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For Frank - I don’t know what I’d do without you!

To my Lady of the Moon and Tides - Thank You. 
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“Dream your dream and work hard to make it happen.” 
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Laura stood outside, hands on her hips, as she gazed with satisfaction at the new sign above the door. It was exactly what she had wanted, a slate effect sign with Trajan font. It looked classy and timeless against the white-washed and rendered walls, and she thought it was absolutely perfect.

She viewed the plot with a critical eye, looking for anything that appeared out of place from the outside. Kingston, Wales, wasn’t a big town but she was hopeful that being on the corner of the main road and the road leading to the train station, there would be plenty of foot traffic. Of course, the pizzeria across the road might also be a draw.

She had fallen in love with this building when she first laid eyes on it. Above the store was a two-story apartment she could access either through the store or via the external stairs at the side. Laura had been busy as she made the first floor a cosy hideaway for herself, leaving the second floor for expansion when she needed it. The store itself had two walls of windows, which ensured it would be filled with natural light, even on dark winter days. Another plus was the storm shutters that rolled down to cover the windows. Laura planned to use them at night, not just during storms, for security and privacy.

A gust of wind blew some loose strands of long, golden hair from the messy bun she had tried to tame. Tucking it behind her ear, she smiled, content with what she saw. It’s been a long time coming, she thought, but I’ve finally done it. Fingers crossed What a Latte Books is a success.

Returning inside, she locked the door behind her before she set about filling the last few shelves with the books she had bought. Laura was happy with the progress she had made since she had purchased the unit. The walls were painted a light French grey, with abstract pictures of Rose Madder and Sage Green to add a splash of colour. She had oak effect tiles on the floor and white book shelving which gave a light and airy feel.

She was lost in thought when a knock on the window made her jump. Laura looked around and saw her best friend, Raelyn, waving at her, a broad smile on her face. Laura went to the door and unlocked it, ushering her friend inside.

“Oh my goodness,” Raelyn said, as she clapped her hands with excitement. “The sign looks amazing. I know I said I wouldn’t be here today, but I couldn’t help myself. I had to come and see what it looked like. I’m so proud of you.”

“Thank you, it’s been a lot of hard work, but I’m happy with it,” said Laura. Linking her arm through Raelyn’s, she moved them towards the counter. “I need to test the machine out, so would you like a cup of coffee?” she asked.

“Oh, I see, so I only get one because of you sorting out,” said Raelyn with a teasing smile.

“Not at all,” said Laura. “If you want, you can come upstairs and have a drink there instead. I was just trying to finish everything off ready for tomorrow, that’s all.”

Shrugging off her jacket, Raelyn rolled up the sleeves of her white button-down shirt. “Don’t you worry about upstairs. Get that coffee machine tested, and let’s finish. Your opening tomorrow is going to be perfect.” Without any further ado, she moved over to where there was a pile of books on a table. She picked up the top one and looked at Laura with an eyebrow quirked in question.

With a fond smile on her face, Laura directed Raelyn to the shelves where those books would live. Seeing her books in safe hands, she went to make her friend a simple black coffee, before getting to work herself.

The day passed quickly and, as the spring sunlight slowly faded away, the two women made their way upstairs to the living accommodation. Raelyn threw herself down with dramatic flair onto Laura’s old couch. “Phew,” she said. “I’m pooped. That’s the last time you drag me into one of your crazy schemes.”

“My schemes?” said Laura, getting two cold beers from out of the fridge. “You’re the one who showed up here uninvited.” She passed her friend the cold bottle before continuing. “And you rudely inserted yourself into my space, moving my books. Seriously. You should be ashamed.”

Raelyn watched a drop of condensation slowly make its way down the bottle as she answered. “Yep, I’m ashamed. Completely, totally, and utterly. Honest, I am.”

“No, you’re not,” said Laura, as she sat down, laughing. “You’re completely unrepentant.”

“Guilty as charged, m’lud,” said Raelyn with an easy smile, before taking a healthy swallow of the cold beer. “Oh, but I needed that,” she said, sinking back into the couch.

“Thanks for your help today,” said Laura, clinking bottles with Raelyn. “I do appreciate it.”

“I know you do, sweetie,” said Raelyn. “Don’t worry yourself. I wouldn’t have come if I wasn’t prepared to help, you know that. Besides, I can’t wait for you to open. I just know it’s going to work out for you. I really do.”

“I hope so,” replied Laura, gazing at her bottle. “I’ve put everything I have into this. I’m now in debt up to my eyeballs. If this doesn’t work, I’ll lose it all.”

“Think positive, my friend,” encouraged Raelyn. “You love books, you’re friendly and sociable, you know what you’re talking about, and more importantly, there are no other bookshops in town.”

“No, but there are just a five-minute drive away,” muttered Laura. “The big centre just down the road has about three of them, maybe even more. What if people find it easier to buy their books online? Or when they’re out getting their food? I can’t compete with that.”

“And you’re not trying to, so stop fretting,” said Raelyn. “You’re getting all worked up over something that may not even happen. Enjoy tonight as the calm before the storm. We can order pizza from over the road, have a couple more beers, and then an early night. That way, we’ll be up nice and early in the morning, ready for your grand opening.”

“You’re staying then?” questioned Laura. “Don’t you need to get home tonight?”

“And miss out on the pre-dawn awakening as you panic, thinking about what you’ve forgotten?” said Raelyn, as she snorted into her drink. “Not a chance.”

“It’s a good job you love me,” said Laura. 

“Isn’t it just!” said Raelyn. “Now then, come on. We’ve got pizza to eat and beers to drink. How many have you got?”

“Enough for tonight,” reassured Laura, picking up her jacket. “I can go over if you want?”

“No, I’ll come with you. Otherwise, I’ll just end up going back downstairs to see what I can do.” Raelyn grinned and put on her coat, before linking arms with Laura. That worked until they tried to get out the door that led to the separate entrance to the apartment. They went down the stairs laughing at each other.

It didn’t take long for their pizza to be made, so they were soon back in the apartment, with fresh salami pizza and garlic bread in front of them. They sat on the floor, with their plates on a small coffee table. Laura put some background music on, and they happily ate until they could eat no more.

“Oh my god,” said Raelyn, slapping at her stomach. “You’re going to be huge if you go there all the time. It tastes just too good.”

“Thanks for your confidence,” said  Laura, feeling the pinch in the waist of her jeans. “I won’t be eating there every day.”

“Make sure you don’t,” said Raelyn. “If you’re going to be working all hours, you need to make sure you eat properly.”

“Yes, Mom,” said Laura, ducking down as Raelyn threatened her with a cushion. “Trust me, I’ll be eating healthily. I can’t afford to be off sick anyway.”

“That’s a good point,” said Raelyn. “Have you hired anyone else yet?”

Laura shook her head as she swallowed the mouthful of beer she had just taken. “Not yet, no. I want to see how it goes first. There might not be any need.”

“There will be,” said Raelyn confidently. “I’ve told you, this will be a success. I can feel it in my water.”

“Oh dear god,” said Laura. “Don’t say that, please, I’m begging you. I don’t need to hear about you and your waterworks.” The two of them collapsed into childish giggles.

“Have a bit of faith in yourself,” said Raelyn, as her laughter subsided. “You deserve for this to work. You’ve put in the research, the time, the effort. The bank is happy with the situation. You just need to believe in yourself a bit more. What happened to the girl who believed in magic? This is your bit of magic, so believe, Laura.”

Laura’s eyes glistened with unshed tears as she listened to her friend. “My belief in magic died when I met my ex-husband, you know that,” she said.

“Yes, I do, but he’s an ex for a reason,” said Raelyn firmly. “He’s in the past, so leave him there. This is your turn, your chance in life to do what you love. Come on, Laura. If you want to spend time in the past, then think of that little girl who always wanted to play shops, and it was always a book store. How many times did I have to be a customer of yours? This is your dream, sweetie. You’re not sitting back and waiting for it to happen. You’ve worked hard to reach this stage. The easy bit is going forward. You know that. Come here.”

Raelyn opened her arms, and Laura melted into her friend’s embrace. The silence was comfortable between them as Laura drew strength from her friend’s conviction.

“Now it’s so close, I’m almost afraid to believe it’s finally happening,” confessed Laura, her voice hushed.

“Well, it is happening, and I wouldn’t have it any other way,” said Raelyn. “Now, come on. We’ll just relax for a bit and then go to bed. It will be a busy day tomorrow.”

With that, Raelyn switched the music off and the television on, as Laura cleared away the pizza box and the empty bottles. She returned to the living room with a fresh drink for both of them, just as Raelyn found a comedy show they both liked. They watched a couple of episodes before Laura’s attention started drifting.

“I’m off to bed,” she announced, standing up and stretching. “The morning will be here soon enough, and I can’t concentrate on this anymore.”

“I think I’m going to go. I’m tired too,” said Raelyn. “Get me up when you do, okay?”

Laura nodded as she switched off the television. “Will do. Sleep well.”

Raelyn waved a hand as she stumbled towards the guest bedroom. She had dumped her overnight bag on the bed earlier, so she pulled out her wash bag and headed off to the bathroom. As she came out of the bathroom, Laura headed in. Raelyn quickly got undressed and dived under the covers. She snuggled down with a smile as she heard Laura come out.

“Goodnight John-boy,” she called out, a hint of laughter in her voice.

“G’night, Rae,” Laura called back.

The lights were switched off at the same time, and both women were soon asleep.
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LAURA WAS AWAKE BEFORE the birds the following morning. Her mind raced as she tried to firefight any problems that may occur during the day. She jumped into the shower and quickly got dressed. She wore a smart but comfortable pair of jeans, paired with a pale red button-down shirt. With her hair in its usual bun, black boots and red lipstick in place, she was ready for action.

For their breakfast, Laura made poached eggs on sourdough bread. As Raelyn passed by Laura to grab a cup of coffee, she grunted good morning. Laura laughed softly to herself but didn’t bother speaking. Raelyn was not a morning person at the best of times, and it was very early for her to be out of bed on a Saturday morning. Until she had had her coffee and a shower, Laura knew to keep it as simple as possible.

Raelyn sat at the small breakfast counter, hugging her coffee. She kept a watchful eye on Laura as she moved around the kitchen. Laura turned to her and smiled as she put down the plate in front of her. Raelyn helped herself to salt and pepper before digging in. Laura grabbed her own plate and sat down next to her. They both finished the meal quickly and Laura was once again on the move, as she collected the dirty plates and rinsed them off before putting them in her dishwasher.

“You get ready and come down whenever you want to,” she told Raelyn, who watched her through bleary eyes. “I’m going to make sure everything is set. See you in a few.”

Laura left Raelyn to her shower and made her way down the stairs. The door to the shop was at the bottom of the stairs, along a small hallway. Unlocking the door, it opened up into the room Laura had designated as her storeroom. There were plenty of shelves for deliveries of books, plus an area she had put all her cleaning products. She cast a glance around the storeroom before she headed out into the main room.

As Laura opened the shutters, the early morning sun was already lighting up one corner of the main window, casting pale shadows over the floor. Laura stood for a moment, enjoying the peace. She moved over to the coffee machine and made sure it was ready to go. As it was only seven a.m. there was no need to put it on yet, but she wanted everything ready for her opening at nine.

She stood with her back to the entrance, gazing around as she tried to see things how her customers would. To her right were the white wooden stacks to house the books. To her left were the two couches that sat opposite each other with a small coffee table in between. In the back corner were the computer desks with two computers. Straight in front of her was the counter with the cash register and the Crema Duo coffee machine she had rented. Behind the counter was a shelving unit in white wood that matched the stacks. Laura had decided that would be where she placed her recommendations or latest releases.

She was satisfied that the preparations were as complete as they could be. All the books were on the shelves. The computers were ready to go. On the right-hand side was a white cloth-covered table that Laura would be filling with breakfast canapés once she opened. And off to the left before the couches, with a full table display and banner, was the set-up for her indie author friend, Kathleen, who had agreed to come and do a signing event for her opening day.

Laura double-checked the register, ensuring she had plenty of change. She also checked that the credit card machine was working. She pulled a duster out from one of the drawers under the counter and used it to give everywhere a quick wipe down, even though she had done it the previous night.

At seven-thirty, Raelyn appeared and helped Laura move a set of books that she had decided would look better in a different spot. Raelyn then jumped onto the computers, making sure that the firewalls and anti-virus apps were up to date. She had set the security high for these computers, as Laura mainly wanted them only for customers to place orders online. Raelyn wasn’t too sure if Laura’s idea of customers ordering books online but having them delivered to What a Latte Books would help with the profits, but she did everything she could to ensure that it was something Laura wouldn’t have to worry about.

At eight o’clock, Kathleen arrived, knocking on the door with a huge smile on her face. Laura opened the door and let her in, helping her with her bags.

“Kathleen,” greeted Laura as they shared a friendly hug. “I’m so grateful for you doing this.”

“Nonsense,” said Kathleen. “I’m doing this purely for my own benefit, haven’t you realised that yet? This works for me, my dear. Your grand opening, my signing, what a fantastic combination.”

Laura laughed at Kathleen’s words. She had a way of speaking that seemed as if it was from an era ago, but the language she used in her paranormal romance books was modern, and enough to make a girl blush. Laura watched as Kathleen went over to her table and started laying out her swag. “Would you like a drink as you do that?” Laura asked. “Or can I help you with anything?”

“I’d love a coffee,” replied Kathleen. “And thanks for offering, but I’d rather do this by myself if that’s okay?”

“No worries at all,” said Laura. “I’ll get your coffee, but shout up if you need me.”

Kathleen nodded, already distracted with what she was putting where, but smiled at Laura when she returned with her cappuccino. 

Laura prepared the breakfast table, putting on a couple of decanters of fresh juice, and one of sparkling water. She placed the various canapés on the table and fussed over them until they were in the perfect spot.

As the clock ticked ever closer to nine, Laura could feel herself tensing up. Raelyn had disappeared back upstairs, and Kathleen was writing ferociously in one of her multitude of notebooks. Laura had no idea what had sparked this frenzy, but she was sure she would appreciate it when it got published.

Raelyn reappeared with a fresh and fragrant smelling bouquet of sweet pea and lily of the valley flowers, arranged in a cut crystal vase, that she placed on the shelf behind the counter. “There you go,” she smiled at Laura. “Flowers for good luck.”

Laura sniffed them, her eyes glistening with an appreciation for her friend. “Thank you so much,” she said. “They are gorgeous. I love them.”

“My pleasure,” said Raelyn, touching one of the Lily of the Valley flowers gently. “I know how much you like lilies.”

Laura gave Raelyn a hug and laughed as Kathleen came over and wrapped herself around both of them. “That’s my girls,” said Kathleen exuberantly. “Now, it’s nearly nine. Let’s get this store open!”

Laura took a deep breath as she moved to the oak four-panel glazed cottage stable door. Unlocking it, she propped it open, using the cast iron doorstop in the shape of a stack of books. “That’s it,” she said as she faced her friends. “What a Latte Books is open for business.”

Raelyn and Kathleen gave a hearty cheer, much to the surprise of the man who had entered behind Laura. Hearing his exclamation, Laura spun on her heel. “Oh my goodness, I’m sorry about that,” she said, as she smiled in welcome. “You’re my very first customer.”

The man smiled at Laura and shook her hand. “Congratulations,” he said. “I have been watching you get ready for today. I love what you’ve done with the place.”

Laura blushed with pleasure. “Thank you so much. I hope it continues to meet with your approval.”

“I’ll let you know,” he said. “My name is Aaron, and I’m very pleased to meet you.”

“Laura,” she said. She turned around and gestured with her arm. “And this is What a Latte Books. Feel free to browse, have a coffee, or order on the computers. And for your enjoyment, we have Kathleen Wade, who will sign any of her books for you.” Laura stopped and bit her lip, looking at Aaron. “Actually, you might want to ignore that last bit I just said. I’m not sure if you are a paranormal romance kind of reader.”

He gave a lighthearted laugh. “No,” he agreed. “I’m not, but my younger sister is. I’ll get a signed copy for her. It’s her birthday soon, so I’m sure she will be happy.”

“A book is for all year, not just for a birthday,” quipped Kathleen, making everyone chuckle.

Another couple of people entered so Laura greeted them warmly. Within a few minutes of the opening, at least a dozen people were wandering around. Kathleen was busy signing a book for Aaron’s sister, and Raelyn was on hand if anyone had any questions about the computers.

By lunchtime, Laura was over the moon with the sales she had already made. Raelyn came over to cover the register as Laura went into the storeroom to change over the food. Instead of the canapés, she now brought out trays of finger foods, including pancake bites, crunchy taco cups, garlic and herb cheese bombs, and sweet potato bites.

“This is going so well,” said Kathleen as she leaned over the table to grab a pancake. “I hope you’re happy.”

“I am indeed,” said Laura. “It’s unbelievable.”

“Nonsense,” said Kathleen indignantly. “You’ve worked hard to get here. Enjoy your first day and bask in its glory. I’m sure the shine will wear off and you’ll be on the phone crying because no one has come in all day soon enough.”

Laura barked out a short laugh. “Thanks for that encouragement, Kathleen. You really know how to cheer me up.”

Kathleen nudged Laura with her arm. “Oh, come now. You know exactly how I meant it. This is a great opening, but you know as well as I that it won’t stay this way. You will have busy days, and then quiet ones. So long as you remember that, you won’t get too downhearted.”

Laura grinned at her friend, and looped arms with her. “And I know exactly where to go for a pep talk now, don’t I?” She turned her head and saw Raelyn finish up with a customer. “And that is where I shall go.”

“Fine, be like that,” sniffed Kathleen in mock anger. “I know where I stand.”

Laura leaned up and kissed her on the cheek. “Thank you so much for all your help,” she said softly. “Thank you for making my day perfect.”

Kathleen smiled and hugged Laura close. “You know no thanks are necessary. I’m just so happy for you. Now, I need to return to my table. The public need me, don’t you know. No rest for the wicked.”

With an airy wave, Kathleen walked the short distance back to her table and started a conversation with a couple of women who had been perusing through her books.

They were kept busy right up until closing. Laura finally shut the door at eight o’clock, and leaned against it, blowing out a sigh. An excited squeal made her turn sharply where she saw Raelyn and Kathleen doing a happy jig around the store.

“What a fantastic day,” shouted Raelyn. “A resounding success. Woohoo!”

“For all of us,” said Kathleen with enthusiasm. “I’ve sold out of my books and all my swag has gone. That makes me happy.”

“I’m so pleased for you, Kathleen,” said Laura, as she allowed herself to be drawn into the group hug.

“Are you going to stop worrying a bit now?” asked Raelyn, her eyes twinkling. 

“Ask me in a month,” said Laura. “After all, not every day can be like this one, now can it?” she asked, a cheeky glint in her eye as she watched a delicate shade of pink cover Kathleen’s cheeks.

“Oh, Kathleen, you didn’t?” said Raelyn, shaking her head. “You didn’t get all pragmatic and burst Laura’s bubble now, did you?”

A guilty look crossed Kathleen’s face. “No. Maybe,” she said, looking anywhere but at Raelyn.

Laura laughed at her two friends as she went into the storeroom. She came out brandishing a bottle of champagne. “Come on, you two. Let’s celebrate!”

With a loud pop, the bottle was opened with not a drop spilt. Laura poured three glasses and they all raised them, with a toast to What a Latte Books. 

After they had finished the bottle, Kathleen packed away the items she had left, and placed them in Laura’s storeroom. As she did that, Laura and Raelyn gave the shop a quick tidy up and made sure everywhere was locked with the alarm switched on and the shutters down, before they all went upstairs to continue their celebrations with a Chinese takeaway and another bottle of bubbly.
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After a lazy Sunday morning enjoying the company of her two friends, Laura spent the afternoon cleaning and tidying up downstairs. She had a quick inventory check and was pleased with the results. She restocked the shelves that needed it and made sure everything was in place for the next day. By the time night fell, she was pleasantly exhausted, happy with what she had accomplished.

As she relaxed on the couch with blues music playing softly in the background, she thought back to Raelyn’s question the night before.

“Why did you have the opening on a Saturday when you’re not open on a Sunday?” Raelyn asked. She took a sip from her glass as she waited for Laura’s answer.

“I wondered that too,” said Kathleen. “I thought you would have had it on a Monday, so you could follow up on the success.”

“I did think about it,” said Laura. “Then I decided I would take the chance of opening on a Saturday, when I hoped there would be more people around, than doing it on a Monday when people are at work. This way, they’ve hopefully been talking to their friends and family about it, and I will see customers on Monday.” Laura shrugged her shoulders. “It’s a gamble, all of it is. There’s no way of knowing if this will be a success or not, but I have to try. And I have to go by what I think is right. Otherwise, I’d never get anything done because I’d be second-guessing myself and asking for everyone else’s opinion.”

She shifted on the couch as she leaned forward to grab another prawn cracker from the bowl on the coffee table. “This way, if it all crumbles around me, it’s no one’s fault but my own.”

Raelyn raised her eyebrow. “And if it is a major success, then that is also down to you,” she said before she popped a meat dim sum into her mouth.

“Ah, but that’s where you’re wrong,” said Laura. “If it’s a success, it’s because I have awesome friends who dropped everything to come and help me out on my opening day.”

“Not just that,” said Kathleen. “If you need help with anything, please let me know. You’re doing this by yourself at the moment. What happens if you get sick? Or you have an appointment you can’t change? Promise me you will call me. I can run the shop for a couple of hours if you need it.”

“That goes for me too,” said Raelyn. “You know we’ve got your back.”

“Thanks, guys,” said Laura. “I really do appreciate all you’ve done.”

Laura raised her mug of hot chocolate in a toast. “Here’s to friends,” she said to the empty room. A smile curved her lips as she snuggled back into the couch, holding her mug in both hands as she blew the steam gently across the top.

Once she finished her drink, she gave her home a quick tidy up before she prepared for bed. It was the first day of normal business for her tomorrow, and she couldn’t wait.

***
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MONDAY MORNING DAWNED dark and dreary but held the promise of becoming a nice day later on. The weather didn’t bother Laura as she wasn’t going out anywhere. She had made herself a grilled chicken salad for lunch, which she would keep in the small refrigerator in the storeroom. With snacks of sliced fruits, veggies, and nuts, she hoped she would have enough to see her through the day. After she finished her breakfast, she quickly washed her dishes and put them on the drainer to dry. Her gaze swept around but she could see nothing out of place. With a spring in her step, she made her way downstairs and got ready to open up.

At eight o’clock precisely, Laura turned the sign to ‘Open’. The coffee was ready and the store was filled with its aroma of lightly toasted nuts and caramel. After making herself a cup, she sat on the stool behind the counter. No sooner had she brought the cup to her lips when the door opened and her first customer appeared.

“Good morning,” said Laura, a welcoming smile on her face.

“Good morning,” replied the older lady, her gaze flitting around. “You’ve done a wonderful job here, young lady. This looks magnificent.”

“Thank you very much,” said Laura. “I’m glad you like it. Would you like a cup of coffee?”

“I would love one, thank you. It’s a bit cool out there this morning, but I think it might brighten up later on.”

Laura prepared a cup, putting it down on the counter next to the sugar sachets. Laura introduced herself, holding out her hand.

“It’s nice to meet you. Please call me Eleanor.” She shook Laura’s hand, a warm smile on her face. “I’m here because a friend of mine came to your opening on Saturday. She saw your notice on the pinboard about hosting Craft Days, and I wanted to talk to you about them.”

“Okay,” said Laura. “What would you like to know?”

“Have you arranged any yet?” asked Eleanor, getting straight to the point.

“Not yet,” admitted Laura. “It’s still early after all.”

“Well, I have a group of ladies who like to get together to knit,” said Eleanor. “We make clothing, hats and things for the local hospital’s premature baby unit. There are only six of us in the group, and we usually just go around to each other’s houses. Chrissie, the one who came in on Saturday, loved what she saw. I have to say I agree with her. I think this would be the perfect place for us to meet, so long as it’s okay with you?”

“That’s a wonderful thing you do,” said Laura. “How often do you meet?”

“We meet every week on Wednesday. Would that be okay, or would you prefer it only be once a month? We can carry on meeting at home on the other weeks.”

“No,” said Laura. “I would love for you to come every Wednesday. I can set you up in the corner over there if that’s okay?”

“We meet at eleven in the morning until approximately two in the afternoon. Is that going to be okay? I don’t want us to get in the way of your lunchtime traffic,” said Eleanor.

Laura laughed. “At the moment, I don’t know if I will have any lunchtime traffic. You are more than welcome to come at whatever time suits you. I will book you in now,” she said as she pulled up the calendar on her phone. She looked across to Eleanor. “Do you have a name for your group, or shall I put it under your name?”

Eleanor gave a small giggle. “You can put it under the Knitting Nana’s,” she said. “It was something we said as a joke, and it seems to have stuck.”

“That’s brilliant.” Laura gave a small chuckle. “Well, there you go. The Knitting Nana’s are booked in. If you would like, I can make a small poster to stick on the pinboard. You may get some new members then if you are looking for them.”

“That sounds perfect,” said Eleanor. “Thank you so much for this. I can’t wait to tell the ladies.”

“You are most welcome,” said Laura. “Thank you for thinking of my place.”

“It’s what this town needed,” said Eleanor with a haughty sniff. “I only hope people get off their backsides to come and pay you a visit.”

“Keep your fingers crossed for me,” said Laura, as she replaced the phone on its stand on the counter.

“I certainly will,” said Eleanor emphatically. “Now I’ve had your tasty coffee to warm myself up, I’m going to have a wander. Chrissie said she got a signed book on Saturday by an author called Kathleen Wade. She hasn’t finished it yet but says it’s really good. I’m going to see what else she does.”

“You’ll find Kathleen’s books listed over there in the Paranormal section,” pointed out Laura. “I must warn you though, they can get a bit raunchy.”

Eleanor looked at Laura archly and drew herself up to the maximum height her short frame would allow. “I’ll have you know, I’ve got four children and eleven grandchildren. I know how babies are made, young lady. Just because my hair is silver doesn’t mean I’ve lost all my urges, you know.”

“I’m sorry, Eleanor. I shouldn’t have presumed,” said Laura gently, trying to hold back her giggles. “I’m sure you will enjoy them. Let me know if you do, and I can ask Kathleen to sign them the next time she is over here.”

“Why thank you kindly,” said Eleanor, her pale blue eyes twinkling. “I will let you know. Now if you will excuse me...”

Eleanor wandered off to the section Laura had pointed out, and Laura permitted herself a chuckle at Eleanor’s words. She still thought Eleanor might be a bit shocked at Kathleen’s books, but it was now up to Eleanor.

Before Laura could do anything else, the door opened again, and a couple walked in. They nodded at Laura as she called out good morning, but didn’t speak. They weren’t in for long, quickly choosing a book on architecture by Frank Lloyd Wright. They paid for it and left, complimenting Laura before they did so.

As they left, they held the door open for another person to enter, and so it went on. Although Laura wasn’t overly busy, she had a steady stream of people all day, which pleased her immensely. Eleanor had bought one of Kathleen’s books before she had left, promising to return with her ladies on Wednesday. At lunchtime, some schoolchildren came in, looking for a textbook. When they couldn’t find it, they asked Laura if she could order it. She showed them to the computer, where they quickly placed an order and were very happy with the promised delivery of the next day. They left, promising to tell their friends about what a great place it was.

By the time Laura closed at six-thirty that evening, she was exhausted but incredibly happy. Her first proper day had been a success, and she already had a weekly booking for her Craft Corner. She made herself a barley, chicken, and mushroom risotto, freezing the rest of it for another time, and sat at the breakfast bar to eat, accompanied by a glass of sparkling water. After she had washed up, she went to the living room to catch up on some mindless television but her phone rang before she could choose anything.

She looked at the screen and answered it with a smile. “It went brilliantly, Rae,” she said before the other person could speak.

Raelyn snorted through the phone, making Laura laugh. “Just how the hell did you know I was going to ask that?” she asked. “I could have been calling about something completely different.”

“Yes, you could have,” agreed Laura. “But you didn’t.”

“No, I didn’t,” said Raelyn with a chuckle. “So it went well then?”

Laura threw herself down on the couch, making herself comfortable. “It was so good. I really enjoyed it. It was steady all day long, sales were good, and I’ve got a booking for every Wednesday in the Craft Corner. All in all, I’m very happy with how today has gone.”

“That sounds fantastic,” enthused Raelyn. “I’m sorry I didn’t stop by, but work was crazy busy today. Normal Monday and then some,” she apologised.

“Don’t worry about it, seriously,” said Laura. “I’m just so happy with how it went.”

“Who’s coming in on Wednesdays then?” Raelyn asked.

“It’s a group of ladies who knit items of clothing for the premature baby unit at the local hospital,” explained Laura. “One of them came in on Saturday and thought it would be a good place for them to meet. A lady called Eleanor came in this morning and asked about it, and it’s all booked in. We’re good to go for the Knitting Nana’s.”

“What?” choked Raelyn. “The Knitting Nana’s? That’s classic. I love it.”

“You’d love Eleanor too,” said Laura. “She left with one of Kathleen’s books.”

“Oh my,” gasped Raelyn. “I hope you warned her about them.”

“I tried,” laughed Laura. “I was told in no uncertain terms that she has children and grandchildren and still has urges, don’t you know.”

“I need to meet this lady,” laughed Raelyn. “She sounds brilliant.”

“She was,” agreed Laura. “If you get a chance to call in on Wednesday lunchtime, that’s when they’ll be there. From eleven until two.”

“If I can’t make it this week, I’ll definitely be there next week,” said Raelyn.

They chatted for a while longer before Raelyn called it a night. Laura watched a couple of episodes of a crime series, before heading to bed herself. She was very thankful for how today had gone and was already looking forward to tomorrow.
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Chapter 3
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Laura quickly fell into a routine, both at home and in her shop. Aaron was a frequent visitor and became a good friend. Laura also became fond of an affable young lady called Ivy, who called into at least once a week, and eventually asked her if she would like to help out on Saturdays. Ivy was overjoyed with the idea and accepted without hesitation, quickly becoming a firm favourite with the customers.

The weather remained typically spring, being bright and sunny one day, with the next full of dark rain clouds. Because of the changeable weather, Laura invested in a wood-and-cast-iron umbrella stand which she placed near the front door. It proved a great hit the next time the heavens opened, and it stopped all the umbrellas dripping over her tiles.

As April changed to May, Laura and Ivy were enjoying a rare quiet time together. Ivy sat behind the counter, holding her coffee in her hands, as Laura sorted out a delivery, putting the latest stock on the shelves.

“Are you doing okay with your schoolwork whilst you’re working here?” Laura asked, putting a handful of books on the counter.

“I’m fine with it, I promise,” said Ivy, as she twirled a strand of purple highlighted hair around her finger. “It’s not a problem. I can bring you my grades from school if that would put your mind at ease,” she teased. “You know I love working here and I’m not about to do anything that would jeopardise that.”

“So long as you’re okay,” said Laura, picking up the books again. She moved around the store, putting books on shelves, and tidying up anything she felt looked a bit messy.

“You know, it should be me doing that,” complained Ivy, as she watched Laura move around. “I’m the Saturday girl here. You’re the owner. Aren’t you supposed to sit down and watch me work?”

Laura laughed and carried on with what she was doing. “I guess I could, but then I’d be bored,” she explained. “Also, if I make a mistake or damage one of the books, I can’t blame anyone else for it. It would be my fault.”

“I feel useless when the shop’s quiet though,” said Ivy. She jumped down off the stool and smoothed the wrinkles out of her skinny jeans. She pulled on her t-shirt that proclaimed she wasn’t a bookworm, but a book dragon, until it was hanging just as she wanted it.

“You’re not useless at all,” reprimanded Laura. “You’ve made my life a whole lot easier by working here. And it’s not as if you’re a pain to have around either. You do what I need you to do. You’re polite and friendly to the customers. Eleanor loves you. Raelyn thinks you are her little sister. Hardly useless.”

A pink blush covered Ivy’s cheeks, and she pulled Laura into a quick hug. “Thank you so much for that,” she said. “I love being here, but I hope you will tell me if I do something wrong.”

“That I can promise,” said Laura. “Don’t worry though, because so far you’ve been my best employee.”

“I’m your only employee,” said Ivy.

“There you go then,” said Laura. “As your boss, I demand you take half an hour to go outside and get some fresh air. Here, take this and treat yourself.” Laura reached for her purse and pulled out some money, which she thrust into Ivy’s hand.

“What’s this for?” protested Ivy. “I’ve got my own money, you know, and you pay me. I can’t take this.”

“You can because I’m your boss, and you just said that I’m supposed to tell you what to do. So here I am, telling you what to do. Now, go and get one of those club sandwiches I like and bring it back with you. Does that make you feel better? Make sure you treat yourself though, otherwise I’ll get all angry, and turn green and muscly.”

Ivy shook her head as she pocketed the money, giggling at the thought of her quiet boss turning into the brawny humanoid. “Okay, I will. You sure that’s what you want?”

“Absolutely,” said Laura. “Now, off with you. I expect you back here in thirty minutes sharp.”

“Yes ma’am,” said Ivy cheekily, bringing her arm up in a salute. “Back soon, quick smart.”

Ivy shut the door behind her and Laura’s laughter filled the space. She was so happy with her life. She had good friends, and What a Latte Books was proving to be a success, even after this short amount of time. Eleanor and her friends were quickly worming their way into Laura’s heart, and Raelyn and Kathleen’s too. In fact, Kathleen joked about how her book sales had gone up once Chrissie and Eleanor had started her series.

The door opened and new customers appeared so Laura stopped putting the books away, and went behind the counter. By the time Ivy returned the shop was full so she put Laura’s sandwich into the refrigerator and went out to help.

“Phew,” said Ivy later, as the customer left. “Today is a busy one.”

“And it’s not over yet,” said Laura, looking over at her young assistant. “Are you okay if I nip into the back to eat my sandwich? I’m starving now.”

Ivy looked over to the clock that hung over the door and saw to her surprise that it was gone three o’clock. “Good grief, I didn’t realise it was that time. Go,” she said, shooing Laura towards the back. “Eat your sandwich or it will go dry. I put it in the fridge for you. Give yourself a break. I’ll be fine here, but I’ll shout if it gets busy, okay?”

“Sounds perfect,” said Laura, her stomach grumbling. “I’ll sort some more of the books out whilst I’m back there, so don’t worry if I don’t come back through straight away. Just make sure you do shout up if it gets busy again.”

“Will do,” promised Ivy. “Now go and eat before you keel over. You’re looking very pale.”

Laura needed no more urging, and hurried through to the storeroom where she immediately pulled out her sandwich and dug in hungrily. She made herself eat slowly, and sipped on a bottle of water as she ate so she wouldn’t get indigestion.

That feels better she thought to herself when she had finished. Breakfast feels like a long time ago. She looked around for the boxes that had been delivered that morning and spent the next hour putting them into a logical order to make it easier for her to restock the shelves.

The rest of the day was spent flitting between the storeroom and the storefront as she was needed. Once six-thirty came and Ivy locked the front door, they both spent some time cleaning up the front area before Laura sent Ivy home.

“I can help you restock though,” said Ivy. “It’s not a problem.”

“It’s fine, Ivy, I’m not going to do it tonight,” reassured Laura. “I’m too tired after today. Thank you for helping to clean up but that’s us done. I can hear a long, hot, bath full of bubbles
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