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Nico

Nico stood beside the freshly filled grave willing himself not to cry. No one else at the funeral had, and he wasn’t going to be the one to show weakness, even if it was his father in the dark mahogany box down there. A hand landed heavily on his shoulder, and he jumped, cursing himself for his inattention. No one should be able to sneak up on Nico Michaelson. 

“He was the best we’ve had in years. Tragic.” Luther hardly sounded cut up. Nico could hear the barely-suppressed glee in the voice of the man who had stepped into his father’s job before they’d even retrieved his body. The worst of it was, his dad would have admired Luther for that move. He would have expected Nico to do the same, if he’d been in a position to do so.

“You have the talent, boy, but if you don’t have the ambition, you’ll go nowhere. And we need people like you at the top—people with real power.” Dad’s eyes had bored into him, intense and commanding, but behind the steel was a swell of pride. Pride in me, Nico had thought.

And he would make Dad proud now. He straightened under Luther’s hand. “Tomorrow’s meeting is still on, I assume?”

“You know, no one expects you to—”

Nico turned to face Luther. “I’ll be there.” Then he nodded, thinking he probably shouldn’t have cut Luther off. “Thank you for being here today.”
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Years had passed since his father’s death, but Nico hadn’t forgotten Dad’s lessons. He’d risen fast within the Division, and now he had his eyes on the Assistant Director for International Operations position. Surely the old cow currently occupying it would retire soon. Then he’d be one step below Luther. Ready to take over the minute Luther stepped away from his desk, just as Luther had done to his father.

Not that he’d do anything to make that happen. Luther ran the Division with discipline and precision, and he took care of his own. Nico admired that. Someday, he’d run the Division like that himself. Same as his dad had done.

But if he was going to take over, he needed to prove his worth. He shook his head to dispel the daydreams and focused on the task at hand. 

Disguised as an appliance repairman, he knocked on the apartment door. He knew she wasn’t home, so he didn’t wait for an answer, but sprung the lock instead. He smiled as he heard the solid click of the deadbolt sliding back. With a quick a glance at the other apartment doors, he let himself in.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


2

[image: ]




[image: separator.png]

Tory

Tory scanned the bookshelf in her living room for a second time. “Waters, Watson, Winter—where is Wilde?” She had promised to loan The Picture of Dorian Gray to her friend Jess. How could it not be in its place? She frowned and widened her search, running a finger along the shelf. Ah! There it was, slipped between Vanderbilt and Vincent. Her frown deepened. It wasn’t like her to misshelve a book. She’d have to go through and check her whole collection over the weekend to make sure everything else was correctly shelved.

Now, though, she needed to get to work. She slipped the book into her bag along with her lunch and zipped it up. At the sound of the zip, Puck came trotting into the room, tail up, and wound around her ankles, greeting her with a loud meow.

“Ready for work?” Tory ran through her mental checklist as she clipped Puck’s leash on. Breakfast dishes were clean and dry and put away, the kitchen counter was wiped down, her bed was made, she’d put the trash out, and fed the cat. She nodded, shrugged on her jacket, and grabbed her umbrella—autumn in Pennsylvania could be wet, and even though it looked nice out this morning, you never knew what it might be like by afternoon.

Puck meowed again and batted at his leash, dragging along the floor.

Tory bent down and picked up the end. “Yes, we’re going.”

When she’d first adopted Puck and started taking him with her everywhere, she’d gotten strange stares. Occasionally, she’d been kicked out of restaurants. But after a while, everyone who came into contact with her during her normal weekly routine got used to the sleek, talkative Siamese that followed her like a shadow. He had, in fact, become quite a fixture in the Laurel Glen Public Library where Tory worked.
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At precisely 8:30 a.m., Tory swiped her card and let herself into the library. She was surprised to see the lights already on in the old brick building. 

“Morning Jess,” she called to the short purple-haired woman who sat behind the checkout desk. “You’re here early.”

Jess stabbed at the keys, her brows knitted into a singularity. She hit return, huffed, and flung herself back in the chair. 

“Something’s wrong,” Tory guessed. She shrugged off her coat, and Puck leapt to the desk to say good morning.

Jess sighed and reached out to pet the cat. “Morning Tory. Hey, Puck. How’s it going, dude?” The cat’s tail thrashed, and he purred loudly as he leaned into Jess’s scratches. 

“Jess, what’s wrong?” Tory pulled out a chair and sat next to her friend.

Jess finally looked at Tory. Her eyes were bloodshot, her mascara smudged. She’d penciled her eyebrows into black slashes, and her sharply-defined red lips were more savage than seduction. “Three guesses.”

Tory laughed. “Michael.”

Jess raised her index finger. “Got it in one.” She blinked rapidly as her eyes filled with tears.

“What this time? Or should I ask who this time? Jess, I know I’ve said it before, but—”

Jess raised her hand. “No need to say it again. When I caught him in my apartment last night in bed with my sister, I kicked him out on his ass.”

“Your sister?” Tory raised her eyebrows.

“Yeah.” Jess sniffed and dabbed at her eyes before squaring her shoulders and growling, “And I booted her out too.”

“About time. Good for you.” Jess’s sister had been squatting in her apartment like a toad, mooching off her for months after losing her job. As far as Tory could tell, she had settled in for good.

Jess hung her head. “Yeah. Good for me, I guess.”

“I’m sorry, Jess. I know it feels awful now, but I’m sure it’s for the best. Is there anything I can do for you?”

Jess huffed. “Not unless you’d like to commit murder.” She took in a shaky breath. “No. I’ll be fine.” She forced a smile, more a bearing of fangs than a show of mirth. “Now we can be single together.”

Tory put a hand on Jess’s shoulder. “If you need to take the day off, I’m sure I can manage without you. Go home, get some rest—it looks like you didn’t sleep last night. I brought you the book you wanted. You could curl up on the couch and read all day.”

Jess shook her head. “No. The distraction will be good for me. And, hey, the day can only get better, right?” She fingered a spiky lock of her hair. “Maybe I’ll dye my hair tonight.” 

“What color this time?” Tory asked with a smile. Jess rarely had the same hair color for more than a few weeks at a time. Her response to stress was to dye her hair. 

Jess tossed her head. “I don’t know. Maybe green.”

Tory laughed. “For jealousy?”

“And because Michael hates green.”
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The Laurel Glen Public Library was a quiet place, even for a library. Its creaking floors, cramped spaces, and small windows encouraged library patrons to drive ten miles to the modern, spacious, light and airy Johnsonburg Library, which sported a coffee shop, free Wi-Fi, study rooms, power outlets at every table, a preschool, and conference facilities. 

But Laurel Glen had Puck.

When Tory was hired by the library, she insisted as part of her contract that she be allowed to bring Puck to work with her. At first the director balked, but applicants for the position had been few because Johnsonburg Library was about to open. Nobody wanted to work at Laurel Glen if they could instead work at Johnsonburg. And then, while they were still negotiating with her, the library staff discovered a nest of mice tucked into a cozy little niche between a rare copy of Wood’s Natural History and a signed edition of The Lord of the Rings in a basement storage room. The mice had gnawed into the covers of both books and used the resulting fluff as nesting material. Puck was welcomed after that.

Puck greeted the first visitor of the day with a loud meow. 

“Good morning Mr. O’Brien!” Tory smiled as the elderly man patted Puck’s head. “It’s good to see you again. We missed you last week. Are you feeling better?”

“Yes. Thank you my dear. And thanks for calling last week when I didn’t show up. My daughter was thrilled a young lass was looking after me.”

Tory laughed. She loved Mr. O’Brien’s lingering accent and the mischievous twinkle in his eye. He must have been the stereotypical Irish rogue when he was young. “Did you tell her it was just the librarian, reminding you of overdue books?” In truth, the computer system sent out automatic letters for overdue books, but Tory had noticed Mr. O’Brien’s absence—he always visited the library on Tuesday—and thought she should call instead. You never knew with elderly people living alone. What if they fell and broke a leg, and no one noticed until the smell started bothering the neighbors? She shuddered at the thought and did her best to keep tabs on her regulars.

Puck had obviously missed Mr. O’Brien too. He hopped to the floor and reared up on his hind legs, patting the man’s pocket, and issuing a querying meow. Mr. O’Brien chuckled. “Yes, I brought your treat, you cheeky bastard.” He reached a hand into his pocket and pulled out a couple of fish-shaped cat treats. “Say hello.” He held a treat high in the air.

Puck meowed, teetering on hind legs, eyeing the treat.

“Now jump!” Puck sprang up, neatly picking the treat from Mr. O’Brien’s fingers. “Ah! Good boy!” He bent and held out the remaining treats for Puck. When the cat finished, Mr. O’Brien gave him another scratch on the head. “Come on. Let’s go find us a good murder mystery.” He shuffled further into the library, with Puck padding behind, tail up, the tip waving like a flag.

Library patrons loved Puck. He strolled the library at liberty, greeting people he liked and snubbing those he didn’t in true cat fashion, with a rear end in the face. He curled up with children in the bean bag chairs in the picture book section and rubbed against little old ladies’ ankles among the romance novels. He glided along the tops of bookshelves and lounged on windowsills. He often sat, sphinx-like, on the librarians’ desk, blinking at patrons as they checked out books. Tory imagined him asking them riddles, and then leaving dead mice in their library books if they answered incorrectly.
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“Nice cat.” The man surprised Tory, coming up quietly behind her as she re-shelved books with Puck riding on her shoulders. She turned to face him, and he surprised her again—he was young. Most of Laurel Glen’s patrons were either elderly, preferring the cozy comfort of a traditional library, or children who came to the library to play with Puck. This curly-haired man couldn’t have been much older than thirty. Puck’s tail went up and he leapt deftly to the man’s shoulder.

“Oh! Sorry about that,” Tory cried. “He has no respect for personal space.” She reached out to snatch him away.

“No, it’s okay,” the man replied. He stepped away from Tory’s outstretched arms. 

Tory hesitated, and then drew her arms back. “Can I help you with anything? Are you looking for something in particular?” Laurel Glen Library housed most of the county’s older volumes—out-of-date, musty copies of everything from cookbooks to crime novels. People outside Laurel Glen’s normal demographic who turned up were often searching for a specific book, referred here by the online catalogue.

“Ah ... yeah. I’m looking for—” he glanced around at the shelves and ran a hand through his hair “—for a copy of Middlemarch by George Eliot.”

Tory tried not to raise her eyebrows. It was unusual for anyone to ask for George Eliot’s work, and those who did ask were generally women. Not that Eliot’s books didn’t deserve a wider audience, in Tory’s mind. They beat the socks off the more popular and far more vapid Jane Austen books. “George Eliot’s books are shelved over here.” She turned and walked down the aisle and around the corner into the next aisle, trusting the man to follow. Puck hopped off the man’s shoulder and trotted at Tory’s heels.

“Here it is.” She pulled the book from the shelf and held it out to him. He swallowed and blinked at the book for a moment, and then cautiously reached out, snatching it as though he was afraid Tory would bite him.

“Thanks.” The man nodded and then turned and disappeared into the next aisle. 

Tory shrugged. “Am I that scary?” she asked Puck. He answered by scratching his ear, and then bounded off toward the children’s section.
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At ten-thirty, Tory pushed her empty cart back to the desk where Jess was helping Mrs. Martin, a retired schoolteacher, load a stack of books into her bag. 

Tory glanced at the titles. “Lots of knitting planned?” 

Mrs. Martin looked up with a smile. “Yes. There’s another grandchild on the way.”

“Congratulations!” Tory parked her cart. She held the door for Mrs. Martin and wished her a good day. Then she turned back to Jess. “Coffee?” 

“I need a large today,” Jess replied. She rubbed her face. “Maybe two larges.”

Tory smiled. “Coming right up.” She picked up her purse and headed out the door to Espressions of Interest, the café across the street from the library. 

Tory opened the door of the café, and the owner’s voice boomed out. “There’s Tory! It must be ten-thirty.”

She smiled at the big dreadlocked blond. “Good morning, Leroy. The usual for me today, but Jess wants a large.”

Leroy nodded and started to make the coffees. “Where’s the feline this morning? I saved him a little chicken.”

Espressions of Interest was one of the few restaurants that didn’t mind Puck’s presence, though she had been shooed out the door once when the health inspector was there. “He’s cavorting with a couple of preschoolers at the library.” Tory laughed. “Last I checked, they had every single cat book off the shelves.” 

Leroy chuckled. 

Tory paid for her drinks and accepted Puck’s chicken, wrapped in a square of butcher paper. “You spoil him, you know?”

Leroy laughed. “Tell him I missed him.”

When Tory returned to the library with Puck’s treat, Jess raised her eyebrows. “That’s three weeks now Leroy’s been saving food for your cat every day. He must seriously be in love with you.”

Tory scoffed and waved a hand. “He just likes cats, that’s all.”

“Uh-huh. Ten bucks says he asks you out before the week is over.”

Tory snorted. “He’ll ask Puck out, not me.”

“Speak of the devil.”

Puck trotted toward the desk ahead of the children he’d been sitting with. Their mother trailed behind. When he heard the crinkling of butcher paper, he bounded forward. Tory set the meat on the floor for him, and Jess checked out the children’s books.

“Tory!” cried one of the children—Natalie or Natasha—she had a hard time telling the twins apart. “Puck can read!”

Tory crouched down beside the girls. “Really? What’s his favorite book?”

“The Cat in the Hat!”

Tory smiled. “No surprise there. He’s just as troublesome as the Cat in the Hat sometimes.” She ruffled the girl’s hair and stood.

When the children left, Tory strolled with her coffee to the children’s area and re-shelved the books they’d scattered. As she approached the desk again, the phone rang. Jess answered.

“Laurel Glen Public Library, Jess speaking ... Hi Margo.” She raised her eyebrows at Tory. Margo was the director of the county library system. She treated Laurel Glen with the sort of disdain Puck reserved for dogs. “We’re good. Things are going well here ... A quiet day, yes ...” There was a long pause, and Jess frowned. “What?” She pressed her lips together sending her savage look into overdrive. “I see ... When? ... Yes ... I understand ... Yes, we’ll do that ... Thank you.” Jess put down the receiver and swore. She looked up at Tory, leaning over the desk now. “They’re closing us down.”
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Nico

Nico sat in the Espressions of Interest café, feigning interest in his book. He checked the time—10:44—something was wrong. The woman was always here by 10:32. Maybe this job was finally going to become more interesting. 

He laughed to himself. Yeah, right. He’d been on this assignment for a month now, and the woman he was tailing hadn’t altered her weekly routine by more than a minute. He wasn’t even really tailing her anymore; he was simply showing up where he knew she would be arriving soon. It was too much to hope she was doing something of interest to the Division. 

Oh, she was powerful—he agreed with his boss there. He didn’t dare get too close to her; no one knew what she was capable of. But she was so boring. 

In his head, Nico had been composing the report he was going to submit to the Division. Subject appears not to recognize her own nature. She has no imagination and, provided she is left alone, I am confident she will never use her power in any conscious way. Her habits are so predictable, it would be simple to limit her contact with Users, thus rendering her innocuous.

Innocuous. Except she would kill him with boredom if he was stuck tailing her for much longer. He checked the time again—10:45. This was the most interesting thing to happen in four weeks. He should try to locate her. He’d catch hell back at the office if he lost her. He knocked back the last of his coffee and was about to rise when she stepped through the door. He pulled out his book and ducked his head, pretending to read.

“Tory! You’re late today.” Leroy wagged a finger at the woman. 

She looked tired. “Yes, it’s been a difficult week.” She brightened. “But I brought Puck with me.”

“Ah! My little feline friend.” He reached out to pet the cat perched on the woman’s shoulders. What sort of cat rode around on people’s shoulders? Puck purred and playfully batted Leroy’s hand. “I expect I can find a little something for you, Puck.” He stepped into the back and returned with a lump of meat on a sheet of butcher paper. He handed it to Tory, and the cat pounced on it as she set it on the floor for him. That had to break half a dozen health and safety rules.

Leroy’s gaze turned back to Tory. “It must be something bad to make you fifteen minutes late for your coffee.”

Tory nodded. “They’re closing the library as of the end of the month.”

“Oh no! And what about you and Jess?”

“We’re out of a job.” The woman’s face scrunched up, twisting the scar on her left cheek. Nico shuddered inwardly. That scar gave her a sinister look, even half-hidden with makeup; it was like an evil clown smile, bright and shiny against her dark complexion. It apparently didn’t faze Leroy, though, because he took Tory’s hand in his.

“Oh, Tory. I’m so sorry. Look, today’s coffee is on me, for both of you. The usual?”

The woman sniffed and blinked. “That’s sweet of you, Leroy, but there’s no need. We’ll both manage. It’s just ... well, you know, it means looking for a new job, probably a new apartment ...” She sighed. “It totally makes sense for the county to close Laurel Glen Library. It’s an anachronism. Doesn’t even have Wi-Fi. But ... well ... it’s my job, and I like it.”

Leroy handed over two coffees, stubbornly refusing to accept payment for them. Tory thanked him and turned, looking for Puck. It was only then Nico noticed the cat rubbing around his ankles.

The woman set down her coffees and swooped to pick up the cat. Nico scooted his chair back from her. “I’m sorry, sir. He’s a little too friendly sometimes.” Her eyes rose to his face. “Oh!” She smiled. “You were at the library on Tuesday. Are you enjoying Middlemarch?”

Nico forgot to breathe and felt his pulse race. He wasn’t supposed to catch the attention of the person he was tailing. He should have known she’d recognize him—he wasn’t a regular, and her life was nothing but regulars. He also should have been able to smoothly recover, but she was so close, it made his lungs burn and scattered his thoughts. “I ... um ... yeah, it’s good.” He lifted the book from the table in a sort of salute. “Thanks for asking.”

She smiled and nodded, then hoisted the cat onto her shoulder, picked up her coffees, and left the café.

[image: separator.png]

That evening, Nico phoned his boss after sending in his written report for the week. He hoped James would take him off the assignment. 

He was disappointed.

“Keep following her. This change in employment might reveal something. We know she’s been in contact with that Russian agent—one of the ones we think tried to rig the election. She might contact him again.”

Nico tried to keep his voice reasonable, tried not to whine. “As far as I’ve seen, that Russia ‘contact’ was all one-sided, initiated by the Russian. Since I’ve been keeping tabs on her, she hasn’t responded to him at all. Honestly, the woman isn’t a threat to anyone, provided we stay away from her. She’s nothing. All she’s done for the past month is go to work, walk her cat in the park, and visit used bookstores on the weekends.” 

“And what about Arthur Grayson? She walked into his bookstore, and Arthur was dead before he knew what hit him. Even oblivious to her power, she’s a threat.”

“Arthur’s death was an unfortunate accident. The woman doesn’t travel far. She has a routine. All we have to do is stay out of her way. The less we have to do with her, the less likely she is to find out what she is and use it against us.”

“Her father is a known anti-government agitator, and he knows what she is.”

“But she’s never met him!”

“We assume she’s never met him, because he’s alive. That doesn’t mean she hasn’t ever communicated with him. We can’t assume she hasn’t been influenced by his thinking. And if she learns about her power, if she can control it? Well, I don’t even want to think about the damage she could do.”

Nico sighed. “James, I’m begging you. Don’t make me follow her anymore. I’m the best in the Division, you know that. Why am I stuck on this effing assignment? Can’t you put Clark or Davis on this job? It’s a waste of my time, a waste of my talent.”

“You’re on this job precisely because you’re the best in the Division. The Director of the FBI has taken a great deal of interest in this woman. He wants to know everything about her skills, her nature and her sympathies. We can’t mess this up. Clark is too old—you know as well as I do she’d snuff him out as soon as he was within ten feet of her. And I’ve put Davis on the Russia investigation.”

“You put Davis on the Russia job?” Nico’s voice rose. “You promised me that posting. I’ve been studying goddamn Russian for months!” That posting was supposed to earn him a step up within the Division. How could James have taken it from him?

Nico could imagine James on the other end of the line closing his eyes and pinching the bridge of his nose, like he always did when trying to hold his temper. “You have your orders, Nico. You can take them, or you can quit. You choose.”

Nico huffed. Quitting wasn’t an option, and James knew it. He tried to swallow his outrage. “How long do I have to keep following her?”

“Until I tell you to stop.” James hung up.

Nico slouched in his chair. “Fuck.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


4

[image: ]




[image: separator.png]

Tory

In two weeks Tory would be out of a job. She paced her apartment, a knot cinched tight inside her stomach. Twenty-eight, single, and facing unemployment—if that wasn’t failure, she didn’t know what was. She looked around her living room at her couch and mismatched armchair, cast-offs from her mom that she loved because they were familiar from her childhood. She had a plain wooden coffee table and a floor lamp she’d picked up on sale at Walmart when she first moved in. And there was the floor-to-ceiling shelf unit filled with her favorite books, all properly labeled and shelved using the Dewey Decimal System.

Everything was exactly as she liked it, and it reminded her of her childhood home and her mother’s used bookstore. Jess would call it boring, but the thought she might lose the comfort of her familiar apartment made Tory jittery and unable to sit down.

Her thoughts leapt to finances. She had a fair bit of money saved up—she wasn’t a big spender, and she gave herself a strict budget on the weekends when she scoured used book stores for interesting reads. She wondered how long she could pay the rent without a job.

And what if she couldn’t find a job? What if the only job she could find was far away, or wouldn’t allow her to bring Puck to work? What if choosing a career as a librarian had been a big mistake? Everyone talked about libraries as an endangered species—funding cuts, e-books, a population that got more and more of its reading material online every year. What if she had to choose another career? What else could she possibly do? What skills did she really have? She knew the Dewey Decimal System and the Library of Congress Classification by heart. She could ferret out information on just about anything on the internet or in print. She was good at organizing things. She had a hard time imagining what other career would require those skills.

And she didn’t want another career, anyway. She flopped onto the couch beside Puck. “What should I do when I grow up?” 

Meow!

“Yeah, I figured that’s what you’d say.” Puck reached out and pawed her leg until she scratched him behind the ear. “Sometimes I think my only worth is as an ear scratcher for you.”

The phone rang. It was Jess. “I’m guessing you’re sitting on the couch moping about losing your job,” she accused Tory.

Tory laughed, the knot in her stomach loosening slightly. “And you?”

“I have a plan. And I’ve got a bottle of expensive French wine Michael bought for my sister, which I confiscated before I kicked him out. You got two glasses? I’ll be over in five.”

Tory smiled as she hung up the phone. She and Jess had roomed together at university, first by luck of the draw in freshman dormitory assignments, and later by design. Jess was everything Tory wasn’t—messy, loud, bossy, creative, decisive. They should have hated each other, but somehow, stumbling through that first year away from home, confused, lonely, and flexing their new adulthood, they’d bonded. Tory was thrilled to be working with her, after Jess aborted her career as a journalist.

When Jess arrived, she plonked the bottle down on the coffee table and kicked back in Tory’s armchair. Tory poured the wine into their glasses. “So. What’s your plan?” She handed a glass to Jess.

“Road trip.”

Tory curled up on the couch. “Road trip? Where to?”

Jess shrugged. “Who cares? But it’s the perfect thing to do. We’re both out of a job; we’re both unencumbered by the male sex. We should take off for a couple of weeks, see some of the country. I’ve always wanted to visit Florida; we could go to Disneyland! I don’t know. See Cape Canaveral. We could stop in D.C. and go to the Smithsonian. I don’t care. I just want to go somewhere, have an adventure.”

“And what would I do with Puck? I can’t leave him at a cattery for two weeks.”

“Bring him with us.”

Tory frowned. Puck enjoyed car rides, but she’d never taken him on a long trip. 

In fact, she’d never taken a long trip. Not once in twenty-eight years. The farthest she’d ever gone from her hometown had been two hours’ drive to university. Lack of money, lack of time, lack of imagination—there had always been an excuse to stay home.

Money wasn’t a problem for now. And in two weeks, she’d have plenty of time off. But she struggled to imagine a trip to nowhere in particular. She shook her head. “I don’t know.”

“What do you mean, you don’t know? It’s a great plan. Just us and Puck and the road!”

“I feel like I should be looking for a job, not going on a trip.”

Jess waved a hand. “A couple of weeks won’t matter. There will still be jobs when we get back. And who knows? Maybe we’ll both find work along the way. There are libraries all across the country. No reason we have to stay here.”

No reason except that Tory didn’t want to move. She didn’t want anything to change. Part of her hoped that if she didn’t do anything, life would simply go back to normal. She envied Jess’s ability to just roll with the punches. She sighed. “Traveling without any destination or goal in mind? I don’t know, Jess. It sounds ...” Tory laughed. “It’s like something a college freshman would do.”

“Exactly!”

Tory shook her head. “I’m not sure.”

Jess sipped her wine, studying Tory. “What would it take to convince you?”

Tory shrugged.

“What if we had a goal? Is there somewhere you’ve always wanted to go? Something you’ve always wanted to see?”

Something she’d always wanted to see? Someone.

“My dad.”

“Huh?”

“My dad. He vanished the day I was born.”

Jess frowned. “Vanished as in disappeared, or vanished as in left your mom?”

Tory shrugged. “I’m not sure. He’s not dead. He secretly gave me money for university.”

“But you’ve never met him?”

Tory shook her head. “I don’t even know his name, or what he looks like. Mom blacked out all the pictures with him in them.”

Jess scoffed. “Sounds like he’s not worth searching for.”

Maybe not, but she was surprised at how strong the desire was, now that she’d thought about it.
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The following day, Jess and Tory began packing up books and equipment destined to be scattered to the other county libraries. Library visitation spiked for a week or so as people came in to say goodbye, and then dropped to almost nothing. 

“We’re so sorry you’re closing,” Natasha and Natalie’s mom said on Tuesday. “It’s such a shame.”

“We drew pictures of Puck for you!” The girls handed Tory wrinkled drawings of a gray cat lounging on a pile of books. 

Tory knelt and marveled at the drawings. “These are lovely! Thank you, girls!”

“We don’t want to go to the new library,” said one of them with a pout. 

Tory smiled. “The new library is very nice. It’s got a huge children’s section with lots of cushy chairs and games, and even a book cave.”

The girls’ eyes went wide at the thought. Tory sighed inwardly. They would love the new library. Everyone would, once they got used to it. But closing Laurel Glen still felt like burying a friend.

“Will we see Puck at one of the other libraries?” an elderly woman, Mrs. Johnson, asked hopefully on her usual Wednesday visit.

Tory smiled. “Probably not.” 

“I’m sorry. I’m sure you’ll find another job soon.” She patted Tory’s hand and smiled. “Or maybe a husband, eh?”

Tory squashed her irritation at the assumption that a woman’s life was a choice between marriage or work. Maybe it had been for Mrs. Johnson. “Maybe.” Doubtful. 

Jess grinned after the old woman as she shuffled out the door. Then she turned to Tory. “There’s always Leroy, you know, if you don’t get a job.”

Tory rolled her eyes. “Will you back off about Leroy? Just because he asked me out this morning—”

“I can’t believe you said no!”

“I’m busy. I’m going to my mother’s place this weekend.”

“So will you say yes next week when he asks?”

“Jess.”

“Okay, okay. I’ll lay off. I just want to see you happy. A little romance would go a long way, you know.” She wrapped an arm around Tory’s shoulder and squeezed.

Tory smiled. “I know.” She hugged Jess back. Her friend meant well, but sometimes Tory thought they lived in parallel universes. Jess almost always had a boyfriend and was madly in love with every one, until he invariably turned out to be a jerk. Tory dated now and again, but rarely got beyond the first date with anyone. She enjoyed them, for the most part, but sparks simply didn’t fly between her and any of the men she’d dated. She was beginning to think there was something wrong with her. Surely she should have fallen in love at least once by her age. 

Jess finished filling a box, taped it shut, and labeled it Fiction: AAR – ABI. She shoved it aside, and then scrutinized Tory as she packed another box. “Maybe you’re gay.”

Tory sighed. She knew Jess wouldn’t be able to let it go. “I considered that a few years ago. Briefly.”

“And?”

Tory chuckled. “I’m not gay.” Her one ‘date’ with a woman had been a complete disaster. She had been up-front with Lily about her uncertain sexuality, and Lily had been cool with that. But every advance Lily made was met by an involuntary withdrawal by Tory. Lily finally gave up, saying “I don’t know what you are, but you’re definitely not gay.” 

“So what’s wrong with Leroy? He’s good-looking, friendly, likes your cat.”

“Sounds like you should date him, Jess.”

“I am off men for the moment. Besides, he hasn’t asked me out.”

“Well, maybe I’ll say yes next week.”

Jess made a satisfied grunt.

“But don’t expect anything to come of it.”
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On the weekend, Tory drove up to Oakfield to visit her mother. She lived in a little gabled house nestled amongst similar houses around the corner from the bookstore she owned. Tory had grown up in the house, and she still called it home. It had hardly changed since she’d left ten years ago, and Tory enjoyed her usual rituals upon arrival. After greeting her mother, she carried her overnight bag upstairs to her old bedroom. She peeked out her little dormer window into the postage-stamp back yard to check on her favorite tree—blazing yellow now with autumn color. 

On her way back downstairs, she stopped at each photograph hung in the stairwell: Mom’s high school graduation photo, in which she wore those horrible horn-rimmed glasses; Mom smiling in front of her bookstore the day it opened; Mom’s wedding photo, with her father’s face carefully inked out; Tory as a baby chewing on her first picture book; her as a child, curled up in a corner of the bookstore, reading; and a montage of her graduations from high school, undergraduate, and graduate school. So much for those graduations—all that education and she was still losing her job.

She made her way into the warmth of the kitchen, where her mother waited with a steaming mug of coffee. Puck was already curled up on her lap, purring at the attention she lavished on him.

“Have you decided what you’ll do?” her mother asked. “You know, you’re welcome to move back home and help out at the store until you find something.”

Tory poured herself a cup of coffee and sat across the table from her mother. She took a sip and considered how to start this conversation. “Thanks, Mom. I actually thought I might take a little time off.” 

“Oh?”

Tory continued. “Jess and I were considering taking a road trip. You know, see the country a bit. I’ve never even been out of the state.” She took a deep breath. “I thought I might look for Dad.” 

Her mother swallowed and set her mug carefully on the table. “Why would you look for your father? He abandoned you the minute you were born.” Her mother’s rage simmered in her clipped words, even after twenty-eight years.

“But he didn’t abandon me. Why did he set up that bank account for me, with all that money in it to pay for my college tuition?”

Her mother huffed. “Guilt finally got to him, I suppose, after leaving me to raise you on my own. He left me while I was still in the hospital with you! What kind of father does that? I had to bring you home in a taxi, by myself. He’s a selfish asshole who realized at the last minute that a baby would cramp his style, so he left.”

“Maybe there’s some other explanation. Maybe—”

“There’s no other explanation. He explained it himself.” Her mother rose and disappeared to her bedroom, emerging a moment later holding a small wooden box. She lifted the lid and pulled out a scrap of paper that looked like it had been crumpled and smoothed out again many times. She thrust the paper at Tory. “His explanation. He left it with the ward nurse. Didn’t even have the guts to hand it to me.”

Tory carefully unfolded the paper.

My Dear Donna,

I am sorry, my love. I cannot stay or I will lose myself. As dear as she is, this child will be the death of me. There is a book I must find, and then I may return.

Love, 

Vic

Tory finished reading and looked up, a frown on her face. “Dad left to—”

“To look for a book. Yes. Because a book was obviously more important than raising his daughter.” Her mother slammed her fist on the table, sloshing coffee out of her cup.
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