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      ‘Good morning, beautiful. I wanted to leave a quick message to wish you a happy day. I fell asleep thinking about you last night and woke with your name on my lips. I can’t wait until you are with me in more than just my dreams. Sending love your way.’

      I played the voice note, savouring the way Brian’s rich, deep tone made me feel all tingly and desirable. No previous boyfriend had ever called me beautiful, and their first thoughts on a morning had been either more coarsely expressed or merely caffeine-related. I pulled myself up. It was way too soon to be referring to Brian as my boyfriend, even in my head. As for the ‘beautiful’ thing, well, given that we were yet to meet in person, it was probably best not to let myself get carried away by that either. But there wasn’t any harm in listening to the message again, right?

      ‘Blimey, Kat, is that Hot Brian?’ My colleague Moira burst into the break room at full volume, making the most of not having to speak in the librarian-quiet voice we were encouraged to use when on duty in the reading rooms. She took the phone out of my hand and tapped the screen so the voice note started from the beginning again. ‘Maybe I should try online dating. I love that gravelly sexy thing he’s got going on there. It’s giving me serious Alan Rickman vibes, although I appreciate that’s probably more a my generation reference than yours.’

      ‘It’s okay, I know who he is. He was Professor Snape, and didn’t he play Colonel Brandon in that nineties adaptation of Sense and Sensibility? The original and the best, if you ask me. He came across as gorgeous and thoroughly decent. And his voice was yummy, just like Brian’s.’

      ‘I was thinking more of his role in Die Hard,’ said Moira with a grin. ‘I should have known there’s not an Austen adaptation you haven’t seen. Colonel Brandon in that film oozes sex appeal, and behaves like a gentleman, what more do you want in a man? It sounds like you’ve finally got yourself a keeper, which means we need to come up with a stronger nickname for him.’ Moira flung herself down onto the sofa next to me, but her voice remained at the same volume. I smothered a grin at my friend’s exuberance. ‘Hot Brian’s a bit generic,’ she continued. ‘It always works better if there’s some alliteration in there, don’t you think? But B for Brian doesn’t really give many options. What’s his surname?’

      ‘James. Brian James.’ I realised I’d subconsciously mirrored the way James Bond famously introduces himself. It seemed appropriate. Brian had sent me a picture of himself in full black tie and he definitely could give 007 a run for his money.

      Moira frowned. ‘Hmm, I’m still not getting inspired. It’s very’—she paused—‘ordinary.’

      ‘It’s solid. Dependable. And “a rose by any other name” and all that. Shakespeare knew what he was talking about,’ I said, feeling the need to defend Brian, even though I’d admittedly experienced a few pangs about it myself in my more superficial moments. Brian James as a moniker wasn’t quite up there with proper hero names like two of my personal favourites, Fitzwilliam Darcy and Edward Rochester, but as my sister Caro was always telling me, this was real life, not the rarefied world of fiction.

      ‘And remind me again, what does Mr Brian James do?’

      ‘He’s a soldier. An officer, if we’re being really precise.’

      Moira fanned herself. ‘I don’t know how I forgot that. An Officer and a Gentleman, I hope. I hereby christen him the Sexy Soldier. Sexy Soldier, Lovely Librarian.’ She wolf-whistled. ‘I’m sure we’ve got that book in the romance section somewhere. One of those ones with the rippling biceps on the cover. I mean, there’s other stuff on there too, but that’s where one’s eyes tend to be drawn.’

      I laughed. ‘Brian is sexy, it’s true. He hasn’t quite got the rippling biceps look, but he’s not far off. In fact, he’s way out of my league. I’ve no idea what he sees in me. I keep thinking he’s going to message me and say he’s made a horrible mistake, or worse, stop contacting me altogether.’

      Moira folded her arms and frowned at me. ‘Now listen here, young lady. That’s enough of that talk. Women suffer enough with other people putting them down, without doing it to themselves. You are what I believe is known as a real catch. You’re lovely inside and out. It’s time you started believing that. He’s lucky to be chatting with you.’

      I felt my cheeks grow hot. The reality was that I felt lucky Brian seemed so invested in our budding relationship. I was too used to being the ‘filler girl’ – good enough to date, but not good enough to consider anything long-term with. I cleared my throat and mumbled my thanks.

      ‘Once more, with feeling.’ Moira was clearly not going to let this go.

      ‘Thank you, Moira,’ I said sheepishly.

      ‘Hmm, I guess that’ll have to do for now. Now remind me, how do I look at his profile pictures again? I could do with a bit of eye candy to brighten up the day.’

      ‘You can’t give me the feminist spiel one minute, then start objectifying men the next,’ I teased. ‘Besides, they’re for my eyes only.’

      ‘Oh, they’re those kind of pictures, are they?’

      My cheeks grew even hotter. ‘Absolutely not. Brian is one of the good guys. He would never dream of sending a dick pic.’

      Moira chuckled. ‘Your face. It’s just too easy to wind you up. Go on, let me have a peek.’

      Her exaggeratedly pleading expression was so ridiculous that I relented and showed her the latest snap of Brian. He was in full work mode, calmly directing the distribution of aid parcels in a village recently hit by an earthquake. When I’d asked him about it, he’d been adorably reticent, clearly worried that he’d come across as virtue signalling or showing off to score dating points, but that had only made me fall for him even harder. Who wouldn’t love a man who used his strength to help the vulnerable? And yes, I admit, he looked damn fine doing it too: powerful stance, strong jawline and kind eyes, all wrapped up in one.

      ‘Quite the Hollywood hero. And does the Sexy Soldier have a friend? Just keeping my options open, you know.’ Moira waggled her eyebrows suggestively.

      ‘I’ll ask him when we meet up,’ I said, knowing full well that Moira had recently celebrated her thirtieth wedding anniversary to the man she’d been with since her first year at university, and was as likely to join the dating apps as I was to start a bonfire using books as fuel.

      ‘And when exactly is that joyous occasion going to occur? You’ve been chatting for a couple of months now, haven’t you?’ she pressed. ‘I know half the fun is in the anticipation, but you’ve got to get to the really good stuff before long. I’ll spare you the “in my day” speech, but suffice to say, the hubby and I did not hang around.’

      I sighed. ‘Mr Moira wasn’t answerable to the whims of the military. Brian’s on deployment for another month, but I’m trying to look on the bright side. The anticipation is making things more exciting, and at least this way we get to build a proper connection with each other. He’ll be back in Oxford before I know it.’

      It had been a big disappointment to find out early in our conversations that Brian was on an extended overseas deployment. The main reason I’d joined this particular app, SO Ox, was that it promised to help people in my home city find their Significant Other through a mixture of virtual interaction and in-person events. That, and the fact that all members were carefully screened before they were allowed to join, which significantly reduced the chances of encountering the time wasters and ghosters who’d so disappointed me on my previous tentative foray into online dating. While my sister might tease me about my enduring love of the ‘happily ever after’, so common in the books I adored, I refused to believe that it was impossible to find in real life too.

      ‘I know Brian will be worth the wait,’ I added. ‘I have a very good feeling about where we’re heading. Besides, there’s something even more romantic about getting to know a person through emails and voice notes. I’m sure Jane Austen would have been into it if she lived nowadays.’ I glanced up at the clock and took a final gulp from my now-cold mug of tea. ‘Right, I’m going to love you and leave you. The front desk calls, and it’s nearly time for the lunch rush. You know what Mondays are like.’

      ‘Go forth, recommend those books, and solve those people’s problems. I’ll be back once I’ve had my biccies,’ said Moira, saluting me as I exited the room.

      That was another thing that had drawn me to Brian when we’d first started exchanging messages. Instead of going down the librarian stereotype route, the way so many sleazy guys had done on the previous app I’d tried, asking if I wore glasses (I prefer contacts) and whether I kept my hair back in a tight bun which they could take out (always sounds like the recipe for a headache), he’d immediately told me about his favourite books (self-improvement ones, definite green flag) and asked me about mine (even bigger green flag). I normally worried about coming across as too much of a book-ish buff, but with Brian I’d been confident from the beginning that I could be my authentic self, just like he was with me.

      I quickly surveyed the library floor as I walked back to the front desk, waving to a couple of regulars, and making a brief superficial assessment of those I didn’t recognise. As expected, there was a growing queue, and the comfy sofas which were placed near the entrance were also full. Mondays were always the busiest day of the week. Problems escalated on Sundays when we, along with most other services, shut down, leaving those in difficult circumstances even more desperate for help as a new week started. What many didn’t appreciate was that librarians are social workers, counsellors, and problem-solvers, all tied up in one. Where else could people come and sit in the warm for hours for free, borrow books and access the internet without charge, or even just use the loo without having to buy something? The books were what had drawn me to the profession nearly five years ago now, but the people we supported were the ones who kept me from pursuing a potentially more lucrative career. From the harassed families who couldn’t navigate the complexities of the child tax credit system to pensioners who were being left behind because they didn’t have smart phones, we helped them all, filling out forms, mopping up tears, listening, caring, and simply being there for people. There was so much more to my job than stacking shelves and putting books in alphabetical order. Although I did a fair bit of that too.

      ‘Hello, welcome to Oxford Community Library. I’m Kat, how can I help?’

      The next few hours passed in a blur of navigating job applications, arguing with the council about why it wasn’t right to exclude Gavin and his beloved dog Robin from the homeless hostel, and recommending the spiciest of reads for library favourite Doris, who outwardly looked like she’d be the type to disapprove of an unmarried couple even holding hands.

      ‘I do love a bit of demon action,’ said Doris, after she’d finally settled on her choice. She slipped the well-thumbed volume into the sleeve she’d crocheted with innocuous-looking flowers and bumble bees. ‘These reads help me save on the heating bills.’ She let out a throaty chuckle which made me smile in response.

      ‘I can imagine,’ I replied. ‘How many followers do you have for your bookstagram account now?’

      ‘Oh, I don’t really keep tab. Maybe something approaching ten thousand?’

      ‘That’s amazing, Doris. That’s way more than this library has on its socials. I need to ask you for some tips.’

      ‘Always happy to help.’ Doris lowered her voice. ‘Actually, I was wondering if I could ask your advice about something, pet?’

      ‘Of course, what’s on your mind?’

      She glanced around to make sure nobody was listening. ‘The thing is, I keep getting all these direct messages from people claiming to work in the publishing trade. They’re offering me advance copies and proofs, but I don’t want to be handing out my home address to any old so-and-so, even if it is flattering that they think a review from me is worth having. I’ve done my due diligence, and they look like they’re legitimate, but they’re always saying on the news that you can’t be too careful, and well, you know what happened before…’ Her voice tailed off.

      I nodded, experiencing the familiar ache of sadness and anger that I got whenever I thought about the reduced circumstances Doris now lived in, after an unscrupulous financial advisor she used to date persuaded her to go against her normally savvy judgement and invest her pension in a scheme which had promised high returns and delivered precisely nothing. She always appeared cheery, but she’d once confided in me that she feared she’d never recover from the damage the incident had inflicted on her self-esteem.

      ‘That’s very sensible; you’re doing the right thing.’ I reached across the counter and squeezed her hand, wishing once again that I could fix things for her. ‘But getting an advance copy of your favourite author’s next book is not to be sniffed at. Tell you what, why don’t you give them the library address? We’ll happily take delivery of the books here, and if any dodgy types try asking for information about you, I promise we’ll protect your privacy to the last.’

      ‘I don’t doubt it, Kat pet. Thank you for the offer, I’ll have a think about it.’ She straightened up and I recognised her armour of positivity going back on. ‘My to-be-read pile is already fairly hefty as it is. My son keeps muttering about needing to get the floor strengthened if I bring any more books home. Hence hiding my borrowings with the craftwork.’

      ‘Oh I…’

      ‘You thought I didn’t want people to see what I was reading?’ There was a glint of amusement in her eyes as she spoke. ‘I’m long past the age of caring what strangers think about me. If they want to get sniffy about other folk’s reading material, that’s up to them. They’re the ones who are missing out on some brilliant tales.’

      ‘You’re absolutely right. I wish more had your attitude.’ While I never judged reading choices, I knew I was definitely guilty of caring too much about other people’s opinions of me. I vowed to try to follow Doris’s example.

      ‘Mind you, it does amuse me the contortions folk get themselves into when they’re trying to read over my shoulder on the bus. One of them nearly fell into the aisle on the way here.’ She chuckled. ‘Tremendously unsubtle. I ended up writing down the name of the book and the author on a piece of paper and handing it over. The man pretended he didn’t know what I was referring to, but I noticed him tucking the note into his breast pocket as I got off at my stop. You’ll probably see him in here before long. I made a point of telling him that the library could get hold of any book.’ She checked the contents of her rucksack. ‘Right, I’ll probably be back tomorrow, pet. The Wi-Fi here is so much better than at mine, and I enjoy the company. I need to make the most of it before you lot grow sick of the sight of me and ban me for my own good.’

      ‘We wouldn’t dream of it. It wouldn’t be Oxford Community Library without you. And I promise I’ll chase up that inter-library request. I’m sorry it’s taking so long. I’m told the system hasn’t quite recovered from that attempted cyber-attack the other week.’

      ‘That’s very kind. I hear it’s you we’ve got to thank for making sure the effects weren’t any worse.’

      I pulled a face. ‘You give me greater credit than I’m due. The IT bods were the ones who drew up the drawbridge and stopped the hackers getting any further. Quite why anyone would want to attack a library, I do not know.’

      ‘Ah, but you were the one who flagged the dodgy phishing email in the first place,’ said Moira, joining the conversation. ‘She’s very switched on, is our Kat.’

      ‘That she is,’ said Doris. ‘See you later, ladies.’

      We waved her off, marvelling at how she managed to keep upright while carrying her heavily laden rucksack full of books.

      ‘Good old Doris, it’s always great to see her,’ I said. ‘I wonder if she’d be up for teaching one of the seniors’ social media sessions? She clearly knows way more than we do.’

      ‘Undoubtedly, and they’d probably be far more likely to do what she tells them,’ said Moira with feeling. ‘Give me the little ones’ story time any day. Toddlers might act like tiny drunks, but they’re still easier to control than the bunch of retired academics from the social media group, who like to turn everything into a philosophical discussion. If I have to debate what Socrates would have thought of TikTok one more time, I shall throw their phones out of the window.’

      ‘Well, it is Oxford,’ I said.

      ‘And don’t we bloody know it. Right, do you want to do the reshelving rounds? I can hold the fort here,’ said Moira, looking around the emptying foyer. ‘I think we’re over the worst of the rush now, and you’ll want to get your legs moving after manning the desk for so long, while I’ve swanned about looking decorative.’

      I playfully nudged my hip against hers. ‘It’s what you do best. Sure, I’ll get to work. If it’s anything like last Monday’s round though, I’ll need an emergency nap before I go to class tonight.’

      Moira pulled a face. ‘Or you could just go straight home and chill out for a change,’ she suggested. ‘That suffragette history class of yours sounds a lot more energetic than advertised.’

      I laughed. ‘I was a bit worried when I first turned up and the tutor told us the full curriculum, but I’m learning all kinds of skills, and you never know when they might come in handy. Right, I’d better get on with it. Give me a shout if the after-school crowd start swarming.’

      I sorted the returned books on the trolley, quickly checking them over for any damage that needed repairing. I tried to restrain myself from reading the blurbs, but inevitably succumbed and ended up setting aside a few volumes to borrow. I told myself that having a good knowledge of the books we had in stock was a key part of my role as I set off pushing the trolley between the shelves.

      ‘Either you or that trolley is in need of some serious WD40. I thought libraries were meant to be quiet places.’

      I glanced across to the source of the criticism. The guy was taking up an entire table between the business books stacks, papers strewn everywhere, leaning his chair back on two legs like an overgrown teenager, while resting a sturdy pair of boots on another seat. I shuddered when I noticed bits of soil and goodness knows what else already accumulating on the upholstery beneath his soles.

      I fixed him with my best stern librarian expression. It wasn’t often that I brought the big guns out, but he looked too robust and sure of himself to be classed as one of the waifs and strays who needed delicate handling, and I didn’t like the insult implied in his comment both to myself and the institution.

      ‘The trolley may need a little bit of TLC, but she’s got a lot of life left in her, and we prefer to direct our budget towards other areas.’

      ‘And how about you? Similar to the trolley?’ He grinned in what I’m sure he thought was a charming manner.

      I tried to ignore his teasing, but his presumptuous cheekiness got the better of me.

      ‘We do try to keep a peaceful atmosphere in here, but if you want a completely silent environment, I suggest you try one of the university libraries. Although I don’t think they’ve managed to eliminate the noise of rustling pages, which might prove exasperating to you. Or you can always head upstairs to our designated quiet reading room, although again, it’s probably best to expect some form of general ambient sound in there, people daring to breathe and the like.’

      ‘General ambient sound,’ he echoed back to me. ‘So, what you’re telling me is that there’s nowhere for a bloke to enjoy a bit of peace and quiet in this city? I thought librarians were famously good at shushing.’

      ‘Would it work, if I tried it on you?’ I couldn’t resist retorting. I never normally talked back to patrons, especially new ones, but he’d started it and was looking irritatingly amused by the exchange. ‘We prefer to make this library a welcoming environment for everyone. For everyone who behaves themselves, that is. Speaking of which, would you mind kindly removing your hooves from the furniture? Someone else might like to sit there today, and I’m sure they won’t appreciate having to sully their clothes with whatever disgustingness you’ve obviously been wading through.’

      ‘Hooves, you say’—he paused and glanced at my name badge—‘Kat … Fisher? Are you implying you see something devilish in me?’ His eyes sparkled in that grating way good-looking men sometimes have when they know they’re attractive and, therefore, can get away with stuff others wouldn’t.

      I cursed my slip of the tongue. I’d obviously spent too long talking romantasy with Doris.

      ‘Hooves, clodhoppers, whatever you’d like to call your oversized boots, which should be firmly on the ground rather than messing up my furniture. Unless there’s a medical reason for your feet to be elevated, of course?’

      He shook his head.

      ‘In which case, kindly remove them from the chair.’

      He looked like he wanted to say something in response, but my increasingly stern expression obviously made him think better of it, and he did as he was told.

      ‘Thank you. No! Don’t do that, you’ll make it worse,’ I said in a slightly louder whisper, jolting him as he was pouring water onto a tissue. No doubt he intended to scrub at the muddy marks on the seat, but some of the water missed its target and ended up on his lap instead.

      ‘Great, now look at the state of me,’ he said with a sigh.

      I smothered a smile. ‘At least it didn’t get on your papers, or worse, the library’s books. I’m sure if you sit quietly in the corner here, no one will see it. Or you could go and make use of the hand dryers in the cloakroom, but be warned, they’re noisy, and you’ll have to make your way across the library. Of course, we’re a judgement-free zone here, so don’t worry about everyone staring at you.’

      ‘Judgement-free zone? I hadn’t noticed,’ he muttered, turning his back and shuffling his chair tight under the table so the unfortunately positioned damp patch was out of view.

      As I walked away, pushing the trolley, I swear I heard him mimicking the sound of the squeak under his breath, but when I looked back, he seemed to be deeply absorbed in his paperwork.

      I had to warn the rest of the staff to keep an eye on him.
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      By closing time, I was aching all over and debating following Moira’s advice to head home and curl up with a book, rather than go to class, even though it would be the last one before the Easter break.

      ‘Fifteen thousand steps today,’ called the woman herself as she locked the front door. ‘That’s nearly a personal record. Let me add it to the sweepstake chart. I will win that chocolate.’

      The step chart had been introduced by management as an allegedly fun way of promoting our health and wellbeing. Inevitably it had turned somewhat competitive, and the weekly prize of copious amounts of chocolate provided by the previous week’s winner rather undid the good intentions.

      ‘Nice work,’ I said. ‘Let me take a look at mine.’

      ‘You should invest in a smart watch, like the rest of us,’ said Moira. ‘And you’ll have the added bonus of messages from the Sexy Soldier popping up on your wrist.’

      I pulled my phone out of my pocket, but all thoughts of checking my step count went out of my mind in an instant.

      ‘Speaking of… Brian’s sent another message.’ I felt my insides glow just seeing his name on the screen. He was always so attentive and thoughtful, even though the nature of his job made it difficult for him to be in touch as often as he said he wanted to be.

      ‘When? What’s he said? Tell me everything,’ Moira said, bustling over to peek at my screen.

      ‘Give me a chance to read it myself,’ I chided gently. ‘It was sent an hour ago. I must’ve missed it. You can’t hear anything over that squeaky trolley. Remind me to have a look at it; it was attracting complaints earlier.’ I couldn’t help glancing towards the business section where the chairs were still askew thanks to their earlier occupant.

      ‘Never mind work. What has the Sexy Soldier got to say for himself?’

      ‘You’re right.’ Why was I letting the annoying guy with the clumpy boots distract me from Brian?

      I quickly swiped the message open, read it, then read it again, just to make sure I hadn’t got the wrong end of the stick.

      ‘Oh my goodness. Brian’s coming home to Oxford. At last.’

      My pulse instantly quickened in anticipation as my imagination ran wild with thoughts about what it would be like to finally see him, smell him, touch him…

      ‘And?’ pressed Moira, bringing me back to reality.

      ‘And he wants to take me to The Ivy for dinner as soon as he gets back.’

      ‘The Ivy? Fancy. The man has good taste. Although we knew that already, because he’s fallen for you.’

      ‘You flatterer, you. His unit’s being brought home earlier than expected and he’s now due back this Friday.’

      ‘Better and better.’ Moira began humming Let’s Get It On under her breath.

      The butterflies started fluttering in my stomach. The moment I’d been dreaming about for weeks was soon to become reality.

      ‘What on earth am I going to wear?’
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      I normally didn’t bother leaving the library during my lunch break, preferring to eat in the back room, in case I was needed. But with the imminent arrival of Brian, I decided to make an exception. The Oxford Community Library would need to manage for an hour without me while I made an emergency foray to the shops. After staring into the abyss, otherwise known as my wardrobe, and coming up with zero inspiration, I’d spent the last few evenings doing some panic internet shopping. My bank account was taking a beating, especially as I’d forked out extra for fast delivery, but none of the clothes I’d purchased had felt right.

      Somehow it had got to Friday, and I still hadn’t found the perfect outfit for our first date, hence the last-minute dash to the shops. At least my workplace was handily situated in a side street just behind the Ashmolean Museum and only minutes from a wealth of retail options. After extracting a promise from Moira to summon me back if it all kicked off, I hurried out of the library, crossed the road near the Randolph Hotel and dived into the chaos that was Cornmarket Street. It seemed like half the world and his wife were out and about this lunchtime, making the most of the spring sunshine to enjoy some retail therapy. They all looked much more relaxed than I’m sure I did. The only thing worse than having no date clothes was wearing ones purchased in a panic. The fear was real.

      Weaving my way through the crowds, I paused briefly in front of a shoe shop window, before sternly telling myself I shouldn’t get distracted by metallic pink Mary Janes with contrast pearl-effect buckles, especially when I didn’t have an outfit to match them with yet. Of course, I knew that it shouldn’t really matter what I wore to meet Brian for the first time, and that, if our relationship was meant to be – like I assumed it was – I could turn up in sackcloth and ashes and it wouldn’t make a jot of difference. But as a matter of personal pride, I wanted to look my best and, more importantly, I knew a good outfit would give me a much-needed confidence boost. It wasn’t that I was completely wracked with anxiety about our first date, although there was definitely a jangling sensation of nervousness alongside the dreamy anticipation, but it felt like there was a lot riding on it. We’d been exchanging messages back and forth for a while now, sharing confidences, and opening up to each other in a way I’d never experienced before. It felt like we were developing something truly special. Try as I might not to get carried away, the eternally optimistic voice of hope at the back of my mind kept repeating that Brian could very well be The One, and that many years in the future, the pair of us would look back at this momentous first date and reminisce happily about how it had changed our lives forever. I did not want us to look back and remember how I’d turned up looking like the result of an explosion in a fashion factory.

      The decision fatigue hit me properly on the third floor of a department store, weighed down by armfuls of clothes, none of which I liked. There were just so many outfits to choose from, and I didn’t have a clue where to pitch my dress level. I didn’t want to look like I’d gone to excessive amounts of effort, but equally I couldn’t exactly turn up at a fancy restaurant in my current work attire of smart(ish) jeans and Converse, could I? They’d probably take one look at me and refuse entry, then I’d have to ask them to summon Brian over to vouch for me. I really didn’t want his first sight of me to be as I was being escorted from the premises by the maître d’.

      I wandered aimlessly between the racks of brightly coloured jumpsuits and flouncy dresses, trying, and failing, to picture myself in any of them. The models in the pictures on the walls looked effortlessly chic, the clothing complementing their confident, happy-go-lucky demeanour, whereas I was afraid that these outfits would wear me, rather than the other way round.

      ‘Can I help you?’ asked an eager assistant, homing in on my general air of agitation.

      In normal circumstances, I would have smiled and beat a hasty retreat, but today I reluctantly acknowledged that I needed all the help I could get and nodded in a slightly dazed way.

      ‘What’s the occasion?’ she asked kindly.

      ‘It’s a first date. But it’s a different kind of first date because we’ve been talking for two months so we’re potentially a bit further on than the phrase “first date” would suggest. He’s in the military so he’s been out of the country for ages, but now he’s coming back at last, so it’s kind of a big deal. But I don’t want him to think that I think it’s a big deal.’ I spoke so fast that I’m sure some of my words merged into each other. ‘Sorry, I bet you wish you hadn’t asked.’

      She laughed. ‘Don’t worry, I get where you’re coming from. You want to look cool and in control, gorgeous, but without seeming like you’re trying too hard. In other words, the Holy Grail of fits.’

      My heart sank. Was she trying to let me down gently by pointing out that I needed a miracle? Clearly, I was asking too much. But her next words gave me some hope.

      ‘I got you. I reckon I have the perfect option.’

      She bustled around the racks, picking out a sunny yellow tea dress with a delicate white polka dot pattern, and a denim jacket to go with it.

      ‘You can dress it up with heels, or go for more of a smart-casual look with the Converse you’re already wearing. They’re great, really on trend. Either option, you’re guaranteed to hit the right tone.’

      ‘Even for somewhere quite fancy?’ I asked.

      ‘Undoubtedly. It’s boho chic.’

      She sounded so confident, that I found myself believing her. I allowed myself to be shown into the changing room, cringing at the number of mirrors and how bright the lighting was. There was nowhere to hide. I reluctantly removed my shoes, peeled off my jeans and top, pulled the dress on and nervously examined my reflection from all angles. The yellow fabric was a much bolder colour than I’d normally go for, but something about it made me smile.

      I experimentally gathered my hair up into a loose bun at the nape of my neck, but then let it free again, remembering the librarian stereotype I so hated. I’d stick with my usual approach of giving it a good brush before I went out and hoping for the best. I’d need to take a little more time with the make-up, of course. Perhaps Moira could help me with my eyeliner, so I didn’t mess it up. She was always so elegant with her perfect flicks of kohl extending from her lids.

      I turned slowly on the spot and then a little more quickly, enjoying the feel of the silky fabric floating around my legs, then pulled on the jacket and put my shoes back on to get the full effect. Somehow my well-worn Converse looked a lot smarter paired with a dress. And, most importantly, I wouldn’t spend the evening worrying about getting blisters or turning my ankle, both distinct possibilities if I went down the heels route.

      Maybe, just maybe I could pull this off. But was I getting swept up in the shop assistant’s enthusiasm? I needed a second opinion.

      Moira answered my FaceTime call on the first ring, almost as if she’d been expecting me.

      ‘How goes it?’

      ‘Good, I think. I reckon I’ve found the perfect get-up, and I need to see if you agree. Or rather, the assistant found it for me. I’ve not dared to check the price tags yet, so potentially this call is a bit premature. I really should have considered that before trying the stuff on. Keep your fingers crossed.’

      I reached down the back of my neck with my right hand, keeping hold of the phone with my left, and then contorted myself so I could read the tag in the mirror behind me. Maybe a high price was the reason why the assistant was so keen for me to go for this dress.

      ‘Phew, unless my backwards reading skills have failed me, I won’t have to eat beans on toast for the rest of the year. Well, as long as I actually do my returns,’ I mumbled, correcting myself. ‘Probably the less said about them the better. I’m rapidly becoming the postman’s least favourite address to deliver to.’

      ‘Stop moving off topic,’ said Moira. ‘Can we get to the point, please, young Kat? We’ve established the outfit is within budget, excellent news, hooray and all that, but so far I’ve seen nothing of it, just a close-up of your face as you pull weird expressions. I’m not complaining, mind, but it’s not achieving the object of the call, is it? Stop with your delaying tactics and let me see the thing.’

      ‘Fine, I’ll show you now. Excuse the dodgy camera work. And promise you’ll give me your honest opinion.’

      ‘When have I ever not?’ she demanded.

      She had a point there. Moira was blunt almost to a fault, but it was always from a place of kindness. If Moira said I looked okay, then I knew I could believe her. I moved the phone further away and tried manoeuvring it so she could see my full-length reflection. I clearly needed to work on my mirror selfie skills.

      ‘Hold it to the right, you’re blocking the key cleavage area,’ was her first comment.

      I reluctantly did as I was told, feeling even more self-conscious.

      ‘Nice. I can see why the assistant picked it out. That colour shows off your complexion perfectly, and it reflects those honey undertones in your hair.’

      Honey undertones? Moira was definitely in a generous mood. I’d never heard my mousy hair described in such a flattering way. I felt myself stand slightly taller, then realised that was probably why she’d said it.

      ‘Polka dots are always a winner,’ she continued, ‘and you can’t go wrong with a denim jacket, date or no date. Practical and perfectly pitched. You look lovely, Kat. Sexy Soldier will be thanking his lucky stars when you turn up looking like that. Outfit very much approved,’ she concluded. ‘Don’t you agree, girls?’

      Etta, our student librarian, suddenly popped up on screen, giving an enthusiastic thumbs-up.

      ‘It really suits you, pet,’ added Doris, startling me with a close-up view of her tonsils as she seized control of the phone and held it near the end of her nose for a better look at me. ‘It’s giving definite main character vibes.’

      ‘Thanks, Doris, that’s very kind of you.’

      ‘More importantly, how do you feel?’ Moira asked in the background. ‘Is the whole ensemble secure? That’s the real test. You’ll want to give your attention to much more important stuff than worrying about clothing riding up or falling down. Or at least, not at the dinner stage.’

      I tried to ignore Etta’s snigger as I considered Moira’s question.

      ‘Everything feels fine, there’s no risk of any inadvertent flashing, even if there’s a breeze. It’s very comfortable, but not in a boring way. I like the way the skirt swooshes,’ I said. ‘And the colour is really pretty and cheerful. But are you sure it’s not too “look at me”? It’s a bit bolder than I’d normally go for.’

      ‘And what exactly is wrong with giving off “look at me” energy?’ said Doris. ‘You’re a gorgeous woman going on a date. You shouldn’t feel the need to shrink back and hide away. A little bit of self-confidence wouldn’t go amiss, if you ask me. The heroines in my books don’t get their happily ever after by fading into the background, isn’t that right, Moira?’

      ‘Abso-bloody-lutely. They pick up their swords and go after the rippling bicep men. And you could, and should do the same,’ said Moira, grabbing the phone back.

      I was briefly treated to a shaky view of the library and noticed immediately that the man with the muddy boots was back taking up half of the business section again, head apparently deep in a dusty volume. I really hoped he hadn’t been eavesdropping on the conversation. He’d be bound to make some snarky comment about my outfit paranoia, when I got back, given my criticism of his footwear earlier in the week.

      I lowered my voice, just in case, although it was probably far too late.

      ‘Okay, you’ve talked me into it, but I think it’s probably for the best to leave the sword behind on this occasion. I’m not sure the good folk at The Ivy would be very happy about me turning up with one. Thanks for the pep talk, I don’t know what I’d do without my library ladies.’

      ‘Don’t you dare hurry back,’ said Moira. ‘Everything’s under control, and it would do you the world of good to take a proper break for once in a while. Lord knows the library owes you one.’

      As the clothes shopping had taken less time than I’d feared it would, I decided to stop by the make-up counter on my way out of the store. I’d normally avoid it at all costs, intimidated by the pristine perfection of the staff behind it, but the brave, bold, clothes-shopping Kat could do whatever she put her mind to, right? Moira could still help me out with a few touch-ups at the end of the day, but I might as well take the opportunity to see what the professionals could do for me.

      There was obviously a very effective staff grapevine in the shop because the guy behind the counter seemed to know exactly what my situation was and just what I needed, both from the make-up perspective and the confidence-boosting sense.

      ‘I still want to look like me,’ was my opening gambit, slightly concerned that he might be about to style my eyebrows in the same dramatic way he wore his own. I mean, he looked fabulous, but as with most things, I preferred a more subtle approach. There was no way I could carry off such a strong brow.

      ‘You’ve got it. Relax, enjoy the experience.’

      I submitted to fifteen minutes of blending and primping, and found I did just that. It was actually quite nice to be the one being taken care of for a change. I was feeling distinctly Cinderella-like, except it was my own credit card taking responsibility for my transformation, rather than a benevolent fairy godmother.

      ‘Okay, you can look now,’ the make-up artist said eventually, passing across a small hand mirror.

      I stifled the nerve-induced reflex to deviate into another fairy tale and recite ‘Mirror, mirror on the wall’, and looked critically at my reflection.

      ‘Oh,’ I said, surprised at who I saw staring back at me. I did still look like Kat, but a Kat who was well-rested and bright-eyed, groomed, but not within an inch of my life, basically me but on a really, really good day.

      ‘Wow, thank you,’ I said, admiring the subtle smoky eyeshadow. The one time I’d tried something similar for work, I’d spent the day fielding questions from concerned library users about my apparent black eyes. Maybe if I came back another day, the make-up artist would give me a tutorial on how to recreate the look myself. ‘You’re seriously talented. You’ve worked miracles in no time at all.’

      ‘There was nothing to it. You’ve got good bone structure, and that’s half the battle.’ He smiled back. I was sure it was what he said to all the people who sat in his chair, but it was still nice to have it directed at me, even if it wasn’t true.

      I emerged from the shop weighed down with products the make-up artist had recommended, but feeling lighter in myself as thrilling anticipation took over from the nerves.

      Inevitably, the first person I encountered on my return to work was the muddy boots guy, although today at least the trendy leather loafers he was wearing looked reasonably clean.

      ‘I thought Fridays were generally dress-down days,’ he said, immediately clocking the swish branding on my shopping bags. Or maybe it was the makeover he was commenting on.

      ‘Fridays are actually “don’t bother the staff” days. In fact, some people could do with following that rule every day of the week,’ I responded defensively.

      He held his arms up in mock surrender. ‘Only making conversation. Enjoy your evening when it comes.’

      That mischievous glint was back in his eyes. Clearly, he had overheard my conversation with Moira and the gang. I decided it was better to ignore him. He was obviously trying to get a rise out of me, and the best way to respond to that was to walk away.

      I carefully hung up my new dress and jacket in the break room, and then resumed my position at the front desk. Even though it was my turn to do the trolley round again, Etta insisted on taking over.

      ‘We don’t want you getting a sweat on and worrying about your make-up coming off,’ was all she had to say on the matter.

      I whiled away the next couple of hours by making polite conversation with the library visitors, trying, and failing, not to get carried away with my daydreams of how the evening would go. How would Brian and I greet each other? A kiss on the cheek at the very minimum, I thought. Would I have to stand on my tiptoes to reach? His profile had said he was over six foot, and he looked tall in all the pictures, but you never knew for sure until you met a person. Maybe I should have gone for the heels after all? But then I’d have been worried about stumbling and making a fool of myself. No, the Converse were the right choice. And surely, when I finally met Brian, all thoughts about my personal appearance would go out of my head in the joy of being in his presence. How would it feel to be so close to him at last? Would he slip his arm around my waist as we left the restaurant? What might happen after we’d shared a meal? My stomach gave a funny little flip of anticipation.

      I’m ashamed to admit that I wasn’t giving my full attention to the job, but I hoped that my normally diligent and dedicated service would balance things out. The news of my impending date must have spread around the rest of the library because I was on the receiving end of a lot of indulgent smiles, and visitors were far more patient than usual when I asked them to repeat their questions, which I had to, frequently.

      With just an hour until closing, my phone pinged.

      ‘Brian’s messaged to say he’s landed safely. We’re in the same country at last,’ I swooned, holding the phone to my chest, transferring my desire to be close to him to the device which had connected us in the first place.

      ‘He’s going to be cutting it a bit fine to get here, isn’t he? What time did he say he’d booked the table for?’ asked Moira, ever practical.

      ‘Eight o’clock. He was flying into London, so I’m sure he’ll make it with bags of time,’ I replied confidently. ‘You know what the military are like. Everything will run with precision.’

      ‘Well then, as you’re practically vibrating with excitement, why don’t you go and change into your glad rags? I can keep an eye on things here while you do. It’s so quiet I’ve already let Etta go home.’

      ‘Are you sure? I’m not going to abandon you before closing, but it would be nice to get myself sorted. It won’t take me long to change, but I think I’ll feel more relaxed if I’ve got a bit longer to get used to wearing the new dress,’ I replied gratefully.

      ‘Off you pop. If we get a move on while we’re locking up, we can go for a quick drink before your date. That’ll definitely make you feel more relaxed.’

      ‘Maybe,’ I said, vowing to stick to the soft drinks. From experience, Moira always bought doubles when she roped me into having a so-called quick drink. It was more accurate to say that the ‘quick’ aspect was how fast the booze went to my head.

      I emerged from the break room twenty minutes later feeling like a woman transformed. My pretty dress swished as I walked, my make-up was on point, and the extra squirt of the expensive perfume I reserved only for the most special of occasions, meant that I was surrounded by a delicately fragrant floral cloud. The world looked like a brighter, better place. Even spotting that irritating guy in the business section with his feet back up on a chair couldn’t put a dent in my good mood.

      Three steps from the front desk, my phone buzzed again and I came crashing down to reality as I read the baffling message.

      
        
        Hello beautiful, I’m so sorry, but I’m having cash flow issues and I’m stranded in London. I wouldn’t ask in normal circumstances, but I’m desperate to see you. Could you arrange a bank transfer to cover my ticket back to Oxford, and a few essentials I need to buy after being out of the country for so long?  I can’t wait to hold you in my arms at last. Brian xoxo
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