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  Dedication


To my aunt Frances, whose own writing of grief letters inspired this story.

To librarians everywhere—you are superheroes! Thank you for fostering a welcoming space for all. 

And, to Kerry, whose unwavering persistence and love for her community has kept our town’s library afloat through many storms. 
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This novel explores aspects of mental illness and grief, and contains references to suicide, infant loss/stillbirth, and chronic illness. 
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Helen

“Are you alone? Have you seen it?” Kayley’s high-pitched voice resounded from my cell phone. 
Expecting a recount of her current drama with a lab coworker, as I settled in to listen to her story, I bumped my desk. The Librarians Do It Dewey Style mug full of steaming coffee tumbled onto my keyboard and the pile of new arrivals I needed to log into the system. 
I groaned. “Sunny beach! Hang on.” I grabbed a pile of tissues and laid my phone down. I blotted the books first.
Kayley didn’t pause for a breath, her voice loud despite being off speaker. “Cori couldn’t stop talking about the book. Anyway, why didn’t you tell me about it? The balls he had to use them! Can we sue him?” 
Waiting for my friend to gasp and fall silent with a side stitch, I wiped the spines of two more books. With them salvaged, I moved on to wipe between keys on my keyboard. Thankfully, my desktop survived unharmed. I had zero budget for anything new. My jeans were a mess. At least my mug didn’t break. It was a gift from Kayley, one I hid from most of the patrons, because, well, children’s eyes. I liked the feel of it in my hand, though. Maybe I could bring it home today. It always amused Mom.
Kayley repeated loudly, “Hell’s bells, Helen! Where did you go? Are you alone or what?”
I retrieved the phone. “Yes, yes. Keep your pants on.”
“What pants?” Kayley teased. “I’m sweating like my grandpa’s furnace.”
“You’re going commando now?” I laughed. She was in the third trimester of her pregnancy and probably wearing her usual stretchy yoga pants with a very long tank top and a white lab coat over them. 
I grabbed another tissue and blotted my wet jeans, the tissue tearing and getting clumpy. Water would’ve been easier to clean. Exiting my office, I made a beeline for the bathroom to wash my hands, which were sticky because I took my coffee with cream and sugar.
“So what book are you talking about?” It wasn’t unusual for my friend to get worked up over stuff, but this felt different somehow. Goose bumps sprung up on my arms.
My assistant librarian, Billie, waggled her eyebrows over her purple frames at the mess on me. “Don’t ask,” I mouthed.
“Remember when I suggested you do that thing, and you did that thing, and we thought that was the end of it all? Well, that thing has come back to bite us in the ass.”
“Elaborate, please. You’ve made me do many things.” I cradled the phone between my ear and shoulder while washing my hands. Thankfully, I stocked the bathroom with real paper towels, not those cheap brown air-thin ones the town provided. I then made some headway on cleaning my jeans.
“Your voice is echoing. You left your office, didn’t you? I told you to be alone.”
“Well, if you lower your voice, the entire library won’t be able to hear you.”
She tsked. “The letters, Helen! He used them in a book. Well, they aren’t actually in it—but your letters inspired the story for his main character, for sure. They’re too alike to be a coincidence.”
“What letters? And who is ‘he’?” I paused mid-wipe of towel against denim. 
No. Not those letters. 
“We’re alone. What letters?” I repeated.
“You’re a librarian and haven’t seen it? There was an interview with the guy on the Authors to Watch podcast yesterday. Mr. Sexy Voice! Anyway, the book came out in June and Cori was going on and on about it.” I imagined Kayley’s eye roll. 
She paused for a beat. “So, I read the thing. You know I don’t like fiction unless it’s compelling. And my friend, it was. Oh, it was! Anyway, I thought you monitored all the buzzworthy books. Bestseller lists? Son of a monkey, Helen. You need to get out more.”
“Hey, wasn’t your New Year’s resolution to stop bashing my lame dating life?”
“That lasted three weeks.”
“I like my life. Kayley, focus. What book?” Tremors entered my voice. A book with my letters? Impossible. They should have been tossed, shredded, never read.
Instead of answering, Kayley continued her diatribe about my less-than-sparkly Saturday night calendar. I dried my hands and crossed the main circulation area, a to-do list flying through my brain—approve overtime requests, check the fall calendar, call the electrician, hound the Capital Building Committee about the roof leak, and pretend there wasn’t a rodent issue in my basement and chipmunk condominiums under the flower beds. 
On the trek across the worn carpet back to my office, I caught snippets of her words. Don’t be an old lady…need to get laid…. 
Elwood Greene passed me, a pile of hardcovers under one arm, his granddaughter Alexis at his side. “Hi, Helen. I’m looking forward to trying the new Graham book you recommended.”
I smiled at him. “Hang on, Kayley.” I pressed my phone to my chest. “I think you’ll love it. He sets all his mysteries on Plum Island, and I know how much you and Maureen enjoyed birdwatching there.” I suspected most of the books in Elwood’s pile were for reading to his wife. Despite her glaucoma, I couldn’t convince her to try audiobooks.
Alexis wiggled beside him. “Pop Pop, I gotta go…”
I pointed to the bathroom in the children’s area. “Over there. Need help?”
“No, Miss Wright! I’m four now. Can do all by myself.” She hurried away. Elwood’s salt-and-pepper beard danced with his chuckle.
Billie could probably hear Kayley’s near shriek at the reference desk. I nodded goodbye to the amused Elwood and stuck the phone back to my ear. 
“Helen, you’re not listening! Get into your office, now! Shut the stinkin’ door!”
Not needing an angry pregnant lady on my hands, I did. “Okay, you have my full attention. Enough of my lame love life. Can we return to discussing the letters-and-book matter? What book and what letters? Not those letters, right?”
“Yes, those. Your letters. Hestolethemandwrotetheminadarnbestseller!” she said in a rush that could outrun a cheetah.
“My—?” 
“Let-ters.” She emphasized her syllables like an impatient teenager. “The ones you wrote seven years ago. I was there for the first one, remember? And you told me what you put in the rest. I remember, and I’m a master at deciphering subtleties. He was subtle. Like, he didn’t paste the letters in or anything. But the similarities are spot on. He found them, somehow. Used them to write this Emma character. Her story is your story…or well, sort of. Just read it!”
Could a heart stop with bad news? Mine sure did. Oh wait, there it was. Thudding against my rib cage.
Yes, those letters.
Thank God I wasn’t holding my coffee anymore. 
My silence must have conveyed my shock or confusion, so she carried on. “The grief letters. This man, Gabriel Dennehy, found them and they’re now in a book.” 
“Y-you just said he didn’t put them in there.” Oh my God, she was confusing me. Or my brain was just working way too slow.
“The jerkface wrote some other letters. He fictionalized them for the story, but there’s no mistaking it. Zero doubt. Yours!” Her voice rose an octave with each sentence, and I inched the phone away from my ear.
“Gabriel who?” 
“Dennehy.”
Was I supposed to know who this creep was? “The letters were unaddressed. Yes, I put them in the collection mailbox outside the post office, but with no return or mailing address, no postage. Those kinds of letters get trashed, sorted out. You had me so paranoid after I did it, I googled. They get dumped. What you’re talking about only happens in movies.” 
“Or books,” she corrected.
“You’re mistaken, Kayley.” 
My letters were supposed to have been cathartic, cheaper than therapy. One reckless night, while hopelessly sad over my good friend’s death, I’d written the first one. Then another, and more over several months. The letters helped me heal. I’d written them not only to Adalyn but to my ex, my baby, my dad, and even to Mom. And then I’d deposited them all in the blue mailbox because it made it feel more real to send off my grief to my lost loved ones instead of writing about it in a journal and boxing it away. In the moment, it’d cleansed my soul to send them off. 
I counted my lucky stars that only Kayley knew about them.
I gulped. “Okay. What book?” I couldn’t believe I was buying her conspiracy theory. 
“Letters to Nobody.”
Ah, that one was on the new release display. Nothing seemed off about it. “I haven’t read it yet. Kayley, I know you’re stressed about work, and the baby coming, and Aaron’s start-up…”
“Read it tonight if you don’t believe me!” 
“Okay, okay.” I’d bet she was pacing. My legs itched to move with hers. 
Even if someone had found my letters, there wasn’t a novel in them. Sob fest. End of story. 
The local postal workers destroyed them, most definitely. 
Denial raged within me. Denial and I went way back. We were frenemies. 
“Maybe it’s similar, but I’m telling you, it’s not—” 
“Read it. You will see the similarities,” she urged. A beeper sounded through the phone. “Gotta go. The centrifuge is done, and I won’t let Cori touch my samples. Talk tomorrow. Read it!”
Well, fine. It’s not like I had anything else better to do tonight. 
The abyss within me where I buried all the grief released a bubble that rose to the surface with a pop. 
Kayley’s pregnancy hormones were driving her nuts. My letters couldn’t have inspired this novel. This had to be a coincidence.
I hurried to the book display and searched for Letters to Nobody. The e-book and audiobook had mile-long waiting lists on Libby, so I was amazed to find the hardcover edition. The exquisite cover showed a melancholic woman clutching a letter as others floated away, carried by the winds of time. The back flap held no photograph of the author above his bio. He lived in New England. 
I would read the book tonight and appease Kayley’s imagination. This story wasn’t about my letters. No way.
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After fighting with the persnickety front door of the library at closing time, I walked briskly home. In twenty minutes, I was crunching up the pebbly driveway past my car. I missed Dad’s old, beat-up truck and our jaunts down country roads. When he and my stepmom hit the road for warmer weather last year, they sold the truck, which, as Brigette put it, was one of his “unnecessary belongings sitting around.” 
Floorboards creaked as I padded through the foyer, depositing my backpack by the side table, and clicking on lights. “Hey, Gifty. I’m home.”
The tinkle of dishes sounded from the kitchen. “Hiya, Helen. Back here. Mary’s already in bed.”
“Be right there.” With a kick, I closed the heavy door, its moan filling the open space. My job and home mirrored one another—old library, old house, old bones, old soul. Mom had transferred the deed for both buildings to me last year. I deposited Letters to Nobody on the office desk to read later.
At the sink, Mom’s home health aide offered her chipper grin, though smudges of fatigue encircled her kind eyes. She blew her breath and re-pinned wisps of graying black hair. “She had a good day. We took a short walk through the neighborhood. She insisted on picking tomatoes and zucchini in the garden. Hope you’re ready for all this fall canning. The raspberries have taken on a life of their own. The apples will be ripe soon. Time to get saucy.” She shimmied her hips.
A matching laugh bubbled in my throat. “Love your spirit, Gifty. What would I do without you?” I grabbed a towel. “I’ll dry.” 
All the same, I wasn’t feeling the jam- and sauce-making this fall. It used to be a Mom thing, but she couldn’t help anymore. I’d freeze most of the raspberries and crate some apples to bring to the farm for their market.
Gifty gave me a hip bump and scrubbed the last mug, despite our new dishwasher. “Mary does well in the garden with me for now. We’ve got a groove. But…” She thinned her lips in reflection. “We might need to teach you more. She had me sweating today. Didn’t you call the repair person for the AC?” She dabbed at her forehead with a clean towel, her dark skin glistening with sweat. 
My pulse flittered, then settled. Seven years after my return, I still wasn’t ready for the house’s responsibilities and woes. “Sorry. I forgot.” I couldn’t afford the repairs right now.
“You’ll need the heat on soon enough! The gardens have loved this last burst of summer, though, yeah?”
“Me, too. I love early fall.”
Gifty flicked her chin toward the coffeemaker. “There’s fresh decaf for you. I left jollof rice in the fridge.”
I gave her a squeeze. “You spoil me.”
“It’s nothing. Auntie Eunice’s recipe.”
I’d given up telling Gifty she didn’t need to make the coffee or wash the dishes or bring us food, since these were not in her job description. “Did Mom have tea before bed?”
“Naturally. I steeped it with dried lavender.” Her phone chirped three consecutive times. She sucked her teeth. “Evans. Algebra may be the death of us. I thought I was done with this type of math after college.”
I snorted. “Who actually likes algebra?”
“Exactly.”
Money was tight for Gifty, with Osei unable to work due to his back injury, so suggesting they hire the tutoring services of Kayley’s husband, Aaron, wouldn’t be the best idea. “He likes chess, right?”
“Can’t get him away from it.”
“The chess club meets every other Saturday at the library. One boy there likes to help other kids with math.” 
She wagged her pointer finger. “Oh, I like where your brain goes. I’ll have Evans stop by the library. The boy needs a good push sometimes.” She glanced at her phone. “More like a shove.” She typed a response, then pocketed her phone. “The daily log is on the clipboard. See you next week.” 
“’Night. Say hi to Osei for me. I’ll bake him my world-famous raspberry scones this weekend.”
“Well, don’t you know the way to his heart! Now you know why he married me.” She winked and gestured toward the fridge on her way out the door. “Remember to eat something, okay?”
Even though Gifty said Mom was doing fine tonight, I looked into her bedroom. Her window was open, carrying the evening katydid serenade in on a breeze. Mom snored softly under a light duvet.
I fixed a late-night decaf with extra cream, grabbed a pre-made salad in a Mason jar, and reheated the rice, my kitchen smelling of ginger, garlic, chili, and other invigorating spices. In the office, I clicked on the desk lamp and deposited the food and mug. A bite of jollof rice hit my taste buds in all the right spots. I opened Letters to Nobody, its binding already loosened from being read by many patrons.
Propping my feet on the desk, I read until long after the coffee was cold. I could finish a three-hundred-page book in a night if I set my mind to it. 
Which I did.
This was good. Too good. Dennehy had seen into my heart. And the story wept.
Not the same way I had, writing my letters. The griefs Emma wrote about in her letters were different, and so were her joys. But there was no mistaking the likeness. The woman in Letters to Nobody was not a figment of Dennehy’s imagination, no matter how hard I tried to convince myself while reading.
The woman in the story was real. She was me.






  
  two
[image: image-placeholder]

Gabe

The subject line in Laurel Krane’s email snarled at me.  
Local Book Tour
“Chill, Gabe,” I told myself, reading my agent’s bolded list of reminders and suggestions.
Laurel had pressured me to schedule a national tour. I wanted to keep it smaller. Our compromise was a tour in Massachusetts this fall, and a small-scale national tour that would run in the spring. With the book’s success unanticipated, there had been no marketing budget. Laurel scored a deal post-release as sales numbers soared. Doing a book tour after it reached bestseller status wasn’t unheard of. So here we were.
Somehow the grass didn’t seem greener on this side of the fence. With success came the headache of accounting. Dad once tried to explain the details of financial management in “Gabe-speak.” 
I liked to pretend a bully in class had come up with that term, but my gut told me my father invented it. 
“A shoebox for your receipts, Gabriel?” he chided during our last phone call. “Learn the bookkeeping software I suggested. There’s a step-by-step tutorial. If you had taken more math classes in college, you could be here, at the firm, not writing books that—” A deep exhale sliced through the high I had been riding. 
—are a waste of time. 
—are more of a hobby than a respectable career.
—only paupers and dreamers, not real men, write.
Then he went on to say: Settle down. Get married. Get a proper job. Stop flying all over the world. Dad’s advice got old, fast.
At least he hadn’t mentioned my actual first book, an awful sci-fi that burned up before liftoff. In stark contrast, I’d already earned out my advance on Letters to Nobody. When Dad eventually handed the phone over to Mom, she cried into the earpiece with pride. 
I tapped my fingers on the desk, sipping the Guatemalan blend. Not only did my purchase support a fair-trade enterprise, but the coffee reminded me of my travels as an investigative writer. That job had its perks, though the paycheck wasn’t one of them. Thus, accounting had never been an issue. One needed a good income to have something to account. Was account a verb?
I closed my email inbox, ignored the blank screen in my writing program, and opened an online dictionary. Okay, account for. I returned to the blank screen, grunted, and closed that, too. Money management aside, the catch to the awesome deal Laurel scored me? A book two…to be written while on the local tour. That threw a wrench into my other plan with the tour: find my mysterious letter writer.
Could I tour, write book two, and search for M.H. all at the same time? Talk about multitasking. That skill was low on my assets list.
I removed the pilfered letters from my desk drawer. I mentally pushed aside Laurel and marketing demands, Dad and the accounting, and the editor’s desire for a first draft manuscript in a few months. Focusing with several fast blinks, I shuffled the stack to bring one worn missive on top. I read the last lines, tracing the cursive with a fingertip, though I had memorized each letter by now, seeking a hint about who the writer was and where she lived. 
I removed the dandelion that had been tucked inside a tissue. The letter to her mother had held the pressed yellow flower. None of the other letters held tokens, just this one. I ran a finger over the delicate stem and ray florets. 
I needed to summon my inner Sherlock Holmes. Digging was what I did best, after all.
What was I missing? The letters had to hold clues. 
M.H. was how she signed all five of them.
M. 
Emma, as I’d renamed her in my book. Perhaps it stood for Molly? Mary? Maggie? Megan? Was H the beginning of her last name or middle name?
As I read her words, my mind bolted like a dog let off the leash in a meadow, sniffing the source of a scent. Every sentence, every word held significance. 
I miss you, dear heart. I’m sorry I couldn’t help you more. I’m so sorry. May we meet in the hereafter, may you forgive me.
Besties for life and beyond,
M.H.
The honestly stated emotion said so much. 
In an age where people begged for attention on social media, the letter writer didn’t. Instead of shredding or burning these private letters, she had put them in a mailbox. What mindset would cause a person to do that? 
The author had to be a woman around my age. She mentioned the death of a baby and that sorrow felt raw, recent. Intuition told me this wasn’t an older woman grieving losses from her youth. She mentioned sharing funny memes with her bestie. Even Mom shared weird memes with me but M.H. and Adalyn sounded like teen friends by the language and references. Memes in general were modern, which made me think these were newer letters from a younger person.
However, back to point one: the letters themselves. Who wrote on paper nowadays? Was I in love with a seventy-year-old replaying memories of days long ago? 
No. M.H. was from here and now. I felt it in my bones. 
The chair’s base creaked with the movement as I rocked, urging the queasiness in my stomach to abate. My head spun. I flipped open my notebook. Who was I to judge a letter writer when notebooks and legal pads were my way, too? I loved pen on paper. On a new page, I jotted down what I did and didn’t know about M.H.
First, the locations that seemed significant in her letters, anything to guide me to where. Marco had been working in a central Massachusetts postal facility when he found the letters. 
Next, clues to guide me to who.
I described the paper. The letters were on simple stationery with borders of green vines and white flowers. It had a gift shop or specialty store feel, but for all I knew it could have been mass-produced and sold in every shop from here to Honolulu. My good contact in paper sourcing had turned up nothing when I showed him one of the blank pages M.H. had wrapped each letter in. She probably didn’t want anyone to read a line through the envelope. And here I’d read all the lines in every letter.
Next, her writing: cursive. That didn’t tell me much because learning cursive had been part of the curriculum when I was back in elementary school. I was no expert, but it looked feminine.
The biggest nugget: the story of how the letters landed in my lap.
Marco refused to go into details beyond confessing he’d pocketed this pile of dead letters from the USPS facility. My longtime friend didn’t want to get in trouble. I obliged his Don’t ask, don’t tell policy, as much as it nagged me to not know more. Two years ago, Marco had seen my despondency over writing, my “Gabe Rut,” and had given me the letters for inspiration. I guess he saw something in M.H. that I might connect with. He said they had moved him, and Marco was not one to be taken in by emotions much. 
Not only had her letters held heartache and longing, but also sweeter and more joyful memories. The fact that she was hurting, but found happiness, even if small, and held on to persistence in the face of struggle? That hooked me. My first reaction had been compassion for M.H.’s pain. It then morphed into inspiration. 
But the letters did more than inspire: M.H. saved me. I mean, I wasn’t hanging out on some cliff ready to jump, but my spirit had been tiptoeing toward the edge.
She felt true and raw on those pages, admitting feelings that she might not say aloud. M.H. was genuine, and that’s what I connected with, and what readers looked for. If she could find the light in the darkness, then Emma would do that: she would have heartache, but she would give others a chance to crawl out of the dark.
In writing Emma’s story, I changed the painful details of M.H.’s letters and focused on the happier moments. Instead of the loss of a baby, Emma had a false-positive pregnancy, which had given her hope after a hard time with her soon-to-be ex-boyfriend. Emma’s mother recovered from her illness. Emma’s friend may have suffered from depression, but she ultimately got the help she needed. I couldn’t put M.H.’s heartache out there. Instead, I wove the silver linings into the story: the sea glass, the dandelions, the icicles on the rail trail…the fond moments she held with each of these special people she wrote to.
I fell in love with M.H. through those joyful memories she shared, the depth of heart she revealed.
Once I had the protagonist developed, I needed to figure out my plot. 
It turns out the USPS has a process for tracking down senders by reading contents of mail—hence the premise of Letters to Nobody. It was the perfect plot. 
My spin on it: instead of postal workers in the Mail Recovery Center connecting letters with their intended recipients, the protagonist pair, Emma and Declan, are detectives in an obscure unit reassigned to a quiet field office, like a low-stakes The X-Files, and they need to solve a cold case via a stack of anonymous “dead” letters all written by the same person. Inspired, Emma begins to write letters to herself as she works through some struggles in her own life. 
It was sweet, a bit mysterious, but not gritty, and very romantic. I had become a softie. It was a stretch…but it worked. My books sold faster than we expected.
None of this was an excuse for what I did. Reading letters not addressed to me was a crime. Not a heavy crime, but one nonetheless. Marco had tampered with mail, and I was an accessory. 
Shoving my moral dilemma and possible legal liability aside, I gently folded the top letter, slipped it into the torn and faded ivory envelope, and placed it and the others inside a drawer, shutting them in the darkness of my desk. 
Massaging the back of my neck, I plodded to the kitchen. An alert whistled on my phone. The interview with the Boston Public Library was in two hours.  
I reviewed the T schedule again. My new place in Newton meant fewer transfers. I typed another reminder into my phone. On my travels abroad, I employed guides or relied on company-provided transportation. With adequate prep work, my challenges didn’t hinder me. Dyscalculia, with its difficulties around spatial processing, went with driving like peanut butter went with pickles—not well. Public transit was far easier, but the T and bus only went so far. I’d need to drive on this upcoming small-town tour. How else could I track down the letter writer? 
Finding my M.H. was worth the driving, the headaches, the dizziness. 
My M.H. 
Delusional, Gabe. She isn’t yours.
Laurel planned for twenty stops in six weeks, starting around Springfield and working east toward Boston. My stipulation was a week-long mid-tour break in Sanders Mill. In the center of Massachusetts, it was an ideal spot for a little R and R. Plus, I could branch out my search. 
Returning to my desk, balancing a plate piled with a turkey sandwich, cucumbers, and potato chips, I perused the open file on my laptop listing the towns I wanted to visit in addition to Laurel’s itinerary. Detours had to fit my criteria: all in the under-ten-thousand population range (I just had a sense M.H. lived in a smaller town) and in proximity to the old Central Massachusetts Railroad. That former rail line ran for nearly a hundred miles from Northampton to Cambridge. The town could also be somewhere along the old Boston, Barre and Gardner Railroad, which ran south to north. I had drawn a triangle on the map to give me a rough estimate of my search area. Like the Bermuda Triangle.
It was a crapshoot, but I had to try. 
My phone rang. I swallowed a bite of sandwich and swiped. “Hey, Laurel.”
“Get the schedule?”
“Right here. Heading to the library soon.” 
“How’s the writing?”
There it was. The elephant in the room. More like five elephants, shoulder to shoulder. This room was getting crowded: deadline, writer’s block, legal liability and ethical guilt, and of course the question of M.H.’s whereabouts.
“Gabe, I need the manuscript by the end of January if we’re to get it into the editorial schedule. We’re lucky they’re fast-tracking it. This could be a series, you know.”
I knew. And never planned to go beyond one book. Why again had I agreed to this? “I’m working on it.” 
A semblance of a second book sat in a folder on my computer. Like, a few sentences. Without new letters as inspiration, how could I write book two for Emma and Declan? I was back to where I was two years ago…alone, hungering for a vision. Feeling like an outsider looking in at the world, instead of being part of it.
Part of me needed to find my muse. Another part needed to find a way to make things up to her, the real woman whose story I had taken. And a third part needed—or at least wanted, very strongly—to know that real woman, to see her face to face.
I needed to find my M.H.
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Helen

“He’s in love with her,” Harper Prescott said, as if she were in no mood for an argument. 
My ears perked up at the discussion at the library circulation desk.
“Not possible. She’s fictional,” Brenna argued, working the attitude of I know everything.
“Oh, stop cappin’. You know you think it, too. And she is real.” Harper’s voice, usually one I could hear from afar with its distinct sugary enthusiasm, sounded deflated today. A book met the counter with a jangle of a wrist bracelet, and Harper huffed. “It’s like a real-life message in a bottle thing. Like that really old movie? At least nobody dies in the end of this one!” 
Billie said, “That movie was also a book, ladies.”
“Huh?” they said.
I bridled a smile at the save me look Billie gave over her purple readers. Her tolerance for teen hormones and moodiness was low. I loved their spirit. Kids in the library meant life in a library. Years ago, at the Boston Public Library, I’d handled my share of little ones as the children’s librarian. Sometimes I missed those days. Seeing teens here getting books instead of staring at screens made me happy. 
Billie told Harper, “The likelihood of finding so many bottles with messages all from one person is best left for Hollywood, girls.”
Harper yawned. “It is possible. In my stats class, we discussed—” 
Billie brandished her hand. “You win, dear. You won when you said stats. Are you checking that out?”
Harper slid the book across the desk with her pointer finger, then turned her attention to her phone after it beeped. “Yes. The wait for the e-book is just too long. Can’t you get more or something?” 
“I’ll get right on that.” 
“Need help?” I came to Billie’s side, a stack of YA books in my arms. We couldn’t keep the Dragon Saga on the shelves. I’d submitted another request to Overdrive for digital copies. 
“Harper wanted to start a book club for this novel, Miss Wright,” Brenna said. “We can’t agree on whether it’s based on a true story or not.” 
“Book clubs can discuss both fiction and nonfiction. Memoirs are popular, too.”
Brenna gagged with her eyes. “My mom reads memoirs. She’s always crying when she does. Who wants to hear about an old lady’s miserable life?”
Harsh, kid. I didn’t argue that there were plenty of inspiring memoirs on our shelves by non-old people. These two teens probably saw me as old, and I was barely into my thirties.
Billie bristled. “It’s a novel. Fiction.” She checked out the books, mumbling under her breath as one label didn’t scan, and she had to hand-type the barcode. 
We’d spent the entire summer re-cataloging with new barcodes, yet our scanner was eternally glitchy. Add a new one to my growing list of needs.
“Exactly,” Brenna agreed, a victorious glow in her eyes. She fussed with her hair, sweeping it up into a loose bun.
“Oh, Helen, Kenny called again.” Billie tapped the note beside the computer. 
I’d been avoiding the electrician ever since our elevator failed inspection. That repair was going to cost six grand. Last year, the sprinklers were a surprise of four grand. Fun times in Sanders Mill Public Library! 
I turned back to Harper and Brenna. “Book clubs are a great idea—” My mouth clamped shut. 
There it sat.
I shuddered internally. Not that thing. I had purposely re-shelved Letters to Nobody with outdated books in the nonfiction section. I hid it between old cooking and scrapbooking handbooks. Two other copies found a new home under my desk, making a great footrest. I would not censor the novel completely. I could, however, make it harder for a patron to locate.
Apparently, not hard enough for two teenagers. 
There was no stopping a bestseller.
I slid out an antacid from the roll in my pocket and crunched on it. “Perhaps it’s not the best choice for a teen book club, since it lends itself to an adult audience. How about the Dragon Saga and…um…” My mind numbed when I attempted to name some books trending on the bestseller lists.
Harper tapped pointed fingernails of alternating claret and navy, the high school colors. Her scowl mirrored her mother’s when she got riled. She had the same dark hair as Miriam, though hers was longer and wavy in that youthful style. Today it looked messy. Was the rolled-out-of-bed look “in” again? Deep circles framed her eyes. And not a hint of color adorned her usually made-up face. Was it first-week-of-school fatigue? I bit my tongue to keep from asking if something was wrong, even though the vibes were there. 
Stop reading into things again, Helen. Not everyone is Adalyn.
I had been hanging out in the pit of despair all week because of Gabriel Dennehy. His book unearthed feelings I thought I’d banished seven years ago. The book wasn’t fiction to me.
Harper continued, still half looking at her phone, “This book’s perfect. I’m getting this copy for another girl who wants to read it, since Brenna and I have already read it twice. The author’s from Massachusetts. He grew up in a small town near Springfield. In an online interview, he claimed he found inspiration from his local travels, though he’s traveled abroad, too.”
Give me a break. More like inspired by the town he read about in my letters.
“I think Emma was an ex-girlfriend. Maybe he met her while covering a story or he met her somewhere else,” Harper said with a conspiratorial lift of her eyebrow. “The fan groups online have theories that he actually got the story from real letters. That he found them.” 
Brenna rolled her eyes. I popped another antacid into my mouth.
“How could all those people be wrong?” Harper pressed.
“You can’t believe everything you read online.” I’d done some googling, too. Apparently, Harper wasn’t the only fan who suspected Dennehy took this story from real life. At least Billie and Brenna were on Team Fiction. 
Harper asked, “Didn’t a train run through here at some time? We have the rail trail now. It sounds like our town, like Sanders Mill.”
I allowed a deeper smile—the patient librarian smile. Inside, my stomach soured. Too quick for her own good, Harper was clearly on a path to something great if her mother didn’t stifle it. 
Even Brenna caved to the idea for a moment. “Maybe it’s North Prouty? They have that old train station.” 
Harper shoved her phone into her back pocket. “How large is our town?”
A week had passed since I read this cruddy book, and my mind couldn’t stop reeling, unable to deny the truth. I forged ahead in this conversation anyway. Lying went against my grain, but some lies were necessary. “It’s fiction, girls. He obviously researched small towns like ours and modeled one after them. There are hundreds of towns along the old rail lines. As for the letters, it’s illegal to read another person’s mail. Nobody would really do it and then write a book about it. It’s a realistic, but fictional story. Emma and Declan, the cold case and field office, the letters, they’re all made up.” 
Billie returned to cataloging the interlibrary loan items without another word. 
Harper persisted. “I read about it online. There’s this postal facility in Atlanta which used to be called the Dead Letter Office, and it now has a new name, Mail Recovery something. Unaddressed letters or packages with missing information get sent there and employees try to reconnect them with the owners or recipients. Maybe certain letters get sent on to the FBI. Like what if this author had a source or something? They even do like auctions of the old stuff that nobody claims, like the bigger packages—”
“Got it. Let’s get you on the calendar.” I opened the library planner on the computer. “Our population is about nine thousand, by the way.”
She smirked. “Nowhereville. Like in the book.”
The grimace parted my lips before I could stop it. Harper didn’t notice or care. “When would you like to schedule the group?”
With the redesigned and upgraded website, an effort by a local teen working toward extra credit in a computer class, scheduling was now online, and the library was out of the twentieth century. Much easier for promotion…so long as our computers didn’t crash again. Clicking open September’s tab, I told myself a teen-led event was good for us. One suggestion proposed at the latest Library Board of Trustees meeting was to explore youth activities. After acquiring a grant for our children’s programming, Stan suggested a popcorn and movie night. This book club would also be a good activity for kids.
While Harper and Brenna discussed dates and times, my thoughts tumbled to other tasks in my planner—remind the kindergarten about their field trip, set up a day for the preschool to visit, and talk with one of the high school English teachers about their feedback on the summer reading list. “Keep them coming” was Mom’s motto.
Triumph glowed in both pairs of young eyes when they finally agreed. “Saturday afternoons—most of the girls have cross country meets early in the mornings.”
“An all-girl group? Maybe pick a book that might appeal to everyone?” I offered. Not this awful book. Any other book!
“Nope,” Brenna huffed. “Girls only. How amazing would it be if it were real? The more Harper pushes for it, the more I believe her. Emma…she feels real. She’s so sad. So lonely.”
“A little pathetic,” Harper chimed in, typing the date for the book club into her phone.
Wow.
“Is that really a thing?” Brenna asked.
“Is what a thing?” Even though the scheduling was complete, and I had plenty of work to excuse myself for, I found myself sucked into this conversation. 
“Can people open letters like this? Or is it really illegal?”
“Yes, it’s illegal.”
Since last Friday, I’d read everything I could on the USPS website, just like Harper had apparently. The mail underwent sorting at the local post office first, and they sent improperly addressed or undeliverable mail to central processing centers in each state. There, postal workers classified the mail into categories and sent the dead mail—which could not be matched with a sender or recipient at state level—to the Mail Recovery Center in Atlanta for further assessments. Thank goodness they’d changed the name. Dead Letter Office sounded morbid. 
Then again, two of my letters had been addressed to the dead.
Pathetic sounded about right. 
Somewhere in the process from mailbox to post office to central facility to Atlanta, Dennehy had gotten ahold of my letters.
“Do people even write letters anymore?” Brenna asked, not looking up from messaging on her phone.
“Some, yes.”
In high school, inspired by a nineteenth-century ancestor’s letters we’d discovered in my attic, Adalyn and I had written messages in code and mailed them to each other. Stamped and all. We incorporated the idea into our Mystery Book Club by creating a cipher to share with the group. Winners got a small trinket we purchased with our allowances. 
There was something intimate about receiving a letter instead of an email. To wait for its arrival. To tear it open. Paper smelled good. Felt good in my hand. Growing up with a librarian for a mom, who had at one point still used the card catalog, I found all formats of the written word invigorating—letters, birthday cards, thank-you notes. Adalyn and I had bonded over this shared love. 
I cleared my throat. “So, Saturday’s good. You can have the small room downstairs. How many do you expect to attend?”
“At least ten? I want to hang flyers and put it on social.”
The delicate hairs on my neck prickled. It’s for the library. “Sure, Harper.” 
If Mom’s motto had been “keep them coming,” mine was “it’s for the library.” Like all bestsellers, Letters to Nobody would ride its course, then disappear into the shadows of yesterday. For now, we needed this activity. Especially now. A glutton for punishment, I moved from one painful topic to the next. “How’s your mom, Harper?”
She wrinkled her forehead. “Fine. Always busy. Need me to tell her something?”
I wanted to tell her, back off, lady. Leave my library alone. Did the old saying about keeping your enemies closer really work? “Tell her I said hi.” 
Harper nodded and the girls left.
It’s for the library.
With the budget cut this year—again—I contemplated other growth opportunities and scribbled a few ideas on a nearby sticky note.
Whenever the town fell into hard times, the Select Board threatened to defund the library. As if that wasn’t enough, Miriam Prescott would not relent about the possibilities of selling the land the building sat on and developing it for new houses. Though Howe Builders had their eyes on multiple properties in town, the library land’s beauty and acreage made it a desirable target, and the financial offer reflected that. I unclenched fists. Could a person overdose on antacids?
Penny-pinching was my middle name since coming home, but I could only be so frugal. Miriam’s offer would make a world of difference for Mom’s care.
But I would not sell. Sanders Mill Public Library was one of the handful in our state that was privately owned—by my family, since my great-great-great-grandfather Joseph founded it—and publicly funded. I worked with the Board of Trustees to govern it. If we lost town funding, I couldn’t financially maintain it on my own, and my hand would be forced. However, any sale decision would have to go through me as much as the board. It was…complicated. But manageable, so far.
Between Miriam’s efforts to shut us down and Dennehy’s book, I wasn’t sure what more I could take. If experience had taught me anything, it was that I could expect to take another wallop from life. What would it be?
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Helen

The answer to my rhetorical question showed up while I sat at the kitchen table before my Saturday shift. I opened an email from someone named Laurel Krane. 
Subject line: LETTERS TO NOBODY Book Tour.
The groan escaped before I could nip it. At least I didn’t have a mouthful of juice to spew over the screen. 
“What’s wrong?” Mom rested her reading glasses and the crossword puzzle on the butcher-block island. The penciled-in letters were more chicken scratches than alphabet, but Mom was stubborn. She said the crossword app I installed on her tablet made her dizzy. I unclenched my jaw. At least the mouthguard I wore at night helped my headaches.
“Nothing.” I clicked open the email. My pulse pumped wildly in my neck with each word. I used to get palpitations from stress. Now I got panic attacks. Mom usually picked up on it, despite any attempt I made to keep her comfortably ignorant, but right now she was struggling to squeeze honey into her tea.
I took it from her and poured the right amount in. Mom stirred, the fragrance of cinnamon invigorating my senses. 
Mom seemed fine—clear eyes, no hunch, no knotting of fingers, none of the pain indicators she tried to hide from me each day. “Need your morning dose?” I asked.
“Not yet. Thanks, sweetheart. Miriam bothering you again? You seem upset.”
I looked at her blankly. 
“My nerves might be damaged, but my brain cells are functioning, Helen.”
“It’s a work thing.” I tapped restless fingers on the countertop.
Mom pushed out a “mmm,” then pulled her sweater closer with a visible shiver despite the pleasant room temperature.  
I told her, “Nan will be here at eight, then we’ll tackle the garden this afternoon when I get home. I bought more jars for canning the zucchini mash.”
She sipped her tea. “Okay. But maybe you should…” She stopped. “It’s Saturday. The ladies can help me. We enjoy a rainy night in.”
I heard what she’d kept herself from saying. Go on a date. Do something other than be a homebody here and hide in your books there. She was as persistent as Kayley.
Instead, my mom shifted in her seat and her topics. “I’m hoping the ladies bring croissants today. They’d be perfect with your raspberry jam.”
My jaw tension released further with the thought. “Weather’s been good this year for raspberries. The harvest’s busting at the seams. You worked your magic again, Mom.” 
“Nah, it’s the magic seaweed and fish fertilizer Coop recommended I use. Smells like death but works wonders.” 
“Ah, Coop and his Magical Fish Juice.”
Rosy color crept across her nose, and it wasn’t because of another hot flash. Mom and Ronan Cooper would make the cutest couple. Like Mom, I once caught Ronan chatting with his plants. He and Mom loved to reminisce about their years in high school together and felt passionate about keeping our small town strong and community-positive. She sipped silently, her attention returning to the crossword puzzle. The pencil shook in her unsteady hand.
I scowled at the email. To decline such an opportunity—a bestselling author on a small-town book tour—would be nuts. The library needed this press. Never mind that it was thriving when it came to usage. Budget was a different story. Miriam’s claws were so deep into the Finance Committee that she convinced the Select Board our situation was dire, though I did all in my power to show them otherwise. I managed on what we were given. Granted, we had overdue repairs, and lacked step-up raises, and would need to increase our hours to accommodate the rising community population…
It was only September, but budget time was around the corner. I’d need to cross a hundred fingers and toes for my request for funds to float. 
Just…float. That’s all I wanted right now.
My stomach knotted. I’d have to ask for another warrant article in the spring, for extra funds to be given by the town vote. By the graces of state funding that came during the pandemic, we’d been able to replace our two defunct furnaces, but that money was gone. 
It was too early to be popping antacids, but my fingers itched to reach for the roll of them in my handbag. I rose and topped my mug off from the coffee pot instead, though coffee was awfully acidic, and not the best choice either for my rising blood pressure. I pretended to be busy cleaning up breakfast while my mind raced.
Every time the town reached a budget impasse, the library was first on their chopping block. Never the police or fire department, school district, or “more important” departments. The town apparently had a short-term memory. They’d forgotten we hosted the vaccine clinic, served annually as a voting location, and opened our doors when others didn’t. They’d forgotten that virtually every department used our space! 
Despite those close calls, the library’s pulse still beat. It was the heart of our community.
I had decades of budgets at my disposal. My predecessor was notorious for astute bookkeeping and maintaining a community presence. I should know, for that person sat beside me. Mom had been a robust librarian until illness ravaged her body seven years ago. Building on her experience, we always made it work. Maybe something this big—the book signing—would get the Select Board’s attention, get them to finally see just how pivotal our library was. 
“What next?” I mumbled aloud.
Mom sneezed, her flaxen hair coming loose from its pins and falling to her shoulders. “What’d you say?” She fixed one of the pins with some effort.
I shook her question away and slid the box of tissues over. 
Mom cast the Really, Helen? expression at me and resumed her scribbles. “Miriam?”
“Who else?”
She pursed her lips, taking a long moment before speaking. “Lorraine was chatting with me about her grandson the other day.”
I stiffened, but my brain welcomed the change in subject. “Oh?”
“He has a disability. Dyslexia, I think. Or was it dysgraphia?” She chewed on the eraser end of her pencil. “Nan’s daughter mentioned Tessa also deals with—oh, I forget the name—anyway, Nan’s granddaughter has been having a hard time. I was thinking…in my day there weren’t many parent support groups. I’m sure Nan’s daughter and Lorraine’s son would appreciate such a thing.”
“You’re thinking the library could be a location for a parent support group?”
“Naturally. Times have changed since I ran the show, but people still need a place to gather with like minds. Not everyone wants to advertise their problems on social media. People like being with people.”
“That’s a good idea, but I already have lots of groups using the meeting space.”
Mom said, “Well, what do you have in mind?”
“Not sure. Something bigger that gets everyone’s attention.” I shrugged. “Still, small strides are better than no strides and I won’t say no to any group that wants to use meeting space. Could you ask Lorraine or Nan to come see me? The effort would need to be spearheaded by community members and whatever groups they’re involved with.”
I thought of other nonprofit or even for-profit groups that could use our space. Kayley
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