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‘I cannot fix on the hour, or the spot, or the look or
the words, which laid the foundation. It is too long
ago. I was in the middle before I knew that I had begun.’

Pride and Prejudice, Jane Austen
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Holding out for a hero!

Forget Mr Right, I want a Mr Darcy, says Tess
Hardy, The Sunday Sentinel’s resident single
gal …

It is a truth universally acknowledged that a single woman in possession of a good job, good friends and a wardrobe of really good frocks must be in want of a good man.

So, I ask you, nay, implore you, where have all the good men gone?

One thing’s for certain. They’re not in my local supermarket. I cruise the aisles hoping to meet eyes with a handsome stranger as he’s fondling avocados or selecting wine according to its vintage and taste notes rather than its alcohol content and competitive price point. I dream of some sophisticated and flirtatious banter as we both reach for the last posh sourdough loaf and before you know it, we’re enjoying a Dine In for Two promotion. But my dreams never come true and I have to make do with a basket of picky bits commonly known as ‘girl dinner’.

The good men are also not to be found in my gym. Instead, there are a lot of not-that-great men who hog the free weights, mansplain how to use the running machine that I’m already running on and make very unpleasant grunting sounds as they lift.

And the good men are most definitely not on the apps. The apps are full of very, very bad men who are always shorter, balder and a lot angrier than their profiles would suggest.

There was the man who fancied himself as a crypto trader. When I asked if I should be investing in bitcoin or NFTs (because I give good date, I really do), it turned out he was talking about the Robux he earned from playing Roblox. I’ll spare you the details. When I politely declined a second date – the thought of more Roblox chat was giving me PTSD – he sent a very irate message asking for the money back he’d spent on treating me to a soymilk cappuccino and a brownie, and threatening me with the small claims court.

Then there was the man I met for a Sunday afternoon stroll with his Golden Retriever, Bertie. Bertie was delightful but his human, who was wearing red trousers, a red flag if ever there was one, didn’t pick up Bertie’s poo and when another dog tried to sniff Bertie’s bottom (which, quite frankly, might be a better way to meet someone than on Tinder), he tried to kick the other dog.

Or what about the man I met for a quick after-work drink who took one look at me and said, ‘I only date eights and above and you’re not even a six.’ Yes, of course I went home and cried.

Let’s not forget the men who’ve told me to my face that I’m too fat, too old, too loud, too opinionated, too blonde (apparently he only dated redheads) and just generally too much. Then there are the men who tell me I’m not enough. Not sexy enough, not thin enough, not clever enough, not funny enough. Yet people, specifically my mother, insist that I’m the one who’s too picky.

Is it any wonder that I no longer feel like the vibrant young woman that I used to be before I ever downloaded the Bumble app? I like to think that I’m realistic. I know that Prince Charming doesn’t exist and if he did, he wouldn’t fancy me, but I can’t cope with the never-ending parade of frogs and I certainly don’t want to kiss any of them. No wonder that I’m date-fatigued. So weary of wooing. Practically resigned to becoming a spinster of the parish.

Yes, yes, I know some women are happy to be single but I’m not one of them. I want the meet cute, I want the giddiness of falling in love and the rightness that you feel when you meet your person. Above all else, I want my happy ever after.

It’s also my fifteen-year university reunion at the end of summer and I don’t want to turn up for it as unattached as when I arrived as a fresh-faced eighteen-year-old fresher.

But it gets quite hard to keep the faith as I walk the Green Mile to another subpar date with a man that the algorithm has deemed worthy. However, all is not lost!

I’ve recently stumbled upon an inexhaustible supply of eligible young men to rendezvous with every night of the week. I snuggle with them on the sofa as they whisper sweet nothings in my ear. Shockingly, I even go to bed with them on a first date. But who can blame me when they make my heart beat faster, give me proper tingles and never bore me stupid as they bang on about counting macros?

The best thing is that I didn’t even need to download an app to access these hunky heirs to my heart. Unless we’re talking about my Waterstones app, that is.

It all started over a year ago when my book group, the Romance Girlies, decided to take a break from Romantasy and read Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. Full disclosure, some of us may not have read the book but watched the TV adaptation instead, featuring two very aesthetically pleasing actors. Either way, it made me remember my younger days when I lived rurally with a weak Wi-Fi signal, no satellite TV and my parents’ very staid library: a collection of classic novels with faux leather covers and a lot of gold foil lettering. I was forced to make do with the works of Jane Austen, Charles Dickens, The Brontës and their long-dead kin. Not that I minded back then or now as I once again lose myself in the pages of these favourite books and in the arms (sadly, only metaphorical arms) of my favourite romantic heroes.

Let me live out my Gilded Age fantasies with Newland Archer, the tortured hero of The Age of Innocence. Let me soothe the troubled and brooding brow of The Count of Monte Cristo. And while Jane Austen created many excellent and eligible bachelors – honourable mentions to Captain Wentworth from Persuasion and Mr Knightley, the worthy suitor of Emma Woodhouse – let’s hear it for the one and only Fitzwilliam Darcy. With his ten thousand pounds a year and fine grounds at Pemberley, not to mention his handsome countenance, he is pretty much the perfect man.

I’m not completely delusional. I know a fictional hero can never love me back. But he’s also never going to expect sexual favours in return for treating me to the Prix Fixe menu at Côte, like certain real men I could mention.

So, until I meet a real-life Mr Darcy – and there are days, lots of days, when I feel as if I’m more likely to meet an actual unicorn – let me have my book boyfriends. They might not be able to give me the happy ever after that I desperately long for, but a happy for now will do.


Chapter One

Tess Hardy traced her name as it appeared, all in caps, point size 24. Her very own byline. OK, she could live without being called a single gal in point size 24, but there were the words that she’d written, all one thousand, one hundred and fifty-two of them, taking up a whole two pages in The Sunday Sentinel.

There was also a very large photo of Tess. She was lounging on her flatmate Saskia’s bed. Saskia owned their flat, so she had the biggest bedroom with much bigger windows, which had let in huge amounts of April sunshine. Quite unforgiving sunshine as it turned out.

Like most millennials, Tess knew how to take a good selfie. Favouring her left side, phone arm as high as she could get it. The wide-mouthed silent scream favoured by influencers the world over didn’t work for her. Made her look very chinny. Instead, she angled her face down with a half smile playing on her lips and smized for all she was worth.

So she was dismayed that when snapped by an alleged professional photographer, she looked remarkably Shrek-like and hump-backed, her eyes squinting against the glare of the sun. Famously, The Sentinel newsgroup never allowed women to be photographed for its pages wearing trousers or anything that was vaguely in fashion. Tess had been forced into a fitted red dress and a come-hither expression. It was not her best work.

You might have remembered to suck your tummy in.

And why didn’t you wear those firm support knickers I bought you for your last birthday?

Also, would it have killed you to run a brush through your hair?

Do you even own a hairbrush?

I can’t believe that you wrote about oral sex in a national newspaper either, Tessa. You know I do Pilates with the vicar’s wife. I won’t be able to look Marion in the eye.

Not to mention having a pop at me. I didn’t tell you that you were too picky. I said that if you wanted to find someone, you were going to have to settle.

Sooner rather than later. You’re not getting any younger.

By the time, I was thirty-three, I was married with three children and Daddy and I were well on the property ladder.

And both your brothers, even though they’re younger than you, are in steady relationships.

Though both of them could do a lot better.

Anyway, less moaning about the men you meet and more making do and you’d be married by now.

And those books ARE leatherbound. Nothing faux about them.

I don’t think much of your paper’s fact-checking department, I must say.

Tess wished that when her mother had something to say, which she did frequently, that she’d save it all up for one very long, hectoring message. But she preferred to split it into multiple telling-offs by text message (not even WhatsApp, which felt more benign) so that every time her phone chimed, Tess could feel her will to live slipping further and further away.

Alas, her mother had nothing on the readership of The Sunday Sentinel, who weren’t backwards in coming forwards in the comments section when Tess went to see how her article was faring online.

It had been shared 547 times. Been thumbs-upped 386 times but thumbs-downed 428 times. And the comments!

Savage.

Brutal.

They made her mum seem like Mother Teresa.

Clearly one of those feminazis who can only attract cucks.

Stop whinging and get back in the kitchen.

A six is generous. I’d give her four.

Verging on the morbidly obese. Should spend more time at the gym actually working out instead of moaning about men who are there to commit to their fitness.

Tess wished she had the willpower to stop reading the comments. In much the same way that she wished she had the willpower to quit after only one glass of Sauvignon Blanc when she was only meant to be having a quick one after work.

Then three hours and two bottles later, she was diving headfirst into a bucket of hot wings.

If only she was better at living a successful life instead of a life that was very much a work in progress. A stalled work in progress. No wonder Tess had been in a decline ever since the invitation to the university reunion had arrived in her inbox. That had been two weeks ago and it was still looming large, much like the iceberg that had hit the Titanic.

The reunion was an opportunity to take stock. Except Tess’s stock was very low. She wasn’t where she wanted to be, she wasn’t doing what she wanted to be doing, and she was very definitely not loving and being loved by someone else.

Then again, it was the end of April, and the reunion was at the end of August. A lot could happen in four months. Her entire life might change. Experience had taught Tess that it probably wouldn’t, but it could.

And she could start with one small baby step and stop reading the comments.

Instead, Tess took a picture of her piece in the paper and uploaded it to Instagram.

My latest piece for @TheSundaySentinel! Anyone else desperate for a Darcy? #adventuresindating #wherehaveallthegoodmengone #journosofinstagram

Tess felt a little stab of something that she didn’t want to dwell on as she typed in the last hashtag. She wasn’t a journo. Despite the large piece on pages ten and eleven staring up at her, she wasn’t really a proper writer. She was something adjacent to being a proper writer.

Like every other aspect of her life, Tess’s career had never really got off the starting blocks.

She was thirty-three, as her mother was constantly reminding her. She’d been at The Sunday Sentinel for eight years. She’d thought when she’d left The Elstree Observer, her first job after university, for the bright lights of London and the well-appointed Sentinel newsgroup offices on the South Bank, that her time had come.

Tess had not been cut out for local paper life. Covering long council meetings had been excruciating. She’d cried every time she had to do a death knock. She was biding her time before she either got a job on a glossy magazine writing witty, incisive pieces about modern womanhood or became an intrepid, hard-hitting journalist who spoke truth to power.

A staff writer job on The Sunday Sentinel had seemed like the right next step, even though its readership were stuffy suburbanites who got really angry about everything from ‘benefit scroungers’ to veganism.

Tess had been so full of hope when she’d arrived on her first day, but she’d never even made it within sniffing distance of the features desks. She’d been shunted to Creative Solutions for two weeks to cover because they were short-staffed and had never left.

Creative Solutions wasn’t part of the advertising team or the editorial team but some shadowy space in between, and there was nothing creative about it. Tess spent her days writing advertorials, the bastard children of an advert and an article.

The sort of companies who paid for advertorials in The Sunday Sentinel were keen to capture the attention and the money of The Sunday Sentinel’s readership. Tess knew more about conservatories, cruises and leisure slacks with elasticated waists than any vibrant young woman in her early thirties should know.

There weren’t even any perks. Tess had never got to experience, say, a delightful three-day excursion through the majestic fjords of Norway. Her boss, Claire, called first dibs on any freebies, when she wasn’t micromanaging Tess to within a metric centimetre of her life.

‘Ah, Tess, hard at work or hardly working?’ asked a grating voice from behind her. ‘Your phone’s meant to be locked away during business hours.’

Talk of the devil. In Claire’s case the devil wore Karen Millen rather than Prada.

Tess shoved her phone in her desk drawer. There was nothing in the vast Sentinel company handbook about phones needing to be locked away. It was just one of Claire’s pointless edicts designed solely to make her direct reports’ working lives an endless misery.

‘HR says we’re allowed a ten-minute screen break for every two hours worked,’ Tess countered, daring to look Claire in her muddy-brown eyes.

‘It’s hardly a screen break if you’re on your phone,’ Claire countered back. ‘Why do you have a newspaper making a mess everywhere? You know we have a clean desk policy in this department.’

‘It’s The Sunday Sentinel,’ Tess countered back Claire’s countering back. ‘The newspaper that employs us.’

Claire glanced down at the paper still open on Tess’s article. ‘Don’t be getting ideas, Tess,’ she said coldly. ‘You’ve worked here, what? Ten years?’

‘Eight,’ Tess said with a sigh.

‘This is your first editorial piece in eight years and only because you nagged and nagged poor Sarah until you wore her down.’

Sarah was the features editor, newly arrived and keen to invigorate the features content so it appealed to the kind of readers who weren’t quite ready for leisure slacks with elasticated waists.

She’d put a call-out on the company Slack for features ideas. Eight years in Creative Solutions had bludgeoned Tess’s self-confidence, which was even lower than her self-esteem. If it hadn’t been for her Romance Girlies book club she probably wouldn’t have submitted her piece at all.

After Frankenstein, no one had wanted to read any more classic novels. Even Tess had found it a struggle, but Pride and Prejudice wasn’t a struggle. It was a delight. A blueprint for every other romance novel they’d read and loved. And when she was with her friends, she was the sassy, self-esteemy, spirited Tess that appeared in her writing, so she’d had no problem in standing up in the middle of the pub where they were meant to be discussing the latest Ali Hazelwood and successfully pitching Pride and Prejudice. While she’d touched briefly on her own bad dates, which they’d already heard about in great detail, there was also a lot of talk of grumpy/sunshine, enemies to lovers ‘and, oh my God, guys he falls first then he gives such good grovel.’

So when Tess had mentioned the Slack call-out to her book group, the Romance Girlies had pitched her right back. By now they’d all read and loved Pride and Prejudice and the verdict was unanimous. Tess needed to ask herself what would Elizabeth Bennet, the heroine, do?

Elizabeth Bennet wouldn’t do sweet FA and blame it on her low self-esteem. She was a creature of action. Not afraid to call a spade a spade or Darcy a prideful prick who needed to humble himself to earn her love.

Elizabeth Bennet would pitch her feature proposal on the agonies of modern dating versus the ecstasy of a classic romantic hero. So, that was exactly what Tess had done too. She hadn’t thought she was nagging when she and Sarah had a perfectly pleasant and polite exchange of emails workshopping the idea until Sarah liked it enough to commission it. But if Sarah had experienced it differently and complained to Claire … Tess’s face flushed at the thought and Claire smiled thinly in triumph.

‘There’s no shame in not being cut out for editorial,’ she told Tess in a more conciliatory voice. ‘If you could toe the company line a little better and without moaning so much, then there’s no reason why you couldn’t step into my shoes when I retire.’

Claire favoured court shoes with a medium heel in a neutral shade. She was coy about her age, and with her carefully streaked, ash-blonde hair and very few lines on her face because she never, ever laughed, it was quite hard to tell how old she was. She had to be at least ten years from retirement. If Tess was still there ten years from now, still writing about pensions and solar panels, still waiting to step up and assume the reins of power, then … God, she’d rather be dead.

‘Well, let’s see,’ she muttered because arguing with Claire … She’d get more sense and satisfaction from howling at the moon.

‘Now, get back to work. That piece on ergonomic hiking shoes isn’t going to write itself,’ Claire said. She turned to walk away and Tess turned back to her screen, despair etched into her slumped posture. ‘Please tidy away that water bottle. You know I hate a cluttered desk. A messy workspace makes for messy work.’

Once she was sure that Claire was safely back in her gleaming glass box of an office – thankfully Tess’s desk in the open plan office wasn’t in her direct line of vision – Tess rested her chin in her hands and allowed herself one heartfelt, ‘Fuck my actual life.’

Jovan sitting opposite her smiled sympathetically and also with relief that he hadn’t been told off by Claire. But as Jovan’s desk was always spotlessly bare and he never argued back, he rarely got a bollocking.

Tess’s computer had gone to sleep. She jiggled her mouse to wake it up. Then she made a note of Claire’s latest attack against her person on the advice of Saskia, who was a lawyer, just in case Tess one day had enough balls to report her to HR. That done, she pulled up her emails to retrieve the four-page brief from the ergonomic hiking boot people.

But there at the top of her inbox, among the boring client briefs, was an email with an intriguing subject line:

Are you still holding out for a hero, Tess? If yes, then we have a tempting proposition for you!

It was sent from an organisation called The Love Library. Was it spam? Was it meant for someone on the features team?

But was Tess still holding out for a hero?

Yes. Yes, she was. Very much still holding out for him, thanks for asking.

A message popped up on the department Slack.

Claire Proudfoot: I need that hiking boot copy by 3.05 p.m.

Once again, Tess was forced to ask herself, What would Elizabeth Bennet do?

The answer was obvious. Instead of replying to Claire immediately, as was expected, Tess opened the email.




Chapter Two

Gabriel Sharma frowned as he walked into the back office of Sharma’s Private Academic Library and Book Depository and saw the head librarian’s desk.

Or rather he couldn’t see the antique desk because its scuffed mahogany surface was obscured by many teetering piles of books, several piles of paper, which had already teetered, and a, thankfully empty, packet of nappies, a thoughtful gift from his twin sister, Ella.

Ella was the head librarian. Gabe was also the head librarian. The library had been in the Sharma family ever since its inception in 1811 under the patronage of the then Prince Regent. It had been written into the library’s constitution that the position of head librarian would automatically pass to the eldest Sharma child on the head librarian’s mandatory retirement on reaching the age of sixty-five.

Long before it was enshrined into Employment Law, the library and the Sharmas had been forward-thinking enough to believe that people shouldn’t have to work until they died. Also, that the eldest Sharma child should assume the reins of responsibility, whether they were a man or a woman.

However, they’d reckoned without Gabe and Ella’s mother, Sally, who refused to say which one of them was born first. Their father, Hari, had been stuck in traffic and had finally arrived a good ten minutes after the second twin had emerged, so he was no help on that score. ‘The time on the clock when I birthed you both is between me, God and the midwife,’ Sally was fond of saying when the subject arose, which it often did. More so as their father Hari had got nearer to retirement age. ‘You’re both number one in my heart; that’s the important thing.’

It wasn’t something that had ever bothered Gabe. He was sure that Ella was the eldest because she was the bossiest of the two of them, although she insisted that he had to be the eldest because he was so stuffy and ‘I’m clearly a classic free-spirited second child.’

Hari had taken retirement six months ago, and after a fraught meeting with the library’s trustees, who were mostly Gabe and Ella’s aunts and uncles plus three senior partners from the legal firm that had represented the library since 1811, they’d both been appointed head librarian.

Inconveniently, Gabe already had a job; one he had no intention of quitting. Or could afford to. He was a professor of philosophy at Thameside University on the South Bank. Ella was VP of Marketing at a sustainable fashion company, a job which she was also keeping, although that had been moot. The day after they’d been sworn in, solemnly promising to be faithful servants of the library and to leave no stone unturned in the quest for knowledge, Ella’s waters had broken. Six hours later, she’d given birth and was now officially on maternity leave from both her jobs.

That didn’t stop her from coming into the library during the day, while Gabe was busy philosophising, and causing absolute havoc, which she left for Gabe to clear up. Just as it had always been for the course of their thirty-seven years on earth.

With a sigh, Gabe hung his jacket on the old-fashioned coat stand (everything in the library was old-fashioned), placed his leather satchel, not a man bag – he couldn’t stress that enough – at its base, then rolled up his sleeves and approached the desk.

His other desk in his large, airy office with windows that overlooked the Thames was also full of books. Gabe respected those books enough to shelve them on the bookcases that lined his office rather than piling them up high. Organised by discipline: epistemology, ethics, logic, metaphysics and so on. Then alphabetically by author.

You had to have a system. Without a system, there could be nothing but chaos.

Gabe did not like chaos and yet Ella seemed to thrive on it. Brightly coloured Post-it notes did not a system make.

‘For the bookbinders!’ she’d scribbled on a lurid pink sticky note and attached it to the most teetering pile of books. The ones whose spines had split or whose pages had come loose from their moorings. A copy of volume four of The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire by Edward Gibbon had a stain on it. Gabe held the book up to his nose for a good sniff. Coffee. Even though food and drink were expressly forbidden from being consumed in the library. He made a mental note to look in the ledger at the Loans Desk and ban the borrower from ever setting foot in the library again.

Gabe made short work of the piles. Order was always easier and quicker than chaos. Much more satisfying too.

Once he’d finished, he messaged Ella on the head librarian group chat, which Ella insisted on renaming on a daily basis. Today it had been called I Like Big Books And I Cannot Lie, until Gabe had changed it back.

Gabe Sharma: Are you unfamiliar with the alphabet?

He attached a picture of the open drawer of one of the filing cabinets, in case she was also unfamiliar with the concept of filing.

Ella Sharma-Banarjee: Can’t believe you would hassle me about work when you know I’m on mat leave.

Gabe Sharma: It’s funny how being on mat leave doesn’t stop you from coming into the library every day and clearly summoning up some kind of tornado to whip through the back office and make an unholy mess for me to tidy.

Ella Sharma-Banarjee: Just one of my many talents. No need to thank me!

Because Ella wasn’t there to see it, Gabe smiled. She was annoying but he was also very fond of her.

Ella Sharma-Banarjee: Btw, have you had a chance to read the piece in The Sunday Sentinel? I left it out for you.

There had been a newspaper among the flotsam and jetsam on the desk but it was Sunday’s and today was Tuesday, so Gabe had put it in the recycling.

He wasn’t much inclined to retrieve it either. Ella’s idea of an interesting newspaper article differed wildly from Gabe’s own. The last one had been about the opening of a new bookshop in Notting Hill that specialised only in romantic fiction. She clearly hadn’t let go of her latest far-fetched, harebrained scheme to raise funds for the library.

The library definitely needed a large injection of cash but Ella … Gabe didn’t want to blame baby hormones, he refused to be that guy. Instead, he blamed Ella’s husband, Sanjay. For being a devoted husband, a doting father, a great cook, excellent wage earner and for making Ella so loved up on a daily basis that she wanted everyone to be equally loved up.

Hence the fascination with romantic fiction, not that they had those sort of books in the library. Their small selection of fiction consisted of the greats of classic literature. Besides, Ella knew that they were hampered by copyright concerns and …

No! Gabe had had this discussion with Ella many times and he certainly wasn’t going to have the same discussion with an imaginary Ella in his head. He had far more important things to do.

He left the office to do a slow tour of the library. The familiar and comforting scent of old books and beeswax accompanied him. In the huge, cavernous space of the main room of the library, a veritable temple of learning if ever there was one, dust motes danced in the air as Patrick and Mona, former students of his, worked the Loans Desk. Three of their five reading rooms were occupied; the sound of lively debate coming through the panelled wood of each door was music to Gabe’s ears.

Opinions exchanged, ideas discussed, knowledge acquired. That was why the library existed. Why it had been founded by his great great, great, great (and possibly another great) grandfather over two hundred years ago.

Gabe had almost finished his rounds when a harried-looking man entered the library, nodding at Gabe, who nodded back. He was a lecturer in probate law from King’s College, a frequent visitor.

‘Back to borrow my usual,’ he said glumly. ‘I should just have all four original volumes of Commentaries on the Laws of England by William Blackstone on permanent hold.’

‘I don’t envy you,’ Gabe said. ‘William Blackstone is very dry.’

‘The dryest,’ the man agreed.

‘And I speak as someone who does a module on deontological ethical theory.’

The law lecturer managed to raise a weak smile. ‘Oh well, in that case, it could be worse.’

Gabe, unlike the majority of his students, quite enjoyed deontological ethical theory, but it was definitely an acquired taste.

Everything seemed to be in order in the library. It wasn’t raining, so that meant the roof wasn’t currently leaking and the alarming smell of damp wasn’t rising up from the basement, so he retreated to the back office to parcel up the books to be sent off to the bookbinders. They used a specialist firm in York. Nobody else could be trusted with the library’s precious collection.

That done, Gabe decided to call it a night. But as he put the excess brown paper in the recycling bin, the newspaper caught his eye.

It could have been something important that Ella wanted him to read. Maybe about Arts Council grants because Lord knows, they could do with one of them. Or perhaps there was a review of the new Nicholas Rescher book, who wasn’t so bad as modern philosophers went.

Gabe followed the trail of bright pink Post-it notes to page ten and felt a flicker of foreboding.

‘I’m holding out for a hero,’ he read out loud, his lip curling. His eyes skimmed over the contents. Girl dinner. Mansplaining. Free weights.

Modern life really was terrible. As were modern men. No wonder this poor woman was single. She had a nice turn of phrase, Gabe would give her that. His lips stopped curling to briefly smile. The man who’d told her that she wasn’t even a six needed his eyesight checked and a very frank talking-to.

You shouldn’t assign people a number based on a purely subjective and extremely arbitrary scale. People, women, were more than just the sum of their outside parts.

Gabe scrutinised the photograph of the writer of the piece. Self-confessed single gal (his lip curled again) Tess Hardy. She was lounging on a bed in a red dress, which in Sunday Sentinel speak, flaunted her enviable curves. She had soft ethereal features, her hair was a very light blonde, her eyes a bluey-green or a greeny-blue; Gabe couldn’t be expected to know which was which. There was something quite pre-Raphaelite about her facial features and dreamy expression while the curves put him in mind of a Rubens.

He came to with a start as he realised that he was practically leching over this poor woman, even if it was in quite an intellectual way. He finished reading the piece and as he reached the closing paragraphs and the woman’s quite unhinged fantasies about some of the male protagonists from classic literature, he thrust the paper away from as if it was coated in hydrochloric acid.

As if she had a sixth sense about these things – or more likely, had installed some kind of spyware in the office – Gabe’s phone rang, his sister’s name and face appearing on the screen.

‘Yes, I read it and no, absolutely not,’ Gabe said because they’d shared a womb for nine months and they didn’t need to bother with niceties like ‘hello’ and ‘how are you doing?’. ‘We’ve talked about this …’

‘You didn’t let me talk about it. You just used your most pompous philosophy professor voice to forbid it before I could even go into detail,’ Ella said. ‘But I’m head librarian too, even though technically I should be on mat leave …’

‘I have noticed that since you’ve been on mat leave, you keep making phone calls which really should be emails,’ Gabe pointed out.

‘It’s very hard to write emails one-handed,’ Ella said forlornly, ‘while my other hand holds the baby. Your nephew, Gabe. Who doesn’t even know that his uncle won’t listen to his beloved mother’s brilliant idea to monetise the library’s collection so that they’ll still be a library for him to inherit. Poor little …’

‘Fascinating though this is, I’m going to have to love you and leave you.’ Ella was good at guilt trips, but Gabe had been guilt-tripped by her far too many times for the tactic to be even a little bit effective. ‘I’m actually very busy putting together my proposal for a series of philosophical lectures featuring the libr––’

‘Oh my God, no. Stop talking. I’m going before you bore me to death.’ Ella hung up, which had been Gabe’s plan.

He didn’t hear another peep out of her for the rest of the evening and counted himself lucky as he did the last rounds before locking up. It was a quiet night, so he’d sent Patrick and Mona home. No point in them hanging around when they didn’t have any appointments in the book. He loved the library after hours; the creaks and sighs of the building as it settled after a long day of learning. He could take his time to notice and appreciate all the little details that made the place so unique, from the ornamental carving––

Gabe’s appreciation was interrupted by the unwelcome chime of an incoming message. He pulled out his phone to see that Ella had sent a picture of fat little baby Avi sticking out his tongue.

Ella Sharma-Banarjee: That’s what he thinks of his stuffy uncle Gabe. Also, the parents are having Avi for the night but Sanjay is away on a business trip so I don’t mind covering the late shift next Wednesday. Maybe organise a hot date or something. Are you STILL in your celibate era? It can’t be good for you!

Ha! Like Gabe had a stable of willing women just waiting for a hot date with him. He very much didn’t. His last girlfriend had dumped him very graciously and very kindly six months before, citing ‘intellectual differences’. It was true that her maximalist lifestyle (did anyone need that many scatter cushions, especially in so many tonally opposing colours and patterns?) had clashed with Gabe’s minimalist mindset. His passionate defence of the Spartans had fallen on deaf ears.

Since then he’d been single. Gabe preferred to think of it as his Stoic, rather than celibate era. Not that the Stoics had been against relationships, as Marcus Aurelius had famously said: ‘love the people with whom fate brings you together’. But as Gabe wasn’t currently on the apps, fate was not bringing any potential partners his way. Gabe was fine about that. What with the demands of both his jobs, maintaining his fitness, seeing friends, he didn’t have the time or inclination or energy for all that relationship stuff. Getting to know someone, trying to establish a rapport, common ground. It was exhausting, just thinking about.

The one drawback to his so-called celibate era was that Gabe did rather miss sex. He missed how soft all women’s secret places were. The bits that they always moaned about that he loved: the cushion of their bellies, the plump flesh of their inner thighs. There was also something quite nourishing about female companionship that Gabe missed, but at least he could get all the intellectual stimulation he needed from his philosophers.

Right now, his life didn’t have space for any other kind of stimulation.




Chapter Three

As she walked through Covent Garden, Tess read the email again.

Or rather for the twenty-third time.

From Ella@TheLoveLibrary.org

To Tess.Hardy@Sentinel.co.uk

Dear Tess

I really enjoyed your piece in The Sunday Sentinel on the travails of modern dating. I’m sure it struck a chord with the thousands of women who’ve read it.

This is why I’d love to offer you the perfect date courtesy of The Love Library, an exclusive new dating service where we will match you with your perfect partner from literature.

Do you want to rollerblade with Romeo? Shimmy with Sherlock Holmes? Dinner date with D’Artagnan?

Now you can bag yourself the book boyfriend (or girlfriend) of your dreams. A happy ever after* is only a page away.

If you want to know more and are up for a new adventure, please come to The Love Library at 8 p.m. this Wednesday.

I can’t wait to meet you!

Yours in anticipation

Ella Sharma-Banarjee (Joint Head Librarian)

*While we at The Love Library sincerely hope you enjoy your date, all loans must be returned by midnight, so when we say Happy Ever After, it’s more of a metaphorical Happy Ever After.

It was very intriguing but also annoyingly vague. When Tess had clicked on the words The Love Library, it had linked to a spot deep in Soho on Google Maps.

Tess tucked her phone back in her bag as she reached Covent Garden’s piazza. It was a warm evening at the beginning of May after a long and very soggy April. Spring had very definitely sprung and Tess could literally feel the sap rising, even though there weren’t many trees to be found in Covent Garden. Like The Love Library’s happy ever after it was more of a metaphorical sap.

Outside every pub and bar were huge crowds of people spilling off the pavements and into the road, clutching drinks and laughing and chatting. There was a tangible sense of expectation; a flirty feeling like anything could happen.

Tess really needed something to happen. In her life. To her. Something exciting, so, against her better judgement, she was once again channelling Elizabeth Bennet, and answering the email summons even though she suspected that it would turn out to be a weird role-playing thing. Probably involving out-of-work actors and improv; two of her least favourite activities.

It was a price that Tess was willing to pay if this Love Library experience provided inspiration for another article. Although if Claire was right and Sarah had only commissioned Tess because she’d worn her down, then did she dare pitch her again?

That was something to worry about after her ‘date’. Tess crossed over Charing Cross Road and headed down Old Compton Street. The crowds of pavement drinkers had reached critical mass on the narrow and thronged streets of Soho. Again, there seemed to be something heady and intoxicating in the atmosphere. Tess could be mere moments away from her life changing for ever. At least she bloody hoped so.

No wonder then that excitement pin-pricked at Tess with every step as she pulled out her phone again and followed the little blue arrow on Google Maps, until she came to an alley halfway down Wardour Street, just opposite her favourite Italian restaurant. Maybe if the date went well, then she and the actor masquerading as a character out of a book could see if they had a table free and grab a pizza.

She walked down the alley with some caution as it was dusk and it wasn’t particularly well lit. Then Tess stopped in her tracks. She’d arrived at her destination. An even tinier alley off the already tiny alley.

So odd.

Tess must have passed along the alley hundreds of times, yet she’d never once noticed the archway and passage, wedged between two buildings.

It was a squeeze. So tight that if someone was coming the other way, then either they or Tess would have to back up. High brick walls towered on either side of her. Excitement was transitioning to an unpleasant, clammy sensation. Might this all be a deeply dodgy scam? Someone could easily jump out, stab her in the neck with a syringe, and she’d come round hours later in a bath of ice with both her kidneys missing. Maybe even her liver too.

She was being ridiculous. As her mother always said, nothing good came from having an overactive imagination. No one was planning on harvesting Tess’s organs. The alley curved, then curved again and there at the end was a building. The soft lights in its many windows beckoned Tess closer.

The dark grey brick structure was fiddly and gothic and architectural. There were a lot of flourishes. Fluted columns and fussy arches. Casement windows, leaded glass, ornate carvings etched into the lintels.

This had to be the library, but as Tess climbed up a short set of steps and reached the solid wood double doors, the brass sign fixed to the wall claimed that it was Sharma’s Academic Library and Book Depository. (Admission strictly by appointment only.)

Tess looked at the email again. Then she googled Sharma’s Academic Library. Same postcode.

Perhaps it was an offshoot of the academic library. A library within a library.

There was an ornate door knocker but also, Tess was relieved to see, a modern intercom.

She took a deep breath and pressed the buzzer, poised to push the door as soon as she heard the buzz. It looked heavy.

There was a long, long wait. Then the door didn’t buzz but a voice leaked out of the intercom.

‘Yes?’ It was quite an annoyed-sounding voice.

‘I have an appointment at eight,’ Tess reported. She tried to sound firm. Like her appointment was a fact. Not a question.

‘Name?’

The very abrupt, very monosyllabic, very bad-tempered-sounding man was making Tess’s spider sense tingle.

‘Tess Hardy?’

For goodness’ sake! Her name was definitely a fact.

‘There’s no one of that name in the appointments book,’ he said like that was that. As if he was already walking away from the intercom to lose himself in some very important library business and not concern himself with Tess’s very definite appointment.

Elizabeth Bennet would not stand for that. Tess pressed the buzzer again. Kept her finger on it for a count of five. ‘Excuse me, but I have the email confirmation. And it’s starting to rain!’

Out of nowhere, a fine mist of drizzle had descended. Tess’s hair would become a triangle of frizz within seconds.

‘God give me strength,’ said the absolutely horrible man, who really shouldn’t be in a customer-facing role. Then he actually harrumphed – Tess had thought that people only harrumphed in books – and buzzed her in.

She’d been right, the door was heavy. And creaky. She really had to put her back into it, even as she was steeling herself for a confrontation.

But as she stepped over the threshold, all she could do was gasp.

The entrance hall was absolutely beautiful. In fact, it was far too grand to be anything as mundane as a hall. It was a foyer. A vestibule. An imposing yet also welcoming gateway to the library beyond it.

Tess looked down at the black-and-white tessellated tiles on the floor. Their pattern interrupted at intervals by larger picture tiles depicting The Four Virtues: Prudence, Justice, Virtue and Temperance. Not that Tess knew much about virtue or the Virtues but accompanying each portrait of a beautiful women in draped robes, very on trend for Spring/Summer, was their name.

Tess looked up and around in continued wonder. There were glass-fronted bookcases lining one wall, a row of wooden benches against the opposite wall, their backs and arms featuring ornate carvings of what looked like trailing vines. Above her head at regular intervals was delicate wooden fretwork and more carvings. Even better, the whole place smelt divine. Of beeswax and the musty fragrance of old books. If that smell could be contained then made into a scented candle with a pretentious name like Whispers from the Library, Tess would buy a job lot of them.

The hallway led through to an arch and beyond that Tess could just glimpse a cavernous, softly lit room furnished with books, their spines exerting a mysterious pull on her as she drew nearer.

Until a shadowy figure emerged from the room and stood there in the archway.

It was amazing that a shadowy figure could give off such an air of disapproval. Tess no longer felt as if she wanted to step closer, but she was here now, wasn’t she?

Committed.

She stepped closer so that the figure was no longer in shadow, but revealed himself to be a tall man a few years older than herself. Even his tweedy jacket, big black glasses beloved of Creative Types the world over and pinched expression couldn’t hide how hot he was. In a nerdy way. In a sexy way. In a really nerdy, sexy hot way.

‘… and I can’t find any email from a Tessa Harding. Which university did you say you’re affiliated with?’

He had a beautiful voice. Deep, dark, complex like a sinfully expensive single-origin chocolate bar that you could only have two squares of because it was so rich, although Tess had never met a chocolate bar that she couldn’t demolish in one sitting.

‘It’s Tess Hardy and I’m not from a university. You see …’

This man even managed to look hot while he was frowning quite ferociously.

‘We’re an academic library. Our members have to be affiliated with a university. It does state that very clearly in our terms and conditions,’ he said with a sigh as if this whole exchange was causing him deep emotional pain.

It was certainly causing Tess a teeth-gritting irritation. Even his hotness couldn’t make up for how deeply condescending he was.

‘I’m not here for the academic library,’ she said patiently, even though it was a quality that she usually had in very short supply. ‘I’m here for The Love Library.’

‘The Love Library?’ He had beautiful lips. Full and sensuous. The kind of lips that should be set in a smile that was flirty, smirky, dark with intent. Instead, his top lip was curled into a sneer.

‘Yes, The Love Library! I got an email from the head librarian …’

‘Oh you did, did you? The head librarian?’

The way he kept repeating everything Tess said with an incredulous tone was taking away a good seventy-three per cent of his hotness.

‘I have the email,’ Tess said, waving her phone at him.

He stepped nearer. Much nearer, so Tess could see the way that his lip curled even further at the sight of her pink sparkly phone case and matching pink sparkly nails.

He took the phone from her. Was it Tess’s imagination that he took great care to make sure that he didn’t brush his hand against hers? Like she had girl cooties.

His mouth stayed in sneer setting, his brow deeply furrowed as he read the email.

‘Of course,’ he murmured, as if he was talking to himself. Then he raised his head so he could fix Tess with another disapproving stare. ‘I understand what’s happened here. I’m afraid you’ve had a wasted journey.’ He made a shooing motion with his lovely long fingers. So many hot physical characteristics that were wasted on this rude, utterly charmless man. ‘If you wait a minute, I’ll buzz you out.’

Part of Tess wanted to meekly follow orders. Maybe even click her heels together and salute.

But the other part of her, the part that always argued with Claire, the part of her that was apparently so relentless that she’d browbeat a features editor into commissioning her, the part of her that was now asking not what Elizabeth Bennet would do, but what would the most terrifying woman that she knew, her mother, do, wasn’t going anywhere.

‘I don’t even know who you are,’ she said, drawing herself up to full height, though he still loomed over her. ‘I want to speak to the manager.’




Chapter Four

This woman.

This Tessa Harding.

She was impossible. Indefatigable. Incorrigible.

No wonder she was so keen to test drive The Love Library scheme, like that was even a thing. She must have scared off every flesh-and-blood man within a twenty-mile radius and had now set her sights on men who weren’t flesh and blood … or rather they were … except …

It was all very complicated and Gabe wasn’t going to explain the details to someone who wasn’t even affiliated to a university.

‘I am the manager,’ he said in the icy tones which always made his undergraduate students quake where they sat. ‘I’m Gabriel Sharma, the head librarian.’

‘I don’t think so,’ Gabe’s adversary snapped.

She barely came up to his shoulder. She was soft-looking with limpid blue eyes, her hair pale and fluffy, even though it was clipped back from her heart-shaped face with yet more things that were pink and sparkly; but how she looked was an illusion. Personality wise, she was imperious. Very chippy. Also, Gabe knew that he’d seen her somewhere before, but he couldn’t quite place her.

‘Being the head librarian isn’t something that I would lie about,’ he told her sharply. He was still holding her phone and he glanced down at the email again.

‘Where’s Ella? The email says that she’s the head librarian.’

He’d only read the middle paragraphs of the infamous email. Now Gabe scrolled to the top.

‘I really enjoyed your piece in The Sunday Sentinel on the travails of modern dating. I’m sure it struck a chord with the thousands of women who’ve read it.’

Of course! That was where he’d seen her before. Gabe looked down at the woman, Tessa. No. Tess. Even in the muted light of the library, her hair really was the most extraordinary shade of blonde. Like the glow of the moon on sheaves of wheat.

‘We’re both the head librarian,’ Gabe said slowly, slightly discomfited by his inner voice, which was never usually so poetic. ‘Twins. Who job share. Although only one of us does the job and the other one causes trouble.’

‘Well, where is the other head librarian?’ Tess demanded, putting her hands on her hips.

‘I’m here! I’m here,’ cried a familiar voice. Gabe looked past Tess Harding – no, that still wasn’t right – Tess Hardy to see his sister barrelling through the library door. ‘I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to be late. The little fat baby was fussing and it was ages before I could leave. Tess? So pleased to meet you.’

Tess turned round as Ella rushed towards her with hand outstretched. ‘I was worried I had the wrong place. This is The Love Library, right?’

‘It is,’ Ella assured her. She glanced up at Gabe, her eyes narrowed as she dared him to say otherwise.

‘It is not,’ Gabe insisted.

‘Well, is it or isn’t it?’ Tess asked. ‘Who’s in charge?’

‘I am,’ Gabe and Ella both snapped.

‘It’s hard to explain,’ Gabe said and not just because it was quite hard to talk when you were grinding down on your back molars.

‘It’s not that hard,’ Ella said, actually having the nerve to roll her eyes at Tess, like the two of them were already in league against him. ‘The head librarian role is handed down to the eldest Sharma child, except we’re twins and our mother, in an act of feminist micro and macro aggression and also because she was furious with our father for not getting to the hospital in time, has always refused to say who was born first. So, we’re both head librarian.’

Tess nodded. ‘Your mum sounds cool.’

Finally, something they could all agree on.

‘She is,’ Ella said, curving her arm around Tess’s shoulder. ‘Let me show you into the library and we can get you started on your first loan.’

Gabe planted himself firmly in their path. ‘That’s not going to happen,’ he said in his most uncompromising voice, which alas, never stopped his sister in her tracks. She just rolled her eyes again.

‘Why are you still here? Go away!’ she hissed, trying to shove him, but Gabe wasn’t for shoving. ‘This is nothing to do with you.’

‘It’s everything to do with me. We discussed this and agreed that this … this … Love Library nonsense of yours wasn’t going to happen,’ he reminded Ella, who tossed her head.

‘We agreed no such thing,’ she said, squaring up and shoving Gabe again and he had to let her pass on account of the fact that she wasn’t above pinching him to get her own way and also she had had a baby relatively recently. ‘Come on, Tess!’

Tess shot Gabe a sideways look, that wasn’t very friendly, as she edged past him. Gabe followed them into the library because he wasn’t going anywhere. Not when people, his own sister, was trying to abuse the sacred tenets of the library.

But also, one of the things that Gabe loved most about the library was watching people who got to see it, take it all in, for the first time. Just as Tess was about to.

As soon as they were through the arch and into the main room of the library, she let out a breath, her mouth falling open, a hand to her chest. ‘Wow!’ She mouthed the word as she turned slowly on the spot.

It was impossible to tell from outside the library or even from the entrance hall just how vast the main room was. Modelled on the ancient library of Alexandria, enormous pillars reached up to embrace and support the vaulted ceiling, which looked down upon their books. So many books. Leather-bound, gilt-edged and displayed on shelf after shelf that stretched to stack after stack. There was a mezzanine level and they had not one, not two, not even three, but six rolling ladders.

No natural light was let in. Sunlight was a book’s mortal enemy. Instead, the room was illuminated by the sympathetic glimmer of an immense chandelier which hung from the centre of the room, plus hundreds of downlighters. The electricity bill, not to mention the cost of all those lightbulbs, was equivalent to the GDP of a small emerging nation.

All in all, it was an impressive sight. Tess was still open-mouthed and awestruck and she’d yet to see the reading rooms or the lecture theatre.

She wasn’t going to be seeing them though. Not if Gabe had his way.

‘This Love Library thing … Like I said, you’ve had a wasted journey,’ he told Tess while she was still happily silent. ‘It goes against everything that the library stands for, why it was created.’

‘Hello! It’s the twenty-first century in case you hadn’t noticed,’ Ella said, which was a weak and specious argument as Gabe had told her many times before.

He leaned against one of the central pillars. ‘I’m very well aware of that. Which is why my idea of harnessing the truly transformative power of the library’s greatest works will steer the world towards a renaissance of knowledge, the definitive Information Age.’ Gabe frowned. ‘Although I’m sure that when William Caxton introduced the printing press to England in 1476, the populace thought that they too were living in
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