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Dedication

Libraries and librarians: For the enormous value you bring to the community. 
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Sophie

I walked into the dark library behind Hilda, and stacks rose from the gloom. Piles of dusty books were sitting, unused. Filtered light entered from shuttered windows, lending a ghostly vibe to an otherwise warm and spiritually soothing space. 

“It will need some love to bring it back.” Hilda switched on an old-style light, the plastic kind you had to lift to turn on, like a miniature lever. Stark lighting revealed the mammoth task I had ahead of me. 

I sneezed —not a dainty lady sneeze, but a cramp-in-your-stomach, clean-out-months-of-dust sneeze. 

The Moonglen Library needed rehabilitation, and I was willing to do it. 

“We've fought hard for this, and we have a year to prove this library is necessary for the community.”

“I'll make it happen.” It was a vow and a promise to myself. I didn't have a plan B. This wasn't even my plan. 

Hilda, a witch and the Oracle, had found me and convinced me to move here and reopen the library. It had closed six months ago due to poor management by the very old, prior librarian, who had refused to adapt to the times. The council had rejigged the policies, provided tentative funding, and allowed me to take it over. 

“A good clean and you should be able to open.” Hilda wiped her finger along the counter of what was obviously the librarian's desk. 

“What about the automatic checking machine?” 

Hilda opened her notebook, “Scheduled to be delivered tomorrow.”

I had plans, lots of plans. However, there was a lot of cleaning to do first. 

“Don't rush yourself and overdo it. That boy is your priority. Everything will work out just fine.” 

I turned back and looked at Hilda. She was around 50, and she dressed exactly like you'd imagine an oracle to dress, down to the bright headscarf. “Thank you. For everything.” 

She waved a hand, “You will be worth it.” 

Unsettling to have my future told in snippets, but I'd get used to it. 

“How did Leighton settle at creche?”

My chest squeezed, “he did great, it was Mama who got choked up. He's so resilient.” 

My two-year-old son had already endured a great deal of change, but I was doing my best. 

“You've done a good job with him.” She squeezed my arm. She handed me the keyring. “I'm sorry, but I won't be able to stay and help. All the supplies will be in the kitchen.” She pointed to a door behind the counter. “I'll check on you tomorrow.”

I swallowed the tears threatening to fall and nodded. I pulled up my sleeves and got to work. 

An entire morning did wonders for a heap of dust. I attacked the shelves from top to bottom with a giant duster I found, and already, it looked better. Tomorrow I would vacuum and clean the counter. With all the windows clear and the sheets taken off the chairs, it looked much more welcoming. It was going to be a wonderful community space. 

With my 70th sneeze, I went through to the bathroom. I blew my nose, threw my tissue into the brown-tinged toilet water, and turned the old school flush handle. A shuddering started at the base of the cistern, and then water trickled into the toilet. Suddenly, water splashed into the toilet, some of it showering me, before the bottom sucked the water out. 

We needed a plumber. 

I dabbed at my pants with toilet paper. 

And texted Hilda. 

This was fine. I could handle it. 

I was a witch. Not a very good one. I had far too many responsibilities to excel at any one of them. But I was doing an OK job of scraping by. My son was loved and fed. I had managed to keep a roof over our heads. 

I would continue to manage. I inhaled deeply and immediately regretted it; it smelled and tasted stale and a bit gross in here. I opened the window, tightened the safety latch, and left that as a worry for tomorrow. 

Walking into the cheerful creche, I picked out Leighton’s blonde curls immediately. He was concentrating on building a tower that was nearly as tall as he was with thick wooden blocks. As I moved inside the classroom from the cloakroom, he looked up, grinned, and in his mad dash for me, knocked it all down. 

His energy and his body hit me with a force that nearly knocked me over. 

“Hello, sweet boy.” I held him close and breathed him in.

“He's had a great day.” A teacher, a woman about my age with her hair in a long braid, came over. “He ate lunch nicely and had a good rest.”

“Oh, I'm glad. Thank you.” 

“No problem. I'll see you tomorrow, Leighton.” 

“Bye.” He lifted a tiny hand to wave and clamped his other hand in mine. 

I was bone-deep exhausted, but as I stepped into the sunshine with Leighton's little hand in mine, I looked down Moonglen's main street and thought this might be a place we could rest. 

Our little townhouse was a couple of minutes’ walk from the creche, which was only a couple of minutes' walk from the library. It suited us perfectly. 

“Shall we have a picnic afternoon tea, and eat in the yard?” I asked as I put Leighton’s bag by the door and closed it. The front door opened into an open-plan living area. The kitchen straight in front, the living room to the right. We didn't have a dining room table, so it gave a spacious vibe. The coffee table in the living room was scattered with little bits of Duplo, books, and toy cars. 

Leighton nodded eagerly and went to get his step stool. We compiled a mix of snacks on a tray, something he loved to do, and went to the yard. There was a screen separating our yard from the yards of the connecting houses, but the back was open and led directly into the forest. It was idyllic, rich with birdsong. As I sat there on the picnic mat, I could feel the light shimmer of magic in this place. 

A wave of grief washed over me, sharp and keen. Ms Magnolia would have loved it here. She would love to know that Hilda had found us. 

As I watched Leighton carefully choose what he wanted to eat, line it up, and pop it in his mouth, I thought we could bloom here.
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Sophie

The front door opened, and I sensed him before I fully saw him. Hilda was not wrong about the magic that emanated from shifters. Vibrant, strong, it was like a homing beacon and a giant lit-up arrow. 

“Wow,” I said as he stepped towards me, the side of his lips quirked up.

“That's what they always say.” 

I laughed, “It's your magic. It's amazing.”

“My magic?” 

“Yes. You're a shifter, and your magic is just vibrant.” 

“I'm a shifter?”

I looked him over; his appearance screamed imposing, but his energy vibrated soothingly. Taller and broader than I, with solid arms and a tattoo peeking out from the sleeve of his t-shirt.  “Do you always repeat someone's statements into questions?” 

“Only when I'm bombarded in the library on a Tuesday afternoon.” 

Fair point. 

“Right. Sorry. Hilda told me about it, but I'd never seen it. I got carried away. What can I do for you...”

“Preston.” 

“What can I do for you, Preston?” 

“Hilda said you need a plumber, and so here I am.” 

I finally noticed he was carrying a toolbox. 

“Oh, bless you. Something bad happened to that toilet!” 

I stepped away from the counter and walked to the bathroom. His footsteps echoed in the silent space. I pulled open the door, and as he stepped past, his scent washed over me, clean, masculine, with a hint of peppermint. I felt a strange urge to inhale deeply. Everything about his presence was unsettling me. 

“Do you need anything...?” I trailed off.

He grinned at me, “Nope, I've got it, thanks.” 

“Right, I'll be out there then.” 

I stepped back and let the door close. It clicked softly. 

The library already felt more like one. Now, we just needed patrons.

I'd printed flyers to announce our grand reopening. After Preston was done, I'd take a walk and ask the local businesses to pop them up and give them out. 
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