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The front door of the lending library on Mallow Lane had not closed properly since 1987. It required a hip check, a firm shove with the flat of the hand, and then a second shove when the first one failed. Claire knew this the way she knew the particular Tuesday creak of the third floorboard behind the desk, or the way the tall window on the south wall let in a blade of light at four o'clock that moved across the returns trolley between March and September. She knew it the way she knew everything about the library. Which was to say, with her whole body.

Twenty years old. Five foot four. Ash brown hair that stopped at her shoulders and did nothing interesting. A face that people described as nice, which meant they could not think of a more specific word. Pale skin that went pink at the cheeks if anyone looked at her too long, or spoke to her too suddenly, or asked her name when she was not expecting it. She had been born in the cottage across the lane, and she had lived in it every day since, and on the first Sunday of May she stood behind the lending desk and stamped the return date into a Catherine Cookson for Mrs Aldridge and thought about nothing at all.

The library was a single storey stone building that had been open three days a week since 1892, and on alternate Sundays, and it served a village of five hundred people who were on the whole more interested in the post office and the pub. Starrow in the Dale sat in a crease of the North Yorkshire moors, one of those places that existed on maps mainly to prove that the cartographer had been thorough. One Norman church with a clock that lost four minutes a week. One pub called The Rook and Plough where the same eight men drank the same bitter every evening. One post office that also sold batteries and sympathy cards and very old sweets from a jar.

Claire worked at the library on Tuesdays, Thursdays, Saturdays, and the alternate Sundays. She had worked there since she was sixteen, first as a volunteer and then, after old Mrs Calder retired, as the only staff member. The parish council paid her a stipend that was not quite a salary and not quite an insult. She supplemented it with nothing. She spent it on nothing. She lived across the lane with her father and her life cost almost exactly zero pounds a week, because there was nowhere in Starrow to spend money even if she had wanted to.

Her father. Alan. Sixty seven. Retired schoolteacher. A man who had loved his wife very much, lost her when Claire was three to a thing he still called the illness rather than say the word, and had responded by becoming gentle and absent and very, very fond of tea. He was in his armchair now. She knew this without being there. He was in his armchair with the radiator clicking beside him and a pot of Yorkshire Gold going cool on the side table and probably a crossword. He did the crossword every day. He finished it every day. He was a man who finished the things he started and did not start very many things.

Claire got three A stars at A level. English, History, French. The teachers at the comprehensive in Hawes had put her forward for Oxford. She had filled in the application. She had gone upstairs and sat on her bed and thought about leaving the cottage and the lane and her father and the library and the village, and she had cried for two weeks, and then she had not sent the application.

She did not regret it. She did not regret anything, because regretting things required imagining alternatives, and Claire did not imagine alternatives. She lived in the present tense of the library and the cottage and the lane and her father and the books. She read everything. Two, three, four books a week. She read them at the desk between visitors, which was most of the time. She read them at home in the armchair opposite her father. She read them in the bath and in the bed and once, memorably, walking home in the rain with a paperback held inside her coat like something stolen.

She had never kissed anyone. She noted this fact when it occurred to her, which was rarely, with the same neutral interest with which she noted that the library roof needed repointing or that the returns trolley had a squeaky wheel. It was a feature of her landscape. She did not examine it.

Mrs Aldridge took her Catherine Cookson and said thank you and Claire said you're welcome and the door performed its usual protest on the way out. The library was empty. The clock on the wall above the Fiction A through D shelf said quarter past three. Through the tall window, the first Sunday of May looked like every other May in the dale. Green hills under low grey cloud. The drizzle that was not quite rain but was not quite not rain. Greystone walls climbing the fields in their haphazard stitching. A pair of jackdaws on the church tower.

Claire tidied the returns trolley. She straightened the reading room, which was a grand name for four chairs and a low table in the alcove at the back. She checked the logbook. Seven visitors today. A normal Sunday. She ran her finger down the names. Mrs Aldridge. Mr Peacock. The vicar, who came every week for the same book on local history and then forgot he had taken it out. The Kitson girls who were nine and eleven and read everything with horses on the cover.

At four o'clock she locked the front door. The hip check. The shove. The second shove. She put the keys in the pocket of her cardigan. She crossed the lane in the drizzle, twelve steps, and let herself into the cottage, which was warm and smelled of the roast her father had put in before lunch.

"Kettle's just boiled."

"Thanks, Dad."

She made them both a cup. She sat in her armchair. He sat in his. The radiator clicked. The crossword rustled. Outside, the drizzle thickened to actual rain and the guttering on the library roof made the sound it had been making since Claire was old enough to notice guttering. A steady, tinny, patient drip.

This was her life. The whole of it. Every room, every sound, every Tuesday and Thursday and Saturday and alternate Sunday. Twenty years of it. She had not left Yorkshire since a school trip to Edinburgh when she was fourteen. She had not left the dale since a dental appointment in Hawes in February. Her world was the radius of the lane, the library, the cottage, the church, the post office, the pub she did not go to, and the hills she walked on Wednesdays when the library was shut.

She was not unhappy. She wanted to be clear about that, to herself, in the privacy of her own head. She was not unhappy. She was. That was the whole sentence. She was.

The evening went the way evenings went. Roast chicken at six. Washing up. Her father with the news. Claire with her book, a battered Penguin Classics edition of Villette that she was reading for the third time. Charlotte Brontë understood something about women who lived in small rooms and wanted things they could not name. Claire had underlined a passage once, in pencil, very lightly, and then rubbed it out.

At nine her father said goodnight and went upstairs. She heard the particular pattern of his evening. Bathroom tap. Floorboard. Bedside lamp clicking on. Silence.

She washed her face. She brushed her teeth. She went to her room, which was the small room at the front of the cottage, overlooking the lane and the library and the cottage opposite. The cottage opposite had been Mrs Barrowclough's. Mrs Barrowclough had been ninety three and had died in March in the armchair by her fire and had not been found for two days. Claire had brought her library books every Saturday for six years. She had loved Mrs Barrowclough in the particular way you love someone who never asks you questions.

The cottage had been empty since. The windows dark. The gate swinging in the wind until Mr Peacock from the parish council had wired it shut. Claire looked at it every night before she drew her curtains. An empty house. A mirror of her own, reversed. Same stone, same slate roof, same low garden wall, same proportions. Mrs Barrowclough's lace curtains still hung in the downstairs windows and nobody had come to take them down.

She was reaching for her curtains when the gate clanged.

Not the wind. The wire was still on it. Someone had opened it. Claire's hand stopped on the curtain fabric and she looked down.

A removal lorry. Large. White. The engine running, its headlamps cutting two cones of light across the cottage's front garden. The driver's door opened and a man in a high visibility vest climbed out and walked around to open the back.

Then the passenger door of a car behind the lorry. A car she had not noticed. Dark. Low.

A woman stepped out.

Tall. That was the first thing. Five eight, five nine. Black hair, long, past her shoulders. A black coat that reached her calves, something with a nap to it, velvet maybe. Black boots. She stood in the headlamp light and the drizzle and looked up at the cottage and put her hands in her pockets and stood very still for a moment.

Then she turned. She looked across the lane. Directly up. Not at the cottage, not at the library, not at the garden wall or the dripping guttering or any of the other things a person might look at.

At Claire's window.

She smiled.

Not a big smile. Not a wave or a greeting. Just the corners of her mouth lifting, as if she had expected to find someone there and had been proven right. A silver ring on her thumb caught the headlamp light. One brief flash.

Claire stepped back from the window so fast she knocked her book off the sill. It hit the floor, pages splayed. She stood in the dark of her room with her hand pressed flat against her sternum and her cheeks burning and did not understand why her heart was going so hard.

She did not go back to the window. She heard the lorry's engine, voices, the sound of heavy things being carried. She lay in bed with the lamp off and listened to a stranger move into the cottage opposite and did not sleep for a long time.

The rain picked up around midnight. It hit the window in that sideways Yorkshire way that sounded personal. Claire lay on her back and stared at the ceiling and the shadows the streetlamp cast through the curtain, and somewhere in the gap between waking and sleep she thought about the smile. The sureness of it. The way the woman had looked up as if she had known.
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Tuesday arrived the way Tuesdays did. Grey morning. Toast and tea. Her father already in the armchair with the crossword, pen clicking against his teeth. Claire let herself into the library at nine and opened the tall window a crack because the building held its weekend air like a grudge. She stamped the date into the logbook. She switched on the desk lamp. She pushed the returns trolley into its position between Fiction A through D and Fiction E through G and checked the overnight book drop, which contained one Jilly Cooper and a leaflet about dog fouling that someone had posted through the slot by mistake.

Half past ten. The door opened.

Not the usual struggle. The woman pushed it with one hand and it opened as if the door had been waiting for her all morning. She stepped in, and the library, which had been a quiet stone room for a hundred and thirty years, changed temperature.

She was not dressed like anyone in Starrow. A long black skirt, heavy fabric, something that moved when she walked. A fitted black top with a neckline that dipped in a low V. The body underneath it was. Claire's brain stalled. The woman had a chest that made the V neckline into a statement. Full, heavy, soft looking, the kind of bust that created a deep shadow between the breasts and shaped the fabric around it. Not pushed up or strapped in. Just there. A fact of her body, carried with the ease of a woman who had stopped thinking about it years ago.

A silver nose stud. Three silver rings on each hand. Black lipstick, precise. Eyes so dark they looked black in the library's low light. Something on her neck, just below the jaw on the left side, climbing up toward her ear. A tattoo. Botanical. Leaves, a stem, something flowering. It disappeared under her hair.

She walked to the desk. She moved like someone who took up space on purpose. Not arrogant. Just present. Her boots made no sound on the stone floor, which should have been impossible because every other shoe that had ever crossed that floor had announced itself.

Claire's fingers found the edge of the desk and held on.

"Good morning."

Low voice. A little hoarse, like she had just woken up, or like her voice always sounded that way. And something else in the vowels. A softening. The oo in good was rounder than it should have been. Not quite Dutch, not quite Yorkshire. Somewhere between the two, a voice that had lived in more than one country.

"I'd like a library card."

Claire opened her mouth. Nothing came out. She closed it. She reached for the membership forms in the drawer and her hand connected with the drawer handle on the second attempt because the first one missed by an inch.

The form. White. Simple. Name, address, date. She had filled out a thousand of them. She put it on the desk and pushed it across and the woman looked at it and then looked at Claire.

"I've just moved in. Across the lane. You probably heard the lorry."

Claire nodded.

"I'm keeping you from your work."

"No." The first word Claire had spoken. It came out too loud and she felt her cheeks go hot. "No, it's. No. It's quiet. Tuesdays are quiet."

"I can see that."

The woman smiled. The same smile from the window, or a cousin of it. She picked up the pen and filled in the form in quick, slanted handwriting. Left handed. The pen moved fast. She put it down and turned the form around to face Claire.

Name: Anna Marie Jansen. Address: Rowan Cottage, Mallow Lane, Starrow in the Dale.

Claire read it. She read it again. She picked up the form to enter it into the logbook and her eyes went over the name a third time.

"Anna Marie."

"Most people drop the Marie. Anna is fine."

"And you've moved into Mrs Barrowclough's place."

"My grandmother's place. She left it to me."

Claire looked up. "Mrs Barrowclough was your grandmother?"

"My mother's mother. I haven't been here since I was nine. I grew up in Amsterdam. Half Dutch on my father's side, half Yorkshire on my mother's, and neither country quite claims me." The little smile again. "But the cottage is mine, so here I am."

Claire wrote the details into the logbook. Her handwriting was normally even and neat. Today it wavered. She was aware, with a specificity she did not understand, of the woman watching her write. Of the way she leaned one hip against the desk. Of the rings catching the light from the tall window. Of the botanical tattoo, which from this distance was definitely a climbing plant of some kind, maybe honeysuckle, rendered in fine black ink with two small blooms visible before the rest vanished beneath the collar of her top.

"And your name?"

Claire blinked. "Sorry?"

"For the card. I need your name as the issuing librarian, don't I?" She tapped the bottom of the form, where it said Authorized by.

"Claire. Claire Marsden."

"Claire." The woman said it slowly. Clay ur. She separated the syllable from itself. She held the first half of it in her mouth a beat too long, as if testing how it sat against her tongue. "That's a good name. Old fashioned. Fits the building."

Claire wrote her own name on the form. It took her twice as long as it should have. She could feel the heat in her face and she could not make it stop and she could not look up because looking up meant meeting those dark eyes again and that seemed, for reasons she could not articulate, dangerous.

She pushed the completed card across the desk. Their fingers did not touch. The gap between their fingers was approximately two inches and Claire was aware of every millimetre of it.

"You're welcome to browse. Fiction is on the left wall, arranged alphabetically. Non fiction and reference on the right. Local history in the reading room at the back."

"Thank you, Claire."

There it was again. The name. Said like something being unwrapped.

The woman. Anna Marie. Anna. She walked into the stacks and Claire watched her go. The black skirt swayed against her calves. Her hair, loose and heavy and very black, shifted across her shoulders. She moved between the shelves the way someone moves through a room they intend to own.

Claire sat behind the desk and did not move.

Ten minutes. Fifteen. She could hear the woman moving through the stacks. The soft pull of a book being taken from a shelf. Pages turning. A book being replaced. Another being taken. Claire stared at the logbook and the words swam.

Anna Marie came back to the desk with three books. She placed them in a line, spines up, and Claire read the titles as she scanned them.

Sylvia Plath. Ariel. The slim Faber edition with the red and white cover.

A book of Dutch folk tales in translation. Claire had ordered it two years ago on a whim and nobody had ever taken it out.

And. After a pause. With a little sideways glance at Claire that contained something. Amusement, maybe. Or a question.

Rebecca. Daphne du Maurier. The old Virago edition with the dark green cover.

Claire stamped the date cards. Plath. Folk tales. Rebecca. She put them in a paper bag because that was what the library had always done, brown paper bags, Mrs Calder's tradition carried forward.

"Three weeks on these. You can renew by phone or in person. We're open Tuesday, Thursday, Saturday, and alternate Sundays."

"I know. I read the sign on the door. I read everything." Anna Marie picked up the bag. She did not leave. She stood at the desk and looked at Claire for a long moment, and the look was not flirtatious, not aggressive, not any of the things Claire might have known how to file away. It was interested. That was the word. She looked at Claire with interest, the way you look at a sentence in a book that you want to read again.

"I don't know anyone here, Claire."

Claire opened her mouth to say something polite about the village being friendly.

"Come for tea on Saturday."

Not a question. The pitch of her voice did not rise at the end. She said it the way she had pushed open the library door. With one hand and no resistance.
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