book in the library, but she read widely and kept up to date with all the industry papers so she knew what was happening in the various genres. As Karen left the ordering to her, she liked to know what people were likely to ask for and to make sure they had it in stock. As far as she was concerned, reading wasn’t just a hobby, it was part of her job and whenever she was alone, she couldn’t help but open a book and slide into the world between the pages.

Pausing at the travel section as she returned a slightly outdated guide on Egypt to the shelf, she sighed. As much as she loved Meadowbank, lately, the world beyond the village had been pulling at her mind more than ever, leaving behind a wanderlust that had never touched her this way before. She’d always been more than satisfied with her sweet village life, but at odd moments, like the one today, she did wonder what it would be like to see the pyramids of Egypt that Elizabeth Peters described in her Amelia Peabody series, or glide down the Nile as Hercule Poirot had done. She shook the feeling away as she shelved the last few books and went to join Mingle and Mutter.

Before long, she was waving goodbye to the older generation as the new one arrived for Baby and Toddler Toe Taps. The chatter of Mingle and Mutter faded, and the air was filled with the gorgeous sounds of Patricia’s singing and squeals of children’s laughter as well as the off-beat banging of drums and some random clapping. Elsie couldn’t help but join in as they sang ‘The Wheels on the Bus’ and had to tear herself away to shelve some books. Karen stayed in her office for the duration, which wasn’t unusual and actually made life easier for everyone else. When they were nearly finished, Gemma arrived with cakes and treats from the bakery she ran with her partner, Orla.

‘Here we are, kiddies. Mini blueberry muffins for you, and for my favourite librarian and her chums I’ve got a lemon and pistachio Battenburg, courtesy of Orla.’

The toddlers ran over to the desk while the mums gathered their babies. When Gemma deposited her tray, tiny hands grabbed greedily at the golden sponge studded with bursts of blue. Not many libraries had a cake delivery service, but the arrangement worked well for both the bakery and the library. The customers in the library received exquisite cakes every day (and it was probably one of the reasons the place was always so busy around this time) and Gemma and Orla could test out their new recipes without having to eat all the results themselves. Snaffling cake every day didn’t sound like a bad thing, but the calories did, unfortunately, add up in the end.

‘How busy are you this morning?’ asked Elsie as Gemma swished her long, dark ponytail back over her shoulder.

‘We’ve been manic and will be again soon when all the mums leave you and come to us for a restorative after all that singing. You do me a real favour,’ she said to Patricia, who had left the mothers to chat while she had a sip from a water bottle and a slice of Battenburg.

Elsie took a couple of plates to Bernard and Winston and the few Mingle and Mutter customers who’d stayed around to choose new library books. Karen too magically reappeared and after grabbing a slice, ran off back to her office. ‘And is Orla okay?’

‘Yeah, she’s great. She’s holding the fort while Scarlett sits in a highchair at the end of the counter. When I get back, I’ll take over with Scarlett while she serves, and we’ll swap back again later.’

‘You should have brought her along,’ Patricia said. ‘I’d be happy to look after her for you.’

Gemma tipped her head. ‘You are a sweetie. I might do that next time. She can get quite stroppy if she hasn’t burned off some energy.’

‘It can’t be easy running the bakery with just the two of you and raising a baby.’

‘We are quite worn out at the end of the day. And speaking of the end of the day,’ Gemma said, turning to Elsie, ‘are you coming round for dinner tonight? Orla’s making pierogies.’

Elsie’s eyes widened. One of the best things about Orla’s Polish heritage was that she made the most amazing food. Since Orla and Gemma had moved in together, pierogies had become one of Elsie’s favourite meals, though she wasn’t gifted enough to make them herself. ‘What time?’ she asked, moving to the self-checkout opposite the desk and helping a customer take home some books.

‘About seven? That gives us time to get Scarlett bathed and in her cot before you arrive. Not that she’ll go to sleep but we’re trying to let her fall asleep on her own with her mobile playing.’

‘Sounds good. I’ll bring a bottle.’ Elsie noticed Patricia’s face had suddenly darkened. ‘Is everything all right, Patricia?’

‘Oh, yes. I was just thinking of my grandson.’

They all knew there’d been a row in the Skinner family, but Patricia had only given them the barest details on the odd occasions she felt able to talk about it.

‘My daughter’s still not forgiven me for criticising Blake that day. It’s been over a year now. And even though I keep texting and asking if we can meet up, I don’t get any reply.’

Just as Elsie was about to speak, two shadows filled the small doorway, one tall and thin, the other short and round.

‘Who’re they?’ asked Gemma, scowling as they blocked the exit, pointing and muttering together.

‘I have no idea, but I have a horrible feeling that whatever they’re here for, it isn’t going to be good.’

   


Chapter 3

Karen appeared at Elsie’s elbow and Gemma, who had an even lower opinion of her than Elsie did, backed away.

‘Karen,’ Elsie said quietly, watching the two men who had begrudgingly moved out of the way of a customer but had immediately filled the doorway again. ‘Do you know who they are?’

‘That’s what I just came to tell you,’ she whispered. ‘You’ll never guess what I’ve just seen.’ If Karen was about to go off on a tangent with more scurrilous gossip, Elsie’d have to tell her to hold her tongue; Elsie wasn’t the gossiping type and in a small village like Meadowbank idle tittle-tattle could ruin people’s lives. But what Karen had to say was more than a little intriguing. ‘Two posh cars just pulled up down the side and that’s them.’ She pointed at the door. ‘Who do you think they are? When I saw the cars, I did think they might be better looking. Not like those trolls, but then, beggars can’t be choosers and it’s been a very long time since anyone visited my—’

‘Maybe they’re from the council,’ Elsie said before Karen could go into another rant about her lack of love life.

Karen shook her head. ‘If they are, they’re pretty high up. I’ve never seen any of them here in Meadowbank before. Normally they can’t be bothered with us.’

Which was why Karen got away with so much, Elsie thought but, as usual, bit her tongue. As she had to work with the woman it wasn’t worth annoying her unnecessarily.

The squat and round gentleman had bright red cheeks and sweat gathering at his temples. His face had a doughy quality, like a child had modelled it out of playdough. So much so that his bulbous nose and wiry, trimmed moustache looked like they hadn’t quite been attached to his face. The tall and thin man with him had receding hair and took from the inside pocket of his jacket a lanyard that he hung around his neck. From the vague outline on the badge, Elsie could tell he was from the council after all, but she couldn’t see a department name. Perhaps he was new? Perhaps the other man was an architect hired to refurbish the library. He was certainly pointing at a lot of things and gazing around. There’d been other people poking about the place recently too. Though they hadn’t all come inside, she’d spotted them through the window, gazing at the roof and mentally measuring the length of the walls. The few that had come in had been conspicuous by their lack of interest in any of the bookstands, weaving their way through and refusing any offers of help before scuttling away. A slight tingle of excitement welled in her stomach. If they refurbished the library, she might have the chance to put her ideas for a re-organisation forward after all, though she’d have to do it by email. She couldn’t stand the thought of being face to face with these intimidating suits.

The council man said, ‘Feel free to look around, Conrad’, before walking towards them.

‘Hide the cake, quick,’ whispered Karen, grabbing the now-empty plate and slipping it under her magazine. Realising that too would land her in trouble, she slid the council Health and Safety Policy on top. They weren’t supposed to have food and drink unless it was for a special event and supplied by the council canteen or an approved catering company. Patricia deftly grabbed the last few mini-muffins and took them over to the children’s section while Gemma tried to hide the tray behind her back.

‘Ah, ladies, you must be …’ He checked his clipboard. ‘Karen and Elsie. Is that right?’ They both silently nodded. ‘Good. My name is Gareth Rees-Hale. I work for the council. Is it possible to have a word with you both?’

‘At the same time?’ asked Elsie. She nervously adjusted her glasses while Rees-Hale stared like she’d said something particularly stupid.

‘Ideally. Yes.’

‘It’s just that …’ She looked to Karen to take over, but she’d lost her tongue. ‘You see, there are only the two of us, so if we both go at the same time, there’ll be no one at the desk.’

‘Don’t you have any volunteers?’ he asked sternly.

‘Well, yes, but—’

‘Then ask them. This is rather important.’

Again, Elsie looked to Karen. When Karen didn’t move, she went to find Patricia, who had, on occasion, covered the desk in an emergency. Though she hoped that Rees-Hale was bringing exciting news, his dour expression indicated otherwise. A horrible feeling began to rise in her stomach, and it definitely wasn’t due to the lemon and pistachio cake, which had, as usual, been delicious.

‘Patricia—’

‘Who’s that?’ she whispered, edging closer. ‘I’ve had to hide the mini-muffins behind David Walliams. Don’t let me forget them before I leave.’

‘I won’t. It’s someone from high up. He wants to talk to me and Karen together.’

‘Oh. Well, hopefully it’s good news. Maybe they’re going to rethatch the roof at last.’

‘I hope so,’ Elsie replied. ‘Or maybe it’s about the new appraisal policy. We got an email about it the other day. It was the most boring thing I’ve ever read, but, anyway, do you mind keeping an eye on the place while he speaks to us. I don’t think it’ll take long.’

‘Of course. Good luck, sweetheart.’

Elsie headed back to Rees-Hale. ‘Ready when you are.’

‘My office is this way.’ Karen suddenly perked up, leading them to her tiny hideaway at the back of the building. Once inside, she motioned for him to take her seat behind the desk with a deferential air. ‘Would you prefer to sit here, Mr Rees-Hale?’

Clearly, she hadn’t realised the latest copy of Heat magazine was out on the corner of the desk. When Karen spotted it, her eyes widened comically and she blushed as she said, ‘Let me clear you some room.’

He took a seat, leaving Elsie and Karen to find ones for themselves. Both ended up on spare tiny seats from the children’s section that had been stacked at the end of the room. Elsie’s knees were now only fractionally away from her chin, and she could see some of the hairs left from Keats, her tortoiseshell cat.

‘Are they the only chairs you have?’ Even seated, Rees-Hale towered over them. ‘Can’t you get some from out there?’ He pointed to the main section of the library.

‘These are fine,’ said Karen, clearly eager to hear what the senior man had to say. ‘Aren’t they, Elsie?’ Her eyes widened, a silent instruction to Elsie to shut up so he could get on with it.

‘Yes. Yes, they’re fine.’ It didn’t really matter to Elsie if she could smell her knees, she was more interested in the purpose of this visit than anything else.

‘Right, well then, I’ll proceed. I’m sure you’ve seen some men popping in lately.’

Elsie nodded.

‘They’ve been assessing the building.’

The weight in her stomach lightened. They could do with getting rid of some of the old MDF bookshelves where the fake-wood veneer was peeling off, and as Patricia had pointed out, the building had needed re-roofing for ages. The next big storm could see them with buckets on the floor and the Health and Safety department certainly wouldn’t like that. They could even change the lighting to something less eye-straining and more natural.

‘I’m afraid I’ve come to notify you that we’re selling the library for regeneration purposes.’

Elsie’s stomach catapulted itself into her throat. All the breath was knocked from her lungs like she’d taken a physical blow to the chest. Though they didn’t need pushing up, Elsie adjusted her glasses so she had something to do with her hands. ‘Regeneration purposes? What does that mean exactly?’

‘It means we’ll be using this land for housing. In fact, the sale will be going through over the next couple of days. There’ll be a formal meeting tomorrow at nine where you’ll be placed at risk of redundancy, but we thought it best to speak to you first and let you know now. We’ve heard reports that the news has been leaked to the papers and we didn’t want you to find out from there.’

‘That’s very kind of you,’ Karen said, clearly eyeing up redeployment. Elsie couldn’t bring herself to do the same. If she couldn’t work in the little library in Meadowbank, she didn’t want to work anywhere at all. Of course, she’d have to, the rational part of her brain told her. She had bills to pay. But this was the most wonderful library on the planet. Nowhere could compare to here. Except for maybe the Bodleian or the British Library, but she didn’t want to move to a big city where she’d undoubtedly end up lonely and terrified. This was her home where everyone knew her.

‘I’m terribly sorry to be the bearer of bad news,’ Rees-Hale said, standing up. For him the meeting was over.

‘But why?’ Elsie asked, pushing herself out of the ridiculously small chair, which was no mean feat. ‘We’ve got really good borrowing rates and … and everyone uses the library. Look how busy we are this morning, and this is just a normal Tuesday. Why do you have to build here? Surely there are other places.’

‘Elsie,’ Karen said through gritted teeth. ‘I’m sure Mr Rees-Hale has to get going.’

‘It’s fine,’ he said, holding out a hand in a conciliatory fashion. ‘The area – this area in particular – needs affordable housing. We run lots of other libraries and we feel there’ll be enough provision for the village.’

‘But—’

‘You’ll have a chance tomorrow in our formal meeting to ask any questions and there’ll be a public meeting in the evening, when we’ll let the rest of the village know our plans.’

They won’t like it, Elsie thought, but again bit her lip to stop the words coming out.

‘I’d ask you both to keep this information confidential until I announce things tomorrow. I’ve been assured the Media team can stop it appearing in the local paper, but they’ve said things like that before so we’re telling you just in case. Please put this notice on the door informing everyone that there’ll be a public meeting here tomorrow night. They’ll find out everything then. Do you have enough chairs out there?’ He peered out of the small window in the fire-proof door. ‘I doubt many people will come so you’ll probably be fine if you just round up all the ones you’ve got.’

Without thinking Elsie let out an incredulous snort but then turned it into a cough under Rees-Hale’s hard eyes. You clearly don’t know this village, she thought. There was going to be uproar. And heartbreak.

‘Obviously as council employees you’re expected to be politically neutral and support the plans.’

‘Of course,’ Karen replied, eyeing Elsie. ‘We understand.’

Neutral? How was she supposed to be neutral about their tearing the heart out of Meadowbank? About their tearing the heart out of her life. She thought of all the people out there right now, all the people who’d been there this morning. What about them? It was only now, as her legs almost gave way, that Elsie realised they were shaking.

For once, Elsie decided not to hold back, and racked her brains for another argument or evidence they were making the wrong decision, but her mind froze and her mouth opened and closed, no words coming out. Why when she wanted so desperately to scream and shout and make a fuss, summoning some courage and risking the worst of all possible things – a face-to-face confrontation – could she not think of anything to say?

Unfortunately, Rees-Hale didn’t even see her attempt at an argument as he exited the office without so much as a backwards glance.

The door clicked shut behind him, and her heart sank at the same time her world came tumbling down around her. Despite the warmth of the day, a cold chill rippled through her body, and she shuddered.

What the hell was she going to do now?

   


Chapter 4

Elsie had finished her working day in a daze. Every action taken in the library, whether it be serving customers, dusting the display cases, or shelving books, had been completed on autopilot and the smile she’d fixed in place for the sake of her friends hadn’t faded until she’d stepped inside her front garden.

The bright and blossoming flowers her dad had planted before they moved were still alive, though they weren’t yet in full bloom. It was surprising really. Elsie watered them regularly and had replanted others but wasn’t one to spend hours digging when each week brought new books to read. Some of the order her dad had liked was gone now, but she thought it looked better for it. In the summer the flowers tumbled into one another at the corners of the small front garden and in between she’d added small stone books. A perfect monument to her passion.

As soon as the cottage door opened, Keats weaved himself around her legs, meowing and causing her to stumble. ‘Oh, Keats, stop it. Let me at least get inside.’

She hooked the keys onto the key rack attached to the wall. As with most things in her life, it was shaped like an open book, and had small hooks running along the bottom. Books – mostly novels – were everywhere in the small, sweet cottage. Where the shelves were full, stacks of books had been piled on the floor. Either side of the large fireplace, paperbacks came up to her knees, framing the fire, while other piles acted as coffee tables at each end of the well-worn, pale green sofa.

Some people mourned the advent of ebooks as the end of a good old-fashioned paperback, but Elsie had always been grateful for them. She didn’t think her house could stand anymore books, though it never stopped her buying them. As much as she loved her e-reader, curling up with it of an evening, or taking it with her on those rare occasions she did leave Meadowbank, there were times when only a real book would do and the smell of paper fragranced the air of her cottage as it did in the library.

Despondency filled her and she threw herself into the armchair by the window, gazing out at the village. She pulled her legs up and hugged them, then straightened them out again. With no idea what to do with herself she fidgeted, adjusting the cushion behind her back. Keats jumped up onto her lap and she hugged him close, burying her head in his soft fur.

‘Oh, Keats, it’s been the worst day ever.’ She was answered by his soft purr as he rubbed his face against hers. ‘You’re hungry, aren’t you? Come on, I’ll get you some food before I go next door.’

Though she felt guilty for leaving him on his own, she knew letting him onto her bed tonight would make up for popping out for the evening and she’d give him a little extra food so his food coma would keep him sleepy and happy. She was lucky that her best friend had always lived next door, there for her whenever she needed her. They’d clicked instantly at school and being neighbours all their lives had only strengthened their friendship.

Elsie moved through to the kitchen and took a pouch of cat food from the cupboard. As she gathered cutlery and his bowl, she also grabbed the wine to take next door. Luckily, she didn’t need to change as she was already in her usual attire of trousers and a loose top. When she got another job, would she have to wear a uniform or buy a new outfit that was more suitable for a fancy office?

‘Urgh,’ she said out loud at the idea. Keats responded with a meow, and she laid his food bowl down, giving him a fuss before she stood up. ‘I’ll be back in a bit, Keats. Be good.’

Closing the door softly behind her, she took a breath of the blossom-scented air. It had been a wonderfully warm spring so far. The sun had shone brightly every day and though it was only April, the temperature had been climbing steadily since March. No one had expected it to last, but surprisingly it had, and with every pleasant morning, the weather had dominated the topic of conversation in the village.

In less than a minute, Elsie had walked down the path from her cottage, past Gemma and Orla’s front garden, and was knocking on their front door.

Though Rees-Hale had told her to keep schtum, there was no way Elsie could hide the news from Gemma. As soon as the two gentlemen had left Karen’s office and exited the building (still pointing at things as they went, which had annoyed Elsie greatly), Gemma and Patricia had asked her what was wrong. Whether it was shock at the news or Karen’s sharp eyes, Elsie hadn’t blurted out her true feelings and kept to the script: there was a meeting tomorrow and they were to set some chairs out. Patricia had bought the lie, but Gemma’s gaze had lingered on Elsie, assessing her in that way only a best friend could. When their eyes met, Elsie had somehow managed to communicate that now wasn’t the time to press for more details and Gemma had left knowing they’d catch up later.

Gemma opened the door and Elsie held out the bottle of wine.

‘Tell me everything,’ she said, swooping Elsie into a hug. Gemma’s dark hair was loose from its ponytail and hung down past her shoulders, softening her face, which, given her outspoken nature, could sometimes appear harsh. After she released her, they stepped into the house and Gemma swiftly overtook her to get back to the kitchen and help Orla. ‘I’ve been worried about you









































































   
OPS/images/cover.png





OPS/images/logo.jpg
ONE PLACE. MANY STORIES





