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      Elle Cooper hurried towards the bus stop at the entrance of The Heart of the Village, the charming shopping village which was home to the library where she worked, along with a florist and a creperie, among other shops. Consisting of converted nineteenth-century farm buildings and barns, The Heart of the Village was located within the grounds of Foxglove Farm in Heartcross.

      The weather app had predicted large dollops of rain would begin to fall by early evening so Elle was grateful to see the bus pulling up. The doors opened and she stepped on board, thankful she’d just managed to miss a drenching as the heavens finally opened.

      ‘Good evening, Miss Elle,’ Henry the driver said with a smile as he tipped his cap. ‘You made it just in time. How was life at the library today?’ he asked, handing her a ticket.

      ‘Full of great expectations,’ she replied with a broad smile.

      ‘I see what you did there. Very clever. And how’s Irene? I’m missing our daily bus chats.’

      ‘Enjoying retirement! So far, she’s been kayaking on the River Heart, enjoyed spa days at Starcross Manor and has been on a chutney-making course at Bumblebee Cottage!’

      Henry chuckled. ‘I’m counting the days until my retirement.’

      Elle raised an eyebrow. ‘Retirement? You’re a long way off that, Henry. You don’t look a day over forty.’ She gave him a heart-warming smile.

      ‘You do flatter me. I’m sixty-five this year and never missed a day’s work in my life. Speaking of birthdays, I believe it’s nearly yours.’

      ‘It is,’ confirmed Elle, her smile a bit forced now. The thought of her birthday had been keeping her awake for a number of weeks. It was her thirtieth this year, and she already knew it was going to be difficult – possibly more difficult than any other birthday before, given what she planned to do to mark it, but it was time.

      ‘That day, you ride for free.’ Henry gave her a wink and Elle smiled her thanks before climbing to the top deck of the bus and sitting down in her usual spot.

      It was a short ride back to her house on the outskirts of Glensheil. The bus jolted across the track at the bottom of Love Heart Lane and was soon travelling across the bridge towards the town. Elle loved the view from the top deck, with Heartcross Castle towering on one side of the bridge whilst the River Heart tumbled over the rocks on the other. It was the perfect end to her work day.

      As she stared out of the window Elle’s thoughts turned back to her upcoming birthday. She couldn’t believe how far she’d come since she was a teenager and had arrived in Irene’s life. Irene had been Elle’s foster carer, and they became inseparable. Her manner was always gentle and patient and Elle knew she was going to be a godsend in the coming weeks – maybe months, possibly years, depending on how long it took – because this birthday was the one when she was finally going to start the search for her biological mother.

      Ten minutes later Elle stepped off the bus and took the short walk along the street to reach the red front door of her two-bedroom terraced house, which was a stone’s throw away from the River Heart.

      As soon as she opened the front door, Elle heard her phone ping. She smiled at the message from an enthusiastic friend who, according to her text, had ‘hot gossip’ that needed to be shared straight away. Pippa was five years younger than Elle and lived around the corner with her parents. She’d grudgingly moved back home recently after breaking up with her long-term boyfriend, Nick.

      After making a coffee, Elle cupped her hands around the hot mug and settled on the comfortable settee, taking a moment to appreciate her surroundings. Growing up, she had always dreamed of owning her own home and here she was surrounded by everything shabby-chic and fluffy pink. Her favourite part of this room was the old Victorian fireplace that complemented the decor perfectly with its original floral embellishments. Even on the darkest days, it still looked so pretty.

      Knowing that Pippa would be impatiently waiting for a reply, Elle began typing a message back but before she could finish, the doorbell rang. Elle got up to open the door.

      Looking like she was about to spontaneously combust, Pippa erupted into the hallway. ‘You haven’t replied to my text!’ she said, accusingly.

      Elle smiled and waggled her phone in the air. ‘Give me a chance. It’s been exactly three minutes since you sent it.’

      The two of them had met at work six months ago. Pippa had just completed her degree in librarianship and had secured a job alongside Irene and Elle. Elle and Pippa were complete opposites. Pippa lived for fashion, the latest designer shoes and handbags, and spent most of her time watching make-up tutorials on TikTok and purchasing useless items that social media claimed were this week’s ‘must haves’. Elle, on the other hand, wore her hair in a simple high ponytail, was fresh-faced and bore not even a trace of eyebrow grooming. A social media devotee she was not, instead enjoying the simple things in life – above all, books. Despite their differences, Elle knew the second Pippa walked through the library doors that there was something about the charismatic whirlwind. Her smile was huge, her personality bubbly and, even though they worked together every day, it was at the local book club that they cemented their friendship.

      After work one day, Elle had invited Pippa along to the book club that was held at Bonnie’s Teashop on Love Heart Lane every Thursday evening. The teashop was owned by Rona and Felicity but the book club was run by Mim, an avid reader.

      Bonnie’s Teashop embraced all things vintage with its china teacups, delicious home-made cakes and hot chocolate that was to die for. The ambience was just perfect, as far as Elle was concerned, with scented tea-lights that flickered inside glass jam jars and floral bunting hanging from the ceiling.

      When they’d arrived at the café, the front of the counter had been open, revealing an array of beautiful cakes on numerous glass-domed cake stands, and their fellow book clubbers were already sitting at a pine table stacked with books, chatting happily amongst themselves.

      Mim had welcomed them warmly and they settled down in the plush velvet bucket chairs in front of the window, browsing through some of the books that had been set out for them. A book club was Elle’s idea of heaven – a place to share thoughts on books and authors with a group of people who also loved everything bookish.

      Once the evening had got underway, and after Mim had introduced Pippa to the group, she had asked the room who their all-time favourite authors were.

      ‘Sam Stone,’ Pippa and Elle had declared at exactly the same time, sharing a look that said they both just knew that they were going to be firm friends.

      ‘But three minutes is a long time.’ Pippa shivered as she shut the front door behind her and stepped into the warmth.

      ‘Where’s your coat?’

      ‘I’ve only come from round the corner,’ she replied, walking into the living room. ‘And you have to make opportunities.’

      ‘Make opportunities?’ queried Elle, wondering what profound statement Pippa was going to come out with next.

      ‘I might meet the man of my dreams walking down the street and if my outfit is covered up by a coat it’s not showing off my full potential.’

      Elle couldn’t help but look her friend up and down. The dress she wore screamed designer and looked like it had come straight off the catwalk.

      ‘Very daring! And just the thing for nipping round the corner to your friend’s house on a very rainy day in February!’

      Pippa beamed, posing proudly with one hand on her hip. ‘I love this dress – I can’t stop wearing it.’

      Pippa looked beautiful of course, with her size-eight figure, legs like a giraffe and toned arms. Her blonde bob bounced just above her shoulders and her big blue eyes were enhanced perfectly by her bronzer and nude lipgloss.

      ‘You should try sprucing up your wardrobe, Elle. Stop playing it safe. You have a wonderful figure hiding under your baggy jumpers. Maybe if you started showing it off you’d start attracting some interest from the opposite sex. You do know your biological clock is ticking?’ she teased.

      Elle gave her a sarcastic smile. She was fully aware of the milestone she would soon be reaching but sprucing up her wardrobe wasn’t the top of her priority list right at this moment. No, she was much more interested in discovering the missing pieces of herself and learning about her roots. With constant thoughts of her biological mother filling her mind, she didn’t want or need to encourage any kind of romantic interest, except maybe from Noah Jones, who’d disappeared from her life the same afternoon he’d appeared. He was her secret … and one she thought of often.

      ‘And anyway, you said if I wanted to get over Nick, I needed to stop moping around in my trackies and smarten myself up.’

      ‘That’s because you didn’t get out of bed for days. And I didn’t mean for you to wear next to nothing. You’ll catch your death in this weather. And what’s with the glasses? Since when have you worn glasses?’

      Pippa swung a glance towards the mirror on the wall and admired her reflection before glancing down at her watch. ‘For approximately twelve hours! I read in a magazine that men find women who wear glasses more attractive. So, working in a library, I think it will make me look more intelligent and very bookish.’

      Elle shot her friend her best withering look. But she also couldn’t help admiring the fact that Pippa was very much her own person and didn’t give a rat’s tail what anyone thought of her.

      ‘Anyway, what was it you wanted to tell me? Come on, spit it out! It’s hot gossip, you said.’

      ‘So, you haven’t heard the latest then?’ Pippa looked like she was about to burst as she struggled to pull down the tiny bit of material that was pretending to be a skirt before sitting down on the settee.

      ‘Heard what?’

      ‘Rumour has it that Nick has split up with his new woman. That didn’t last long, did it?’

      ‘Hmmm, and you’re bothered because?’ Elle raised her eyebrows at Pippa.

      ‘He’s deleted all evidence of her on Instagram. That’s a sure sign.’ Pippa pushed her glasses up her nose. ‘I know what you’re thinking.’

      ‘Which is?’

      ‘I’m completely bonkers and I need to get over my obsession.’

      ‘You read my mind.’

      Pippa sighed. ‘I need to get over him, don’t I?’

      ‘You do! Honestly, I know he’s been a massive part of your life, but look at you! You’re beautiful, young and intelligent – even without the glasses. That is, you are when you haven’t lost the plot,’ she said with a smile.

      Having watched the relationship break down between Pippa and Nick, Elle was grateful she didn’t have that kind of complication in her life at the moment. Pippa had been distraught, her heart smashed to smithereens, and she’d spent ages scrolling mindlessly on social media whilst surrounded by empty pizza boxes. It wasn’t Elle’s idea of fun.

      ‘But thanks to him, I’m homeless.’

      Elle laughed; Pippa did like to exaggerate. ‘You’re not exactly homeless – you’re back living with your parents.’

      ‘Same thing in my book. I mean, who lives with their parents at age twenty-five?’ she answered gloomily.

      ‘You do. And at least you’re not having to still share space with the two-timing bastard. I know it’s difficult, but if you keep stalking him, and trying to find out what he’s up to every minute of the day, you’re never going to move on. It’ll drive you crazy, and you’re better than that. I promise, he’ll soon pale into insignificance if you stop torturing yourself, and then you’ll start to feel better about yourself too.’

      ‘You’re right.’

      ‘It’s just common sense,’ Elle replied diplomatically.

      ‘I know, I know. I wouldn’t have him back now anyway.’

      ‘So stop looking at what he’s doing! What about the guy from the garage? I thought he’d asked you out? Maybe worth a date?’

      ‘Dave the rave? Have you seen the car he drives?’

      Elle laughed. ‘It’s not all about the car – and at least he has a car. And what about what Nick drives? You could hear it coughing and spluttering a mile down the road with that dodgy exhaust. I feared for your life every time you went out in it.’

      Pippa laughed. ‘Me too.’

      ‘Well, I suppose what the bright blue Corsa lacked in working parts, it made up for with the cream leather seats, dangly dice and what the hell was that air freshener? Very stylish to say the least.’

      Pippa raised her eyebrows at her. ‘Vintage would be the kindest way to describe that ancient piece of junk.’

      They both laughed.

      ‘Are there any other possible contenders?’

      Pippa screwed up her face.

      ‘What about Frankie? The guy who comments on all your Insta posts the minute you post them.’

      Pippa shook her head frantically. ‘Dork city and, anyway, he’s ancient. His profile picture must have been through every filter possible. In reality, he’s over fifty, looks shifty and sleazes after every young woman out there. He’s not even a twenty-tequila type of guy.’

      ‘If you drank twenty tequilas you’d probably end up in a coma.’

      Just then they were both startled by the sound of the rain battering against the windowpane.

      ‘Jeez, I don’t fancy venturing back out in that tonight,’ Pippa said.

      Elle stood up and walked over to the window, watching the rain bounce off the pavement. ‘Lashing down is an understatement.’

      ‘What about book club?’ Pippa asked.

      Elle didn’t like to let Mim down – she and Rona went to so much trouble to organise everything – but on nights like this, Elle would rather curl up on the settee and watch Netflix. ‘It doesn’t look like it’s going to stop anytime soon,’ she said uncertainly.

      ‘Dress code for the evening will be bikini and flippers if we endeavour to go out in that. Heads would turn, especially if we nipped into the pub for a pint on the way,’ Pippa joked. ‘Is there an author booked for tonight?’

      ‘No, I don’t think there is. Mim will understand if we miss one night, especially with the weather being like this. I’m sure we won’t be the only ones who want to stay home tonight. Have you eaten?’ Elle asked, sitting back down.

      Pippa shook her head. ‘It’s one of those nights when I just want to eat stodge and no doubt it will be steamed veg and chicken at home.’

      ‘How about a takeaway? Oh, and wait until you see what I grabbed from the library today! I’d almost forgotten,’ Elle said excitedly, leaning down and digging deep into her bag.

      ‘A takeaway sounds divine,’ Pippa replied. ‘Come on – show me! What do you have?’

      Elle tossed a book in her direction and the grin on Pippa’s face as she caught sight of the cover said it all.

      ‘Oh my gosh! The new Sam Stone book! I’ve been waiting for this to be released,’ she marvelled, flicking through the pages.

      ‘It came into the library today. I thought we could read it before it gets borrowed by the masses – perks of the job and all that.’

      ‘Absolutely!’ Pippa said. ‘Right, I’ll text Mum to let her know I’m eating with you, and you text Mim to let her know we’ll see her next week.’

      As Elle walked into the kitchen to grab the takeaway menus from the pinboard, she tapped out a text to Mim.

      ‘Curry or Chinese?’ she asked, passing the menus over to Pippa once she was back in the living room.

      ‘Chicken balti for me,’ Pippa piped up, causing Elle to smile. Every time they ordered a curry, Pippa would always have the same old same old, yet every time she swore blind that she would try something different from the menu next time.

      ‘Not going to waste your money then?’ teased Elle.

      Pippa laughed. ‘I thought about it for a teeny second, but what if I didn’t like it? I’d be starving and I don’t like wasting food or money!’
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      The next morning Elle was leaning against the glass panels of the bus shelter waiting for Pippa, who was running late as usual. With the bus due any second Elle glanced up the street and spotted her hurrying towards the bus stop, waving her hand frantically above her head.

      Elle tapped her watch. ‘Morning. Cutting it fine as usual.’

      ‘Why is it at the weekends I wake up at the crack of dawn, and on weekdays I have to prise my eyes open and force myself to get up?’ Pippa was trying to catch her breath and placed her hand on her heart as she winced.

      ‘Because that’s life. Don’t go keeling over on me before we’ve even got to work,’ Elle said, watching her friend in amusement.

      ‘I’ll try my best,’ replied Pippa, pointing to the bus that was now travelling up the road towards them.

      As soon as the doors of the bus opened, they were greeted by a smiling Henry, who immediately tipped his cap. ‘Here they are, my two favourite ladies. Good morning!’

      ‘Good morning,’ replied Elle. ‘And how are you this blustery morning?’

      ‘Another day closer to retirement,’ he chuckled, handing over their tickets. ‘Enjoy your day.’

      A moment later, they were sitting in their usual seats on the top deck.

      ‘It might be blustery out here but nothing beats the view into Heartcross,’ Elle mused as she looked out the window.

      ‘Oh, I agree with you wholeheartedly.’ Pippa gently nudged Elle’s shoulder. She took a sideward glance at her friend as Pippa flicked her hair over her shoulder and beamed. ‘Look at that vision of loveliness,’ she whispered, her gaze focused on the stairwell.

      Elle turned and locked eyes with the stranger stepping onto the top deck. Immediately she felt herself blush and looked away.

      ‘He’s heading this way,’ Pippa muttered.

      The man sat down on the other side of the aisle from them.

      ‘He even smells gorgeous,’ Pippa mouthed.

      They both inhaled at the same time, then giggled like a couple of schoolgirls.

      ‘There’s something about him. He’s mesmerising,’ Pippa whispered.

      ‘Do we know him? He seems vaguely familiar. Does he come into the library?’ asked Elle, taking another sneaky glance in his direction.

      ‘Does he look like our average customer?’ Pippa grinned.

      ‘Don’t judge a book by its cover.’

      ‘I think it’s love at first sight,’ murmured Pippa with a mischievous glint in her eye.

      Elle had never believed in love at first sight, until the day she’d met Noah. There had been an intense connection with him the second she’d laid eyes on him and, if pressed, she’d have to admit that it had felt pretty darn close to love.

      Noah Jones was a successful author whom Irene had booked at the library to host a one-day writing workshop for disadvantaged children. His warm, charismatic nature was a hit with everyone, but Elle knew the connection she and he had forged was something special. That had been eight months ago now, and Elle hadn’t seen him since, but she thought about him often.

      ‘There’s no wedding ring. He’s possibly still up for grabs,’ observed Elle.

      ‘I’ve not seen him before. He’s not local. Where do you think he’s going?’ Pippa whispered.

      ‘How would I know? I don’t have a crystal ball.’

      ‘He’s got to have a girlfriend, right?’

      ‘Maybe.’

      There were two stops to go before the bus crossed the bridge that linked Glensheil to Heartcross and as they watched, the stranger rang the bell and the bus slowed down, pulling up outside Heartcross Castle.

      ‘He’s getting off,’ Pippa whispered, linking her arm through Elle’s. They must have looked like smitten kittens as their eyes synchronised to watch him disappear down the stairwell.

      ‘Mmm, possibly a newbie in town,’ shared Pippa.

      ‘Or a tourist. They do visit in their droves.’

      ‘Fair point.’ Pippa leaned over and wiped the condensation off the window with her coat sleeve. ‘There he goes, down that alleyway at the side of the bistro.’

      He must have sensed they were watching him as he looked back over his shoulder towards the top deck of the bus. Pippa quickly slumped back in her seat leaving Elle to lock eyes with the stranger once again. With a sheepish smile, he paused for a brief moment. Then he dug his hands into the pockets of his green bomber jacket before turning, quickening his step and disappearing from view.

      Elle groaned, rolling her eyes. ‘How embarrassing.’

      She had had a few opportunities to go on dates in the last eight months, but she’d always shied away from a second date. There was no one who’d caught her eye or with whom she had that instant spark – like with Noah.

      ‘Well, that’s that, the most excitement we’ve had on the bus in a long time. We definitely need to find out who that man is!’ Pippa insisted.

      ‘Come on, here’s our stop,’ said Elle, standing up and grasping the metal bar to steady herself.

      As the bus came to a halt, Pippa stood up and lost her balance, tumbling into the aisle and then falling onto the seat opposite.

      ‘Steady on.’ Elle held out her hand to pull her up.

      ‘It gets me every time!’ Pippa exclaimed, finally upright and smoothing down her skirt.

      Elle’s eyes were fixed on the black rucksack lying on the seat. ‘Crikey, look.’

      Pippa twirled around. ‘The handsome stranger has left his bag! What shall we do with it?’ she asked, picking it up and passing it to Elle.

      ‘What are you giving it to me for?’

      ‘Because you’re the boss and most responsible one out of the pair of us,’ Pippa replied, looking at Elle with amusement.

      ‘I can’t argue with that,’ agreed Elle, heading down the stairs. ‘We could drop it off at the village police station but we won’t have time now.’ She flitted her eyes towards the electronic sign at the front of the bus which displayed the details of the destination, the next stop and the time. ‘We open up in less than fifteen minutes.’

      ‘Have a good day, girls,’ Henry chirped as he opened the doors to let them disembark.

      ‘You too, Henry. Oh, Henry, you might be able to help. The man who got off the bus at Heartcross Castle, have you ever seen him before?’ asked Elle.

      ‘Afraid not, he’s not a regular on my bus.’

      ‘No problem,’ she said, slinging the rucksack over her shoulder as they stepped off the bus. ‘See you later, Henry, have a good day.’

      They began to walk up the driveway of Foxglove Farm, which led to The Heart of the Village, a number of barn conversions turned into shops along with a library.

      ‘Are we going to have a sneaky peep inside the bag?’ asked Pippa, with a mischievous twinkle in her eye.

      ‘We can’t do that! It’s someone else’s property.’

      ‘Who’s going to know?’ Pippa looked at Elle, tilting her head. ‘There could be something in there that leads us to the identification of our mystery man.’

      Elle had to admit the thought had already crossed her mind. ‘No, we’re going to do the decent thing and hand it in at the police station.’

      ‘Are you not a little bit intrigued?’ probed Pippa, clearly trying to change Elle’s mind.

      ‘It doesn’t matter whether I am or I’m not, it’s snooping,’ Elle made clear, taking a sideward glance towards Pippa.

      ‘Spoilsport,’ she replied.

      Elle had the feeling that Pippa wasn’t going to listen to a word she said, and no doubt by lunchtime at the latest the contents of the bag would be known.
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      The library was a pretty barn conversion that had been thoughtfully designed and beautifully furnished. From the outside the barn looked much as it always had, with its beautifully weathered stonework, slate roof tiles and duck-egg blue shutters that framed the wooden windows. The addition of big double glass doors adorned with an oak porch flooded the place with natural light.

      It was an idyllic place to work and with her passion for books Elle loved coming to work. As she rummaged in her bag for the library keys, she waved at Wilson, the UPS delivery man, who was sitting on the bench underneath the canopy of the creperie.

      ‘Morning,’ Wilson said cheerfully, picking up a huge box.

      ‘You’re ahead of time today,’ Elle replied, smiling as she turned the key in the lock and pushed open the door. There were still ten minutes until the library officially opened and after punching in the alarm code and switching on the lights they all walked into the main room, which without fail took Elle’s breath away every time she stepped inside. The fantastic part about the old barn was that its strong sense of history and heritage had been preserved and worked in harmony with its modern interior. The library mixed contemporary furniture with its old features, creating a beautiful juxtaposition. The high vaulted ceiling with its exposed oak beams was another fantastic feature, and the inclusion of a galleried landing full of books was eye-catching and helped to provide defined sections in what was a very open-plan space.

      ‘First things first,’ declared Elle. ‘Who would like a cup of tea?’

      They all headed to the tiny staffroom at the back of the library and Elle placed the mystery rucksack down on the chair in the corner of the room.

      ‘The traffic on the back roads was unusually quiet for once,’ Wilson said, balancing the box he was carrying on the edge of the table.

      Wilson had been the library’s designated UPS driver since Christmas and had gotten to know Elle and Pippa pretty well.

      ‘There’s something different about you this morning, Wilson,’ Pippa said, eyeing him suspiciously. She stood on tiptoe and reached for a couple of mugs from the cupboard before glancing back in his direction.

      Elle gave Wilson a quick look too before scrutinising today’s updates, which were pinned to the corkboard. Wilson raked his fingers through his mousy brown hair. He had broad shoulders and, according to Pippa, a six-pack to die for. She didn’t actually have first-hand evidence, of course. Wilson just happened to be another man she’d stalked often on social media.

      ‘It’s the stubble,’ Elle chipped in.

      ‘What do you think?’ he asked, stroking his chin and giving a lopsided grin.

      ‘Mmm, I like it.’ Pippa scrutinised his face. ‘It suits you,’ she said, taking out her fake glasses from her bag and putting them on.

      ‘I didn’t know you wore glasses.’

      ‘She doesn’t. It’s the latest fashion accessory, apparently it makes her ooze beauty and radiate intelligence.’

      ‘You definitely don’t need them to look beautiful or intelligent,’ chipped in Wilson, giving Pippa a heart-warming smile.

      Elle noticed that the pair of them had locked eyes longer than necessary. This wasn’t the first time she’d witnessed flirtatious banter between them.

      ‘Where do you want this?’ asked Wilson, looking at the box he was delivering.

      ‘Can you place it behind the front desk for me?’ replied Elle, handing Pippa a mug of tea. ‘Have you time for tea?’ she asked.

      ‘Not today, but thank you.’ Wilson hoisted the box up into his arms. His sleeves were rolled up over his forearms and the muscles bulged as he gripped the box tightly.

      Elle watched Pippa with amusement, as her eyes followed Wilson’s every move as he disappeared from the room.

      Pippa caught her watching. ‘What?’ she said and grinned, shrugging her shoulders.

      ‘I don’t know why you don’t just get on with it and ask him out on a date!’

      ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

      ‘Of course you don’t.’ Elle rolled her eyes as they headed to the library floor and switched on the computers. Once everything was up and running Elle set the correct date on the date stamp and they were ready to open.

      Wilson had placed the box down behind the desk. ‘Do you want me to leave the door open on the way out?’

      ‘Thank you, that’d be great,’ Elle replied.

      ‘See you tomorrow,’ Pippa shouted after him.

      For a moment, Elle stood by the desk and scanned the familiar space. Everywhere looked spick and span. Just then customers began to filter through the door, with Felicity from Bonnie’s Teashop running towards the front desk.

      ‘Elle, I need a favour, in return for…’ She pushed a white cardboard box over the desk towards her.

      ‘Ooh, what have we here?’ asked Elle with a smile, opening the lid of the box to discover freshly baked chocolate flapjacks.

      ‘The use of your photocopier if possible. I need to print off some new menus.’ Felicity put her hands together in a prayer-like stance.

      This is what Elle loved about this community, everyone helped each other out as much as possible.

      ‘You know that you can use the photocopier any time, but these are most welcome, thank you.’

      ‘You’re a superstar. We missed you at book club last night. There were only a few of us … due to the weather, I’m guessing.’

      ‘I feel guilty for not coming but once I get home…’

      ‘I hear you.’

      ‘What did I miss?’

      ‘We’re all waiting for the new Sam Stone book to be released.’

      ‘It’s going to be a good read as usual. I’ll definitely be there next week, come rain or shine.’

      As Felicity made her way over to the photocopier, Elle felt a blast of cool air as the library door swung open. A woman stumbled towards the desk, barely able to see over the pile of books she was juggling.

      ‘Steady! Let me help you.’ Elle rushed towards her. She reached out just in time to stop the books toppling from the woman’s arms.

      ‘Thank you so much.’

      ‘That’s a lot of books you have there.’

      ‘It is, but I always think you can never have too many books. Elle, isn’t it? I’m Jenny. I know all about you from your mum, Irene.’

      ‘All good, I hope.’

      ‘Of course!’ Jenny smiled. ‘I do miss her behind that desk. We used to catch up on all the gossip.’

      ‘I miss her behind this desk too. I’m surprised we’ve not met before.’

      ‘I usually come in on your day off, as it fits in better around my own work, but I’m off today. And I believe you also know my son.’

      ‘Your son?’

      ‘Wilson. He started working for UPS at Christmas time.’

      ‘Wilson! Yes! You’ve just missed him. He’s already part of the family. Let me get all these books stamped back in for you’ said Elle, taking the first book off the pile and opening the cover.

      Thud. She stamped the first book back in.

      ‘There’s something quite therapeutic about that sound, isn’t there? I’m so glad we still do some things the old-fashioned way. Wilson was in a little earlier than usual today.’

      ‘He was up and out with the larks. He has an earlier finish because he and Jack have their first suit fittings this afternoon.’

      ‘For Eleni and Jack’s wedding?’

      Jenny beamed. ‘Yes, it’s coming round quickly, isn’t it?’

      ‘It certainly is. I love a good wedding and I believe Eleni has the uber-talented Libby Carter designing her dress.’ Elle put her hands on her heart. ‘Can you imagine? Eleni is going to look gorgeous.’

      ‘Eleni couldn’t believe it when Libby agreed. Apparently it was a dream come true.’

      Libby Carter was a world-famous fashion designer and sister of Flynn Carter, the business tycoon who owned Starcross Manor and The Lakehouse restaurant.

      ‘Absolutely a dream.’

      Elle’s invite to Eleni and Jack’s wedding was sitting proudly on the mantelpiece at home – it was less than three months away now. Eleni worked at Julia’s B&B in the village and Jack was a builder working in the family business. Eleni was also Mim’s daughter. They’d been estranged for a few years but everything between them now seemed back on track. Wilson was Jack’s best mate – and best man to boot, apparently. Elle smiled, remembering how Pippa hadn’t hidden her excitement when she’d discovered Elle’s invite to the wedding had those vital words written inside: ‘plus one’. Elle hadn’t asked her yet, but she knew Pippa was secretly hoping she would soon.

      ‘It should be a good knees-up,’ chipped in Pippa, listening in on the conversation.

      ‘Are you coming?’ Jenny asked.

      Pippa peered up through her fringe and looked in Elle’s direction. ‘Nah, but I’ll be okay sitting at home by myself while you lot cha-cha slide over the dancefloor and drink copious amounts of alcohol. I can always watch reruns of Take Me Out.’

      Elle grinned at Pippa. ‘Shall I get my violin out?’

      ‘No, it’s fine!’ she replied. ‘Weddings are all the same – full of couples that talk about babies and stamp duty. Dull, dull, dull. And anyway, how many marriages actually last these days? I’ll be better off staying in by myself while you all go and have a good time.’

      ‘Pippa is anti-men at the moment,’ shared Elle, giving her friend a playful nudge with her elbow.

      ‘But is always up for a party,’ Pippa added.

      Elle cleared her throat to smother a giggle and looked at Jenny. ‘Do you think that’s my cue to invite Pippa to the wedding as my plus one?’

      ‘I kind of get the impression Pippa wants to stay home alone,’ Jenny replied ruefully.

      ‘No, I’d love to come!’ Pippa’s eyes widened. ‘Are you asking me to be your plus one?’

      ‘Shall I put you out of your misery, Pippa Lawson? Would you do me the honour of accompanying me to Eleni and Jack’s wedding?’ she asked in her most formal, poshest voice.

      Pippa gave her a wide grin then squealed.

      ‘Shhh, it’s a library!’ Elle whispered.

      ‘Sorry, sorry! Thank you! I thought you were never going to ask.’ Pippa threw her arms around Elle. ‘I’ll need an outfit, and a hat, and you never know, I might even catch the bouquet, but that may be a waste with no actual man on the scene. New shoes as well,’ she added. ‘And any excuse to buy a new handbag…’

      ‘And breathe,’ said Elle, laughing.

      ‘I’m going to leave you ladies to it. I’ll see you both soon.’ Jenny made her way to the exit and crossed paths with a man whose face looked vaguely familiar to Elle. She narrowed her eyes in concentration, trying to place him.

      ‘Good morning, Elle. Long time no see.’

      ‘Aiden!’ welcomed Elle, remembering the familiar face she’d met before on several work courses. ‘How lovely to see you. It’s Inverness Library you work at, isn’t it? What are you doing here?’

      Suddenly Aiden looked worried. ‘That’s right, it was Inverness, but as of today I’m working here, at the Library on Love Heart Lane.’

      Puzzled, Elle looked towards Pippa, who gave a discreet shrug.

      ‘Human Resources told me they’d sent you an email with all the paperwork. I’ve been transferred.’

      Elle quickly tapped on the keyboard and pulled up her emails on the screen. There it was, the unread email from Human Resources. She quickly read it. ‘Oh my gosh, how have I missed that? I’m so sorry, this is probably not the welcome you were expecting but –’ she threw her arms open wide ‘– welcome to the Library on Love Heart Lane!’

      ‘Thank you,’ he replied. ‘How impressive is this place?’ He spun around and took in his surroundings. ‘Woah!’ He pointed to the window. The rain had eased off and the sun shone through, creating a most spectacular rainbow over Heartcross Mountain. ‘It’s stunning.’

      ‘I wholeheartedly agree,’ came Pippa’s reply. The smile on her face widened and Elle noted that she was looking at Aiden rather than the rainbow.

      Elle cocked an eyebrow in her direction.

      ‘Before you show me around, could you direct me to the bathroom?’ he asked.

      ‘Through there.’ Elle pointed.

      As Aiden disappeared through the door Elle turned towards Pippa. ‘I know that dreamy look.’

      ‘There is a God is all I’m saying!’

      ‘Pippa! This morning there was the man on the bus, then Wilson and now…’

      ‘It’s good to keep your options open,’ protested Pippa. ‘I knew these glasses were going to be the making of my love life.’ She waggled the arms of her glasses behind her ears, making Elle laugh as they comically bounced up and down.

      ‘Do not go complicating things.’

      ‘I’m not sure what you mean and shush, he’s coming back.’

      Elle looked towards Aiden. ‘Let me show you the staffroom and get you settled before we set you up on the computer system.’

      ‘Sounds like a plan,’ he replied.

      Elle picked up the box of flapjacks that was left on the desk. ‘Come on, this way.’ She dared to look back over her shoulder at Pippa, who winked.

      Elle rolled her eyes; she certainly had her work cut out for her sometimes, being Pippa’s boss.
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      For most of the morning, Pippa had sat amongst the little humans in the children’s book corner. Every Monday at eleven a.m. Pippa prised the puppet from the story sack and mesmerised the toddlers with her funny voices and facial expressions while she read from the latest children’s books.

      ‘Do you want my opinion?’ Aiden asked as he watched Pippa from the front desk.

      ‘What about?’ Elle replied, carefully stacking the returned books from that morning into a basket, ready to be filed back on to the shelves after lunch.

      ‘She’s a natural.’ He smiled in Pippa’s direction. ‘Just look at her. She comes alive when she’s around children.’

      Elle looked over. She knew exactly what Aiden meant.

      He continued. ‘My mum used to sit with me for hours when I was a child, reading the old classics. My favourite was always Huckleberry Finn. Maybe that’s why I love books so much.’

      ‘The classics are always the best,’ agreed Elle.

      ‘Did your mum read to you? Is that why you love books too?’ Aiden gave her a sideward glance.

      Elle had been passed from foster home to foster home until she was placed with Irene and couldn’t remember anyone ever reading to her when she was small. Once again, her thoughts turned to her birth mother. She had so many gnawing questions that could only be answered by discovering where and whom she had come from. The question that turned over and over in her mind the most was whether her birth mother had ever tried to find her.

      Elle had a wonderful life with Irene, a job she loved and a good circle of friends, but there was always a dull ache, a longing to discover exactly who she was, and over the years the curiosity had intensified about the identity of her biological family and the circumstances that led to her being given up as a baby.

      ‘Yes,’ replied Elle, telling a little white lie.

      ‘I meant to ask earlier, what happens at lunchtime?’ Aiden said as a loud growl escaped from his stomach.

      ‘Pippa and I usually go on separate lunches. We sometimes nip out to Bonnie’s Teashop or The Old Bakehouse. There’s the pub too, and the creperie. Do you want to come on first lunch with me?’

      Pippa was wrapping up the session and caught Elle’s eye. She tapped her watch and motioned to say she was off for lunch, and Pippa nodded in acknowledgement.

      ‘That’ll be great,’ he replied as Pippa appeared beside them with a smile hitched on her face.

      ‘I know it’s not the norm to like Mondays, but it’s my favourite time of the week,’ she said enthusiastically.

      ‘Aiden was just saying what a natural you look with the children.’

      ‘Aww, that’s so kind. I do enjoy reading to them.’

      ‘We’re going to grab some food. If you get a rush on just let me know and I’ll come back to help.’

      Walking side by side, Elle and Aiden headed towards the staffroom.

      ‘Would you like a hot drink?’ asked Elle, filling the kettle.

      ‘Yes, a coffee would be great, thank you.’ He grabbed his rucksack from a chair and sat down at the table.

      ‘Here’s where the tea, coffee and sugar are kept. We put a pound in here each week to cover costs but please shout if you notice it running low. Pippa’s like a bear with a sore head if she doesn’t get her morning coffee fix,’ Elle confided, shaking the rusty floral tin.

      He smiled. ‘I know that feeling. Here.’ He flipped a coin across the table. ‘My debts are paid for this week.’

      Elle popped the money into the tin and made the drinks. They sat down at the table opposite each other and opened their lunchboxes.

      ‘Tell me about Aiden. What brings you to Heartcross? Why the transfer?’ asked Elle, but as soon as she asked the question she saw a flash of sadness in his eyes. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry,’ she added hastily.

      ‘No, it’s okay. Honestly, you aren’t prying.’ He paused. ‘It’s so I can be nearer to Theo.’

      ‘Theo?’

      ‘Yes, my son.’

      ‘How old is he?’

      ‘He’s nearly three. A handful but awesome. Look, I have a photograph.’ Proudly, Aiden reached inside his jacket pocket and flipped open his wallet.

      Elle smiled down at the picture. ‘He’s gorgeous. Are you with his mum?’

      Aiden exhaled deeply and shook his head.

      ‘No, it’s been a difficult few months. It’s the usual story – a whirlwind romance followed by a pregnancy. Of course, at the time I believed we were going to be together for ever, but we soon realised we weren’t right for each other.’

      ‘It must have been difficult to come to that decision.’

      ‘It was, but on the plus side there’s no animosity between Louisa and myself, and our main priority will always be Theo. Even though we aren’t together, we both love him with all our hearts.’

      ‘And that’s all that matters,’ added Elle, taking a sip of coffee. ‘Do Louisa and Theo live here in Heartcross then?’

      ‘They’ve moved in with her parents over in Glensheil and at the moment I’m renting one of the terraced houses on Love Heart Lane. I have to say, opening my curtains and waking up to the stunning scenery is a bonus. I’ve only been here a couple of days, but there’s something about this place.’

      ‘There is,’ confirmed Elle. ‘And it sounds like you’ve already been hit by the Heartcross curse.’

      Aiden looked puzzled. ‘The Heartcross curse?’

      ‘Once you arrive in Heartcross, you never want to leave!’ She smiled, thinking of all the residents that had started out here on a holiday and never went home. ‘There’s Bea who works at Little Blue Boathouse: she came for a two-week holiday to mend a broken heart, got a job at the boathouse and fell in love with Nolan, who was visiting for the summer on his houseboat.’

      ‘There’s a book in there somewhere.’ Aiden smiled.

      ‘And Libby, Flynn Carter’s sister, came and helped him out when his wedding planner resigned…’

      ‘I read about that scandal in the national press. Wasn’t there a sabotage plot to steal his wedding business that Libby uncovered?’

      ‘In a nutshell. She was meant to be leaving for a new life in New York after the holidays but fell head over heels for Guy Hart, the filmmaker, who was working alongside her. Now she splits her time between the Big Apple and Heartcross. I tell you, this place has magic powers. I love working here, and the community is friendly and very supportive. What about your family? Are they nearby?’

      ‘I only have my dad. My mum passed away when I was seven – a sudden heart attack.’

      ‘Oh, Aiden, I’m so sorry to hear that. That’s so sad. I don’t know what to say.’

      ‘Honestly, it’s okay. My mum was the reason I ended up going to university to study for a degree in librarianship.’

      ‘Was she a librarian?’

      ‘No, but she always encouraged me to read everything and anything. It was something we always did together. After she died, my dad brought me up. He is amazing and did a superb job of being two parents at once. I was lucky to have the supportive, stable family home that I did, and that my dad never once grumbled about anything. He taxied me from football games to swimming lessons – I even attempted the cricket team but I was a wimp. I used to run in the opposite direction of the ball instead of trying to catch it.’ He laughed. ‘I was always at my best when I was reading though. Anyway, he was the type of parent that some children could only wish for. I was very lucky.’

      His words resonated with Elle in a way she was sure he hadn’t intended. Growing up in a stable home was all she’d ever wished for, and that wish came true when she was placed in Irene’s care.

      ‘As you can imagine, we’re extremely close.’

      ‘I bet he adores Theo too.’

      ‘Without a doubt, but a couple of years ago he moved down to the coast for work. It’s a beautiful place he’s settled in, and he lives in a little cottage by the sea. I’m taking Theo there for a week in the summer to visit him.’

      ‘That sounds idyllic.’

      ‘What about you? Tell me about Elle. Husband? Boyfriend? Children?’

      ‘Simple answer to that one is no, no and no!’ she said, taking a bite of her sandwich.

      ‘Parents? Brothers and sisters?’ Now it was Aiden’s turn to gently probe before he tucked into his lunch.

      ‘Just my mum, Irene.’ Elle always referred to Irene as her mum. Everyone in Heartcross thought that Irene was her biological mum and given that Elle loved her with all her heart, she didn’t mind if that’s what they believed. As soon as Irene had welcomed Elle to her family, she knew she was going to be settled for life, and when Irene suggested that Elle changed her surname to match hers, Elle had been swamped with emotion, overwhelmed by the feeling of happiness – of belonging.

      ‘Irene. Why does that name sound familiar?’

      ‘You will probably have met her. Mum would have trained you on some of the customer services courses.’

      ‘Tall, lean, with mousy hair?’

      'Yes, that’s her.’

      ‘I never knew she was your mum. I’ve met her on a few occasions. She seemed lovely.’

      ‘She is. Mum has just retired.’

      ‘Is that how you ended up working here? Was it always something you wanted to do – follow in your mum’s footsteps?’ Aiden asked, taking the empty mugs to the sink to rinse them out.

      ‘Yes, when Mum worked over at Glensheil Library, I got a Saturday job there as a teen and loved it that much that I went on to get my degree in librarianship. When this library opened up and they were looking for staff, I knew I wanted to work here. I mean, look at those views!’ She glanced towards the window.

      ‘How long has Pippa been here?’

      ‘Just
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