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A Quiet Alarm

The last hour of a Tuesday was Nora Slade's favorite.

The patrons were gone. The fluorescent hum above the periodicals had clicked off-she'd replaced it herself, twice, with bulbs that cast something warmer, closer to the color of afternoon-and now the library existed only for her, the way it had always secretly existed only for her: every shelf in its right order, every chair pushed flush to its table, the whole world legible.

She tucked a Paddington Bear bookmark into the returned copy of Charlotte's Web before she reshelved it. The spine was cracked in a way that made her chest hurt-handled badly, probably by small hands that didn't know any better, which meant she could forgive it. She smoothed the cover with her thumb and slid it home between its neighbors and moved on.

The return cart waited by the door, as always. Twelve books tonight. Nora worked through them in her methodical way, stamping and sorting, her reading glasses pushed up into her silver hair. A biography of Eisenhower. Two cozy mysteries-she recognized both borrowers and approved of both choices. A knitting encyclopedia she'd ordered specially and was quietly pleased to see circulating. A picture book about feelings, the kind the school librarian sent parents here to find.

Eleven books.

She picked up the twelfth.

It was a novel she didn't recognize from the spine-older, a library copy from the mid-nineties, its barcode sticker yellowing at the corners. What the River Remembers, by C. Whitmore, the spine read, and she remembered ordering it without remembering much else about it. She checked the checkout slip tucked inside the front cover.

The name on the slip was E. MARSH.

The return date was eighteen months ago.

Nora opened the book.

She found the stain on page 211.

* * *
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SHE DID NOT PANIC. Nora Slade did not panic. She had, over thirty-one years as head librarian of Millhaven Public Library, encountered a great many things inside returned books-a slice of American cheese, pressed flat as a leaf. A collection of toenail clippings that she preferred not to revisit mentally. A handwritten note that said I have made a terrible mistake with no other context, which she had kept in her desk drawer for two years before finally throwing it away. She had seen coffee, wine, candle wax, what she was certain was motor oil, and once, memorably, something that the town vet later confirmed was flea medication.

She had not panicked then. She did not panic now.

She set the book flat on her desk and leaned close.

The stain was rust-brown at the edges, the way old things became when they had once been darker. At its center, where it had first touched the page, it was still deeper-the kind of color that made the paper feel weighted, stiff. It had bled through three pages: 211, 212, and 213, the top third of each, the words still readable beneath it but altered somehow, like sentences spoken in a different voice. The chapter heading at the top of page 211 read: What the River Remembers.

Nora photographed it. Both the stain and the checkout slip. She took the photographs methodically, on her phone, the way she had learned to document condition damage.

Then she stood very still in the quiet library and looked at what her hands were holding.

Jam, she thought. Strawberry, perhaps. It had the right consistency-the way fruit preserves dried dark and granular at the margin. She had seen jam in books before, though not quite like this, not quite so much of it, not quite so far into the spine as though the book had been closed around it rather than simply set down nearby.

She stood there long enough for the furnace to tick once, deep in the building's bones.

Then she carried the book to the secure cabinet where she kept the condition-damage items, locked it, and finished closing the library. She watered the spider plant by the window. She straightened the chairs one final time. She turned off the last light and stepped out into the cold Vermont dark, where the bare maples stood against a sky the color of old pewter, and the leaves on the library steps were slick with the evening's rain.

She walked home through them without looking down.

* * *
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EVELYN MARSH CAME IN on Wednesday morning at ten o'clock, as she always did.

Nora had the book on the desk.

She had thought, overnight, about how to handle this. She had considered several approaches with the same care she gave to cataloging decisions: brisk and professional, warm and indirect, matter of fact. She had settled on calm. She was always calm. It was one of her better qualities, she thought, and possibly one of her worst.

Evelyn was seventy-four and carried herself like a woman who had long ago made peace with being the most composed person in any room. She wore a gray wool coat, good quality, and her white hair was set neatly at the temples. Her smile arrived before she was quite through the door, the kind of smile that small towns produced in certain women after decades of practice-warm, effortless, social as breathing.

She saw the book on Nora's desk.

Her smile did not change. Not by a single degree. Not by a single careful millimetre.

That, Nora thought, was more frightening than if it had.

"Mrs. Marsh," Nora said. "I wanted to speak with you about the condition of this return."

She slid the book across the desk. Evelyn looked down at it with an expression of gentle, practiced concern-the expression of someone viewing minor damage to a neighbor's property.

"Oh, goodness." Evelyn clicked her tongue softly. "I am so sorry, Nora. I had a little accident. Strawberry jam-it just got absolutely everywhere." She laughed, a small, musical sound. "I was reading at breakfast, which I know I shouldn't. My daughter-in-law would scold me terribly."

"The damage extends through three pages," Nora said. "And the book has been outstanding for some time."

"I know. I'm dreadful." Evelyn opened her purse-a good leather one, well-maintained-and produced the exact coins for the fine. She set them on the desk in a neat stack. "I should be on your list, shouldn't I? The habitual offenders list." She smiled again. "Is there such a thing?"

"There isn't," Nora said.

"Well, there should be. For people like me." She tucked the purse under her arm and glanced at the shelves with the serene, unhurried pleasure of a woman who had nowhere to be. "I'll browse for a bit, if that's all right. I'm looking for something with a proper autumn feeling. You always know what's right."

"Of course," Nora said.

She watched Evelyn move into the stacks, unhurried, touching spines with one gloved fingertip. After a moment Nora looked down at the coins on her desk. Then she looked at the return cart, near the door, where Evelyn had briefly set down her bag when she came in.

There was something small on the cart.

A single pearl earring. Antique, by the look of it-a teardrop shape, slightly yellowed, the kind of piece that had belonged to someone's grandmother and been kept ever since in a jewelry box that was opened only on Sundays.

Nora picked it up.

She looked toward the stacks, where Evelyn Marsh was moving slowly between shelves, trailing one gloved finger along the spines, humming something very softly to herself.

Nora set the earring carefully on her desk, beside the stack of coins.

She did not call out. She did not ask.

She stood in the warm, lemon-scented quiet of her library, and felt - for the first time she could remember - not fear, exactly, and not excitement, but the particular, prickling sensation of standing very close to something that had been arranged, precisely, for her to find.

The second fine arrived on Thursday.
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The Fines Begin

The pressed violet arrived inside a plain white envelope, no name on the front, no stamp-hand-delivered, then, which meant someone had walked to the door and slipped it through the mail slot before the library opened.

Nora found it at eight forty-three on Thursday morning, on the floor beneath the slot, alongside the electric bill and a flyer for a church rummage sale. She opened it at her desk with her letter opener, the silver one her predecessor had left behind, and inside was the violet-flat and dry and the pale purple of something that had been pressed for a long time-and the other pearl earring.

She set them side by side on her desk. The two earrings. A matched pair.

She sat with them for a long moment, her coffee steaming gently beside her, and then she called out to the morning volunteer, a retired schoolteacher named Donna who filed things with terrifying speed and never asked questions.

"Donna. Did you see anyone at the door this morning? Before opening?"

Donna appeared from behind the periodical rack. "Not a soul. It was raining when I came in. I didn't see anyone on the street either."

"Thank you," Nora said.

Donna disappeared again. Nora looked at the two earrings, the pressed violet, and the empty white envelope. Then she opened her desk drawer and placed all three items carefully inside-the earrings together in a small coin envelope she used for damaged spine staples, the violet between two pieces of scrap card so it wouldn't break-and closed the drawer and opened the library for the day.

She did not stop thinking about them. Not once, through the morning's reference questions and the eleven o'clock story hour and the long, quiet stretch of afternoon during which only two patrons came in, both elderly men who used the library as a warm place to read the paper without their wives asking them anything.

At half past three, when the last of them had gone, she went to the circulation desk and pulled up the borrower record for E. MARSH.

Evelyn Marsh was a reliable patron. Forty-one years of records, stretching back to the card-catalog era, when Nora's predecessor had kept everything in a hand-typed ledger. An eclectic reader-literary fiction, local history, the occasional gardening title, and, in the last decade, a surprising number of books about grief. She returned things on time, almost without exception. There were three overdue records in forty-one years.

The most recent was the one Nora already knew: What the River Remembers. Eighteen months late. Returned Tuesday.

She looked at the checkout date.

The book had been borrowed eighteen months ago, in September of the year before last. She noted the date, then opened the library's secondary records-the older ones, the ones digitized imperfectly from the paper ledger-and cross-referenced.

She was not entirely sure what she was looking for. She told herself she was simply being thorough. She was always thorough.

It was the name on



[image: ]














[image: ]



















[image: ]

























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
A COZY SMALL-TOWN THRILLER

MILLHAVEN, VERMONT
LATE AUTUMN

- W






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
&





d2d_images/scene_break.png





