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      There were few debates in the world more serious, more divisive, more gut-wrenching, than this one particular hot topic.  It divided families against families, friends against friends, and generation against generation.  That was how serious it was.

      Darcy Sweet knew the truth of that, and as she walked up the sidewalk on her way to her appointment at the Misty Hollow Library, she was mentally preparing herself to take sides.  She knew how she felt about it, to be sure.  Her own opinion was set in stone but she could find it in herself—if just barely—to listen to anyone who took the other side of the issue.  After all, she was the mayor now, and she had to be extra careful to be fair and even-handed with all of her neighbors.  She had to listen to their feelings, and their concerns, and be prepared to make a decision that would benefit everyone, or at least as many people as possible.  Especially, she told herself, when it came to this age-old argument…

      Which was better: print books, or e-books?

      She smiled, pushing her hair back behind an ear where the wind had caught it and pulled it out of place.  Once upon a time, it had been raven-black.  Now, at fifty-one, it was streaked with enough gray to justifiably be called ‘salt and pepper.’  She could still say with pride that she fit into the same pair of jeans she had kept from when she was twenty years old—well, mostly—but she was okay with not being young anymore.  Her youth was gone, and it had left wisdom and maturity in its place.  Life had changed, and she had changed with it.  These days, it was mostly pantsuits and sensible shoes.

      Checking the time on her Mickey Mouse watch—well, she couldn’t be sensible all the time—she nodded brightly.  Right on time.  Her meeting with the town librarian was for eleven o’clock, sharp, and she hated to be late.  Sometimes it couldn’t be avoided, and sometimes she might drag her feet because she wasn’t looking forward to the conversation, but this was one appointment she was actually looking forward to.

      Books had always been a big part of her life.  When she first moved to Misty Hollow to live with her Great Aunt Millie, she had worked in her aunt’s bookstore.  When that wonderful woman had passed on, she left the store to Darcy.  She took over the business, renamed it the Sweet Read Bookstore, and made it a continued success.  She still owned the shop, but with her duties as mayor taking up so much of her time, the day-to-day operation had fallen to the shop’s co-owner, Izzy McIntosh.  Izzy was one of her best friends, and taking her on as an equal partner had been one of the best choices in her long, dramatic life.

      Priorities changed.  She knew that.  She would always be Darcy Sweet, but sometimes she wondered if the teenager she used to be would recognize the woman she’d become.

      The thought of it made her smile as she pushed open the door to the library.  That would be an interesting meeting, to be sure!  Her younger self, bright-eyed and full of hope, and who she was now, so much more experienced in the ways of the world.  Both of them, sitting down to some iced tea and some conversation.  She could give the young Darcy advice, and the young Darcy could remind her that life was for living.  Then, they could both agree that life had brought her everything she had ever hoped for.

      Yes, that would be fun.  Too bad it would never happen.

      Misty Hollow’s library had been built in a time when public buildings were meant to be functional, not pretty.  It was a single-story building all of red brick on the outside, with a flat gravel roof.  Without the big, hand-painted sign that declared it a library, it could easily have been a preschool or a DMV, instead of a magical wonderland of stories and information.  Inside, for the free enjoyment of anyone who came here, there were reading rooms and row upon row of freestanding stacks, filled with books of every description.  Hardcover and paperback, fiction and biography, bestsellers and books that had never once been checked out to be read.

      Darcy took a moment to bask in the beauty of it all.  The library was only a small line-item on the town’s budget, but as the mayor she made sure they always had the money they needed.  A world without libraries was a world she didn’t want to live in.

      She recognized most of the early-morning book hunters who were here today.  There was Bart Abrams scanning the large print section, and over there was Maura Winston, and there was her mailman, Zach Marsh.  There were others, too.  She waved, or gave a nod of greeting, and exchanged hellos with a few.  In a town this small, everybody knew each other.  That was one of those things that was both a blessing and a curse, as far as Darcy was concerned.

      It was a lot like being at summer camp.  Her younger self would understand that.  It was nice being among all these friends where everyone was an open book—pun intended—but sometimes a little more privacy would have been nice.

      Darcy made her way steadily toward the back, where the library’s offices were all lined up in a row, and where she was sure to find the person who had called her for this meeting.

      Sure enough, before she’d even gotten past the Historical Fantasy section, a woman came rushing out of an office door.  Her flowing dress, patterned with large purple flowers, swirled about her like a pinwheel caught in a category five tornado as she waved furiously at Darcy.

      “Yoo-hoo!  Madam Mayor!  Over here, dearie, over here!”

      Seeing Saphron Waters always lifted Darcy’s spirits.  Here was a woman who understood that joy was easy to find in life, if you only looked hard enough.  She didn’t even mind the way Saphron called her “dearie,” as if there wasn’t just two years of difference in their ages.  Saphron was just different, and always had been.  With her frizzy red hair that ballooned about her narrow face like dandelion fluff, and her puffy lips, and the thirteen earrings she wore in her left ear—none in the right—she was a sight to see.  Saphron was a unique individual, and she relished every moment of her unique life.

      Darcy could certainly appreciate that.  She was something of a unique individual herself.  Considering she could see ghosts, communicate with the dearly departed, and every now and then experience a sort of vague clairvoyance…well, her own life was certainly anything but ordinary!

      “Hi, Saphron.”  Darcy made sure to keep her voice down.  They were, after all, in the library.  “So.  What was it you needed to talk to me about?”

      “It’s so exciting!  Come this way.  Oh, wait until you see it!”

      Saphron’s voice, on the other hand, rang through the building.  She must be excited about something, Darcy thought, to forget her own posted rules about being quiet while inside.

      In fact, several of the people browsing the stacks had turned their attention this way, but they only smiled.  A few of them shook their heads, maybe, but they knew what Saphron was like.  Everyone in their little community were all very understanding of her neurodivergence.  She saw the world differently.  She was meticulous, and detail-oriented…but she was also a little flighty.  Darcy figured those were all things that made her such a good librarian.

      This was a post she’d held for the last two years, after Ivy Grayson left unexpectedly for a job in Miami, Florida.  Misty Hollow had a very hard time keeping librarians, for a wide range of different reasons.  Retirement.  Felony arrest.  Even murder.  If nothing else, life in Misty Hollow was never boring!

      She swept ahead of Darcy and through the office door that was marked “PRIVATE” with her dress curling around her ankles as she went.  “Come on, dearie.  The box is in here.”

      Box, Darcy wondered?  What box?

      The office was moderate in size, made a little more spacious by the fact that Saphron didn’t have a desk in here.  Just comfortable chairs and a small table up against the one wall.  Any conversations here were very cozy, and often accompanied by tea from the electric kettle on the service cart.  Her favorite, Darcy knew, was chamomile, but she had a variety that included raspberry zinger and green mint, among others.

      On a folding wooden table she must have moved in here for just this occasion was a cardboard box full of books.  Someone had scrawled a single word on the side in black marker that read, “Donation.”

      It wasn’t an ominous box.  If anything, it was rather plain-looking.  It wasn’t large, and it was the same dull brown as any number of cardboard boxes Darcy had seen before.  Still, as she stared at it, she felt a sense of foreboding crawl up her spine like a thousand spiders all marching along to the tempo of a Louisiana Zydeco band.  Whatever was in there, it wasn’t just books.  There was something strange going on here, something Saphron hadn’t told her yet, and Darcy felt her heartrate pick up at the thought of another mystery in Misty Hollow.

      “There it is,” Saphron said, waving at the box unnecessarily.  “Can you believe it?”

      Darcy peeked over the edge of the box.  It had its four flaps folded out so she could easily see the contents.  The books, perhaps twenty of them, were stacked randomly and haphazardly on top of each other.  They looked old, or at least relatively so.  Half a century, or so.  As old as she was, she reflected grimly.  They had the smell of old books, too.  Real books gained this delicious, wafting scent like charred vanilla as they aged.  It wasn’t magic.  It was actually caused by molecules that were released as the compounds in the paper broke down.  There was even a name for it.  Bibliosmia.  The aroma of a good book.

      Which was a point in favor of print books, as far as she was concerned.

      She gave Saphron a dubious look.  “You’ve never had anyone donate books to the library before?  I thought that was pretty common.  I’ve donated books here before.  Some of my friends have, too.  I mean, I put books in those little libraries, too, the boxes around town that have books free for people to take, but sometimes I bring them here…”

      “No, it’s not that!” Saphron insisted.  “Well.  I mean, yes, it’s a box of donated books, but it’s more than that!  Look, look!”

      Just like Darcy had suspected.  “Okay, but why don’t you just show me what you mean?”

      Saphron nodded, her frizzy hair bobbing this way and that, hopping from one foot to the other and making the flowers on her dress dance.  “Look, look, look.  These aren’t books!  Well, I mean they are just books, sure, but not just books.  I mean, not that kind of book.  Well, yes, I suppose they are that, too, but they’re more than that.  So much more!”

      She grabbed one off the top of the pile, waving it at Darcy, then waving it again.  If she expected something to shake loose, it didn’t happen.  If a genie had been trapped in there, it would have given up and appeared by now just to keep from getting whiplash.  Nothing like that happened, however.  Genies were the stuff of story books, not real life.

      “Okay, okay,” Darcy sighed as Saphron continued shaking the book at her.  “Let me see.”

      She accepted the thin hardcover book from Saphron’s eager fingers.  Its red felt cover was unremarkable, except for some bumping and wear damage on the corners, and fraying along the bottom edge.  The title was one she didn’t recognize, but she knew the author from a few best sellers that had been released in the 1970s.  Her bookstore knowledge came in handy, sometimes.

      Opening the cover, she caressed the title page.  A pins-and-needles feeling excited her fingertips, seeming to jump off the smooth, creamy paper.  Saphron was still watching her expectantly, but Darcy had no idea what her friend was expecting her to do.  If there was supposed to be something here to see, it certainly wasn’t obvious.

      Turning page after page, Darcy read snippets of paragraphs.  A love affair gone bad.  Two families in turmoil.  A man trying to find himself.  She smiled as she turned another page.  This particular genre had been all the rage, once upon a time.  In a way, stories like these had been stepping stones leading up to the romance novels of the nineties, the ones that launched Fabio’s career with their whimsical covers of scantily dressed women—and men—in steamy poses that had nothing whatsoever to do with the actual plot.  In turn, those romance novels had led to the cozy mysteries that Darcy enjoyed so much.  In today’s world, a book like this one in her hand wouldn’t do all that well, financially speaking.  Today’s readers preferred it when the damsel could save herself, even if she let the hunky guy in her life think it was all his idea…

      She stopped reading, pausing to stare when she realized the author’s words weren’t the only ones on the page.

      In the margins, and even in between some of the paragraphs, someone had scrawled handwritten notes in neat, straight lines.  Frowning, she flipped a few more pages with her thumb, landing somewhere in the middle randomly.  It was the same here.  Random notes, arrows pointing to circled passages, underlined words.

      “Just like Maura,” one note read.  It was underlined and circled, with a curving arrow pointing to a paragraph where the author described the female protagonist’s sweet tooth.  She was sneaking candy bars to a formal dance in her purse, unable to last even a few hours without a bite of chocolate.

      As far as Darcy could see, there was no Maura in this story.  So, who were the notes referring to?

      “Maura takes candy from the donation box,” was written on another page.

      “She thinks nobody knows.”

      “Secrets never stay secret in Misty Hollow!”

      That last one was a little creepy, written like some sort of proclamation.  Darcy finally set the book aside, putting it right back into the box with the others.  She closed the cover, too.  Not to keep the creepiness of it away, but because she knew better than to lay a book down on its open pages.  Doing that was a good way to break a book’s spine.  Especially a book with this much age on it.

      Her finger tapped thoughtfully against the cover as she considered the notes someone had written inside.  Someone had gone to a lot of effort to draw comparisons between this story and someone named Maura.  Someone who was from…Misty Hollow?  Wasn’t that what it meant, when it talked about secrets in Misty Hollow?  This town certainly had a few of those, but no more so than any small town in New England, or anywhere else for that matter.  This was a nice little place to live, where everyone knew everyone else’s business, just like she’d said earlier.

      Then what did the person scribbling in the book mean?

      Hmm.  Maura takes candy from the donation box.  Like, one of those boxes she always saw at the counters of businesses?  The ones that sold candy bars for a dollar to raise money for different charities.  Darcy had done that very thing at her bookstore for the Rotary Club, and the Scouts, and even the high school’s art club.  She hadn’t seen any of them around town recently, though.  Well, no, that wasn’t true.  There was one here, at the library.  Candy donation boxes like that were one of the ways the library raised money to supplement its budget.  Lots of people bought those candy bars, because the only thing better than losing yourself in a book was doing it while you were eating chocolate—carefully, so as not to stain the pages.

      Maura.  Maura.  Darcy repeated the name in her mind over and over.  There hadn’t been a last name, just that one.  Maura.  The only Maura who Darcy knew was Maura Winston.  She was here in the library this morning, actually.  Darcy remembered seeing her out there, looking through the stacks, carrying that big purse.

      Purse?

      Her eyes popped open wide as an interesting thought occurred to her.  She remembered the story in the book, and the parts that had been outlined and circled by the cryptic message writer.  A treat box, and a purse.

      Could it be?

      “I know that look,” Saphron said, clapping her hands excitedly.  “You figured it out.  I knew you would.  I knew you were the right one to show all of this to!  If there’s a mystery, you bring it to Darcy Sweet!”

      Although she appreciated the compliment, Darcy was more interested in the other part of what she’d just heard.  “Do you mean all of the books are like that?  Do they all have little notes in the margin?”

      Saphron’s coarse, bristly hair bobbed up and down as she nodded enthusiastically.  “Yes!  All of them do.  Most of them don’t mention anyone by name.  Others have a first name or a nickname, maybe?  I’m not sure who any of them refer to but I know it’s important!  Day after day for two weeks now these books have been left at the front door of the library.  Nobody ever sees who’s leaving them, and there’s never a note.  Just the books.  I put all of them in this one box to make it easier, and then I called you.  Who do you think is doing this?”

      “Well, it’s a little early for me to even try to guess…”

      “True, true.  Yes, I suppose it would be.  Well, what do you think it means?”

      What did it mean?  Secrets.  Cryptic comments about peoples’ lives.  That all added up to one thing.  “I think,” Darcy said, after a moment’s thought, “that someone likes to gossip.”

      Saphron blinked in surprise.  “Gossip?  What do you mean?”

      “It might be easier if I showed you.”

      Through the open door of the office, she’d just gotten a glimpse of Maura heading for the exit.  Now was the time to put her theory to the test.  She tapped the book one last time, and then rushed out to catch up.  Not that it was hard to win a footrace with a woman who used a cane when she walked.

      “Oh, hello there, Darcy,” Maura greeted her with a wide grin.  “Taking a break from all your mayor duties?”

      “Well, I do enjoy a respite now and then.”  Darcy smiled fondly at her.  “Misty Hollow might be a small town, but there certainly is a lot to do here.  Sometimes I just need to take a break, and kick back with a little treat.  Like, say…a candy bar?”

      “Oh, is that so?”

      Maura was a petite woman, and she nodded as she looked up at Darcy.  Her hair was a wavy gray, and her face was a map of wrinkles that she had come by honestly over her eighty-seven years.  She had been part of Darcy’s book club for years and always wore those rumpled pantsuits, and the heavy horn-rimmed glasses with the chain that kept them hanging around her neck so she wouldn’t lose them.  Maura had a habit of losing things.

      She had a habit of forgetting things, too.

      “Old Timer’s” disease was the nice way of putting it, when people were being nice.  Maura lived with her children now, as a way of maintaining her independence.  At the book club meetings, however, things had been coming up missing.  Darcy had thought it was odd but now she thought that maybe it was something else.  It had only been little things that had no real value.  Salt shakers.  Coffee cups.  Nothing too big, and nothing that was important enough that she really gave it much thought.

      Not until now, at least.

      When she mentioned ‘candy bars,’ her friend’s smile had slipped away completely.  The hand gripping the curved handle of her cane trembled a little harder.  “Why, I’m not sure what you mean, sweetheart.”

      ‘Sweetheart’ was Maura’s endearment for anyone younger than her, as if every person she met was her unofficial grandchild.  Darcy had always thought it was sweet.  Right now it seemed like a defense mechanism, meant to deflect Darcy from noticing something.

      Like how Maura was clutching her purse tightly to her side, trying to hide the enormous thing from Darcy’s view.  It was like trying to hide an elephant behind a telephone pole!

      “Maura,” Darcy asked gently, “what do you have in your purse there?”

      “Me?”  The woman’s faded brown eyes blinked innocently.  “Why, nothing at all.  I only carry a small pack of Kleenex and a roll of mints.  Oh, and my cellphone, of course.  I don’t go anywhere without my cellphone.  A woman can’t be too careful, you know.  All this crime everywhere.  Such a pity.  What is this world coming to?”

      “Oh, I agree.  Sometimes, these things happen right under your nose.”  If all she carried was those few items, Darcy wondered, why was the purse bulging like it was?  “Um.  Could I get one of those mints you have?”

      That did it.  She watched as Maura’s face brightened.  “Why, yes!  Always happy to share with a friend.  Here you go…oh, my.  What on Earth is all this?”

      Darcy and Saphron both looked over the edge of the purse at the same time.

      Sure enough, the inside of the purse was crammed with little things.  Darcy recognized a parmesan shaker from the Paddy Melt Deli, and a little gnome statue that she was sure came from Nelly Bodeman’s front yard, a man’s watch, unopened packs of colored pens that looked suspiciously like the ones she sold in her bookstore, and…yes.  Two candy bars from the box at the front counter of the library.

      Maura stared at the items of her purse, and then stared at them some more, blinking behind her thick glasses.  “I just don’t understand this.  My purse is always empty.  I’m always thinking to myself, Maura,” she said, speaking to herself, “there’s so much room in there you could just stuff it full of things and there would still be room left over.  Now, how on Earth did it get all filled up like this?”

      Darcy put a gentle hand on her arm.  She hadn’t necessarily wanted this to be true, but once it was out there, it couldn’t be ignored.  That was the way rumors worked.  “I think I might have an idea what happened.  Why don’t we call your daughter to come down here to the library and talk about it, if that’s all right with Saphron, of course?”

      “Of course.  Certainly,” the town’s librarian agreed without hesitation.  “We can use my office.  We’ll have some tea while we wait.  I just got this absolutely fantastic Oolong Milk tea.  It is simply amazing with honey.  Come on, dearie.  Follow me…”

      Darcy watched Saphron walking off with Maura, arm in arm, artfully changing the subject to talk about the weather and the nasty thunderstorms that were forecast for later in the week.  That would keep Maura distracted until her daughter could get here, and they could all decide, together, on what to do to help her.

      The other patrons in the library had watched the whole thing unfold, with a mix of different expressions.  They might not know everything that just happened, but they had heard enough.  Sound carried in a quiet library.  Now they tried their best to pretend they were only interested in the books lined up on the shelves, but Darcy knew better.  She couldn’t blame them, but that didn’t keep emotions from sitting heavy in her chest.

      Poor Maura.  It was sad when a friend went through something like this, and it just went to show that age could catch up with anyone.  She had kept this secret for a long time, hiding her forgetful habit of pilfering behind her kind eyes and a friendly smile.  Obviously, she wasn’t doing it to be a thief.  She didn’t even realize what she was doing.  No, this was just the result of a horrible disease that no one really understood.  There but for the grace of God go I, Darcy quoted to herself.

      At the same time, she supposed it could be kind of funny, in a way.  This itty-bitty old woman had been going around town for who knew how long, swiping little things here
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