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			To all the libraries, big and small, 
and to all the librarians, then and now
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			The man captured by the library’s surveillance camera does not appear to be in desperate straits.

			CCTV footage in real life is not always black-and-white or grainy—this one has medium resolution and somewhat desaturated colors. Viewing the footage, it’s easy enough to make out that the man sports a light blue Oxford shirt, open at the collar, sleeves rolled up.

			With his slightly long hair held back from the forehead by a pair of bronze-tinted sunglasses, he looks like a young Hugh Grant, someone who has enough charm, talent, and privilege to survive a hooker scandal with his career intact.

			He strolls along the stacks, occasionally crouching down to examine a row of books on the bottom. Several times he pulls out a volume, flips through it, then opens it until the front and back covers almost touch—as if to test the binding.

			The next day’s footage is even longer, fifteen uninterrupted minutes of Kit Asquith wandering about the library.

			What was he doing? And did he know then that in less than three weeks he would be dead?

			In the final recording, Kit Asquith enters the library with a cardboard box. It looks heavy. He disappears from frame for a few minutes. When he reappears, he is still holding the same box. Again he strolls the stacks, sometimes taking down a book to drop into the box, sometimes putting one from the box up onto the shelves.

			After ten minutes of this, he leaves—never to be seen on these premises again.

			Maybe it’s for the best that no one can figure out what Kit Asquith did in the suburbs of Austin, Texas—or where he hid the twenty-five million dollars he stole. Late-stage capitalism is the golden age of fraud, and financial crimes are thick on the ground. In a year Kit Asquith will become a footnote. In five years he won’t even merit an ancillary remark.

			Provided, that is, his widow stays far, far away from this insignificant little library.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Austin, Texas

			Monday, two days before Halloween

			In the fortunate places of the world, libraries are everywhere to be found.

			Some are architectural marvels. Some are touchstones of civilization. Some awe by the depth and granularity of their seemingly infinite collections.

			But the greater wonder is perhaps not the phenomenal libraries proudly associated with illustrious universities or storied seats of power. The greater wonder lies in the ordinary ones, the ones that in the fortunate places are everywhere to be found.

			They exist and serve quietly, standing apart not at all from their unexceptional surroundings. Sometimes they are squeezed into tight corners; sometimes they share walls with grocery stores and sellers of electronic cigarettes. There is rarely anything unique or unforgettable about their collections, humble aggregates of popular novels, standard reference volumes, how-to books, and DVDs for those who don’t yet stream all their audiovisual entertainment.

			Yet their ubiquity is their most fundamental virtue. Their unremarkable holdings would have dazzled scholars from the Age of Enlightenment. And as much as anything, they represent a community’s investment in its members, a commitment to care for and nourish hearts and minds.

			Or libraries can be merely another place to work, another place of mundane chores, minor dramas, and mediocre compensation.

			I have become a pessimist, thinks Hazel Lee.

			Or perhaps she has long been a fatalist in an optimist’s athleisure, her acceptance of the inexorable sweep of fate and entropy masked by her willingness to put some effort into the here and now.

			Her grandmother wanted her to take a position with the library system and Hazel acquiesced. But she didn’t think she would be assigned to this particular branch. Nainai, on the other hand, is delighted. “So close by. And you loved going there when you were a little girl.”

			One should be wary of revisiting childhood icons. Epics she adored turn out to have undertones—and overtones—of sexism and colonialism. People she loved embody a large spectrum of human frailties. Places that occupied hallowed ground in her heart are demolished or become something else entirely, such as the old noodle shop that is now an establishment called The Furless Kitty, specializing in Brazilian waxing.

			The branch library too has changed. The current incarnation is a red-brick building, its aluminum roof covered with solar panels. Two hundred yards away, a highway meets a local thoroughfare, but a shopping center separates and shields the library from the intersection. On the library’s large lot, much of which has been left unpaved, mature live oaks flourish and further foster a sense of comfortable seclusion.

			Pleasant. Not impressive, but pleasant. And Hazel is satisfied with pleasant. She parks her e-bike on the rack at the front of the library and hooks her helmet to her backpack. Nearer to the entrance stands a stack of a free regional weekly. She remembers the publication from decades ago and is happier than she thought she would be that it still exists.

			A hesitant question comes as she browses the latest issue’s guidance on the upcoming off-year election. “Hi. Are you Hazel?”

			Hazel turns around; a young white woman in her late twenties waves. Other than the red streaks in her sandy hair, she looks a lot like a hobbit: round-faced, with pink cheeks and brown eyes. Hazel can see her dancing, in the exact dusty-rose sweater vest and long corduroy skirt she’s wearing, at Bilbo Baggins’s eleventy-first birthday party.

			In other words, absurdly cute.

			She smiles. “Yes, hi, I’m Hazel.”

			They shake hands. The young woman, who speaks with a Scandinavian accent, introduces herself as Astrid, a librarian at the branch.

			“It’s great to have you here,” says Astrid, looking a little shy. “Let me open the place up and show you around.”

			The library’s two sets of automatic doors slide apart to reveal ten computer terminals set up for the public. To the left of the computer terminals are the stacks. To the right, the circulation area. An L-shaped children’s department wraps around the circulation area on the farther side, making the latter feel like a snug island, the warm heart of the library.

			Behind the stacks, a long rectangular work gallery unspools with desks, chairs, and plenty of outlets set beneath a bank of wide windows. Outside the windows, thick vines on metal trellises form natural sunscreens.

			Beyond the work gallery, invisible from the front entrance, nestles a reading area. There are fewer magazines on the periodicals shelf now—the times have not been kind to print publications—and the spin racks of audio CDs are gone. But DVDs still take up half a wall and the collection of graphic novels has proliferated.

			Given that Halloween is right around the corner, there are a fair number of skeletons scattered around the library, mostly on posters that will be taken down on November first. But there is a fully articulated skeleton in the children’s area, peering intently into a shelf of image-heavy compendiums on dinosaurs. Not far away, three chubby and friendly-looking ghosts cluster around a Brambly Hedge collection.

			Astrid has Hazel deposit her personal items in the librarians’ office, sandwiched between the circulation area and the drive-through pickup at the very back. She helps Hazel turn on the public terminals and the checkout stations’ computers, then introduces Hazel to Sophie, a striking Black woman in a perfectly fitted hunter green suit and sky-high heels, and a tall, bearded white man named Jonathan—Sophie is the branch administrator, Jonathan their program director.

			She also presents two other librarians, but Inez and Raj protest that they are only clerks, not real librarians. Hazel takes that to mean that they, like her, do not have an advanced degree in library and information science. Not everyone at an attorneys’ office is a lawyer and not everyone on a flight crew is a pilot—Hazel, no information specialist, will shoulder relatively humble duties.

			“To the public we are all librarians,” insists Astrid. “And you’re one of us now, Hazel. You’re going to love it here.”

			Before Hazel left Nainai’s house this morning, the venerable old lady said, “Go on. Start a new life for yourself.”

			Except Hazel does not want a new life. She would simply like to have her old life back, that untroublesome existence she hadn’t appreciated enough when she still drifted along its placid currents.

			She smiles at everyone. “Thank you. I’m delighted to be here.”
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			Astrid has done a lot of fantasy casting over the years, putting faces—mostly those of well-known actors—onto characters from her favorite books. Hazel, she is sure, would have been perfectly cast as a woman with whom a chance encounter alters the course of a protagonist’s life.

			Or at least costs them sleep and focus for a good long while.

			She is beautiful—perfect forehead, wide-set eyes, complexion as smooth as fondant on a wedding cake. Yet it isn’t her loveliness that instantly fascinates Astrid.

			Near the university campus where Astrid spent her undergraduate years, there was a lake that teemed with expensive properties along its shores. One was finished right as Astrid began her freshman year.

			The house stood empty for a few weeks, then one day, curtains appeared. A few days after that, some downstairs curtains were pulled back to reveal a spotless living room, a baby grand piano set against a far window, a blue settee to the side.

			Those downstairs curtains never closed again. No matter what season of the year or day of the week Astrid walked, biked, or rollerbladed by, the curtains were always open, the settee plush and inviting, the piano placed just so to silhouette against the lake beyond the house.

			Never in her four years there had Astrid seen a single person inside, a car in the driveway, or a stray toy on the lawn. The house seemed to exist in its own separate reality, so much so that it was always a shock—and a profound thrill—when a fully lit Christmas tree appeared next to the piano each December.

			Hazel, like that house, also seems to exist on her own plane.

			Her attire is simple, a black blouse over a pair of black trousers, but they drape beautifully over her tall, elegant frame. When she speaks, though her accent is North American enough, Astrid hears echoes of distant lands, a life lived globally. (And her instinct is proven correct within the hour, when Hazel tells Inez that she’s spent most of her life in Singapore and moved back to the US only recently.)

			For someone who should exude glamour, though, Hazel manages to be marvelously low-key. Shortly after she meets the morning crew of librarians, it’s as if she’s always been there. She moves about at an unhurried pace, yet when Astrid looks in on her around lunchtime, she finds that Hazel has culled all reserved titles that have not been picked up on time, pulled all the new requested transfers, and restocked two entire rolling carts of sorted returned items.

			And then sauntered out of the library.

			Astrid retreats into the Den of Calories, the affectionate term for the staff breakroom. Jonathan is there, munching on a bag of Indonesian cassava chips. When people think of librarians, they don’t immediately conjure a six-foot-four, blond, blue-eyed former college football player. Jonathan is all that and more and he is a great librarian.

			“Why, hello, Divinely Beautiful,” he says, holding out his bag of chips. “Want some?”

			The name Astrid means “divinely beautiful.”

			“Yes to chips, always.” She reaches into the bag and grabs one. “Unfortunately, I’ve only ever looked like a younger version of Mrs. Weasley—like when she’s had two kids, rather than seven.”

			Her Swedish genes have not endowed her with either height or svelteness, and the pale hair she was born with turned brown sometime in her teens, a common enough occurrence for those of Scandinavian heritage.

			Jonathan recoils in mock horror. “How dare you! I’ll have you know Molly Prewett Weasley is and has always been an absolute babe.”

			Astrid laughs and thanks him. They chat another minute while Astrid’s lunch heats up in the microwave oven. Then Jonathan cleans up after himself and goes back to work, leaving Astrid to slurp down her chicken chow mein by herself.

			When she first arrived at the library, she ached for Jonathan to become her long-awaited gay best friend. But while Jonathan has always been kind and helpful, a special bond has not blossomed between them.

			The gay men of the world are too busy with their own lives to revolve around her, and the hetero ones have no use for her if she isn’t willing to immediately proceed to the “chill” part of Netflix and chill.

			And the one exception, a man she met at this very library, crushed her as if he were a junkyard compactor and she a 1982 Datsun.

			One does not become a librarian dreaming of luxury and acclaim. Astrid wants to be useful and she wants to achieve quiet contentment. But quiet contentment is beginning to feel like the hardest boss level in the game of life.

			At least the noodles from Trader Joe’s, a store famously geared toward the “overeducated and underpaid,” of which librarians form exhibit A, are chewy and flavorful.

			Astrid wonders what Hazel is having for lunch. Something low-key molecular, she hopes.
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			Hazel returns from lunch in perfect time to sit down for her first desk session, an hour at the checkout station facing the public.

			Not every librarian enjoys dealing with patrons. Astrid does. Other than an occasional best-forgotten battle with the toilet—what exactly is the correct way of retrieving a loaded diaper that has been knocked inside?—she likes the “public” aspect of working at a public library.

			Patrons don’t need to tell her why they need to use the library’s terminals, but their tales of visiting grandchildren accidentally destroying the CPU with a water-soaker rivet her. She has good conversations every November with those who need to prepare a Thanksgiving feast that accommodates every dietary restriction under the sun. And she loves helping people find correct tax forms and fill out employment applications.

			Obviously, iffier members of the public show up too. But early afternoon on a Monday, with kids still in school, isn’t a heavily trafficked time slot.

			Hazel, who, like all new hires, has received training at the central library downtown, checks out books like a pro and processes two new library card applications without a hitch. She even fields an I-don’t-know-the-author’s-name-or-the-title-but-can-you-help-me-find-this-book inquiry with panache. Astrid, the list Hazel generated in hand, takes the patron to the stacks and the older gentleman exclaims with excitement at the second book she pulls out—precisely the one he’s been looking for.

			Her delight in Hazel’s excellence is polluted by a bit of melancholy: At the rate Hazel is going, she won’t need any help from Astrid. But when Astrid returns to the circulation desk, she finally has a chance to be useful.

			A youngish South Asian couple want to know about Game Night, taking place the next evening, and Hazel, new to the branch library herself, puzzles over the flyer the couple hand her.

			“Oh, I can answer your question,” Astrid says eagerly. “The library will provide all the board games; you only need to bring yourselves. Because it’s so close to Halloween, the inaugural Game Night will be murder-mystery themed. We’ll have Halloween decorations and snacks, and you can even come in Halloween costume, if you’d like.”

			The wife, whose lavender headscarf matches the embroidery on her cream tunic, does look tempted. But she frowns a little. “Do we need to sign up and commit?”

			“Oh, no, not at all,” Astrid reassures her. “You can sign up via the library’s website, if you’d like, but you don’t need to. Just show up tomorrow evening. And you don’t have to dress up either—only if you feel like it.”

			The couple promise they will think seriously about attending and disappear beyond the stacks in the direction of the work gallery.

			“Can I come too?” asks Hazel. “I like board games.”

			She smiles a little, as if to herself. And Astrid feels as electrified as when a Christmas tree appeared in the house by the lake, tinseled and festooned, lights gently twinkling.

			To Astrid, tabletop gaming is like gardening: something she might look into later in life. But if Hazel will host board game nights, then Astrid doesn’t mind taking it up right away.

			“Of course you can come. You’ll be most welcome!”

			“Does the library have that many murder-mystery games?” asks Hazel.

			The central library downtown has a decent collection of tabletop games, but their little branch does not have that nice touch yet. Astrid is about to explain that the difficulty they’re having with Game Night is not the number of games required but a lack of interest on the part of the patrons when a man north of seventy makes a beeline for Hazel.

			“Why, hello, are you new here?”

			Oh, no, not this guy. If this were a cartoon, his eyeballs would be bouncing all over Hazel, maybe even stuck to the front of her shirt.

			Hazel smiles—for someone who feels so enigmatic, she has a very friendly smile. “Yes, today is my first day.”

			“Welcome to the library!” The old dude, his pale skin slack and crepey, returns an unctuous grin. “I love this branch. All the librarians here are so nice and helpful.”

			Yes, and all the nice and helpful librarians would love it if he never came back.

			“That’s wonderful,” says Hazel in her low, soft voice. “How can I help you?”

			The man sets a pair of reading glasses on his nose and pulls a slip of paper out of his pocket. “Let’s see.”

			If he doesn’t say Fifty Shades, then the enshittification of the internet ends today.

			“Fifty Shades,” says the man, glancing up as he smooths his stringy comb-over. “That’s the book my lady friend recommends.”

			Social platforms erode, water is still wet, and Astrid will bet her collection of BTS photocards that said lady friend is of the inflatable variety.

			Calmly Hazel taps on her keyboard. “We have a great many titles that begin with the words ‘Fifty Shades.’ What is your book’s subject matter, sir?”

			“Really? I thought there was just the one.”

			“There are a lot of them. There is Fifty Shades of Grace, which looks to be a spiritual memoir. Fifty Shades of Bipolar, for essays on the subject. And in the realm of cookbooks, we have Fifty Shades of Kale and Fifty Shades of Chicken, if you are interested in trussing poultry.”

			Astrid suppresses an urge to laugh.

			“Oh,” says the old guy. “I see. I see.”

			Is the troll wondering whether he is being trolled? Yes, you are, troll!

			“I think mine is fiction,” he adds gamely.

			“All right. Let me adjust my search parameters, then,” answers Hazel, clicking and scrolling. “Still a ton of titles. Fifty Shades of Crystal. Fifty Shades of Haiku. Fifty Shades of Hell. There appears to be a fifty shades of everything.”

			The old guy clears his throat. “Maybe there’s a color in the title?”

			“Fifty Shades of Black? Fifty Shades of Greyhound?”

			Astrid coughs so she won’t giggle.

			“Gray, yes. That’s the color.”

			“Fifty Shades of Dorian Gray, Fifty Shades of Earl Grey, or plain old Fifty Shades of Grey?”

			“Plain old Fifty Shades of Grey,” mutters the old guy in relief.

			“And would you like to read it from the point of view of the female protagonist or the male one?”

			“There are two versions?”

			“Yes. Or perhaps you’d prefer the cinematic version instead? We have it on DVD.”

			“I…” The old man perks up a bit. “Do you have any recommendations as to which version I should go for?”

			“Ah,” says Hazel, “I’m afraid I can’t help you there. I’ve never read the book or watched the movie.”

			“But I thought librarians read everything.”

			“Maybe some librarians do but I haven’t yet. And when I do read erotic fiction, I prefer the male-male variety. I can recommend many good titles in that subgenre. Would you like a few, sir?”

			Ah, what joy to behold the unwelcome patron’s hasty retreat. The 1812 Overture—or whichever tune plays on Fourth of July right before the fireworks start—should be blaring out of the PA system right now, all pomp and triumph. Serves you right, dirty old man, wasting public servants’ time for your stupid titillation.

			The automatic doors open. The old man wobbles out. Astrid at last allows herself to grin openly. She sits down at the idle terminal next to Hazel and looks into the library’s catalogue. Hazel has not exaggerated: The system does own all those titles and more for the delectation of the public.

			It would be rude to discuss patrons out in the open, so she leans toward Hazel and whispers, “Do you really read male-male erotica?”

			Hazel smiles a little. “Librarians read everything, right?”

			What a mysterious and unsatisfying answer. Can Astrid press a little—maybe even confess that she has read more than a few fanfics on what BBC Sherlock and Dr. Watson get up to after hours at 221B Baker Street?

			Or maybe that would be too much, given that they met only this morning.

			Reluctantly, Astrid straightens, tells Hazel that she’s doing a great job, and flounces out of the circulation area. There’s a middle school less than a mile from the library. After school a fair number of kids come to the library, and Astrid usually spends part of her afternoon in the children’s area, supervising and helping with homework.

			Her path takes her near the front entrance, the automatic doors of which part at that exact moment to admit the man who made her feel cherished and understood—and then ghosted her without a backward glance.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			George A. Romero is likely spinning in his grave, but someone who ghosts you and then reappears back on the scene as if nothing happened is called a zombie.

			Yet as Astrid’s personal zombie apocalypse looms, she is elated. She always hoped that there was a legitimate reason behind Perry’s abrupt disappearance, that someday he would return to explain everything.

			And here he is, looking strong and healthy. Eager. She wishes, all at once, that she hadn’t worn such a hobbitcore outfit today. She actually has an oxblood suit that’s quite sleek. And he—

			He walks right past her, as if she were one of the public computer terminals, and heads for Hazel.

			Astrid, her hand half-raised in greeting, turns into stone.

			“Hi!” says Perry to Hazel.

			He sounds breathless.

			Astrid understands. She really does. In front of Hazel, she too has a hard time keeping her cool.

			“I have an oddish question I hope you can help me with,” Perry continues.

			If he enunciated better, he’d sound like a Shakespearean actor, someone who bellows Once more unto the breach, dear friends eight times a week to thunderous applause. But he lacks that perfect elocution because of a speech impediment—and she once found it so very charming.

			“I can try,” says Hazel.

			“A friend of mine is a movie producer. Occasionally, when he evaluates a script, he wants a little on-the-ground research.”

			This is beginning to sound eerily, grotesquely familiar. Is his next sentence going to be about a thriller that takes place in a library?

			“The script he’s looking at is a thriller that takes place in a library very much like this one. And he wants to know, realistically, how long a book can sit undisturbed on the library’s shelves. And what library policies or procedures might shorten or elongate that time frame.”

			Is this what it feels like to have her eardrums blown out?

			“Interesting questions—must be a fun script,” says Hazel. “I’m probably not the best person to answer since I’m new here. But I’m sure my colleagues can help.”

			She looks behind herself. “Jonathan, could you come here for a second?”

			Astrid thought she’d turned into a pillar of salt. But at that moment she moves fast enough to give Usain Bolt whiplash.

			On the day Perry first came into the library—with those same questions—Astrid too asked Jonathan for help. She wasn’t exactly sure how RFID technology worked and wanted Jonathan’s input.

			Another librarian might not have remembered Perry, but Jonathan would have taken note of a handsome Brit who respectfully acknowledged his expertise.

			And she couldn’t bear it if Jonathan were to see her now.

			Not at the moment he realizes, as she did, that Perry is just a younger, posher version of the Fifty Shades dude.

			Six and a half months ago

			Astrid stares across the parking lot of the library.

			With the vine-laden trellises behind her, she can only see cars, asphalt, and the apartment complex beyond. But she knows that less than a mile ahead, the land folds into small canyons thick with yaupon and ash juniper—the first undulations of Texas Hill Country.

			As long as it isn’t stuck under a heat dome, Austin, ribboned with greenbelts and rich in reservoir lakes, is a great place for the active lifestyle. Despite having always loved books and libraries, Astrid also adores open air and an unpaved path.

			When the very outdoorsy Becky became her roommate, Astrid was delighted. She envisioned them hiking, cycling, and paddleboarding around town. She even imagined road trips to Marfa and Big Bend.

			Then Becky showed a normal amount of interest in Astrid and Astrid became Greta Garbo, noted recluse.

			Now Becky is moving out. She and her boyfriend might even buy a place together, if they can find one they’ll qualify for. Astrid is happy for Becky. But Becky progressing to the next stage of her life only highlights that Astrid is stuck.

			No, worse than stuck. Her life has shrunk year by year.

			“Hi, is this seat taken?”

			Astrid looks up. It’s the British guy who asked about a movie script’s verisimilitude earlier. And he’s gesturing at the bench on the other side of the picnic table.

			“Ah, no,” she said. And then, after a moment, “Feel free.”

			He sits down across from her and smiles. “Spring in Texas is less sweltering than I feared—I thought I’d have to stay inside all the time.”

			He has a nice smile and bright, even teeth—have Hollywood standards of glamour swept aside the supposed British disdain for orthodontia and cosmetic dentistry? The smile also brings out attractive wrinkles on the outer corners of his eyes. Earlier she gauged him to be in his midtwenties, but he must be her age—twenty-nine—or thereabouts.

			“April is unpredictable. Last week the temperature went up to”—she calculates in her head—“around thirty-three degrees Celsius.”

			“You mean more than ninety Fahrenheit?” He grins again. “In the UK when it’s cold, we use Celsius and say it’s below zero. But when it’s hot, we switch to Fahrenheit, because it’s much more dramatic to shout, ‘Blimey, it went over a hundred!’ ”

			She chortles, even as the gears in her head smoke from trying to figure out if he’s flirting with her.

			It’s not as if patrons never do, but usually she shuts it down right away. In this instance, though, she might not mind. He’s good-looking in a slightly dorky way, which is exactly up her alley. And his gaze feels kind.

			“Would you like some cookies?” she asks, pointing to a couple of sealed packets on the perforated picnic table.

			He takes one packet. “I’m Perry, by the way.”

			“Astrid.”

			“That’s an Old Norse name, isn’t it?”

			Astrid tenses. People being knowledgeable about Old Norse anything makes her nervous. “Yes.”

			She hopes he can hear the disinclination in her voice—she’s not interested in being an accessory to his Viking fascination.

			“I spent two semesters in Sweden, first when I was in school, and then again in uni. Do you speak Swedish by any chance?”

			A very reasonable question, given that they’d had a fairly lengthy conversation earlier in the day with her speaking in a Swedish accent.

			The day is mild; it can’t be more than sixty-eight degrees. Astrid, however, feels as if she’s chosen to sit on this thermoplastic-coated metal bench when it’s one hundred and eight in the shade.

			It had happened once before, at a party in grad school. Someone came up to her and started speaking in Swedish. She was surrounded by her fellow library science students, her skin on fire with desperation. Thanks to the two shots of tequila already in her, she ground out, “I prefer to speak English when I’m Stateside.”

			The Swedish student shrugged and walked off. And Astrid has zero recollection of the rest of the night.

			But today there’s no one else within hearing range. And the man opposite her…

			“Do you live in Austin,” she asks, “or are you passing through?”

			“I don’t live here. I’m just here on business—for a short while.”

			“I don’t speak Swedish.”

			He’s taken aback. “Oh, I apo—”

			She holds up her hand—she realizes belatedly that she was still speaking in a Swedish accent. These days, it’s not as easy to switch back. “And I don’t speak Norwegian, Danish, or any other Nordic languages. I don’t speak any language other than English.”

			He blinks. Does he hear her new accent? Her real accent, the one she grew up with, as American as Jell-O salad and interstate highways?

			“I’m sorry if you wished to practice your Swedish. I’m just an American from flyover country. I’ve some Swedish ancestors, but that’s about it.”

			“Oh,” he says.

			The hush that follows feels like a thousand paper cuts. She doesn’t know why she told the truth. It doesn’t even feel like she made any major decisions at all. She was just too tired to act out the same old charade for yet another person, a transient who will soon be gone from her life.

			Maybe she should have made the effort. The perplexity and reproof she hears in the awkward silence—that’s why she could never own up to her little hoax, isn’t it?

			“Actually”—he laughs a little—“I wanted to speak to you not to practice my Swedish but because you have lovely eyes. And you were very patient with all my silly questions earlier.”

			It becomes her turn to say “Oh,” unable to follow it up with another word.

			“I am, in fact, profoundly relieved that I don’t have to speak Swedish—I’m absolutely rubbish at it.” He again laughs a little—does he laugh when he’s embarrassed?—and clears his throat. “I hope it’s not unseemly, but now I want to know why you were maybe pretending to be Swedish. Can I—ah—um—buy you a drink when you get off work?”

			This feels like a dream sequence from Inception. Are the placid neighborhoods around the library going to rise up and fold in on themselves? “You want to go out with someone like me—someone fucked-up?”

			He shrugs. “It’s the twenty-first century. Everybody is fucked-up. Maybe there’s a chance that we’re fucked-up in ways that are mutually comprehensible.”

			He fidgets a little as he waits for her response, and the hopefulness in his gaze causes an abrupt swell of tears in her eyes.

			“Thank you,” she says thickly.

			So this is what gratitude feels like, a fountain bubbling in her heart, iridescent and inexhaustible.

			And then, after a long moment, she remembers his question and adds, feeling as shy as an adolescent, “Yes, I can do drinks after work.”

			Present day

			When Astrid was in high school, she read Ted Chiang’s Story of Your Life and thought it achingly beautiful. During the pandemic, when she streamed Arrival, the movie based on the novella, she was forcefully reminded of the point of the story: that by studying the aliens’ language, the female protagonist begins to see time as they do and chooses to marry her colleague and have a child with him even though she has foreseen that the marriage will fail and that their daughter will die from a rock-climbing accident when she is twenty-five years old.

			Astrid often ponders the protagonist’s choice, as she both understands and does not understand it. If she could see the future, she would have made so many decisions differently.

			Those right swipes that led to only self-doubt and emptiness? She wouldn’t have installed the app in the first place. The youthful stupidity that had her believe that pretending to be Swedish would be fun and broaden her horizons? Her kingdom for a time machine.

			And that extraordinary week with Perry?

			“Hi, Astrid.”

			She stills—then continues with her book pulling. In a few days, the display of Halloween and Día de los Muertos picture books will be coming down and she will exhibit a new batch of books on Diwali, Bon Om Touk—both of which take place in November this year—and Thanksgiving.

			“Hello, Perry,” she says, not looking at him.

			“When I spoke to your colleague just now—it wasn’t what you think it is.”

			He sounds as sincere as he always did, but the fountain in her heart has tumbled down and become trash-choked, rusty, broken pipes gaping at nothing and no one.

			She kneels and finds the two Diwali books on her list. “I’m sure you’re right.”

			Silence. And then, into that silence, the arrival of the middle schoolers. They talk at half volume, but they are still chatting and chortling. Several boys settle down at the children’s area’s computer terminals, their backpacks landing on the floor with solid thumps.

			Perry lowers his voice. “Can we speak somewhere more private?”

			She takes him to the empty meeting room—the last thing she wants is a scene.

			“Please, Astrid, believe me, none of this is what you must think,” he repeats as soon as the doors close behind them.

			She knows that his voice is not echoing from the blank walls of the meeting room. She also knows that the folded tables and stacked chairs are not revolving dizzily around them. It’s only the sudden eradication of hope, leaving her weakened, unsteady.

			“What is it, then, you showing up here and playing the same charade with my beautiful new colleague?”

			Perry grimaces. “I’m sorry that I can’t explain anything yet but I want you to know that I hate that I’ve made you unhappy. That was never my intention.”

			Astrid bristles. Yes, he’s made her unhappy, but how dare he bring it up as if of course he has that kind of power over her. “Perry, let’s not be dramatic. We had a situation. It was always going to be short-term. I didn’t dwell on it after you left and you don’t need to dwell on it now.”

			He has the audacity to look hurt, which only makes her angrier.

			“Excuse me. I’m still at work,” she says—and marches out.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Tuesday, one day before Halloween

			The second day of Hazel’s tenure at her childhood library begins with three boxes of book donations dropped off overnight—and the young Brit who wanted to know about how long books remained on shelves pacing beside them. She asks him jokingly whether he brought in the donations. He answers, his manner preoccupied, that he hasn’t read enough for that.

			The boxes are practically the size of shipping containers. The library’s hand trolleys cannot be inserted under them, let alone lift them up. Even Jonathan, with his great height and mighty biceps, can budge them only a few inches along the ground.

			But the boxes must be dealt with, because they block the path to the front entrance—and because rain is in the forecast. What self-respecting librarian will allow hundreds of books to become waterlogged through sheer inaction?

			In the end the work falls largely to Hazel to scoop books out of the boxes into plastic bins and then wheel the bins on a hand trolley into the storage room behind the Den of Calories. Patrons arrive and greet her, including the couple who inquired about Game Night yesterday afternoon. They assure her that they will be in attendance tonight.

			The Brit, who keeps wandering in and out of the library, offers to carry some donations for Hazel. She turns him down—the library wouldn’t wish to assume that sort of liability. But also, she rather likes performing the task by herself, repeating her motions as if taking part in a walking meditation.

			The day before, she didn’t want to let sentiment cloud her judgment of the newer, larger version of the library. But after a decent night’s sleep, she still likes it a lot. The ceiling is the right height for the entire space to feel open and roomy, but not echoing or cavernous. The light is restful and mood-lifting. Even the storage room, accessed through the breakroom and crammed full of donated books, would have been a booklover’s wonderland, if anyone other than the librarians ever saw the inside of it.

			After a while, Jonathan comes to help her.

			Though he’s careful never to stare at her, she feels his attention—she felt it the day before too. There is a Chinese saying, When someone is nice to you for no apparent reason, they want either sex or money. Whoever first quipped so had probably never met missionaries, but in general the rule holds.

			Hazel, however, is a little puzzled by the nature of Jonathan’s interest: The pensive quality of his glances does not suggest either greed or attraction.

			They empty out the boxes enough to push them under the library’s extended front porch as the first drops of rain splatter down. Jonathan ushers her to the breakroom. “Have something. You deserve it.”

			The breakroom must have acquired its moniker of the Den of Calories because of its large open-back shelf, referred to as the Wall of International Snacks. The typical selection of Oreos and Ritz crackers is on display, as well as bags of Doritos and cans of Pringles. But also, Swedish candy fish, Mexican caramels, and Indian chakri mixes, among many other items that might be considered curious and unusual from an American perspective.

			Astrid, when she was Hazel’s tour guide the day before, explained that Sophie is open to having fun snacks, but only allows those that are individually packaged to avoid roaches and other pests. Sophie’s policy must be working. The Den of Calories, all old fridge, older microwave oven, and mismatched furniture, is nevertheless as spotless as a Japanese lunch counter.

			Thinking of Astrid makes Hazel recall how cheerful the young woman was yesterday morning. By the end of Hazel’s shift, however, Astrid appeared distracted—actively unhappy, one might even say.

			Today Astrid’s shift doesn’t start until the afternoon—Hazel hopes she will be in a better mood by then. In the meanwhile, Hazel makes herself a cup of tea. Jonathan tears open a pack of roasted seaweed.

			She estimates him to be a little older than her, maybe around thirty-seven or thirty-eight. She would not call him handsome, exactly, but he is blond and blue-eyed, has an appealing smile, and fills out his I’m with the banned T-shirt very nicely. The patrons certainly love him. They chat him up when they come into the library and find him to say goodbye when they leave.

			He holds out the roasted seaweed toward her. “How’s working at the library for you?”

			“So far I like it,” she says, taking a sheet of seaweed from the packet, “but it’s only my second day. How long have you been working as a librarian?”

			“Almost eight years.”

			“How do you like it?”

			“I love it. But then again, my aunt was a public librarian for thirty years, so I didn’t come in with rose-colored glasses. Having realistic expectations helped.”

			The roasted seaweed crunches rather loudly inside Hazel’s mouth. “So you also plan to be a public librarian for thirty years?”

			“Longer if they’ll let me. But I’m lucky—my mom moved to a retirement community and I get to live in her old house. If I started out as a librarian today, I’m not sure I could afford a place in Austin.”

			Hazel, very naturally, asks about the local real estate market.

			It should have worked perfectly: He gives her a brief rundown, and she thanks him for the roasted seaweed, sails out of the Den of Calories, and avoids any potentially awkward subjects.

			But she forgot to factor in her tea—or rather, the cup of water that’s been slowly spinning inside the breakroom’s medieval microwave. How quickly one becomes sloppy in one’s practice of minor Machiavellianism.

			The former space-age marvel dings. She has no choice but to put in a tea bag to steep. Jonathan gathers seaweed bits from the table and drops them into the empty wrapper. “I know this might sound weird, Hazel,” he says. “We met only yesterday, but if I may, and if you are single and hetero, I’d love to introduce you to someone.”

			In the silence, the tiny plastic tray inside the wrapper emits sharp, fricative sounds as his palm closes over it.

			Hazel warms her hands with her mug. “Oh? What kind of someone?”

			Jonathan seems relieved that she is willing to hear more. “He’s my high school buddy’s roommate. He’s hot. My friend thinks highly of him. And I think he’d be super into you.”

			Now Hazel is amused as well. “Why is that?”

			The packaging in Jonathan’s hand makes more crinkly sounds. His tone turns tentative, almost uncomfortable, as if he hasn’t prepared for the conversation to get this far. “Well, you’re a tall, beautiful woman, well-dressed, well-spoken, sophisticated—pretty much exactly what he’s searching for.”

			News of my sophistication has been greatly exaggerated, Hazel wants to tell him. The primary culprit is her wardrobe, which consists largely of her mother’s cast-off designer pieces. Now, there’s a woman of cosmopolitan tastes.

			“That’s a very flattering assessment,” she answers. “And thank you for bringing this interesting prospect to my attention. I am single and hetero, last I checked, but I lost my husband only a short time ago. I won’t be jumping into the dating—or even the fooling around—pool for a while.”

			“Oh! My—I’m—” stammers Jonathan. “I’m terribly sorry for your loss. And please allow me to apologize for throwing random dudes at you without first getting to know you better.”

			Hazel shakes her head and discards the tea bag from her mug. The tea is fragrant and scalding, the way she likes it. “There is nothing to apologize for. I’m charmed by your offer. I’m sorry I can’t embrace it.”
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			Trying to hook up a woman he met only twenty-four hours ago with a man about whom he knows just as little was not a great idea. Jonathan was deeply aware of that even as he made his laughable attempt.

			Except the guy is Ryan Kaneshiro’s roommate and Jonathan is desperate for an excuse, any excuse, to contact Ryan Kaneshiro again.

			Thank God he edited down the roommate’s description of his ideal woman, because Jonathan distinctly remembers the words “Asian” and “mysterious” too. Altogether wouldn’t that have made for a fantastically fetishizing stereotype.

			Despite Hazel’s gracious reply, he is sure his face is the shade of Santa Claus’s suit. What should he do? Carry on as if he hasn’t stepped in it or flee clumsily, as he longs to?

			“How is the local dating scene, by the way?” comes the unexpected question from Hazel. “I’ve been in town only a short time and don’t know the first thing about it.”

			“Rough,” answers Jonathan, as grateful for her interest in this legitimately adjacent topic as Oprah must be for the discovery of semaglutide. “Sometimes it feels as if there’s no etiquette or even ethics anymore, when it comes to people getting together for whatever purpose and whatever duration.”

			“That does sound dangerous, almost a little unsavory.”

			“I know. My mom likes to antique. She used to say that you have to get through a lot of fakes and a lot of mediocrities to find something worthy of love and investment. The dating pool is like that.”

			Except he often wonders whether he is the fake, the sheer mediocrity made acceptable by the West Texas good ole boy–ness he still carries, despite having left Lubbock when he was all of six.

			“Oh? How does your mom figure out if something is authentic?”

			Hazel’s face is alight with curiosity. Jonathan has seldom felt more flattered by someone’s interest. Maybe it’s because she’s beautiful. Certainly not because she shows no interest in anyone else. In fact, she seems to want to know both the patrons and the librarians. Yet when that friendly inquisitiveness turns to him, it still induces a frisson of pleasure.

			He finds himself telling her about his mother’s reams of reference works at home, her online friendship with appraisers all over the United States, and even her appearance on Antiques Roadshow when the juggernaut last came to Austin.

			Not until Sophie comes inside wanting a word with him does Jonathan realize that Hazel smoothed over the situation so impeccably that he, accustomed to berating himself over stupid mistakes, completely forgot his faux pas.

			No, more than that. Though she said nothing else on the subject, she has somehow persuaded him that he has not put her on the spot or embarrassed himself.

			“I think we got lucky with her,” says Sophie, as the door closes behind Hazel.

			That is high praise indeed, coming from Sophie.

			They go into the storage room, in which they barely find enough space to stand. And there is still an assload of books under the porch. Sophie shakes her head, her palm over her temple.

			“Entropy reigns supreme even in a temple to systems and organization,” she mumbles.

			“You know we public librarians always exist on the edge of chaos,” says Jonathan, giving her a pat on the shoulder—a brief one.

			He likes Sophie a lot. She is capable, fair, and kind. Under her stewardship the branch library has thrived as a community center and the staff enjoy a harmonious workplace. But Sophie is also extremely professional. After all these years of working together, Jonathan knows her opinions on a lot of books and he can guess which way she votes. But of her personal life, other than her devotion to her daughter, he hasn’t gleaned much, if anything.

			“We’re going to have to do something,” laments Sophie.

			The solution to their problem is fairly obvious, but even with Hazel joining the roster, the branch is still shorthanded.

			“Don’t worry,” Jonathan says. “I’ll—”

			They both turn at the bellows coming from the public area.

			Jonathan sprints out, Sophie in his wake. Part of the reason the administrator likes having him around, even though she’s never said so openly, is that he’s an ex-military big guy. The library is open to the public and sometimes the public bring their worst tendencies to the library.

			A leathery-tan man in a tattered T-shirt and pair of stained camo shorts and the man to whom Jonathan explained the library’s culling system twice are braced together, each trying to shove the other out of the way. They are next to the computer terminals. Patrons at other terminals have jumped up and stepped back, but patrons elsewhere in the library, drawn by the brouhaha, have filtered in past the stacks to see what’s going on.

			At least the combatants don’t seem to be armed. Nor does Jonathan see, as he scans the crowd, any “Good Samaritan” about to whip out a Glock—thank God for small mercies.

			He steps forward to forcibly separate the two men. But before he can do so, Astrid, who must have just arrived, screams, “Stop! Stop or you’ll both be banned from the library!”

			The guy with whom she dealt for a minute back in spring stills. His opponent decks him across the cheek. He goes down, knocking over a chair to rendezvous with the floor. Onlookers cry out in alarm. The other man glances about, mutters a few unintelligible words, and bolts from the library.

			Sophie is at Jonathan’s side with the first aid kit. “Do we need this?”

			“Thanks.” He accepts the case and rounds the computer terminals.

			The man on the floor, his face bloodied, the top buttons of his shirt ripped open in the tussle, appears unconscious. Jonathan can’t help a glance toward where Astrid stands, stark-eyed, at the back of the small crowd. For a week or so the guy came to the library every day and Astrid walked around with a huge smile on her face. Though she never did anything unprofessional on the library’s premises, once Jonathan saw them in the reading area, the guy sitting, Astrid on her haunches next to his chair. They were turned toward each other, their foreheads almost touching, and Astrid gazed at him as if she were a Star Wars fan circa 1998 and he the first image ever released from Episode I—The Phantom Menace.

			Then he disappeared. For months, so did Astrid’s smile.

			In the moment of Jonathan’s distraction, a man with a beanie pulled low enough to obscure his eyebrows sinks to one knee next to the guy and checks his pulse.

			Sophie steps closer. “Sir, are you a medical professional?”

			Jonathan would have asked the same. He too is unwilling to allow interference by some random dude.

			Beanie, a light-complexioned man whose ethnicity isn’t immediately evident, rises and greets Sophie courteously. “Yes, ma’am. I’m a combat medic, serving with the 10th Mountain Division. I can show you—”

			He reaches into his pocket, presumably for a military ID. The Brit on the floor rears up, startling everyone.

			“Sir, are you okay?” Sophie asks immediately.

			He clutches at his head. “I—I suppose so.”

			Serves you right, thinks Jonathan. It was low, the way he barged in here to try the same schtick on Hazel. When Hazel innocently passed on the questions Jonathan had already answered six months before, Jonathan had to try hard not to freeze the guy out.

			Or look toward Astrid—it would have mortified her.

			Sophie crouches down. “Would you like some water?”

			“No, thanks.” The guy gets up, unsteady on his feet. “I don’t need anything.”

			“Sir, you have a cut on your face,” Jonathan makes himself say. “You might need to clean it.”

			The guy, now upright, gingerly touches his cheek. He studies, as if in a daze, the small smear of blood on his fingertip, then glances in Astrid’s direction. “Do you—do you have anything I can borrow?”

			Jonathan opens the first aid kit. The man accepts several large bandages and a packet of antibiotic cream with a mumbled “thank you” and heads toward the restroom.

			“Would you like to file a police report?” Sophie calls after his retreating back.

			He stumbles slightly. “No, no need.”

			Sophie sighs and looks around. Jonathan is the first to spot the army medic, now seated in the work gallery, behind an open laptop. They approach him.

			“Sir, you were going to show me something?” asks Sophie.

			“Oh, right.” The medic offers up a military ID to Sophie. “I hope the gentleman will get himself some medical attention. The cut looks dramatic, but the greater worry is a concussion. I’d be surprised if he doesn’t exhibit the symptoms of one in a few hours, but hopefully it will be a mild case.”

			Sophie passes the common access card to Jonathan. Tarik Ozbilgin, it says. Jonathan’s unit once trained with various NATO counterparts and this looks like a Turkish name. The CAC is unexpired; Tarik Ozbilgin is in active service with the army. His pay grade is E7. According to the birthday on the back of the card, he is thirty-six years of age. And if he’s been in the army sixteen to eighteen years, then E7 tracks.

			Jonathan hands back the CAC. “Thank you for your service.”

			Tarik Ozbilgin chuckles. “Thank you for the tax dollars that support my service.”

			Now that Jonathan has seen his name, he hears a slight accent also. They leave Tarik Ozbilgin, possible first-generation American, to his work. The other patrons who gathered to watch the brouhaha have also dispersed back to various corners of the library.

			Jonathan finds Astrid in the children’s department, which is mostly empty this time of the day, when kids need to be fed. “Are you okay? You don’t look too good.”

			Astrid picks up several picture books that have been left behind on a pair of tubby hassocks. “I’m okay. I just hate it when things like this happen at the library.”

			Jonathan wants to put his arm around her and tell her that she deserves so much better. But she’s never confessed any heartache to him and it doesn’t look like she’s about to start now.

			He sighs. “I’ll go take a look at the guy.”

			The guy is already out of the restroom. Sophie again offers him the option of not only filing a police report but calling EMS. He thanks Sophie repeatedly but rejects any further action and leaves.

			Except he then proceeds to stand outside. Waiting for an Uber?

			Can the man not even do a dramatic exit properly?

			Hazel comes up to Jonathan. “Does the library have CCTV cameras?” she asks softly.

			“We do. But they’re not currently working and they’re not exactly a priority on the city’s maintenance list,” Jonathan answers, distracted. A second passes before he gets the gist of her question. “You want to see footage of what just happened?”

			“I thought it was strange—completely one-sided. The patron who got beat up—I don’t think he had any idea why the other patron went after him in the first place.”

			Jonathan shrugs. “Our cameras wouldn’t have recorded anything. But last time there was a fight in the library, a couple of years ago, somebody caught it on their phone and uploaded it. It could happen again this time.”

			He studies Hazel’s expression, afraid he might see a distress similar to Astrid’s. But Hazel does not appear disturbed, only puzzled.

			She shakes her head. “Much more of a thrill ride than I anticipated, working at the library.”
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			Sophie needs to write up the brawl. But the day doesn’t want her to file an incident report in peace.

			By the time the aftermath of the fight has been dealt with—chairs righted, carpet sprayed, terminals disinfected—a potty emergency arises. And by the time Sophie, who keeps a pair of heavy-duty tongs for just such occasions, extracts a sippy cup stuck in the drain hole of the family restroom toilet bowl, the on-again-off-again drizzle outside has turned into a downpour.

			“The rain is supposed to stop in about forty-five minutes,” Jonathan says.

			He means that weather shouldn’t be a factor for Game Night’s attendance.

			Sophie’s sixteen-year-old daughter, Elise, adores tabletop gaming and has been trying to find a local club with people her age where she won’t be the only girl or the only Black person in the room. Game Night is Sophie’s attempt to see whether Elise can find that community of younger and more diverse players via the library.

			It hasn’t been billed as a teen event or an event aimed at traditionally underserved segments of the population. But in terms of marketing, Sophie targeted area high schools—specifically, teacher and parent sponsors for clubs for girls in coding, STEM, and leadership.

			Unfortunately, registration numbers have been sluggish, to put it kindly.

			Astrid has been hyping the event to kids who attend the library’s teen book club and LGBTQ+ social club. She’s even started to pimp the event to the young parents who come to her baby and toddler storytimes, telling them to think of it as a pre-Halloween treat for themselves.

			Jonathan has reassured Sophie, using historical data, that usually more people show up than those who register ahead of time, but Sophie is secretly convinced that everyone is going to find something more fun to do and Game Night will end up a complete dud.

			“I’m sorry, what?” She realizes that Jonathan has said something else and she hasn’t heard.

			“Nothing, really. Just that I disinfected the toilet tongs and put them back,” answers Jonathan.

			“Thank you, Jonathan.” She rests her hand on his arm for a moment. “You’re a godsend.”

			He really is a great person, always respectful and always helpful. And gets better-looking every year in the way that sometimes happens for men in their thirties and forties. If he were a woman she’d have no choice but to date him.

			Behind him, in the middle of the circulation area, stands Astrid, staring at nothing in particular.

			“Astrid, isn’t it almost time for your next program?” Sophie asks, momentarily jolted out of her own problems.

			“Oh, right,” says Astrid and hurries off.

			Sophie sighs. She recognized the beat-up man: She saw him once, in the grocery store, the loading zone of which abuts the edge of the library’s lot. He and Astrid had their arms around each other, whispering, oblivious to their surroundings.

			But something went wrong within days—pain had been written all over Astrid’s face. It was only in the past month or two that she had regained some of her liveliness and interest in life.

			Sophie sighs again and heads for her office. She now has two incident reports, in addition to all the reports she must generate at the end of every month. And a slew of emails to get through before six p.m.

			She opens her door and almost steps directly on an origami love knot—the things one learns to identify from library summer programs over the years. Puzzled—and a bit excited—she picks it up. Can this possibly be an old-fashioned love note? With Elise nearly grown, maybe it’s time for Sophie to think about herself again.

			The unfolding of the knot is a barrel of ice water upended on the tiny fuse of her anticipation.

			
				I know you’re keeping a secret. We should talk.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			On Saturday, three days ago, Astrid led a Halloween-themed scavenger hunt. Sophie, coming back from a volunteer park cleanup outing with Elise, stopped by to see how that was going. As she was about to leave, two other staffers had a question about swapping hour blocks. Sophie stepped into her office for the master schedule. Just inside the door, one of the props from the scavenger hunt stared up at her, a small gray card that declared, in a swooshy scarlet font, A great secret lies here.

			Sophie chuckled, tossed the card that must have been accidentally kicked under her door into the recycle bin, and sorted out the schedule. Then she and Elise went home, made spaghetti, and watched The Great British Bake Off together in the evening.

			When the library hosts events, especially events involving kids, things tend to end up in unexpected places. But this new note…

			I know you’re keeping a secret.

			Sophie’s fingertips shake. The note drifts free of her hand. She doesn’t want to believe it. She can’t even bear to think the thought. But—is this about Elise?

			She whips around and yanks open her door. Her office is next to the Den of Calories, separated from the circulation area by five feet of carpet.

			Inez, at the nearest checkout station, turns her head and smiles at Sophie.

			Sophie smiles back woodenly.

			Inez resumes helping the patron in front of her. Sophie tries to imagine herself as Annalise Keating from How to Get Away with Murder. But her mind spins like a tire in mud. All she can recall is Annalise’s resolute face and those fantastic sheath dresses, and not a shred of the law professor’s devious, ruthless tactics.

			Okay, first she needs to have an idea of the note writer’s identity.

			She is sure the note—written on a slip of paper from the box next to the catalogue terminals—wasn’t there before she left at lunch to get her car inspected in the shopping center next door. When she came back, she’d investigated the secondary storage room, which is also completely full and not going to be of much use for holding donated books.

			After that she’d gone to the Den of Calories to talk to Jonathan. Then the brawl happened, followed by the sippy cup incident.

			During all that time she’d rushed in and out of her office a few times and might not have immediately noticed a tiny origami love knot on the floor. But it’s a virtual certainty the note writer was in the library between twelve thirty and two o’clock.

			It could have been any of fifty people, but if that person also slid the A great secret lies here card under her door on Saturday, the number of suspects would reduce sharply, since weekday patrons tend not to come in on the weekend, and vice versa.

			In fact, the most likely individuals to have been around on both occasions are the librarians on duty.

			Can it be one of Sophie’s subordinates?

			She walks around. Inez and Raj are at the front of the circulation area, handling the public. Jonathan, stationed at the book return/drive-through pickup, answers phone inquiries via a headset as he empties out a bin of returned books onto different rolling carts.

			On the other side of Sophie’s office is a passage that leads to the meeting room and the by-appointment passport office. The double doors of the meeting room are open: Astrid’s program is finished and she is talking to a pair of younger teens who have stayed behind.

			Hazel appears at Sophie’s elbow, holding a box of movie posters that are to be the decorations for the evening’s program. “Do you have any preferences, Sophie, as to how they should be arranged?”

			Sophie is prone to micromanaging if she isn’t careful. But today she only waves her hand. “Your judgment will be fine.”

			Hazel didn’t even start working at this branch until yesterday and can probably be eliminated from suspicion. But the other librarians too look perfectly normal and innocent.

			Okay, Astrid is acting strange, but that is inwardly directed. And if anyone is planning to remove Sophie from her position, only Jonathan is senior enough to occupy the vacancy.

			But Jonathan, really? Jonathan?

			It’s difficult to predict what people might do; it’s easier, sometimes, to take a stab
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