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The Vanishing Volume


It might be bitter cold in January 1943, but things are heating up at spinster librarian Emily Applegate’s New England library. 

When she discovers a mysterious thief is pilfering books from the library’s collection bin for the troops, Emily puts her love of detective fiction and solving mysteries to work and sets out to figure out whodunit. 
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“Good morning, Miss Applegate,” Sergeant Duffy said, coming up to Emily at the library’s main desk. 

Emily placed a just-returned book on the cart with the other books needing to be shelved and turned to him with a welcoming smile. “Sergeant! I didn’t see you come in.”

“I snuck in when you weren’t looking.” He unwound the wool scarf from around his neck and took off his cap. “Mighty brisk out there today.”

“More than brisk, I’d guess. I can tell by the way you’re bundled up.” A tall, genial man in his mid-forties, just a few years older than Emily, Sergeant Duffy wore a heavy wool overcoat, buttoned snugly over his broad-shouldered, and slightly portly frame. His hands were red and ruddy from the cold, and so were his cheeks.

“Cold, yes,” he said. “The temperature hasn’t inched above ten degrees all morning. But I suppose that’s to be expected in Massachusetts in the winter.”

The weather report complete, an awkward silence fell.

Emily turned to the front desk and straightened some papers, her belly fluttering. She’d met Sergeant Duffy in January, as the new year 1943 had begun. He’d attended the launch of the library’s Victory Book Campaign, part of a nationwide drive to collect new and gently used books to send to servicemen at home and overseas. Over a glass of punch made without sugar due to rationing, she and the sergeant had enjoyed a spirited discussion about books, particularly the various mystery authors they each enjoyed. Emily had expressed surprise when he confessed he’d never read a book by Agatha Christie.

That was nearly three weeks ago. He’d been dropping by each morning around ten o’clock ever since, with a variety of reasons for coming in—a visit to Periodicals to skim the newspaper collection for the war news, to check on the library’s evacuation plans in case of an emergency, to pick up or drop off a book.

But the way he looked at her, puffing out his cheeks and shuffling from foot to foot, Emily wondered if there was something else that drew him to the library each day.

“How’s the campaign going?” he asked, breaking the conversational logjam. He pointed across the spacious, wood-paneled room filled with book stacks to a large wooden box near the main entrance. A sign, Drop Books for the Boys Here, had been taped to the wall over the bin. “Has business been steady since the launch?”

“Yes, I’m delighted to say.” Emily flushed with pride. She’d volunteered to run the city-wide campaign, as a way of doing her part for the war effort. “So many people are donating books, the bin’s full at closing time each day. And our storage area in the back is overflowing with the other books brought in from collection points across the city. Our community is going all-out to support our servicemen.”

Sergeant Duffy nodded. “I know the boys will appreciate it. A book is like a piece of home.”

His voice caught, a slight hitch, and Emily wondered if he thought of himself, a young soldier far from home during the last world war, that bloody conflict that was supposed to end all wars.

He cleared his throat. “Miss Applegate… Emily…” He paused, his cheeks turning a darker shade of red. “I’m wondering, ah, I mean, would you… Would you recommend a new detective novel for me to read?”

While pleased he trusted her opinion, Emily felt a sting of disappointment. She’d been anticipating an entirely different sort of question.

She led him across the room to a large bookshelf near the east windows, stuffed full of crime and detective fiction.

“What are you in the mood to read, sergeant?” she asked, running a finger along the book spines on one shelf.

“I’m at a loss which one to choose.” He turned a sheepish grin her way. “That’s why I came to you for help.”

Someone had removed Rex Stout’s Black Orchids and returned it to its space upside down. Emily flipped it upright and tucked it back among the others on the shelf, keeping her gaze on her task and not this imposing gentleman beside her.

“Well, if I’m not being too forward…” She reached for one of Agatha Christie’s newest books, The Body in the Library. “I think it’s time you discovered Miss Christie’s works. You’ll find she crafts a whodunit as well or better than any of the male authors out there. This one’s a clever story. A puzzling mystery, and Miss Marple is a crafty sleuth everyone underestimates. I’m sure you’ll enjoy it.”

He eyed her intensely for a moment, then the sheepish grin returned. “With your recommendation, I’m sure I will.”

He followed her back to the desk. Emily stamped the due date on the borrowing card and slipped the card into the pocket inside the book’s back cover. With a brisk goodbye, he put on his hat and tucked the book under his arm.

Emily watched him leave, unsettled and more than a little frustrated. Before their trip to the mystery section, it seemed as if the good sergeant was going to ask her for a date. It had seemed that way every day he’d come in, and though she was a short, skinny, forty-two-year-old spinster librarian who had no business going on dates, if he asked, she would say yes.

But he never seemed to get up the gumption to ask.

The library director Mr. Purdy bustled up. “That policeman, here again?” he chided. A spare man of fifty, not much taller than she, he had a beak-like nose, a balding pate, and a fondness for sober black suits. “One would think there wasn’t a crime or juvenile delinquent in the whole city to attend to with him haunting the library every day.” He sniffed. “I wish you’d discourage him, Miss Applegate, instead of flirting. It’s most unbecoming of a lady of your age and station.”

A sharp retort sprang to her lips, centered around the phrase that’s none of your business. She would encourage Sergeant Duffy, and flirt with him, too, as much as she liked. She was eligible and so was he. He was a widower with no children, a gentleman with a good job, and they had much in common, including a fondness for hiking, love of Humphrey Bogart pictures, and a passion for detective fiction.

Fortunately, Mr. Purdy rushed off to admonish someone speaking a bit too loud before Emily could speak her mind. It would do her no good to rile her boss. He could make her life difficult if he felt like it, and she didn’t want to give him a reason to feel like it.

She went back to work. The clock ticked the minutes away and soon it was time for lunch. She left Marian in charge of the desk and went over to check the donations box before heading for the back room and a liverwurst sandwich.

There were already a dozen books in the bin, including several dog-eared Zane Grey westerns, the books servicemen clamored for most. One larger, hardbound book caught Emily’s eye. John Steinbeck’s The Moon Is Down. There was a tiny tear at the top left of the dust jacket and a slight discoloration in the O in the word Down, but otherwise the book was like new.

Emily hadn’t read the book yet, but knew the story followed the trials and tribulations of a people conquered by a totalitarian enemy. Perhaps that explained why she hadn’t read it. The fictional plot echoed her doubts and fears about the very real war that now held the world in its clutches. She preferred to escape into the pages of her detective books, and she put that preference into action by gobbling up several chapters of Raymond Chandler’s Farewell, My Lovely as she ate her lunch.

At closing time, she helped Marian tidy up the desk, ushered several lingering patrons out the front door, and turned the key in the lock. Then, as her last task of the day, she scooped twenty-three books out of the bin and lined them up on a wheeled wooden cart to bring to the back room.

She ran her gaze over the books. Something seemed off. Different. She scanned the titles and quickly figured it out.

The Moon Is Down was gone.

Did the donor have a change of heart and come back to retrieve it? Or had someone pilfered it? The library was always busy, and with the bin near the door, it would be easy for someone to swipe the book without being noticed.
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