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About the Author

Welcome to our local public lending library where our readers will get to know: Dorian, our senior librarian. Sally, the local do-gooder. Sheri, a young homeless woman, and Gemma, a troubled teen. There’s also local artiste, Aisha, and local grumble-bum, Mr Potter – and more locals who would agree that their library is the heart of their community.
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Read between the lines

And you’re sure to find

Another tale beneath the story told

Life is never how it seems

In someone else’s dreams

Be Still, and let the tale unfold
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The hooded figure struggles with her electronic access card to gain admittance to the staff entry at the rear of the library. It’s a grey morning and the light shower that started when she left the car in the carpark is now threatening to turn into a deluge. She’s weighed down by her cavernous tote bag over one shoulder and a recyclable shopping bag loaded with kitchen supplies that she’s picked up on the way to work. Anyone within earshot might be inclined to raise their eyebrows at the dark mutterings emerging from the hood, followed by a very loud curse when the cantankerous door finally opened. 

Kicking it shut behind her, with a hefty boot that had less to do with the weight of the door than the temper behind the foot, she stomped into the staff room, dropped both bags in the middle of the floor, and peeled off her wet raincoat, throwing it over the back of the nearest chair.

‘Good morning, Dorian!’ chirped her bubbly offsider Ellie, picking up the supplies and stowing them in the cupboard and refrigerator. ‘Lovely to see the rain, isn’t it?’ ‘Oh, shut up Ellie! I’m not in the mood for your happy clappy attitude this morning. Just put the kettle on, will you!’ and with that she took her usual bad mood to the bathroom.

‘Right, Boss!’ replied the younger librarian, not in the least fazed by the older woman’s demeanour. After all, she only has three more weeks until the end of her current placement and then she’ll get transferred to another suburban library. Besides, the woman wasn’t as bad as most people thought, once you got to know her. In fact, she was quite a good trainer, if truth be known.

Ellie made the tea and took a mug to her boss at the front desk. Not strictly in the rules but then what the Head of Library Services didn’t know, he couldn’t reprimand them for. And this was a relatively small library in an outer suburb to which, everyone knew, he’d not be making any appraisal visits too soon.  

She found Dorian leaning on the desk, still grouchy, and waiting doggedly for the clock to tick over to the exact time when she had no choice other than to press the button and declare the library open. After placing the tea carefully, the young woman scuttled off to continue with the work she’d started before her boss arrived.

‘Look at them,’ Ellie could hear Dorian muttering to herself, ‘all the wrinklies lined up outside, tapping their toes. Waiting. As if every book they want to borrow is going to be got before they get to ‘em. Waiting. Antsy because they’ve got SOOooo much to do with their empty days, like watching daytime TV, like clipping coupons out of the free paper, like nana naps! Waiting. For the opportunity to whinge in my ear about their lousy $1 late fee. Waiting. For the grim reaper!’

She takes a sip of her tea and continues her morning rant about the group outside, grumbling, ‘I’ll put in the call if you like! I’ll even pay for the call’. She turns her back to the waiting borrowers, putting off the inevitable until the very last moment. It’s almost as if she takes a perverse pleasure in owning the power to let them in at her leisure, completely disregarding their comfort – or lack thereof – as they wait in the damp doorway.

‘Well, I’m waiting, too. Waiting for the chance to get out of this looney bin. Waiting for the chance to get a taste of the real world. Waiting to get some real living in before the grim reaper rings his bell.’ Her mutterings are interrupted by a tapping on the glass door and she turns to find Mr Potter pointing at his watch and calling out for the door to open. It’s thirty seconds past nine am. Dorian heaves an apathetic sigh, reaches for the electronic switch that will open the automatic doors, and prepares to face another ‘day in hell’. ‘Welcome to Paradise – not!’ she mutters as the patrons file into the foyer and line up to lodge their returned books.
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‘LOOK AT HER! SOMEONE ought to complain.’

‘She does this deliberately, you know.’

‘I’ve been waiting ten minutes and it’s not real warm out here.’

‘Aw, stop grumbling, you were ten minutes early anyway. Leave the poor woman alone.’

‘About time!’ another borrower mutters as they hear the unmistakeable click of the door unlocking and the swish of the glass panels sliding open.
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FILING IN SILENTLY, the patrons quickly disperse to their areas of interest and Dorian misses nothing:  the shady looking young woman with her backpack, heading down the back to the newspapers section as per usual; that Potter man making straight for the film and music corner; the old woman juggling her stick and a bag full of returns is  approached by Ellie with a smile and a helping hand -  Little Miss ‘all-is-bright-and-beautiful’ strikes again!; the slow reader who takes an hour or more to select just one book, takes three weeks to read it, and places his one loan carefully into the returns chute;  the arty, dusky beauty with her sketchbook in hand, making a beeline towards the Art History section, as she does at least two mornings a week; and then there’s - her again! Dorian grits her teeth, tightens her lips, and brings a steely glint to her eye as Sally sidles apologetically to the front desk to return the two magazines she borrowed and that can’t be returned via the chute.

‘Sorry,’ the woman apologises to the stony-faced librarian, neither expecting nor receiving a response, then hurries off to anywhere in the building except the front desk.
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The library is well laid out thanks to a Council renovation seven years previously, about the time when libraries were having a resurgence thanks to an economic downturn. Across the country, ordinary people were tightening their belts, saving money where they could. With less disposable income, people began to rediscover their local library as an alternative to purchasing costly books. 

For some, it had been many long years since they’d been a borrower and those customers were quite astonished to note the changes that had occurred during their absence. They found the environment lighter, brighter, and far more relaxed. It seemed that Silence! was no longer a mandatory requirement. People spoke in normal voices, chatting, laughing, even!  

There were comfortable chairs where people were encouraged to linger longer. There were computers, charging stations for devices, listening bays, printers – even 3D printers! There were planned information and learning sessions, and community activities on almost every day of the week. In some libraries, including this one, there was even a self-serve tea and coffee machine available for those who liked to enjoy a cuppa with their morning newspaper.

Patronage had definitely increased and although the economic slump had since passed, people were still using the library facilities to some extent even while the bookstores were once again clocking up new sales.  

For library staff, though, the pressure was always on to keep numbers up. There were always vested interests looking for an opportunity to dismiss libraries as outdated, archaic, and no longer relevant in a high-tech society where resources were freely available online. Like the developers who could devise many ways to turn a profit from the property, and the shady councillors who could see profits for Council in the sale of the properties to those same developers’ not to mention a few sweeteners for certain elected members supporting those proposals.

What those vested interests didn’t see, or couldn’t understand, was that the local library was an integral part of any community. And as much as society was changing, libraries were connected closely to their communities and therefore had firsthand knowledge of what that community needed. Library staff knew their clients and were often confided in by those clients who had concerns about local matters. Staff had an invaluable one-to-one communication with their members that enabled them to target the library activities accordingly. 

Still, the bean-counters demanded ‘proof of life’ in the form of measurable data if Councils were to continue funding the service.

*~*
[image: ]


SALLY HAS SETTLED HERSELF in by the coffee station, in one of the casual chairs, placing her favourite carry basket by her feet. She recognises herself as something of an anachronism, a throwback to a previous generation. Married to a childhood sweetheart straight out of high school, she’s been a full-time homemaker for her entire adult life. Sometimes she looks in the mirror and sees her mother reflected back. Fashion wasn’t a trait or a skill that was passed down to Sally - with her sensible middle-aged haircut, comfortable sneakers, op shop skirt and jumper, she blends into any wallpaper, unnoticed.

She looks around the library, observing the other patrons, wondering what they see when they look at her. If they even see her. She muses on the video she borrowed last week, ‘Chicago’ with that gorgeous Richard Gere! and remembers identifying with the character who sang a song called ‘Mr Cellophane’. 

That’s me, she thought, only I’m like MRS Cellophane. People look through me these days. I feel invisible.  

Or maybe I’m more like Mrs Gladwrap: I cling a lot! At least that’s what my husband used to say.  

Or maybe Mrs Stickytape ... you know, like, she sticks like shit on a shoe and you can’t shake her off! – at least that’s how that bloody librarian makes me feel. Yeh, invisible, inconsequential.

Like when I’m waiting at the shop, the assistant serves someone else before me, and I KNOW they must have seen me waiting first. Or if I’m passing a neighbour, they don’t look at me anymore. Once upon a time, people would always look up and smile, say good morning, at least acknowledge me. I seem to have become a stranger in my own life.

Sally’s mind veers off, as it frequently does these days, maintaining her own internal dialogue in lieu of a friend to confide in. I never used to be invisible. It started when my husband packed his bags and left. The day after I caught him coming out of that motel at the top of town ... with his secretary.  And never mind Mrs Gladwrap – that little tart was all over him like a nappy rash! The only business they were up to that day was a whole lot of funny business.

Sally cringes when she remembers how devastated it made her feel and how she cried all the way home. She remembers how she felt by the time she got through the front door and the tears had dried but the rage had boiled up like an erupting volcano. She remembers setting her eyes on that crappy vase that his mother had given them for a wedding present, which must have cost her a fortune in the two dollar shop!  She remembers how that innocuous present became the focal point of her rage and disappointment and just how much grim satisfaction it gave her to smash it into crumbs.  

And she gives a grin when she remembers how it must have looked to a fly on the wall, watching her stomping an angry dance over every broken shard.

Of course, a fly on the wall would have flitted off by the time she finished and would never have seen Sally scoop up the shards and pour them into the back pocket of every pair of trousers left in her husband’s wardrobe. Nor would that fly have heard her shout at the wardrobe door, ‘Now SIT on THAT, you bastard!’ And said fly would have been long gone by the time she went to the kitchen drawer for a tube of super-glue which she drizzled into all the zippers on those trousers.  

Sally heaves a sigh and feels a tear well, remembering that the very next day after that little act of defiance was the day that ‘Mr Leftovers’ arrived after work, packed all his gear and announced he was moving in with little Miss Glad-Wrap.

‘She makes me feel twenty-two,’ he said. 

Sally shakes her head to loosen that scene from her mind, muttering to herself,

‘Yeh, I’ve heard that old saying ‘you’re only as old as you feel’ and I knew damn well what he was feeling – or should I say, WHO he was feeling!’ 

‘She’s exciting, she likes the lights ON when we make love, and she’s not afraid to show off her body,’ he spouted like a lovesick teenager. ‘I just need to be free, Sally.’

And as no amount of reasoning, ranting or raving slowed him down, her last words as he closed the last of his suitcases and walked out the front door were a childish but very satisfying, ‘Well the reason I liked the lights OFF was so that I didn’t have to look at YOUR body! And let’s see how free you feel after my lawyer is finished with you! Bastard!’

And Sally did very nicely out of the divorce, true, but still, it didn’t stop her from becoming invisible. Her face clouds over now as she stares into her internal mirror and discovers, again, that she doesn’t see who she used to see.  

‘The person I used to be got up and left, just like my husband. Just like my boys.’

With a deep sigh, Sally reflects on her ‘old’ life and thinks that maybe it’s time to get a ‘new’ life. Trouble is, she has no idea where to start. 

Life doesn’t give us a DIY, ‘How-To’ handbook when we arrive, does it?
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Dorian has adjourned to the little staff room to have her lunch break, leaving Ellie to look after the front desk. A discontented, middle aged, single woman - what used to be called a spinster but best not use that term in front of her! - lamenting the arrival of gravity to her previously neat figure. It’s no surprise that lunch, as usual, consists of an apple and a romance novel. 

‘What happened to my life?’ she asks the apple she’s holding in her hand. ‘Here I am on the downhill run to 50, on my own, no social life, haven’t travelled out of New South Wales, in a job as exciting as watching paint dry, and the most fun I have is reading the latest travel magazine.’  She looks at the half-eaten fruit with distaste. ‘Even my lunch is old, soft, and tasteless,’ she grumbles as she discards it into the bin. 

‘This wasn’t how it was supposed to pan out. I should be reminiscing over a string of discarded lovers not reading about second-hand romance. I could have married a wealthy husband and become a celebrated Society Hostess. I could have become a global traveller, smart, cosmopolitan, one of the Beautiful People in any of those beautiful places I’ve read about!’ 

She heaves a long sigh. Like Romantic Paree with that fabulous French cooking; Passionate Italy and its full-bodied red wine; The Idyllic Greek Isles with those handsome young men!  It makes crumpets in front of the fire with my cat, Ginger Tom, just pale into insignificance. Come to think of it, me in my bikini in the Greek Isles would be a pretty pale insignificance in itself!

Her finger traces the outline of the handsome hero on the book cover. Of course, I meet lots of men in the library. Book-types. The ones who like to BORROW the books – don’t want to keep ‘em! The ones who like plenty of variety with no commitment to one special book.  

And some blokes, well, the more handled a book is, the more they like it. Give them something fresh and new and they turn their noses up. Where’s all those hot, red-blooded males, I want to know. There’s plenty of them on the shelves here.  

She opens her novel at the bookmark and begins to read. Swallowing the last mouthful of her coffee she reads a passage aloud, to herself.

Arturio stood proud and erect, like an Adonis from a Greek fable. His body glistening with sweat, he pushed his fingers through his golden locks, brushing them away from his hot forehead, while she swooned at the sight of his rippling muscles beneath his too-tight, too white, t-shirt.

Groaning softly, she mutters, ‘And here I am looking at Mr Potter, his bulging muscles succumbed to gravity and ended up as a potbelly hanging over the top of his long brown shorts, thrilling me no end with an expanse of skinny, hairy legs all the way down to his sandals and mis-matched socks. True, his body IS glistening with sweat but it’s far from a pretty sight. I could have nightmares about that!’
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SHERI HAS SPENT THE morning at the big table, spreading all the Sydney newspapers around her, taking up plenty of space to discourage anyone else from joining her. Mid-morning, she treated herself to a hot chocolate from the machine, using the last of the coins in her pocket, which she sipped as slowly as she could while she carefully studied every page of every paper. To anyone looking on, it would be obvious that she is searching for something. But Sheri knows she is in a safe place and is indifferent to others in the library. Not indifferent though to the low grumbling from her belly which reminds her that a hot drink can only stave off hunger pangs for so long.
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SALLY CHECKS HER WATCH and discovers that she’s filled her morning in the library and it’s time she headed home to her lovely big, and empty, home. Unlike Sheri, Sally isn’t indifferent to anyone around her.  

Sally is a people-watcher and she has been observing the young woman at the newspaper table for some weeks now. She’s observed her body language, and she’s observed her obsession with the papers. Sally has even sussed out that it’s the Sydney newspapers that consume the young woman’s time in the library. She’s noticed her facial expressions, the way she thinks carefully and measures her coins before buying a drink from the machine, the way she occasionally rubs her stomach, and she recognises that thin, ‘hungry’ look. Sally’s seen that look often enough in her community volunteer work. That’s why this morning, before she left home, she made a cheese sandwich, wrapped it in foil, and popped it into the bottom of her basket. 

As Sally prepares to leave the library, she replaces the magazine she’s been reading, selects two more to check out, retrieves the foil wrapped package and heads to the self-checkout screen. Passing the news section on her way and, without a word, she unobtrusively plants the foil-wrapped package on the table at the young woman’s elbow, briefly places a gentle hand on her shoulder, and continues on her way.

*~*
[image: ]


SHERI IS STARTLED BY an intrusion in her space. She doesn’t lift her head but sneaks a sideways glance at the departing back of the fussy little lady carrying a basket.  A basket! Who does that anymore? Her pride sends a small ripple across her shoulders but pride can’t compete with hunger and she scoops the recognisable parcel into the cavernous pocket of her duffle coat hanging over the back of the chair.

Sheri’s inner voice is working overtime. Don’t say anything.  If you keep quiet no-one will ask you any questions. She seems nice, and motherly, but then, they all do. You KNOW you can’t trust them. You can’t go back to The Salvo’s yet. You were there two nights ago. If they see your face too often, they start probing, wanting to know where you’re sleeping. Asking questions; do you need a blanket, clothes, a bed? Before you know it, they’ll want to get you into the system. Find you a proper home. Fix you up with some emergency funds. Try and get you a job. All that attention is dangerous. You need to stay under the radar for a while.

She blinks and shakes her head to shut up the incessant voice. But it’s no use. The voice and the scenarios keep running through her mind. It’s bad enough coming to the library so often. But it’s hard to resist. It’s warm, it’s quiet, it’s anonymous, and it’s a cheap cup of tea. They don’t ask you for any personal details unless you want to take anything out of here. Let’s face it, it’s a good place to hide.

It won’t always be like this. I hope. But it feels like I’ve been hiding for my whole life.

One foster home after another until they all blurred into one. Different names, different towns, different schools, same crap. Some of them god-botherers, some atheists, some do-gooders, and some of them just want the money.  

All of them want your soul though, want to own you, body and soul.  Some of them want more body than soul – especially the last few years. And they all think they’ve got a right to it because you’re supposed to be so bloody grateful that they’ve given you a roof over your head.  

Well, I may not have a roof over my head now, but my soul and my body belong to me. I have full ownership.

I thought it would be different once I was old enough to get a job. Support myself, be independent. And it was, for a couple of years at least.

Until three months ago.

Sheri is suddenly overwhelmed with memories and a sense of panic. Rising quickly, she dons her coat, grabs her rucksack and hurries to the exit.
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GEMMA IS ALMOST BOWLED over at the front door of the library by a hurtling figure swinging a heavy bag. 

‘Oh EXCUSE ME!’ she growls at the departing body. ‘How rude!’

Her tone reflects the mood she’s in today. Most days, actually. She schlep’s her way to the audio-visual room, sloughs of her school backpack and slumps into the nearest easy chair where she dons the attached headphones for effect, closes her eyes and loses herself in silence.  

Everything about Gemma expresses attitude with a big A. Her shaggy black hair almost covers her eyes which never make eye contact anyway; her nose, ear, and lip piercings portray ‘fierce’, thus discouraging communication; her long black shirt almost reaches her knees, her black cargo pants dwarf her tiny frame; and her heavy black steel-toed boots makes you wonder how those tiny legs manage to lift the weight of them.

Gemma hates her life. In her own words, ‘It sucks!’  

A counsellor at the local Youth Centre once asked her the question, ‘Why does your life suck, Gemma?’

‘It just does, OK!  My family is enough to make me wish I was born an orphan.  There HAD to be a mix up at the hospital, I can’t possibly belong to those strange people. I hate school. I get chucked out of class for being disruptive. So I spend a lot of time sitting outside the principal’s office. I'm just, argh...it’s just...I... I’m just, like I’m so bored!!  The principal sends notes home all the time, but SHE never comes to school – she probably chucks the notes before HE sees them.’

‘Do you mean your mother and your father?’

‘Yes! THEM! I hate them. But I... quite...like it outside Mrs Barker’s office. It smells of polish and it’s away from all those dumb kids in my class. Or The Zoo, that’s what I call it.’

‘And I quite like the National Geographic Magazines on the table outside the office too. I learn more from them than I do in class.  

‘Everyone at school calls me a freak but THEY’RE the freaks!  All the boys want to do is get a free feel. All the girls want to talk about is the last party, the next party, and boys!  I’d wish I was home-schooled but that’d be...just...argh, cringe!’

It was the school principal who encouraged Gemma to talk to the counsellor a few months ago. She might have kept going if it hadn’t been for the ruckus it caused at home when her father found out. So instead, she found herself visiting the local library as a way of filling in time and a way of getting out of the line of fire.

To her surprise, she discovered a whole world of National Geographic magazines and so very much more. She found easy access to the world itself via the library computers; she was discovering another world in the books on the shelves. She found a safe and quiet place where she could relax on her own without being disturbed, without being subjected to loud and violent arguments.

Feeling a sense of peace wrap around her as she soaks up the silence, Gemma reflects on the vast difference between the library and where she lives.  

‘I refuse to call it home!’ is her mutinous protest.

Home is a place where the people who live together are nice to each other, and speak nicely to everyone, and sit down for dinner and breakfast together, and help each other, and care about you, care what happens to you.

Home is where there’s food when you’re hungry and clean clothes, and the house smells nice, and everything’s clean, and your stuff is safe from stealing or damage and ... well...there’s grandmas and birthday parties!

But in my house, everybody yells. All the time. And they’re all SO mean to me. Like, just yesterday my little brother said to me, ‘Did you know you’ve got a REALLY big zit?!’ ‘Where?’ I said. ‘On yer shoulders,’ he said and laughed his head off. Like, that was REAL funny – about a hundred years ago!

I HATE kid brothers. Mine gets away with everything. He whops school and gets sent to his room. If I’d whopped school, I’d have got whopped!  He swore last week and SHE yelled at him. I swore once and got a whack across the face for it.

SHE’s always on my case. Yells at me to get out of bed. Yells at me to get to school. Yells at me when I get home to tell her where I’ve been and why I’m late. Yells at me when I’m sitting in front of the TV, cos I spend too much time watching TV ... then yells at me when I lay on my bed listening to music ‘cos I spend too much time cooped up in my room.

Whines at me because I don’t play sport. Whines at me because I don’t bring friends home – why would I bring friends to this place even if I HAD any!?  Whines at me because my room’s a mess, whines at me because I don’t help ‘round the house.  Whines at me ‘cos I’m not nicer to my little brother - in yer dreams, woman!  Whines at me ‘cos I have no respect for this family.  BINGO!!

I think her and dad are getting a divorce. HE’s always yelling at HER ... like, dinner’s never ready when he gets home from work, the house is always a mess, these kids are out of control and it’s all HER fault because SHE’s let herself go, SHE spends all his money...on and on and on it goes. SHE doesn’t yell back but I saw her spit in his dinner once before she took it to him. 

It’s no wonder I wait to go home after the shouting’s over and HE’s taken off to the pub. I just hang about in the library till it’s nearly closing time. At least there’s less hours between getting home and going to bed that SHE can shout at me.

In fact, the other night it was quiet when I got in. No sign of HER. My dinner was in the oven and I got to eat it in front of the telly with nobody yelling at me. I went upstairs to my room straight after, though. You wouldn’t want to be around when HE gets home from the pub – it can get ugly.

Funny though, as I went past, I heard a sound coming from HER room. I think she might have been crying.’

Gemma frowns at that recollection, but not wanting to disturb her state of calm, she removes the headphones and goes in search of any new magazines to occupy herself for a couple of hours.
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Dorian has settled in for the evening with a glass of wine, which will no doubt spill over into the whole bottle, and a new release which she snaffled for herself before it could get to the library shelves. After all, she figures, there’s got to be some benefits to working in her humdrum job and first access to new books goes with the territory.

As she takes a long sip from her glass and turns to the first page, she’s interrupted by the jarring tone of the landline demanding her attention.

‘Bugger it! I know damn well who that will be and if I don’t pick up, she’ll keep phoning until I do!’

She dislodges the very large ginger tabby who had also settled himself in for the evening, on top of her feet ensconced in a pair of sheepskin slippers. He gives her a haughty look and a grumpy yowl as she gets up to answer the phone.

‘Don’t blame me mate, you’ve got a perfectly good royal cushion to park your royal tail!’ She frowns at the out-of-sorts feline as she lifts the receiver.

‘Good evening, Mother. What’s up?’

‘Well, you don’t ring me to chat about the weather, there’s usually a reason for your call.’

‘OK, I’ll give you that one and, yes, I’ll try and remember to call you occasionally. OK, more often then. But I’m working full time, you know! It’s not as if I’ve got all the time in the world at my disposal for chatting. I have an important job. I have a life.’

There is a pause, Dorian has no answer for the question she’s been asked. She softens her tone and replies, ‘Look, Mother, let’s not go there.  Again.  Why are you calling me tonight?’

As her mother passes on the information, Dorian makes notes on the pad by the phone.

‘So what date and time is the appointment?  OK, I’ll book in a day’s leave and collect you from the train, go with you to the surgery, and drop you back at the station.’

‘Yes, it will be nice to see you too, Mother.  Goodnight then.’

She slowly replaces the handset, returns to her chair, swallows the last of the wine, and heads to the kitchen to refill the glass. She is pensive as she pours, thoughtful as she returns to her chair with the bottle. Using the remote device, she brings up her Mozart playlist, closes her eyes, and allows the music to soothe her apprehension.
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IT’S HARD TO TELL WHETHER the figure hunched on the back porch of the community centre is male or female. In fact it’s very hard to actually see the figure settled for the night into a corner behind a disposal bin. One would only notice if they were perhaps doing a security check of the building. The council doesn’t spend money on such things in the quieter suburbs. So in that respect, the body wrapped inside a warm duffel coat and wearing a thick beanie, curled around a hefty knapsack, has a reasonably good chance of an undisturbed night. At least until daybreak, which is when the fitness joggers and the dog walkers begin their daily workout.
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A SINGLE LIGHT ON THE ground floor of the large house in Grainger Street is the only indication that anyone is home.  The fragrance of home baking wafting out through a partly opened window suggests that this must be the kitchen, that the oven must be going, that there’s more than enough heat to warrant opening the window on a crisp evening, and that whoever is at home is baking up something rather delicious.

It’s an odd time of night to be cooking. But the neighbours are used to it. Ever since the divorce, the woman can be observed keeping very long and late hours.

‘At least she doesn’t have a noisy dog,’ they might remark.

Or ‘Such unusual behaviour, I wonder if she’s going a bit strange now that she’s living alone. It happens, doesn’t it?’

But mostly the neighbours keep to themselves, getting on with the minutiae of their own little lives. Some of the long-term residents might lament the fact that it’s a very ‘cold’ neighbourhood now. In the old days, people used to get together for Sunday barbecues or Saturday progressive dinners. Neighbours used to have a chat over the back fence or the front garden. Not anymore. Now, even if a face is recognised at the supermarket, a brief nod substitutes for a ‘hello’.  But times move on, people leave or die, new people move in. Everyone escapes to their own private vacuum behind their own front door.

And at number seventeen, baking at 10pm has become the new ‘norm’. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

FIVE


[image: ]


Unlike yesterday, it is a crystal clear blue sky in a beautifully bright sunny day as Dorian arrives early to open the library. Not that it makes any difference to her usual sour face and grumpy mood.

For a change, she has beaten Ellie to the punch this morning which means she’s got two choices:  she can do the opening routine, including getting the coffee machine started, or she can pull rank and simply leave it all for her assistant to take care of when she arrives. However, the dire need for a big hit of caffeine wins out over seniority. Stowing her coat and bag away, she heads straight for the tea station and gets it all under way. She empties the meagre cash reservoir, tops up the milk dispenser, and refills the disposable cups chute.

Her next stop is the front desk to check the answering machine. Sure enough, the red light is flashing and she presses the button to hear, ‘Hello?  Hello, are you there, Dear? Hello? Oh, it must be that machine thingy. Can you call me back please Pet. It’s Hazel. I think I left my umbrella there when I came in yesterday. You’ll know it, of course. It’s that pretty blue one with the red kites on it and the little frilly edge. I’m rather fond of it, you see.  So could you..’  The rest of the message is cut off as the tape ends.

‘Bloody hell! Bloody old fossil! Bloody Hazel who?! What am I, psychic?!’ 

Dorian has no intention of calling the woman back. That’s a task that Ellie can attend to. She can plough through the database if she likes or, chances are, she probably knows exactly who Hazel is!  Most likely she’s got the woman’s whole life history already!

‘Oh bugger this!  I’ll leave the rest of the routine for Ellie too,’ she mutters as she heads back to the staff room to take some aspirin for her pounding head. ‘If it hadn’t been for that damned cat waking me up so early, I could have had another hour’s snooze. Payback, that’s what it was, for holding back last night’s dish of cream. He’s getting too fat and lazy, that furry feline.’  

She is just swallowing two headache tablets when the phone rang at the same time as Ellie opens the back door.  

‘I’ll get it!’ she calls as she breezes in and trots out to the front desk still carrying her bag and wearing her coat.

Dorian leaves her to it and sinks into the plastic chair, thinks about pulling out her new novel that she didn’t get far with last night, then dismisses the thought.

‘Bloody telephones, bloody customers, bloody work,” she mumbles and closes her eyes. ‘Just 5 minutes to rest my eyes’.
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JEREMY POTTER DIDN’T own a mirror, which is why he never noticed that his appearance, when he walked out of his front door, was more than a tad shabby. He never bothered to match up socks. He just put on whatever came out of the drawer. Not only was he never a slave to fashion, he thought fashion was a criminal waste of resources and meant only for the vacuous. Hence he bought clothes only from the Op Shops and only when something had become so badly worn it couldn’t be worn anymore. Sometimes he even raided the surplus discards by the public donations’ bins. ‘Dressed by D’Scards,’ he’d occasionally quip if any of his acquaintances commented on his ‘ensemble of the day’.

No, Mr Potter wasn’t one for other people’s opinions, nor for over-familiarity. He took life seriously and couldn’t be bothered with mindless social chit chat simply to pass the time of day. And he was a stickler for the rules. 

If the rules say that the library opens at nine o’clock in the morning, he expects the doors to open right on nine o’clock. Not at two minutes past nine, or two minutes TO nine. And why MAKE rules if people aren’t going to follow them, he reasons.

Now, nobody has appointed Mr Potter the guardian of the rules but there is one place that is a notorious rule abuser and he’s fed up with this blatant disregard for authority.  Which is why he’s taken it upon himself to begin a petition, complaining to the Head of Library Services about his local library and the woman in charge.

Mr Potter is not going to be the favourite colour in Dorian’s pencil box!

The fact is that Dorian’s relationship with Jeremy Potter has been antagonistic from the first day they met. They just seemed to rub each other up the wrong way. Dorian thought he was a pedantic little fusspot, with no taste in music and even less in fashion. She could completely understand why no woman – ever – would consider wedded bliss with the man ... confirming the secret label she applied to him – MMS - misogynistic male spinster.

Jeremy thought the new library manager should have been a man for a start! He considered the newcomer not respectful enough of her patrons and certainly didn’t pay him the deference he believed was his due. ‘Mrs-Too-Big-For-Her-Britches’ is how he referred to her in his conversations – with himself!

Hence, whenever he walked into the library, Dorian seemed to automatically brace herself for battle, while Jeremy felt his blood pressure rising in anticipation of a shootout.

So Mr Potter has never, nor is EVER likely to be, a favourite pencil, pen, or paintbrush in Dorian’s pencil box. On any given day!
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SHERI HAS HITCHED A ride into the beach this morning. It’s not a practice she would employ in a bigger city such as Sydney, but Newcastle is different. The people are friendlier here, she feels less vulnerable, and although it is the sixth largest city, it is more like a very large country town still. The early morning pedestrians and dog walkers still say ‘good morning’ as they’re passing, even if you don’t smile and respond. And while the inner city and some outlying suburbs can be a bit scary at night, for the most part it feels safe.

She’s headed up to the beach because she can still get access to the beach showers for a freshen up. And you’d be surprised how many stray coins she can stumble across there. Coins that have fallen from pockets when swimmers have changed back into their street clothes and rolled out of sight of their owners, or the cleaners. Enough to get a breakfast burger at Macca’s. Or if it’s an unlucky morning, it’s not too far to hike to the Soul Cafe for a free breakfast.

You learn to be artful when you’re living on the streets. This wasn’t in her life plan. She didn’t wake up one morning and decide ‘I’m going to be a homeless person when I grow up’. But it takes just a simple change in circumstances to turn someone’s life plan on its head and then any one of us can be in a dire situation. And that’s what happened to Sheri.

Just one decision, one late evening, three months ago. An ‘either-or choice, as simple as that. If only.
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IT’S A RATHER QUIET morning in the library. Thank goodness, because Dorian is help-less! Ellie has been called over to one of the larger branches for a few hours due to a staff shortage. But there’s no Mr ‘MMS’ Potter and no Simpering Sally to irritate her this morning. Miss Picasso obviously isn’t looking for inspiration this morning. The umbrella woman came, collected, and left in a flash. The mysterious backpacker isn’t in, probably trekking in Kathmandu! – or not. And it’s too early for the tacky teen yet, she’ll still be terrorising the school this early in the day. The odd few wrinklies have been in, returned their books, and self-checked out their next lot. Dorian sighs, ignoring the pile of returns, she’ll leave them for Ellie to attend to tomorrow and settles herself behind the front desk with a travel magazine that’s just been delivered in the latest shipment of new arrivals.

Alone in the library for the moment, she does what anyone else would do to fill space: she engages herself in conversation. 

‘Ahhh, the Greek Isles. I SO want to go there. Dazzling white and a cerulean blue they say. And REAL Greek yoghurt – fresh, the likes of which they say you’ve never tasted before and can only imagine. Bouzouki music – the real thing of course, not the plastic paddy stuff you hear in your local Irish pub!  And those gorgeous Greek outfits, white, to show off all that lovely, tanned skin
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