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      To you, if you’re waiting for the right day to start writing that novel of your dreams – I hope this story inspires you to make a start today!

    

  


  
    
      INTER-LIBRARY WRITING COMPETITION

      
        
        WHAT’S YOUR STORY?

      

      

      
        
        As part of our centenary celebrations, we are launching our biggest writing competition yet! For this year only, the short-story competition will be replaced with a collaborative project – a novella-length story!

      

      

      
        
        Can your writing group create a story that will capture our imagination?

        Large teams welcome (minimum 3 people).

      

        

      
        ** THEMES **

        Love. Loyalty. Lies.

        choose one or combine!

      

      

      
        
        ** PRIZES **

        1st place:

        The winning story will be published and made available in all our libraries. All contributors will be invited to the centenary party. Extra funding will be made available to the winning library to improve their café area.

        2nd & 3rd place:

        Inclusion in the publication and an invitation

        to the centenary party.

      

        

      
        More information and rules can be found online, or from your librarian.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          HATTIE

        

      

    

    
      Don’t Judge a Book by its Cover

      Hattie liked a competition almost as much as she liked a Bourbon biscuit. That was partly why she’d returned to the library after her first, rather nervous and disastrous, visit. Because of the biscuits, that is, not the competition.

      On that first day she had gone to the library, not to read a book, but to find out how to use the computers.

      Her neighbour, Margaret, had given her the idea, and she’d not been able to shake it out of her head. Margaret had been wittering on to her friend about a website on the computer where you could trace people and find your ancestors. Hattie didn’t have any ancestors she wanted to dig up (if she’d wanted them in her life, she wouldn’t have been so careless as to lose them, would she?), but she did want to find Peter.

      She’d pushed Peter right to the back of her mind after she had married Harold. He’d been filed away into a small, sealed box in her heart. Because that was what you had to do, wasn’t it? But he had always been there, because banished had not meant forgotten.

      Hattie didn’t make a habit of eavesdropping, and now she wasn’t sure if she was glad that she had, or not. Because the more she thought about the fact that it might be possible to find him, the more important it had become. As she drank her cup of tea, her heart had pattered in a way it hadn’t done for years. This could mark a turning point in her life. A chance to wipe out regrets.

      To wipe out the resentment of Harold that had grown over the years.

      Hattie hadn’t got a computer, and she didn’t want to ask Margaret for more information because she could be rather nosy. They all could be, where she lived in the retirement apartments. It was full of busybodies, they wanted to know your business, which, after a lifetime of being with Harold and shunning the rest of the world (they’re all stupid, he used to say, stupid nobodies), was a step too far.

      And then she’d seen the poster about the library in the post office. Use it, or lose it, it had said. It had also said, more importantly, that there were computers. Free to use.

      It was as though she was being sent a message, telling her to do it.

      There were leaflets in libraries, they’d tell her what to do, and she’d be doing the community a favour. Saving the library.

      Hattie’s heart had started to beat so rapidly, she’d walked out of the post office with the letter she’d wanted to post still in her hand – forgotten.

      The thought of using one of the machines, and making a fool of herself, had been quite daunting, but Hattie was nothing if not determined. When you got to her age, it was too late to let nerves stand in the way. There were too few opportunities, too few hours left.

      Unfortunately, when she had walked into the library fifteen minutes later, it was to discover that all the machines had been prebooked. All the bravado had been knocked out of her.

      For a moment she had been confused, knocked off balance, but before she had time to leave, the young librarian, Will, had introduced himself. He had been quite insistent on her trying out the new comfortable chairs and the coffee machine – and what was a drink without a biscuit?

      After that, it had been much easier. She’d still not got to grips with using the computer, which had been her reason for coming in the first place, but it didn’t seem quite so urgent. Instead, she’d discovered that novels really could be quite engaging – it would have been churlish to ignore the books when she was surrounded by them.

      She had in fact settled into a nice routine of visiting once a week. It wasn’t that she was lonely, or at a loose end – oh, good heavens, no, she had more than enough to occupy her time – but the library was a nice change of scene. And it was quite interesting to watch some of the people who came into the library – much more interesting than the lounge at the retirement apartments, where the book selection was sparse and there was a good (a very good) chance that somebody would try and engage her in conversation.

      It was interesting to see what the visitors liked to read, or whether they were there for the coffee and newspapers. You could watch, without being interrupted or expected to chat.

      Not so long ago, Thursday had just been another day to endure. It was the day that Harold had always insisted they walk into town together to collect their ‘old age pensions’ – that’s what they called it when she had qualified for the payments, in the days when you had a ‘pension book’ that you had to take into the post office. A coupon to swap for cash.

      They called it the State Pension now. No mention of age, nobody liked being called old, did they? She often thought that nobody liked being called anything now, but that was progress for you, she supposed.

      Harold had a lot to say about it – none of it good – when the letter had arrived, telling them that the system was changing. They wouldn’t have to go and collect their money; it would go straight into their bank account. Harold hadn’t trusted banks, or change. He was a creature of habit, he didn’t like his routines disrupted, so he’d told her that they would still go for a stroll, for coffee and cake.

      It wasn’t that Hattie didn’t like walking round the town, or cake (she certainly liked cake), it was that Harold had turned it into such an ordeal. He’d liked her to look smart – Sunday dress. And nobody did that these days, did they? She couldn’t put it past him to insist she go and change if he didn’t think what she’d put on was suitable, and then he’d be tapping his watch and tutting because he was being kept waiting.

      What exactly would they be late for?

      He would be horrified if he could see her now. Throwing caution to the wind.

      She’d abandoned her smart skirts (which had got longer each year as though they had to keep pace with her ever-growing earlobes and eyebrows) and replaced them with M&S trousers (much more practical) and she’d abandoned the routines that he had inflicted upon them. She didn’t even go for her weekly hair appointment. She’d cancelled her appointment the week after his funeral, because she didn’t want to face the sympathy. And then it had been easier not to go back at all, because she’d never really liked the place, it had been noisy. Nor did she really like the old-fashioned cut. It had been Harold’s idea of who she should be. But it was too late to ask them to do it differently, they just automatically did it ‘Harold’s way’ and she really didn’t know how to explain what she really wanted – because that was just to feel younger, to feel more ‘Hattie’ and less Harold’s ‘Harriet’. It was easier to not go at all.

      Harold had been too bossy, too full of his own opinions and importance to take her thoughts into account.

      She could have left him, but he had control of the money, it was just how it was when they’d got married, and with each passing year it had become harder to do anything about it.

      But then she hadn’t had to. Leave him, that is. Because he had left her. He had died.

      A massive, sudden heart attack had rudely interrupted him mid-rant, leaving a strange silence that she’d always longed for, but now didn’t know quite what to do with.

      Until the thought of finding Peter had lodged itself in her head and wouldn’t let go.

      What would her life have been like if she’d defied her father and Harold, if she’d waited for Peter. Followed her heart?

      That was why she’d had to go to the library. Take this opportunity before it was too late.

      Now, Thursday was Hattie’s favourite day of the week. It had crept up on her unnoticed until one morning she had been eating her breakfast and suddenly realised that even though she’d just spilled tea down her favourite blouse, she wasn’t bothered. It was Thursday, the day she went to the library.

      The library was another of the many things that Harold hadn’t liked. He’d always scoff and say libraries were ‘full of clever dicks who think they’re better than us’.

      They probably are, she’d thought to herself at the time, but been wise enough not to say out loud.

      She wondered now if the idea of a place filled with words, with knowledge, had made Harold nervous, insecure. He hadn’t been a man who liked to feel inferior. He liked what he knew, and he knew what he liked, as he used to say. She nearly put that on a stone in the memorial garden, but it had seemed too friendly, too anecdotal, something that would make people smile. And Harold had never been a man who would make you smile.

      Two weeks after he’d died, Hattie had put their house up for sale. It was too big, too dusty, too full of the type of memories she’d rather forget. It echoed with his voice, smelled of his beer.

      Six weeks later – while she was waiting for a buyer – her solicitor had pointed out that there was enough money in her savings account to buy an apartment. She didn’t have to wait.

      A week after moving into her new home, Hattie had gone to the library in search of a computer. It had been an act of defiance.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Not another poster!’

      Will, the librarian, was stretching to push a pin into the noticeboard, and blocking her view of it. All she could see was something about a centenary, and the word ‘competition’, which made her curious, although she tried to keep that out of her tone of voice. It didn’t do to let people know that you were too interested in things.

      ‘And rather a big one. The bigger the notice the more boring the subject in my experience.’ She tried again to peer round him, but despite his slight build, it was impossible to see properly. ‘What is it this time? Preserve Making for Pensioners?’

      ‘Well, if it was,’ he paused as he pushed the pin in a bit more firmly, ‘it might be just up your street, Hattie.’

      She harumphed. Hattie did not think of herself as old, definitely not the eighty-seven she was, unless there was some benefit such as a discount to be had.

      ‘You shouldn’t smirk,’ she said.

      ‘I’ve got my back to you, how can you⁠—?’

      ‘It’s your tone.’

      He turned round, a good-humoured smile on his face. She liked Will. How different would her life have been if she’d met somebody like him, not Harold, all those years ago? Will was everything her husband had not been. Gentle, mild-mannered, polite and thoughtful. But he also had a twinkle in his eye that suggested he might have a wicked sense of humour under that librarian outer shell.

      She liked wicked, when it wasn’t malicious. She would quite like to crack that shell, Will was too young to lead the serious life he appeared to.

      ‘My tone is because I’m happy to see you, and the poster is large because the powers that be sent it.’

      ‘Ah, well, it must be important, then!’

      Will sighed. ‘Or they want you to think it is.’ He shook his head, but moved to one side of the noticeboard so that she could take a step closer. When posters were as garish as this, they were hard to decipher at a distance. ‘You are bossy at times, Hattie.’

      ‘I’m not sure you should speak to your clients like that!’ she said tartly, finding it hard to suppress her smile. From that very first time she had met him she had felt like Will saw her. A real person, not an invisible old woman. He hadn’t judged her on that first Thursday, he’d looked beyond her grey hair and failing eyesight, had ignored her dithering and instead offered her the greatest gifts of all. Time, and a listening ear. Hattie didn’t want charity, or sympathy, but she did like a nice Bourbon biscuit. He’d noticed her looking and opened a new packet even before he’d poured her coffee.

      After Harold died, Hattie hadn’t really had anybody to talk to. Not that Harold had been chatty, but he had been there. Even if he didn’t listen, or like her chatting to anybody else. They had kept themselves to themselves, and it had been more than a habit, it had been her life. But here in the library, it felt different. It wasn’t the world she had inhabited with her husband; it was hers. Just hers. She felt like she was allowed to express herself, and Will’s inviting manner made talking to him feel natural. Normal.

      She liked the hushed atmosphere, the unassuming Will, the free Bourbon creams that were in the kitchen area, and the people here weren’t snobs or intellectuals at all, they just seemed to be ordinary. She liked to watch them, because as an old woman she knew she was practically invisible to most folk. Except Will, of course.

      He’d also offered an introduction to the computers, when there was one free. Not because she might struggle, he’d said, but because everybody had to have the demonstration before they were allowed to book a slot.

      Will, she surmised, was probably wiser than his years suggested because he was a reader. He knew better than to judge a book by its cover, because he knew that sometimes the dullest wrapper could hide an interesting story. Not that she was an interesting story. But … well, this could be!

      ‘Goodness me, your powers that be are right, this is important.’

      ‘Sorry?’ He frowned.

      ‘The competition!’ She tapped the poster. He was being unusually slow on the uptake today. ‘If we win, we will be published, and’—she paused, smiling at him—‘we can have one of those posh coffee machines that does frothy coffee! How exciting.’

      ‘I seem to remember you saying that you didn’t like fancy coffee when I first met you and offered you a cappuccino.’

      Hattie hadn’t even known what a cappuccino was. Harold had thought coffee was frivolous and always ordered them a pot of tea. But she’d studied the menu in the café that the local supermarket housed the other day and thought that this might be another habit she needed to break.

      ‘I don’t like the way cafés have a confusing menu of coffee, these new-fangled skinny, frothy lattes with extra syrup and a cherry on top. What happened to coffee with milk? And they put you under so much pressure with their clattering about, you don’t have time to think.’ She shook her head. She’d gone in fully intending to try something different, but had been flustered and settled for her normal pot of tea and scone, which had left her feeling like a silly old woman who had yet again missed an opportunity. Life was so over complicated at times. ‘But there’s nothing wrong with a bit of froth!’

      ‘Indeed,’ he answered gravely.

      Hattie pursed her lips. ‘So, I would like some, please, William.’

      Will frowned. ‘Froth?’

      He really was being a little bit dense today. He must have things on his mind.

      ‘More information. I should like some more information. It says that I should ask the librarian, and that is you.’ This time she was not going to miss out.

      ‘It is. Well, if you’d like to settle in down in your normal spot, I shall print it off for you. But’—he paused—‘there is one rather obvious problem, Hattie.’

      ‘There is?’

      ‘We don’t have a writing group, do we?’

      ‘Pfft. We’re not going to let a little thing like that stop us, are we?’ She narrowed her eyes and studied Will. He seemed a bit, well … reticent was probably the word. ‘Unless you don’t want us to enter?’

      ‘If you want to do it, then of course I want you to.’

      ‘Hmm.’ If there was one thing Hattie was good at, it was spotting a fib. She’d had plenty of experience.

      ‘I just think it might be difficult, this is aimed at writing groups, and you can’t do this by yourself, can you?’ His tone softened. ‘I don’t want you wasting your time, when you’ve got your own little project on the go.’

      Will didn’t know much about her search for Peter, but he did know she was trying to trace somebody. Somebody important.

      ‘I am sure I will find a way,’ she said. ‘Nothing ventured, nothing gained. Right, I shall be in my normal seat, young man.’ Harriet took a firm grip of the handle of her shopping bag on wheels and set off towards the seating area at the back of the library.

      This was very interesting. Why on earth would a librarian not want his library to win such a wonderful, in fact she’d call it prestigious, competition?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          AVRIL

        

      

    

    
      A New Chapter

      It was a Thursday. Avril had left home at her normal time of 7:55am and caught the 8:36 train that would arrive in town at 8:51am. As she always did.

      The service was reliable, dependable. In the ten years that she’d been taking this journey to work she could only remember a handful of times when it had been cancelled or running late.

      The train was never very crowded as she was travelling in the opposite direction to most of the commuters, who were heading into the city. Avril was travelling to Knutsford, which most definitely was not a city. It was a town. A very nice town, but very much smaller, smarter and more self-contained (her stepmother Lisa sometimes added ‘smugger’) than her hometown of Altrincham.

      Lisa often asked her why she hadn’t found a job nearer home, or in Manchester. Lisa questioned – criticised – everything Avril did, in that passive-aggressive way she seemed to reserve just for her. She was never outwardly nasty, but it was always dig, dig, dig.

      But Avril liked the smaller town. She liked the fact that faces were familiar, that there were quirky buildings and that she could sit and feed the ducks on her lunchbreak.

      So, this morning she was sitting where she always did on the train. Second carriage, third row, window seat.

      It was predictable. Like the rest of her life.

      Except this morning was different. Her stomach flickered with nerves, but they were intermingled with something else. A good feeling.

      This morning, as she watched the clouds scud across the sky and the countryside fly past the window, they added to her impatience. Her need to do something. Although, right now she had no idea what that was going to be.

      Once you’ve sown the seed, there’s no un-sowing it. That had been one of her grandfather’s favourite sayings when she was a child. She hadn’t really understood what he’d meant until a few weeks ago. For her, the seed was one of doubt. A doubt that she wasn’t living the life that she really should or could. A doubt that couldn’t be ignored, that grew into a certainty. She had to leave the job that she liked but didn’t love, she had to change her life. Now. Not in five years’, ten years’ time.

      She was already twenty-eight years old, so what was she waiting for? Marriage, kids, somebody else to tell her what to do?

      She didn’t want life to be something that just happened to her. So, two weeks ago she’d made the decision to text her boss – before she had time to change her mind – and tell her she wanted to hand her notice in. One brief text and that chapter of her life was over.

      Avril stared out of the window again. Unseeing. Had it been the right thing to do, handing her notice in? She had enough money in the savings account her mother had set up for her to support herself for a few months, and she’d thought she would have four weeks’ notice period to put aside more money. To think about what she wanted to do next, which direction she really wanted her life to take. Which jobs to apply for.

      But she’d forgotten about the eight days holiday that was owed to her. Before it had even properly sunk in that she’d actually done it, that she’d taken the plunge, she was jobless. She had nowhere to go. Today, for the first time since she left school, she was officially unemployed.

      Lisa, would be furious when she found out.

      And her stepsisters? Chloe and Dawn. Oh, they would have a field day.

      Her father would be worried. And he was the one she was really bothered about. Her only blood relative. The only one who really mattered. She didn’t want him to worry.

      They’d all say it had been rash, and maybe it had been, but sometimes you had to take a chance in life, didn’t you? She didn’t want to look back on a life full of what ifs and if onlys. Surely it was better to regret making the wrong decision, than not make one at all. Just let life happen to you.

      This was her act of independence, of doing what she knew was right for her. Not what was expected.

      She’d not felt she could just stay at home, because then Chloe, who lived up the road, would see her, she’d have to explain, and she wasn’t quite sure she was ready for the showdown yet. She needed some time.

      The train started to slow, and the announcement of the next stop pierced the silence of the carriage. Her stop.

      The train pulled to a halt and Avril stepped off, hesitating on the platform for a moment.

      What on earth was she going to do all day? It wasn’t that doing things on her own was a problem, Avril was used to that. Being brought up by a single father had set her apart from the other girls when she was little. At the start, after her mother’s death, he’d retreated. He had withdrawn from all the groups that her mother had taken her to. Moved house. Sent her to a new school where she didn’t know anybody. It had meant that joining in was difficult, so it had soon become a habit to do things on her own. She hadn’t been one of the gang, and she didn’t know how to be. As she’d got older, she had made a few good friends, but she had never been one for a crowd. Crowds made her uneasy, she felt like she stood out as different and she didn’t like that at all.

      So spending the day on her own wasn’t the problem. It was the feeling that she was doing something wrong. That she’d be found out.

      She could only sit in a café for so long, and even doing that might not be the brightest of ideas – somebody she knew might see her, might mention it to Lisa.

      Avril pulled her coat more closely around her body, to protect her from the cool fingers of the morning breeze, and the brief shiver of nerves. She hadn’t had time to think this through, her only motivation had been to act as normally as possible. She’d have to risk going for a coffee. There was less chance of somebody she knew spotting her if she went to the small café at the bottom of the road, and then she’d decide what to do for the rest of the day.

      Avril walked the short distance through the familiar small car park to the roadside. Normally, she turned right, walked up the steep hill, strolled along the near-empty streets that were lined with boutiques that didn’t open until ten o’clock and looked into the estate agents’ windows, at the photographs of houses that she’d never be able to afford. She would continue along the street, taking the ten-minute walk that it took to get to the hair salon.

      Today, after a moment’s hesitation, she turned left instead and headed down the hill, before turning left again onto King Street. She found herself marching at a pace that left her slightly out of breath, and it was a relief when a few minutes later she could sink down onto a seat in a quiet corner at the back of the café.

      She stared at the drink and pastry in front of her. Normally she’d tuck in with relish, but she felt uneasy, jittery. It was impossible to relax, not because she regretted leaving her job, but because she was being deceitful. Lying by omission, and that wasn’t good, was it? That was why she’d caught the train this morning. Pretended nothing had changed.

      But it had, and avoiding a lie was nearly as bad as telling one.

      She should have gone into Manchester. Big cities swallowed you up, offered a hundred and one places to explore. To hide.

      With a sigh she picked up the knife, to cut her pastry into two, and a glint of colour caught her eye.

      It was a book, abandoned or forgotten, on the seat next to her.

      The title made her smile – The Lost Bookshop. More like the lost book.

      She had never been much of a reader; at school she’d been put off by the poems and stories that they had to find meanings in. She didn’t get the clever answers that some of her classmates spouted. It was just a story, right? How could a teacher, an exam board, know what was in the author’s head? Surely there couldn’t be a right, or wrong?

      But it wasn’t the kind of thing you said out loud, was it? She didn’t want to be ridiculed, she had enough of that at home. From her stepsisters. So, she’d learned to keep her lips sealed. To keep the things that she was thinking in her head, not to allow them out of her mouth.

      She picked the book up out of curiosity, flipped open the cover. It was a library book. She half lifted it to catch the attention of the waitress, then something made her slowly lower it back to the table. Closing the book, she stared at the tagline on the cover: How far will you go to find your story?

      She wasn’t getting far with her own story, but the book had given her an idea. She could go to the library. She was pretty sure that they had coffee, desks, Wi-Fi.

      It was somewhere to hide, use the internet, make a start on planning her future. Nobody she knew read books. She didn’t read books.

      With a grin she lifted her cup and took a sip of coffee. A library. Who’d ever have thought that she, Avril, would be going into a library voluntarily?

      She couldn’t remember ever going into a library before, but it – or the idea in her head of what it would be like – was kind of nice. A refuge; like a church, but without the religion. A place to hide.

      A building full of books, now that was a daunting thought. But she wouldn’t be expected to read, to analyse one, so it would be fine. Quiet.

      The fluttering sensation in her stomach, that had been there since she left home, eased, and the sweet smell of the pastry tingled at her nostrils. She was actually quite hungry. A quick look on her mobile phone confirmed that the library didn’t open until 10am – not much did in this town – but that was perfect. She’d have her breakfast and then it would be just the right time to wander down the road.

      She glanced back down at the book. Then, with fingers slowed by hesitation, she opened it again. Turned the pages. Read the heading saying ‘Prologue’.

      Could the library be her prologue, the start of her new story?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          STUART

        

      

    

    
      A Blank Page

      There were times when Stuart would quite like to have pulled a second chair over and put his feet up. Except that wasn’t ‘the done thing’ in a public library.

      When he read his newspaper at home, he quite liked to pop his feet onto the small footstool. But he wasn’t at home, it wasn’t an option.

      He sighed and turned to the next page, glancing over the top of his glasses at the elderly lady who was there every week with her large bag, and eagle eyes. He wasn’t sure if she’d tut or encourage him if he ever dared to move one of the chairs. Now, though, she seemed to be berating the young librarian, who, as usual was taking it in good humour.

      He supposed he shouldn’t call people elderly. But despite the fact he’d hit retirement age – early retirement age – himself, she most definitely had quite a few years on him. She was possibly old enough to be his mother.

      The reminder of his retirement paused his other thoughts.

      He hadn’t wanted to retire. The day he had found out was one he wouldn’t forget for a long time. He’d felt something that he could only assume was panic – he’d never panicked in his life because he had always known who he was and where he was going. And in one fell swoop everything that he’d taken for granted was gone.

      He had felt lost since he’d left his job. He’d liked going to work, he liked the routine, the structure, and since leaving he’d felt at a loose end.

      His wife, Jo, had told him he needed to get out more, get a hobby. But he’d never really been a ‘hobby’ kind of person. She meant well, she wasn’t being nasty, because she had no problem at all with filling every available hour of the day. And she was right, if he had a hobby, he might have something more interesting to chat to her about. He had his golf of course, but she wasn’t exactly riveted when he told her he’d ‘beaten the dogleg on the fourth and settled just on the edge of the rough for the third week on the run’. Her eyes glazed over when he started talking about the state of the greens, and talk of the bunkers usually resulted in a ‘I’ve just got to put the washing machine on, dear, but keep talking, I’m listening.’

      He couldn’t blame her. He’d be the same if she’d started talking about knitting or pruning the roses. But she wasn’t that kind of woman. Oh no, Jo talked about the fascinating tattoo just above the hip bone of the latest life model she and her friends had been drawing. He tried to supress the tiny shudder. An art class was one thing, but immortalising nude bodies was another – and in their living room! He wasn’t a prude, and if she found pleasure in painting then he was happy for her. But when she’d offered to host the class after their usual venue had been temporarily shut for restoration work, because they had the perfect, bright, front room, how could he object?

      Well, he wished he had. Everything was rosy, until one morning he’d forgotten it was ‘art day’ and wandered into the front room to look for his spectacles. He was glad he hadn’t got them on, because as it was, he’d never be able to look at the leather armchair in the same way again. Apparently, it was the perfect prop, just the right height. They had draped it in a tartan throw – which was perfect, Jo said with a laugh, because the model was Scottish. Stuart would have been happier if they’d draped it over the Scot. He didn’t hang about to examine the tattoo; he left so quickly he pulled a muscle in his inner thigh. A part of his body that was considerably less toned than the Scot’s.

      And that was why he’d ended up at the library. He had to make sure he wasn’t at home the following Thursday. How could he concentrate on his newspaper and the state of the economy when there was a naked stranger in the next room? It made him feel uncomfortable. The library was a much better option.

      If he was honest, it slotted in quite nicely between golf practice day on a Monday, and a round or match day with the over-sixties on a Friday. He wasn’t old enough to be filling his days with trips to the supermarket, or cafés, but the library was comfortable enough. He could read in peace and be surrounded by people without feeling the need to chat or explain himself. He could try and keep the grey matter exercised, and he could think.

      The problem was, he knew that he probably should do more to keep his mind, as well as his body, active. His life really was a blank page these days, which was quite unnerving. He’d never had to deal with a lack of direction. A lack of routine. He could remember a writer friend of his once saying that the scariest thing of all was a blank page, because it was overwhelming. There were just too many possibilities. Which was a little bit how he felt. Where did he start? How did he fill it? How did he make himself interesting again?

      ‘We might not have a writing group, but we do have lots of lovely people with too much time on their hands.’ The elderly woman, who had just sat down in her usual spot, was saying to Will, the librarian.

      Stuart couldn’t supress the smile. She was right, of course. He wouldn’t be here if he didn’t have time on his hands.

      ‘That’s a bit dismissive, Hattie.’ Will laughed. ‘I like to think some people come to find a good book or two, and for my wonderful company.’

      ‘Oh, you know what I mean. They sit in here and peep over their newspapers, just like I do.’

      Stuart tried to sink down further behind his and eavesdrop less obviously. Hattie was, however, in full flow and hopefully not even aware he was there.

      ‘They’re readers and people watchers, the perfect people! You’re being uncharacteristically negative, Will. I don’t know why.’

      ‘I’m not⁠—’

      ‘I’m going to get to the bottom of it, you mark my words.’ Hattie wagged a finger at him. ‘Now I think you need to print off some more of those leaflets with the competition rules on, then I can hand them out to people. Just think how exciting it will be to win, to go to the party! I’ve never been to a party with the mayor before, will it be like a royal garden party?’

      ‘I’ve no idea, Hattie. I don’t mix with royalty.’ Will paused. ‘Or the mayor. That’s left to the head of the main library.’

      ‘Well, I think we need to put that right, because you’re a splendid librarian, isn’t he, dear?’ she said, seemingly directing the last at Stuart.

      He started guiltily and peeped around the side of his newspaper. Worried that he’d been spotted. But Hattie wasn’t addressing him. She was talking to a young girl who Stuart had never seen in the library before.

      ‘Oh, what? Who? Well, I’m sure he is, he looks very nice.’ The girl’s cheeks coloured as she looked from Hattie to Will and back again. ‘But I’ve never been in here before so I can’t really…’

      Stuart sat up a bit straighter in his chair. Well, this could be interesting. He’d stay exactly where he was, and find out what Hattie was up to, and how the mayor was involved. Jo would be happy to meet the mayor. He wasn’t sure she’d be impressed exactly; she judged people on what they did, not who they were, but she’d be interested. He’d be at least a tiny bit interesting.

      He might even take one of the leaflets home with him, and then he could raise it when they were having their tea.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          HATTIE

        

      

    

    
      Everybody Has a Story to Tell

      Hattie was on her second Bourbon biscuit and wondering if she’d bitten off more than she could chew, when the solution appeared in front of her very eyes!

      She glanced from the vaguely familiar girl, who was looking slightly lost, to Will. Who seemed mesmerised. A situation he rapidly remedied with a blink and cough, when he realised that she had noticed.

      She couldn’t blame him. Most of the library visitors were either in their dotage, or with toddlers attached to their hips. The library was not a place to search for love, unless you were happy for it to sit between the pages of a novel. Not that it was for her to assume he was looking for romance, but he seemed to work very long hours and despite seeing him in the town now and again, he’d always been alone. It was a shame; he was quite a catch.

      ‘You are correct, dear, he is very nice. But I’m surprised you’ve not been in before, you look familiar.’ She frowned at the girl. She was positive she knew her, although maybe not in the library as she’d definitely never seen Will pretending not to stare at anybody, in the way he was doing now. Indeed, she hadn’t seen him looking quite as animated in all the time she had been visiting the library. The girl was rather striking, particularly now that she had a rosy glow in her cheeks that clashed slightly with the pink streaks in her hair.

      ‘I was just wondering,’ said the girl. ‘Can anybody just come in and use the computers?’

      ‘I do know you, don’t I?’ Hattie interrupted.

      The girl nodded. ‘Yes, Mrs Jamieson, you do. It’s Avril from Summers, the hair salon.’

      ‘Of course it is!’ The moment she said her name, Hattie remembered who she was. How could she forget those wonderful, green-flecked hazel eyes, and the colourful hair? She shook her head in frustration, how could she have forgotten her? She’d visited that salon every week for months, years. Although these days if she met people in an unexpected location, it quite often threw her. It was lucky, she supposed, that they’d had no children. What could be worse than not recognising a daughter because you met her where you didn’t expect to?

      ‘Shouldn’t you be sweeping hair up? Is it your day off?’

      ‘I don’t sweep hair up, the juniors do that,’ said Avril. ‘But I don’t work there anymore.’

      ‘Oh, that’s a shame. You weren’t as nosy as some of them.’ Hattie had liked the young woman. She’d always been polite and friendly, but with none of that incessant chatter, and questions that you couldn’t hear above the sound of the dryer. Why did they do that? It was like the dentist; he’d fill her mouth with instruments then ask her a question. Ridiculous.

      Will chuckled. ‘High praise.’

      ‘Did they let you go?’

      ‘No, Mrs Jamieson, I decided to leave.’

      ‘Well, that’s nice.’ Hattie paused. ‘And you have no need to call me Mrs Jamieson, you’re not at work now. Call me Hattie. Harold liked everybody to call me Harriet, he said Hattie was frivolous, but I like it.’ She gave Avril a challenging look.

      ‘I like Hattie, as well. It suits you.’

      This really was perfect. ‘I suppose you’ve got plenty of spare time on your hands then?’ A hairdresser would have stories to tell, they listened to other people’s business all day – the gossip and scandal. And a youngster would be full of ideas, and know what was ‘on-trend’, as she believed they said these days.

      Will had, of course, been right when he’d suggested that the competition would distract her from her own project. She had come to the library on a fact-finding mission, but it wasn’t as straightforward as she’d expected. She was beginning to wonder if she’d made a mistake. Each time she left the library a little voice in her head said that maybe there was a reason for her lack of progress. Maybe she shouldn’t be doing this. It wasn’t right. It wasn’t meant to be. She was a silly old woman, whose time, whose chance of love and happiness, had passed her by.

      It was a voice she didn’t really want to listen to. She didn’t want to face up to a future that held no excitement or hope. It was the hope, the dreams, that got her up each morning.

      But maybe this competition was the answer? This new project was far more achievable, even if Will was being rather negative. Maybe it would be a more constructive use of her time to investigate this competition, and to work out exactly what was bothering him.

      And it wouldn’t be a waste of her time, or anybody else’s, she was sure of that.

      ‘Not exactly,’ Avril said in answer to her question.

      Hattie couldn’t help it, she felt her eyes narrow at Avril’s response.

      ‘I mean I came in here to use the Wi-Fi, to look for a new job, actually,’ Avril continued, her tone apologetic. ‘It’s only the first day I’ve not been at work. That’s why I wanted to use a computer. Do I need to fill in a form, or anything?’

      Avril was looking at Will now, who still seemed slightly dazzled, and tongue-tied. Hattie was tempted to answer for him, but this was interesting. This was like watching one of the soaps. And it would be rude to speak for him, she, of all people should know that.

      ‘No, no, you don’t need to be a member of the library, though it does mean you get the first hour free; otherwise you need to pay. So it’s worth it if you’re going to come in again?’

      Hattie raised her eyebrows at the question at the end of Will’s sentence.

      ‘I’m not sure yet. I just need to do some, er, research,’ Avril said.

      ‘I’m afraid they are all booked up today. You can book online, or I can do it at the desk for you.’ Will waved an arm in the direction of the entrance. ‘I’m Will by the way. Oh, are you bringing that book back?’

      ‘Oops, I nearly forgot I had it!’ Avril glanced down at the book in her hand and grinned. She had a lovely smile, thought Hattie. Impish was the word.

      ‘What’s it about?’ asked Hattie. Maybe the book would give them some inspiration for their competition entry?

      Avril shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I found it in the café, so thought I’d bring it back.’

      ‘Thanks.’ Will smiled. ‘I’ll have a look and see who borrowed it. And I can show you the booking system, so you can book on for a different day if you like?’ Avril seemed to hesitate. Will felt it in the same way that she did, thought Hattie. ‘I can give you the password for the Wi-Fi. And feel free to grab a coffee, or a book while you’re here.’

      Hattie tried to supress the smile that was threatening to break out, at the look on Avril’s face. The young woman looked positively terrified. But just because she wasn’t much of a reader, didn’t mean she didn’t have a story to tell, did it?

      Hattie decided that it was time to step in, before Avril was out of the door, and she’d lost her first writing-group member. ‘Oh, do sit down dear, you’re making me dizzy towering up there above me. I want to show you something I think you’ll like.’ Hattie pulled a chair out slightly. ‘You can give me some advice about my hair, as well… And give her one of those leaflets, Will.’ There, she’d mentioned it so casually it couldn’t frighten Avril off. ‘You can pop it in your bag and read it later.’

      Will looked down at the leaflets, and there it was again. His reluctance, she was sure of it before, but now she was convinced.

      ‘It’s a competition between the libraries,’ she explained. ‘And we can’t let the next town win it as they won “In Bloom” last year. Pipped us to the post, didn’t they, Will?’ He nodded. ‘And “Best Book Display”!’ There it was again, he positively flinched. ‘They cheated. They always cheat.’

      ‘I’m not sure it’s fair to say that, Hattie.’

      Hattie harumphed. ‘Even Harold said so.’ He’d grumbled about it often enough when he’d read the articles in the local newspaper. Either that, or he’d say their own town was a washout. It depended on his mood.

      Hattie smiled triumphantly as Avril took the leaflet. ‘We need your help. We need to write the beginning! That’s the most important part, isn’t it?’

      And, she thought, we need to work out the riddle of Will’s reluctance.
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