
  
    
      
    
  


		
			














Advance Praise for

			The Ghost Manuscript

			“Absolutely addictive—Indiana Jones with a female lead. And I would follow heroine Carys anywhere: she’s funny, warm, smart, and vulnerable. The fact that she’s leading us on a treasure hunt—accompanied by a ghostly monk, no less—makes this a buddy story, a detective story, a thriller, a terrific read you will never forget.”

			—Jenna Blum, bestselling author of Those Who Save Us, 
The Stormchasers, The Lost Family
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To Peter and Sylvia—
who taught me to love Wales.

			To Sidney and Priscilla—
who taught me to love words.

			To my handsome Welshman—
who taught me to love.

		


		
			prologue


			Thursday, June 21 

			The pain pierced Carys Jones’s abdomen, and every other sensation she’d been feeling was consumed. Gone was the hard coldness that had seeped into her core, the unexpectedly deafening sound of her own breath, the confusion of the black water that surrounded her, the throbbing in her ears. Her body drew into a fetal position and she held her breath. She pinched her eyes shut and held perfectly still. If I don’t move, the pain might stop, she thought. Please stop. 

			Carys began to drop through the darkness. Then something grabbed one of her shoulders and spun her around. A red light filled her closed lids. She raised her hands to push it away, but hands grabbed hers and the light faded quickly. She slowly opened her eyes. Dafydd stared back through a wall of silvery bubbles, his forehead furrowed behind his mask. He jutted his thumb up. Surface now. 

			She could not move. Dafydd held her hand and began to kick slowly, towing her back the way they’d come. Out of the cave. Back to the surface. For an instant, it was all she wanted. To lie down and unfold and die on land. She almost looked forward to it. 

			Then a thought broke through the pain. 

			In. 

			She tentatively inhaled. Then exhaled. The pain eased slightly. The word came again into her mind, louder, more insistent. IN. 

			She took another shallow breath and squeezed Dafydd’s hand. He turned back to look at her. She shook her head and pointed behind. In. I want to go in. It’s there. I know it is. 

			He sharply jutted his thumb up twice. The dive is over.

			Uncurling, Carys threw off his hand, turned around, and swam. Each kick of her legs shot the pain higher up, into her arms and shoulders, but she would not stop, even if it killed her. They were so close. 

			Dafydd grabbed her fin to stop her. She slipped out of his grasp and kicked harder. She pointed her flashlight out in front of her, where its long, thin beam hit nothing but the tiny fish fleeing the light, and sea matter suspended like dust in the water. There were no cave walls anymore, just blackness and water. There was no up or down, left or right, or upside down. It did not matter as long as she was going in, away from the cave mouth, away from Dafydd. She wasn’t going to stop. It had to be here. She beat her legs up and down and searched the darkness with useless eyes.

			Suddenly, Carys’s head emerged out of the water into cool air. She ripped the regulator out of her mouth and gasped. The air was stale and tangy on her tongue, but it was oxygen. She inflated her diving vest. Her legs dangled in the water beneath her as she pulled off her mask. She strained to see something, anything. There was only blank space. She tried to relax, but her entire body felt like stone. 

			Then, all at once and completely, the pain subsided as quickly as it had come. 

			Dafydd surfaced next to her and pulled the regulator out of his mouth. He pointed his flashlight at her.

			“What’s wrong?” he said, his voice high and scared.

			“I’m okay,” she said, steadying herself with her hands on his shoulders. “I’ll be okay.” 

			“We have to get you back out,” he said. “What’s happening?”

			“I don’t know,” she said. “Whatever it was, it’s done.”

			Dafydd’s face clouded over. Carys was breaking every diving rule ever written, and he was angry. Rightfully so. She was endangering them both. Again. But tonight, none of the rules applied, and they both knew it. 

			His face softened. He turned away and raised his flashlight to examine the space they were in. 

			It was a vast cavern, a cathedral of stone with walls thirty feet high. Yellow and red stalactites, like long, thin statues of the saints, hung down from the ceiling, some extending through the surface of the water. Dafydd turned and swept the beam of the light behind him. 

			Carved into the wall of the cavern, clearly made by human hands, was an enormous niche, like the ones built into the walls of churches to display statues of the Virgin Mary and the apostles. This one was much bigger, ten feet high at least, and another ten deep. In it, dirty white and ruggedly chiseled, lay a stone sarcophagus. An ancient Christian cross had been etched into the side facing them. 

			“Oh my god,” said Dafydd, his voice barely a whisper. “It’s here.”

		


		
			PART 1


			Boston


		


		
			1


			Friday, June 8


			The sight of the envelope on Carys’s desk set her left eyelid twitching. Her name and work address were hand-printed on the center of it in small, compact letters, set in unnaturally straight lines. It could have been her own writing. 

			When Carys was thirteen, she’d tried to change how she wrote so it didn’t look like this. She had tried flowery and sloppy, loopy with slashes, exaggerated crosses and dots, and sloping angles. None of it took for very long. Her handwriting still looked just like her father’s.

			She stared at the letter for a couple of minutes. She sipped her coffee and wondered why he was still trying. The eyelid twitching got worse. She turned the envelope over on its face and slid it away. She’d toss it out later.

			“Carys,” said Janice from the adjoining desk. Carys looked over, and Janice notched her chin toward their boss’s glass-walled office.

			The room usually resembled a shaken snow globe. Today, George Plourde’s papers were organized and there was only one mug on his desk. He’d cleared the floor of the crumpled paper, the stack of extra ties and shoes, his collection of obsolete charging cables, and his ratty briefcase. Plourde sat at his desk, his back rigid and his face frozen in a smile—or what she assumed was a smile beneath the tangled mass of his salt-and-pepper beard. A bald man sat across from him. 

			“Who’s that?” asked Carys.

			“Martin Gyles,” said Janice. 

			“What?”

			“I know,” said Janice.

			“What’s he doing in Plourde’s office?”

			Janice shrugged.

			“How do you know it’s him? I thought he was never photo­graphed.”

			“Art and Auction got one,” said Janice. “He was in the background in a photo of a crowd at a British Library exhibition. I recognized him when he came in this morning.”

			Carys stared at the back of the man’s shiny head.

			“How long has he been in there?” she asked.

			“About half an hour,” said Janice.

			Martin Gyles rose, slid open Plourde’s door, and strode toward the elevator. He was five foot seven or eight but looked taller in his tailored navy suit, made of a fabric that moved like water over his muscular shoulders. Beneath his left French cuff, a gold watch glinted.

			Gyles pushed the elevator button and turned to survey the office. His eyes connected with Carys’s. She almost looked away but found herself holding his gaze. She nodded a hello. He was not good-looking. Not even close. Slightly bulging eyes, thick eyebrows, and not much of a chin. Yet, he was confident, holding himself as if he owned the company. He probably could if he wanted to. He was likely worth a fortune. 

			He did not blink or look away. She broke the gaze first. The elevator door opened, and Gyles, the leading cultural antiquities repatriation expert in the world—the man who had returned more stolen treasures to their owners and countries of origin than anyone else in history—turned and stepped into it. When the elevator door closed, Carys shot Janice a puzzled glance.

			“White whale,” said Janice.

			Carys’s email notification pinged. She slid aside a stack of private-collection catalogs and nineteenth-century English gilt-edge psalm books that blocked the computer screen.

			“Come see me,” the email said. She closed her eyes, inhaled, and exhaled. 

			“Time for my morning ogling,” she said. 

			“Find out what Gyles was doing here,” said Janice.

			Carys pulled her shoulder-length black hair behind her ears, buttoned her cardigan all the way up to her neck, and draped a scarf around her angular shoulders and full chest. 

			“Good morning, Ms. Jones, good morning,” Plourde said as he waved her in, glancing at her breasts.

			“Good morning,” she said. She sat down and crossed her arms. “What was Martin Gyles doing here?”

			Plourde’s dull eyes sparked. He opened his mouth to speak, then closed it, shuffled some papers from one side of his desk to the other and looked back at Carys. 

			“We had some business matters to discuss,” said Plourde. 

			“What busin—” she said. 

			“We got an interesting call a couple of days ago,” said Plourde. “There’s a collection I want you to look at. The owner is indisposed indefinitely, and his son is selling the family home and wants the books sold as soon as possible. I need you to head out to the house and confirm the catalog, evaluate condition, appraisal estimates, the usual. You can start today. You’ll probably be there a week or two. We’re doing a private sale on this one, not an auction.” 

			Carys’s eye twitch got worse. She normally reviewed manuscript collections at Sothington’s Auction House, where she’d worked for nearly a decade, or in private warehouses. She did not like to do appraisals or authentications in the owner’s home. People were messy—especially rich, obsessive book people. The last time she’d been in the home of a collector—an inbred Boston Brahmin with no chin, a Pinckney Street address, family portraits by Jennys on the wall, and a pair of khakis that looked and smelled like he’d been wearing them for two years straight—the man had spent three hours bent over her while she worked, trying to convince her that his Shakespeare first folio of Romeo and Juliet was authentic. It was not. She did not like people interfering with her process. That was just between her and the books. 

			“Send Jim,” said Carys. “I’m busy.” 

			“No. You’re most familiar with the collection,” said Plourde. 

			“Whose is it?”

			“John Harper’s.”

			She blinked. 

			A smile formed within Plourde’s beard. “Well, he’s not selling it. As I said, the son is.”

			He leaned across the desk slightly, and the cloying scent of his musky, cinnamon-tinged aftershave invaded her nostrils and started her eyes watering.

			“Harper’s been committed to Waggoner Psychiatric Hospital in Belmont. He’s gone quite insane,” he said.

			Carys’s hands went cold.

			“His son, John Jr. or JJ, or whatever he goes by, has power of attorney,” said Plourde. “The doctors don’t know when or if Harper will be coming home, and JJ wants the books gone. Here’s the catalog.”

			He handed Carys a black hardcover Moleskine notebook. 

			She opened it, but she already knew what was in it—page after page of handwritten notes, details on the books in the Harper Collection, the finest collection of British Dark Age manuscripts on earth. She had located and authenticated many of these books for Harper and they were like beloved ancient relatives, wizened and wise and keeping their secrets. 

			They had been resurrected at great cost, and often great peril, from vaults and monasteries, caves and cathedral walls, war loot stashes and other forbidden places, and pulled into the present, one by one, from the most illiterate era since the birth of Christ. And they all lived now in Harper’s home in Wellesley. 

			As she paged through the catalog, the smell of Plourde’s aftershave drifted away and her eyelid stopped twitching. 

			◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆

			“Jesus, you’re ugly,” mumbled Carys. 

			The huge gargoyle door knocker on the front door of Adeona, John Harper’s sprawling Greek Revival mansion, stared back at her. Its black wrought-iron beard, wild eyes, and fanged, sneering mouth dared her to reach out and knock. It was out of place on the house, an architectural anachronism, inappropriate aesthetically and historically. Not a mistake, though. She was sure of that. 

			If she knew Harper, this was a replica of a gargoyle on a church or cathedral built during the Dark Ages somewhere in the British Isles. Or maybe it was an original. Her breath caught briefly at the idea, and she leaned in to inspect the gargoyle more carefully. 

			The door swung open. She jumped back. 

			“You must be Carys,” said the man who opened it. He was a good six inches taller than her, which was unusual. She rarely had to look up at men. His tousled bird’s nest of blond hair belonged to a much younger person, not the mid-fortyish one standing there with the dark, gray-black circles under his brown eyes. He had the angular, slightly hollowed-out cheeks of someone who spent his days clenching his teeth from worry or anger. 

			“Yes. Carys Jones,” she said. She extended her hand. He shook it once and dismissed it. 

			“I’m Mr. Harper’s son, John Jr. Call me JJ.”

			She followed him into the home’s foyer, its pale blue walls soaring above them into a domed ceiling like an early-spring sky. On the walls hung Audubon prints, a Picasso sketch, a blue Rothko, and a Cézanne. A pendulous chandelier hung from the peak of the dome down nearly to the top of the floral arrangement on the circular mahogany table that dominated the center of the foyer. She did not want to be impressed, but the poor kid in her was.

			John Harper had become a tech billionaire in the early 1990s when he invented a new type of computer storage. He and Harper Technologies had been surfing the smooth face of the tech wave ever since. Adeona, named for the Roman goddess who guides children home, was one of six or seven homes Harper owned. He kept his library here, so Carys assumed this was his favorite, to the extent that she could suppose anything about a man she’d never met in person. They’d done all their work together via email, letters, and FedEx. She’d kept every bit of their correspondence, even the emails, which she printed out, in a folder in her desk drawer. 

			“It’s lovely,” she said. 

			“Thank you. My mother designed this house,” said JJ. “She died a few years ago.” 

			“I’m sorry.”

			“Thank you,” he said. “Breast cancer. She was very brave. More than I can say for myself or my father. Let me show you the library.” 

			JJ walked to the wide wooden door on the far side of the foyer, underneath the overhanging second-floor balcony, and produced a skeleton key. He slid it into the brass keyhole, entered the library, and ducked behind the opened door. She heard him typing a code on some kind of electronic device, and then he reappeared. 

			“This was the only room my mother didn’t decorate,” said JJ.

			Carys stepped into the library. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the low light. As they did, she smiled. She was completely surrounded by books, manuscripts, pages of parchment. Thousands and thousands of them. They filled her vision and formed a pattern like a geometric quilt of brown leather spines and golden edges and creamy white pages, repeated over and over until it became a rhythm that thrummed in her head, like she’d stepped into her favorite dream. For a moment, she felt drunk. 

			It was the most beautiful private library she’d ever seen, built entirely of warm, glowing wood, with a wraparound balcony about eight feet off the floor. The bookcases—every inch of every one packed with manuscripts and parchments—filled the walls of both levels, extending all the way up to the high, coffered ceiling. Directly opposite the door on the far wall were three tall windows, side by side, offering a view of the expansive backyard and providing the only natural light in the room, though it wasn’t much. They were covered with tinted filters—common in home libraries—to keep out UV light. 

			Harper had furnished sparsely. A simple wooden desk and Harvard chair faced the windows. There was only a lamp and a leather blotter on the desk. To the left was a long wooden table with a Tiffany lamp at each end. A velvet settee and standing lamp occupied the space between the desk and the library door. It was a reading seat. 

			Carys would never leave if this room were hers. 

			“My father spent most of his waking moments in here,” said JJ. He looked up at the balcony with a wistful expression that folded into sadness. “He has no use for it now.” 

			“Mr. Harper,” she said. “I know this is none of my business, but this collection is one of the best Dark Age collections in existence. It would be a tragedy to—”

			“I know,” he said. “Selling these books is the last thing he wants. I…I don’t….” He stopped midsentence, then cleared his throat. 

			He handed the skeleton key, on a ring with a dozen smaller keys, and his business card to Carys. “These keys open the cases. I’ve written the security code for the library door on the back of my card. The security directions are on the plaque under the keypad. It’s on the wall behind the door after you enter. When you come into the library, you have two minutes to shut off the alarm. When you are leaving, reset the alarm, and then you have thirty seconds to lock the door with the skeleton key before the alarm goes off. Please let Nicola know when you’re leaving.”

			“Nicola?” 

			“The…the housekeeper,” he said. “I’ve kept her on to clean the place for the showings while it’s for sale. How long do you think this will take?”

			“It’s hard to tell. Three weeks at the minimum. It depends on how complete the catalog is.” 

			“Yes, of course,” said JJ, picking some lint off his sleeve and looking up at her, again, with a brief half smile. “I’m sure you’ll do an excellent job. My father would be glad to know you’re here.”

			Without saying goodbye, JJ walked out of the library and left the house, closing the front door quietly behind him. His silent departure sent a pang through Carys—his sadness felt familiar. 

			The crunching of car tires on the stone driveway slowly faded. She stood in the center of the library and took a deep breath through her mouth to reset herself. Exhaled. Then she inhaled deeply through her nose. The scent of old manuscripts was perfume to Carys, old and animal and dusty and always triggering the same physical reaction. Her shoulders relaxed, her fingers spread apart and stretched, her brain became quieter and more focused. In this library, and libraries she had seen like it around the world—though none this grand—she felt most at peace. Especially when she was alone.

			Arrayed around her was Harper’s life’s work, the physical manifestation of his decades-long, single-minded devotion to early Romano-British Dark Age manuscripts. Harper never lost an auction at Sothington’s, or elsewhere. When Harper’s bidder was in the room or on the phone, there wasn’t much point in trying to win. He always went as high as necessary, and eventually even the museums stopped bidding against him. 

			There were very few collectors as obsessed with the time period as John Harper. He couldn’t have cared less for ornate illuminated manuscripts—he even passed on a previously unknown fifth volume of the Book of Kells. He didn’t want first editions or Shakespeare folios. But he would spend a million dollars on a single-page letter if it was dated to or dealt with the time period of AD 400 to 700 in the British Isles.

			Carys pulled her white cotton work gloves from her briefcase and put them on. She slid the key marked “I” into the lock of the first bookcase and opened the door, climbed the rolling ladder, and pulled the first manuscript on the top shelf. She gazed at the book’s worn animal-hide cover and ran her hand across it. The hair follicles of the animal’s skin rose like Braille under her fingertips through the thin gloves. She climbed down, closed the bookcase, and walked to the settee. 

			“Hello, gorgeous,” she murmured at the manuscript as she sat down. She opened it, held it up to her nose and inhaled deeply, savoring the rich, ancient smell. 

			Usually, after she was done smelling a book’s odor, a mix of skin and decay and earth, she’d see how much of it she could read. The manuscripts she’d procured for the Harper Collection were all in Latin, and she’d contrived a way for many of them to make a pit stop at Sothington’s—for verification purposes, of course—before they took up residence in this room. She estimated she’d read about a quarter of the manuscripts he owned.

			She’d read the elegantly composed Roman parchments that told of everything from love affairs to legal transactions. She’d read Latin transcriptions of some of the earliest Greek Christian scriptures, though they were of less interest to her. What she loved were the letters, written in Roman cursive, a chance to see inside the minds of men dead for fifteen hundred years. Roman verbosity and literacy made the sudden silence of the Dark Ages in Britain all the more stunning—there was barely anything written in the British Isles except by monks after the illiterate Anglo-Saxon hordes had finished ravaging great swaths of the country and its people in the mid-sixth century.

			Carys flipped to the manuscript’s first page and began to read. It was an accounting of land holdings in what the catalog surmised was far western England, perhaps Cornwall. The information wasn’t particularly historic, but the manuscript itself was a rare artifact written by some regional administrator’s hand, likely in the years between AD 420 and 460. The writing was small, but sure and steady and clear on the page. It was one of the manuscripts discovered in an impoverished Irish church’s ancient vault. She had acquired the entire collection eight years earlier for auction at Sothington’s. 

			As she read, the walls of the library seemed to fade away, replaced by the stone walls of an imperial administrator’s office in a small British settlement, nestled safely in a valley between rolling green hills, ignorant of the devastation flowing like cold blood down from the north.

			At first, Carys barely noticed the singing. When she finally became aware of the sweet female voice, she assumed JJ had left a radio on somewhere, tuned to a Celtic music hour. 

			“Gwenu’n dirion yn dy hun,” came the voice, unaccompanied by instruments. It didn’t need any. It was lilting and clear. 

			Then Carys’s brow tightened. She knew this song. It was a Welsh lullaby. “Suo Gan.” Her father used to sing it to her. Her stomach clenched. 

			“Ai angylion fry sy’n gwenu,” the voice continued in that impenetrable language. She never had been able to master it. The song unlocked a memory she hadn’t had in years—she and her father singing this song, he in Welsh, she in English. The English version flooded her mind, like it had been waiting just below the surface to be remembered. 

			“What visions make your face bright? Are the angels above smiling at you, in your peaceful rest?” Carys sang.

			The woman’s voice stopped.

			“Good lord!” it chirped. Carys jumped up. 

			On the other side of the library, up on the gallery level, was an older woman wearing a baggy T-shirt and yellow rubber gloves, wielding a spray bottle and a crumpled-up newspaper, about to clean the glass face of one of the bookcases. 

			“You scared me half to death!” said the woman, patting her chest with her hand. “I didn’t see you.”

			“That makes two of us,” said Carys. The woman studied her for a moment. 

			“Are you the woman from Sothington’s?” she said with a thick Welsh accent. She dropped her cleaning supplies and started down the gallery stairs. 

			“Yes, I am,” Carys said. 

			“JJ said you’d be coming by today,” said the woman as she walked toward Carys at the settee. She had very white skin, and her hair was long and gray, tied back in a ponytail. She was about Carys’s height and was soft around the middle, maybe in her late-fifties. The sparkle in her green eyes, her elegant, narrow nose, sharp jawline, flawless complexion, and the high arch of her eyebrows were all remnants of a face that had been very beautiful once—and still was, in its way. “And you know the song. You’re Welsh?” 

			“My father was,” said Carys. “My mother was American.”

			“So that makes you half Welsh. Better than no Welsh! Where was he from?” asked the woman.

			“Mumbles.”

			“You’re joking! I used to live in Swansea. What’s your father’s name?”

			“Anthony. Anthony Jones,” said Carys. She hadn’t said that name out loud in years.

			“Well, there’s only about a million Anthony Joneses in Mumbles. I knew about twenty of them in my time there. How old is he?”

			“I’m not sure. Early sixties. I haven’t seen much of him since I was seven,” said Carys. 

			The woman’s friendly smile faded. “I didn’t mean to pry.”

			“It’s okay. My name is Carys.”

			“I’m Nicola,” the woman said. “Nicola Powell. Housekeeper. JJ’s been kind enough to let me stick around until the house is sold.”

			“JJ doesn’t live here?” asked Carys.

			“No, no. He’s got a brownstone on Beacon Hill,” said Nicola. “He’s a partner at a hedge fund downtown. Got a PhD in computers and mathematics or some such. Very, very bright. Dates supermodels. He’s quite the catch. Are you single?”

			“Sort of,” said Carys. 

			“Hard to do better than the handsome son of a rich man,” said Nicola. “Although JJ is entirely self-made. Never took a dime from his father. Even paid his own way through university and post-grad. He’s a good boy. Loves his dah to death but always wanted to be his own man.”

			“I’m probably not his type.” 

			“You’re saying you’re not a supermodel?” asked Nicola with a grin.

			“And I’m much too old for him,” said Carys. “Thirty-seven.”

			Nicola laughed. “Oh yes. You may be right. Well, I’m sure that you have many other fine qualities. It’s very nice to meet you, Carys. Did your dad ever tell you what your name means?”

			Nicola was lovely, but her accent was grating on Carys’s nerves.

			“Yes. He did,” Carys said.

			It means love, she thought. Not that it mattered.

		


		
			2


			Saturday, June 9


			Carys was at the center of everything. The world spun by, blurry and colored and full of fast lines. The cars sounded like they were circling around and around her. Past her spun Mum and Dah, waving. The flat, gray ocean. The street full of stone buildings. The cars. The swing set. Rocking horse. Mum and Dah again, still waving. 

			She tilted back her head and above her was sky, the color of the dust that gathered under her bed. Why was it always gray here? A white bird flew above her in bigger and bigger circles, until it flew right out of her view. Goodbye, bird. 

			Dah hopped on the merry-go-round next to her. His hair was blowing all over the place into funny shapes, and his eyes were wet from laughing. Carys smiled. They were both at the center of everything then, the world spinning around them slower and slower. Mum was next to them when they stopped. She was drinking her beer. She scooped Carys up. She smelled like warm clothes out of the dryer. She hugged Carys and said what she always said. 

			“My brave big girl.” 

			Carys smiled in her sleep, then remembered and woke up.

			Steven lay snoring softly next to her in the king canopy bed, and her heart sank. She rolled over and tried to relax herself back into sleep, or something close to it. It was no use. It never was after that dream.

			The sky brightened a couple of hours later. She watched through the open window as the mountains surrounding the Vermont village where they were spending the weekend turned from black to darkest green. When the sunshine finally lit up their peaks, Steven rolled over. His body was boxy and muscular, his semi-successful college football career close enough in his rearview mirror that he still worked out daily to maintain it. He’d be up and off to the gym every morning at six, except on vacation. On the two mornings a week when Carys stayed over, he’d get back from the gym sweaty and horny. She normally found delight in his body. Not this morning. That dream. 

			Steven smiled at her and rolled over onto her, reaching his big hands around her waist. He kissed her, probing her mouth with his tongue. She pushed him off, got out of bed, and headed to the bathroom. 

			“Hurry back,” he said. As she turned back to look at him, a lock of his straight, brown hair dropped across his broad forehead and thick eyebrows, so artfully arranged that it annoyed her. Crap, she thought, here it comes. 

			She forced a smile and closed the bathroom door. Naked, she stared at her reflection in the mirror. New crow’s feet trod lightly around her eyes, although her forehead, like Steven’s, was uncreased. There were random grays sprouting along the part in her black hair. There were a few grays in her eyebrows. Her cheeks were beginning to drop a bit, and her tall, wiry body, which she could always count on to mask her true age, hadn’t been keeping up its muscle tone quite the same way it used to. A fatty pooch was forming at her belly. Daylight truly was burning. 

			“Carys,” Steven said from the bedroom.

			“Out in a minute,” she said. “Can you call for some coffee?”

			“Yup,” he said. The bed squeaked as he rolled over to pick up the phone. Two buttons pushed. Coffee ordered. Phone back in its cradle. Bed squeak as he rolled back over.

			“What do you want to do today?” Steven asked.

			Her throat clenched. She inhaled and exhaled as quietly as she could. Her body always knew it was over long before her brain did.

			That night, halfway through dinner and a bottle of burgundy in front of a roaring fire at a French bistro just outside of Bennington, Steven said he wanted to talk. Carys hadn’t done much talking for most of the day. She hoped her changed heart wasn’t too obvious. But he wasn’t dumb. 

			“Thirty-seven years old,” he said, his sleepy, heavily lidded green eyes staring into his wine glass. “You’ve never had a relationship longer than this one?”

			“I’m incredibly picky.” She smiled, but his face stayed dark. 

			“I’m tired, Carys,” he said. “I am not sure what I’m doing wrong here.”

			“You’re not doing anything wrong,” she said. 

			“I feel like there’s a wall.”

			She kept her mouth closed. There was a wall, of course, but it had nothing to do with him. He was a good man. So were the ones who had come before. Each time, after a few months, she couldn’t see the point of continuing.

			“I’m sorry,” she said. This was true.

			“You’re completely closed off,” he said. “You won’t talk about anything. You don’t like talking about your work, or your friends.” He lowered his voice. “You refuse to talk about your family or your mother’s suicide. For chrissakes, Carys, I could swap you out for a sex doll and I’d barely notice.”

			She took a slow sip of her wine. They were done here. 

			“Let’s get the check,” she said, smiling to try to bleed off some of the anger that was rising up in him. It didn’t work. He put his knife down a little too hard.

			Getting to this conversation with Steven had taken longer than usual. Six months he’d made it. She was impressed at his persistence. It appeared she had finally exhausted it. She tried to never let her relationships get to a point where her lover was angry when it ended. Still, it always ended the same way—with him closed out, perplexed by a woman who wasn’t actively seeking what he believed all women want, and Carys just this side of indifferent. She never pushed or implied that it was ever going to be more than it was, which, with Steven, was dinner twice a week followed by sex. This weekend was the first time they’d gone away together overnight. It was obviously the last.

			They didn’t speak until the check arrived. He reached for it. 

			“I’ve got it,” she said, and pulled it out from under his hand. He looked up angrily, staring at her, challenging her to fight for it. She looked down at the bill, reached placidly for her purse, and extracted a credit card. Steven’s face turned blank. 

			They walked out to his car. Steven opened her door and his eyes searched hers for a response, a conversation, some sort of dialogue. She just slid into the passenger seat and sat silently as they drove back to the inn.

			“Aren’t you going to say anything?” he finally asked as she reached over to turn out the light next to the bed. 

			“There’s really not much to say,” she answered. 

			The next morning, after brushing her teeth, she bared them to the mirror. Her gums were red and healthy, her teeth straight, strong and white. Not yet, she thought. I’d still rather be alone. As long as I have all my teeth. 

			They came back to Boston that morning. There was no talk of next time when he dropped her off at her apartment. He hugged her briefly, sadly, and drove off, the wheels of his black BMW spinning in the road dirt at the end of her driveway.
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			Monday, June 11


			It always felt this way—a weight gone. The departure of a man, or anybody who was cluttering up her life, brought Carys profound relief, like looking at a clean, flat sheet of paper. Untouched, uncomplicated, simple. There was probably some sort of psychological diagnosis that claimed this feeling as a primary symptom. She didn’t care. She loved it. It was never loneliness, just simplicity. It gave her mental space to do her work. She drove up the driveway at Adeona with a blank mind and a smile on her face. 

			The front door swung open as she approached the doorstep. Nicola smiled back at her. 

			“JJ’s not here,” she said. “Let’s have a cup before you start. I made some muffins.” 

			Carys followed Nicola into the enormous kitchen, a riot of gleaming copper pots, wrought-iron racks, wood-faced appliances, and vases full of pink and white peonies. Nicola already had teacups set out, and, without asking if Carys wanted any, poured out dark tea from a pot surrounded by a puffy light blue cozy. 

			“Milk?” Nicola asked.

			“Please, and sugar.” 

			As Nicola spooned the sugar from a blue clay pot, her hand started to shake and the sugar spilled across the countertop. She grimaced.

			“I’m sorry about that,” Nicola said. She grabbed a sponge and wiped up the sugar. “It’s the MS. One of the symptoms is the shakes. Sometimes I lose the feeling in my hands. And sometimes I can’t get out of bed for three or four days.”

			“Have you had it a long time?” 

			“About ten years,” Nicola said. “I’m on good meds, but it likes to assert itself every once in a while. Would you mind pouring the milk? Unless you’d prefer to wear it.” She laughed. Carys smiled. 

			“I’m glad you’re here,” said Nicola. 

			“I’m glad, too,” said Carys.

			“You know the collection better than anyone but Mr. Harper, don’t you?” Nicola asked, looking at Carys over the edge of her teacup, which shook slightly. 

			“Part of it,” she said, “but the total collection surpasses my involvement. He has books here that I’ve seen only in museum catalogs. It’s remarkable. Who else was he working with on this?”

			“Oh,” said Nicola, dropping her eyes, “I don’t really know. I never really paid attention to the other people. You were the one Mr. Harper mentioned specifically. He was very impressed with your work. He said you were a very good hunter after you located that copy of the Annales Cambriae.”

			Nicola pronounced the words—the Latin name for the Book of Wales, written in AD 550—perfectly. Strange. 

			“So, how did a smart woman like you decide to spend her life surrounded by musty books, then?” asked Nicola. 

			“As a kid I read voraciously, especially the classics,” Carys said. The truth was that her mother had refused to spend money on cable, and her frequent, months-long bouts of depression made books Carys’s most dependable companions. Nicola didn’t need to know that part. 

			“Classics?” said Nicola. “Very advanced.” 

			“I got addicted,” she said. “When I learned they were all based on older stories, I became obsessed with tracking down the original tale and its author. Like following a stream in the woods back up to its source. I mean, Shakespeare was the biggest plagiarist of all time, wasn’t he?”

			Nicola laughed. “He was that.”

			“Once I had an ancient handwritten manuscript in my hands, I was a goner. I guess I am a hunter in that way.” 

			“Where did you study?” asked Nicola. 

			“Smith undergrad. BU for my master’s. PhD at the University of London.”

			“What did you do your dissertation in?” asked Nicola.

			“Paleography of Romano-British manuscripts.”

			Nicola lifted her tea in a little salute. “Well done, you.”

			“I’m a little surprised I made an impression on Mr. Harper,” said Carys.

			“You did,” said Nicola.

			“You seem to know a lot about the collection.” 

			“Mr. Harper was kind enough to indulge my curiosity about the books,” Nicola said. “At first, I think he just wanted to impress upon me the importance of keeping the security system on at all times. Eventually, he started teaching me about the manuscripts. He seemed pleased to have someone in the house who appreciated his work. His wife couldn’t have been less interested, bless her soul, and JJ never got the bug—although he always supported his father’s passion. JJ even bought him a very rare manuscript a few years ago. Mr. Harper was very touched by that.”

			“What brought you to the U.S.?”

			Nicola paused, raised her teacup and sipped, then smiled lightly. 

			“Just a lark,” she said. “I’d finished college and decided to see the world for a few years.” 

			“What did you study?” asked Carys. 

			“Celtic languages at University College in Aberystwyth. You ever been up to that part of Wales? Truly gorgeous country,” said Nicola.

			Carys paused mid sip. Her appetite dissipated.

			“No, I haven’t,” she said. She stood up. “I should get to work.” 

			“Of course,” said Nicola. “Let me know if you need anything.”

			Carys went back to the library and took a deep breath. Aberystwyth—a town she’d never been to, and never would. The return address on the envelope on her desk last week. The town where her father now lived. 

			She’d heard enough about Wales for one week. For one lifetime, really. She turned her attention to the books arrayed before her. They would ease her mind. They always had and always would. 

			Verify and authenticate. That was her job. Steven had jokingly called her a “highly educated, glorified fact-checker” when introducing her at an office party. It stung a bit, but he wasn’t the malicious type and she didn’t take offense. He didn’t understand what she did all day—not his fault; she’d never discussed it 
with him. 

			He wasn’t wrong. This part of her job was fact-checking. She had to make sure every item listed in the Harper Collection catalog was physically here in the library. Then she had to make sure the description in the catalog was right. That a thing described as Vulgar Latin wasn’t actually Medieval. That the ink used was carbon black and not metallic. That the handwriting style had been in use when the manuscript was written. That the binding technique and material were available when the book was created. That there wasn’t something else hidden behind the words in the manuscript…like a barely visible earlier text, the remnants of writing that had been erased by an ancient hand so the precious papyrus or parchment could be reused. Those types of books, palimpsests, caused so much excitement in the world of ancient book collecting because there was always a much, much older document hidden behind the visible writing—the ghost of a previous author. It was like finding a da Vinci hidden behind a Kandinsky.

			Once that part of the authentication was done came the fun part: verifying the book’s provenance, determining the route it had traveled and the owners who had held it, naming every person or institution that had bought or sold it, from the moment of its creation to the moment it landed in Carys’s hands. It was like doing the biggest puzzle in the world. She would spend months reverifying the documented provenance of a rare manuscript if even one single bit of it smelled funny. Buyers relied on this provenance information to make sure they were weren’t buying war loot, or stolen items, or forgeries, or a manuscript formerly owned by a Jewish family in Berlin during World War Two—a family exterminated except for one survivor, who decades later legitimately could claim ownership of the priceless text, leaving the buyer empty-handed, out a large sum of cash, and possibly under indictment, if it could be proved that he or she participated in any way in the deception.

			It happened more often than Carys could have ever imagined when she entered the profession. The sheer volume of manuscripts and other ancient artifacts pilfered and winding their way through their rarified little world, with fake provenance, with buyers and sellers turning a blind eye to the obvious truth of it as a way to keep the item from being confiscated—it was a booming industry. Doing the most diligent provenance work possible was her small way of getting the real owners justice and giving back to the manuscripts their true history. 

			In the end, she was speculating on all of it—making her most educated guess. Her guesses were, it was widely acknowledged in her field, among the best. It was the only thing in her life of which she was deeply, jealously proud. 

			Her final job was to estimate the value of each book. She didn’t care much for that task. In her mind, these manuscripts, every single one, were priceless. Utterly irreplaceable. An auction’s purpose was to determine what the market thought the price should be, so her estimates were merely a starting point. Of course, there would be no auction of the Harper Collection. It was a private sale. Whoever was buying would inevitably be well known to Carys—the collecting community was tiny. It would be either a university, a huge private library like the Morgan (the publics would never be able to afford the items here), or one of the strange, mercurial billionaires who collected these books as obsessively as Harper did. And they had better bring a hundred million bucks if they wanted the whole thing. 

			She unlocked the first bookcase again and opened the glass door. So far, every book, manuscript, and parchment was exactly where the catalog said it would be. Except for the one that was now directly in front of her face. 

			It was a modern notebook wedged between two ancient manuscripts. She pulled out the unexpected volume and opened it to its first page, which read simply, “Cross-referenced Index of Contents.” It was grouped by subject headings and subheadings, each entry pointing to a specific paragraph and page within one of the manuscripts in the library, then listing the manuscript’s location in the collection. For Carys, it was something else entirely: a glimpse into Harper’s mind, an inkling of what he was obsessed with within these books, what drove him, what steered his book selections during his entire collecting career. She leaned her back against the wooden bookshelf dividers and began to read. 

			Her eyes danced over the handwritten words for a few moments. Then she began to page back and forth, checking and rechecking. A minute later, the nature of Harper’s obsession stared back at her.

			Mons Badonicus, Gwynyfr, Camlann, Merlin, Glastonbury, Arcturus Rex. It was all Arthuriana—topics relating to the hunt for the mythical King Arthur. 

			“You are shitting me,” she muttered. “Please, please, Harper, tell me you weren’t obsessed with King Arthur.” 

			She flipped rapidly through the pages, trying to find some reference to another subject. There were lists of names and places, none that looked familiar. But there were no major subject-matter headings other than Arthur and things she vaguely recognized as topics peripheral to him. She closed the notebook sharply, slid the index back on the shelf, and made a note of its existence in her own notebook. 

			Carys felt numb. She’d never, in all the time she’d been dealing with Harper, picked up on this. None of the manuscripts that she’d found for him fit into the traditional requests that book dealers were all too accustomed to receiving from Arthur chasers, a particularly earnest and scholarly group of crackpots—sometimes highly educated and university-funded crackpots, but crackpots nonetheless. They chased the legend, convinced that some gold lay at the end of their quest. Unlike the chasers who could be counted on to demand the oldest written versions of the source material for such works as the Mabinogion and Gothic History by Jordanes, or De Excidio et Conquestu Britanniae by Gildas, it looked like Harper focused his efforts on Roman land records, census data, and personal letters, none of which had ever been considered primary source material for the pursuit of Arthur. Her arms were heavy with disappointment. 

			Her phone buzzed. Plourde. 

			“Carys. How is it going at the Harper asylum?” Plourde asked. She could hear him grinning. 

			“Fine.”

			“How long do you think it’ll take?”

			“At least a month, maybe two,” said Carys. 

			“We can’t take that long.”

			“It’s one of the most comprehensive Dark Age libraries on the planet,” she said. “I think our buyers would expect the most detailed attention possible to this task, don’t you?”

			“Of course, but JJ is eager to get rid of it as fast as possible,” Plourde said. 

			“JJ should donate the whole thing to a museum or college, get a gigantic tax break for the estate, and be done with it.”

			There was a brief, all too rare, silence from Plourde.

			“You know what would be a sin, Ms. Jones?” he said. “If any representative of Sothington’s suggested to a client that he endeavor to dispose of a collection in any way that deprives Sothington’s of a substantial commission. Are we clear?”

			“Of course.”

			“Brilliant. I want the final appraisal report in my hands in two weeks.”

			“That’s not possible.”

			“Make it possible. If you have to cut a few corners, that’s fine. I’m sure the catalog is already in excellent shape. Time is of the essence, Ms. Jones.”

			“Fine.” She hung up, took a deep breath, held it, then exhaled hard, a technique she used frequently at work to keep from throwing something across the room.

			There had to be another index focused on another topic, like ancient medicine or the evolution of law or something worthy. She tossed the catalog on the desk, and it landed with a bang that echoed through the library. 

			“Everything okay?” Nicola asked from the library’s door.

			“Yeah,” she said, startled. “My boss. He’s sort of…difficult.”

			“I heard what you said about the collection,” said Nicola. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop.”

			“I wasn’t exactly keeping my voice down.”

			Carys sat at the desk, put her elbows on it, and rubbed her temples with her fingers. 

			“It really is a shame that JJ doesn’t want to donate this collection,” said Carys. “I hate the thought of its being broken up or being sold to someone who doesn’t appreciate the importance of what Mr. Harper has collected.”

			“Yes,” Nicola said. “It is a tragedy.”

			Carys turned around.

			“Has anyone tried to talk JJ out of it?” she asked.

			Nicola studied her face.

			“I’m sorry. It’s none of my business. I should just get back to work here,” Carys said. 

			“He’d like to donate it,” said Nicola. “But he’s more concerned with keeping his father’s name out of the papers. He’s very protective of him. Especially now that he’s so sick.” 

			“Nicola, the sale of this collection…. It’ll be like someone set off a publicity bomb. A donation could be arranged to be completely private and undisclosed until JJ wanted it disclosed.” 

			“That’s not what Mr. Plourde told him,” said Nicola. “He said that a private sale with Sothington’s was the only way to preserve the family’s privacy at this difficult time. He said those words exactly, according to JJ. He said that Sothington’s was the only house that could handle such a sale with discretion. He said a donation would be far too public.” 

			“Mr. Plourde does not know what he is talking about.” She turned back to the Harper Collection catalog on the desk and flipped to the page where she’d left off.

			She didn’t hear Nicola leave the library.

			◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆

			“Can I buy you a drink?” 

			A man’s high-pitched voice cut through the din of the after-work crowd at O’Hara’s. Carys turned around and examined him. Tall, high cheekbones and very white teeth, polyester jacket, slicked-back hair. Salesman. Totally out of place in this particular drinking establishment, where Southie’s long-predicted gentrification was still a laughable rumor, the only acceptable suit was Carhartt overalls, and ordering wine by the glass was still a very bad idea. He smiled at her with his very white teeth. 

			“No, thank you,” she said. She turned back to the bar as her cocktail arrived.

			“Bitch,” he mumbled, and faded into the overwhelmingly male crowd. The bartender shrugged an apology. Carys sipped her scotch and soda. 

			“Still a hit with the boys I see.” 

			Carys smiled and turned around. Her best friend, Annie Brennan, stood there, her long blonde hair flowing over her broad shoulders and framing the neckline of her mostly unbuttoned white button-down oxford. Behind her, a couple of men admired her ass. Annie hugged Carys and wedged herself into an open space next to her. 

			“One day, you might try bein’ nice,” said Annie. 

			“What’s the point?” 

			“Well, sex, for one,” said Annie. “Speaking of which, how’s the sex machine?”

			“Gone. Dumped me Saturday night.”

			Annie studied her face.

			“Are we sad?” asked Annie. 

			Carys shrugged. 

			“Reason?” asked Annie. 

			“The usual. He wanted to talk. I didn’t.” 

			“That sucks,” said Annie. “Aside from the dumping, how ya been?”

			“I hate my boss. I got another letter from Anthony on Friday. But I like my cat.”

			“What did the letter say?” asked Annie.

			Carys sipped her drink. 

			“Seriously,” said Annie. “Thirty years. Don’t you think it’s time to open the door a crack on this one?”

			“No. How’s Detective Hottiecakes?”

			“Still very, very hot,” said Annie with a devious grin.

			“Still very, very married.”

			“Yes, sadly,” said Annie. “I’m meeting him at the Green Dragon in Haymarket after his shift.”

			Carys winced. 

			“Which part of that didn’t you like?” said Annie. “The meeting part or the Green Dragon part?”

			“That’s where my parents met,” she said. “Saint Patrick’s Day. I think she thought he was Irish. I boycott the place.” 

			“They’re not responsible for hookups on their property,” said Annie.

			“You’re playing with fire with that detective,” said Carys. 

			“Indeed I am,” said Annie. “I like fire. You should call your dad.”

			“No, I shouldn’t.” 

			“Well, I’m glad we cleared that up.” Annie gestured to the bartender. “I’ll have what she’s having. Carys, why not just let him know you’re well, update him on what you’re doing?”

			“I don’t want to.” 

			“Yeah, you do. You’re just being stubborn.”

			“No, I am not. If I wanted to talk to him, I’d call him.”

			“Why don’t you?” asked Annie.

			“You know perfectly well why not.” 

			Annie opened her mouth to speak, thought better of it, and leaned over, wrapping her arm around Carys’s shoulder. They’d been having this same conversation for almost twenty-two years.

			“So, how’s The Dick?” asked Annie. 

			“You want the whole story? Or just the highlights?”

			“Highlights.”

			“He’s rushing me through a project on what is probably the most important Dark Age collection on earth. I helped build it. Wants it in two weeks. It’s like his hair’s on fire…which I’d actually pay money to see.” 

			“What’s the rush?” 

			“Commissions. We close this sale out by the end of June, or else it’s like it didn’t even happen. If we make the deadline, the entire sale amount will go straight against his bonus. And trust me, it’ll be huge.” 

			“A sale?” asked Annie. “I thought Sothington’s was an auction house.”

			“We are, but we also do private sales. It saves the client the risk of not earning the minimum bid. The clients pay double what we charge for auction commissions.”

			“But it sounds like they’d earn more at auction for this collection, right? It must be famous.”

			“The client’s father actually owns the collection. He’s sick. My client is terrified people will find out what’s wrong with him if they have a public auction—he’s at Waggoner Psychiatric Hospital.”

			“Ooh. Not good,” said Annie. 

			“Apparently, The Dick convinced the son that a sale will be more discreet than an auction or a donation. The problem is that the minute we approach potential buyers about this sale, every single one of them will know exactly where the manuscripts came from.” 

			“So why are they doing it this way?”

			“His housekeeper…” 

			“His what?”

			“His housekeeper,” said Carys. “She says that the son wants to donate to a museum and keep the collection intact. But Plourde told me today that the client wants to sell it as fast as he can.” 

			“How did the client seem to you?” asked Annie. “Did he seem in a rush?”

			Carys thought for a moment. 

			“He seemed sad,” she said. “And tired. He asked how long it would take, but he didn’t seem like he was in a big rush about it.”

			“Why would a housekeeper know so much about his feelings? Isn’t that odd?” asked Annie.

			Annie saw conspiracies everywhere. Hazard of her job as a criminal defense attorney.

			“I guess,” said Carys. “But she’s been working for the Harpers for years, and she’s still living there until they sell the place. She seems more like part of the family.”

			“How do you know what’s wrong with the father?” asked Annie.

			Carys opened her mouth, then stopped. Nicola’s exact words played back in her head: Plourde had said that a private sale with Sothington’s was the only way to preserve the family’s privacy. She hadn’t really heard what Nicola was saying at the time, but now it made perfect sense. 

			“Fucking Plourde,” Carys said.

			“What?” asked Annie.

			“Plourde is blackmailing him. The Magic Rolodex.”

			“The what?”

			“The Magic…. Why do you think The Dick has been so successful at Sothington’s? Why do you think he’s my boss, when I know for a fact that he wouldn’t know a first-folio Shakespeare from a Superman comic book?”

			“He slept his way to the top?” 

			“He wishes. He makes money. Lots of it. He brings clients in that no one else can snag.”

			“And he does that how?” asked Annie.

			“If shit hits the fan with anyone who owns anything valuable in the northeast corridor—D.C. to Portland—he knows before it even splatters. He has a network of people he pays to get information—nurses, police detectives, psychiatrists, tax collectors, garbagemen who go through trash for him. He’s like the TMZ of the auction world.”

			“I don’t understand,” said Annie. 

			“He gets the dirt, reaches out to the unfortunate rich person, offers his condolences on their troubles. They’re horrified, of course. How could he know? He suggests that if they need to raise some ready cash, he would be more than happy to expedite the auction of, say, the Chippendale bureau or the Matisse. He assures them of complete privacy, but he leaves no doubt that their little situation just might find itself all over Page Six if they don’t come through in a timely fashion.” 

			“That’s horrifically amazing,” said Annie. 

			“None of these clients complain, because they know if they do, he’ll spill. So they sell the Chippendale.”

			“How has he not gotten caught if the Magic Rolodex is such an open secret?” asked Annie.

			Carys wiggled her thumb and middle finger together in the universal sign for money.

			“Most lucrative branch in the entire company—even more than the one in London,” she said. “They’ll just write a check to anyone who complains. It’ll never cost Sothington’s more than what he brings in.” 

			“You think he is blackmailing JJ into selling the Harper Collection?” 

			“I’d bet my life on it.”

			“It’s a big leap,” said Annie.

			“He’s never done anything on this scale before. I mean, this is a huge collection, Annie. One of the most important in the world. For real. The world. Minimum seventy-five to a hundred million.”

			She could hear her heart beating in her ears, and her skin was growing hot. She caught herself. She did not like the way anger made her feel, like she would jump out of her skin. She sat facing forward on her stool, examining the bottles behind the bar. 

			“It’s not right,” she said softly. 

			“Whaddaya gonna do about it?” asked Annie.

			“What can I do? He’s still my boss, and the client has agreed to a private sale. My hands are tied.”

			“Maybe not,” said Annie. “Maybe not. Are you pissed off enough to do something?”

			This was an excellent question, and Annie already knew the answer. Since they’d known each other, Carys had made it a point not to allow herself to get too pissed off about anything. Being angry required action, unless one relished being angry all day every day, and she did not. She wanted to go through her life doing her best to ignore the things that sent others through the roof, things like Plourde. Anger was for people who believed they could manage outcomes.

			“I could lose my job if I get involved,” said Carys. 

			Annie shook her head. 

			“So then, you don’t really care about the collection?” asked Annie.

			“See, I know what you’re trying to do,” she said, waggling a finger at her friend. “First you’ll try to make me feel guilty. When that doesn’t work, you’ll change the subject and tell me all about some big miscarriage of justice you corrected this week and how great it made you feel even though it was really hard.”

			“I don’t even know why I bother showing up for drinks,” said Annie. “You could just play out the whole night in your mind without me here, and I could save a few hundred calories on whiskey.”

			The two sat in silence for a moment.

			“Eventually you have to take part, Carys,” said Annie.

			“Ah, the direct approach. I haven’t seen this move in a while,” she said, staring down at her empty glass.

			“I mean it. You helped to build this collection. Why don’t you take all that energy that you’re using trying to not feel mad and use it to stir some shit up?” asked Annie.

			One of the things that Carys loved about Annie was her willingness to fight. That’s how she got the four-inch scar on her right shoulder. When Annie was fifteen, a Southie punk had started giving her crap about her father, who had just landed in Walpole State Prison after a botched robbery of the downtown Bank of Boston branch. She gave the punk a concussion and a broken jaw, and relieved him of four teeth. She didn’t realize he’d cut her until a friend mentioned the blood soaking through the back of her shirt.

			“A guy like that has to have some skeletons in his closet,” said Annie. “Something that you could use to convince him to keep his mouth shut about your client.”

			“I wouldn’t even know where to start,” said Carys. 

			“A criminal record search,” said Annie. “I’ve got access to databases you wouldn’t believe. I have friends in the Attorney General’s office who will do a search for me, and whatever I can’t get to through them, Detective Hottiecakes can find. Get me a fingerprint. If he’s ever been booked for a crime of any kind in North America, we can find it. We’ve got two weeks, right?”

			“That’s illegal, isn’t it?”

			“No!” said Annie. “Well, sorta. But procuring a fingerprint is not illegal. Surely you can do that. Just get me his mug. Or a used plastic water bottle.”

			Carys knew that if she agreed to get a fingerprint, they’d be jumping off a cliff. It wouldn’t faze Annie. She jumped off cliffs like this before breakfast. But Carys would free-fall. She’d be risking her job, but more terrifying, she would have to use whatever Annie dug up. She’d have to do something.

			Carys was rooted to the bar stool like a tree growing around a rock. Then she thought of the manuscripts—the hundreds and hundreds of beautiful books, Harper’s manuscripts, but they were her manuscripts, too—flying in a million different directions never to be in the same place together for the rest of eternity.

			“Let’s do it,” said Carys, lowering her head. “But if anything even smells like it might go wrong, I’m going to abort. And I advise you to do the same.” 

			Annie beamed next to her. 

			“Excellent.”

			They clinked their glasses and drank whiskey and remembered the bad old days. 

			◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆

			Carys was drunker than she’d been in a long time. With great effort, she opened the front door of the Sothington’s building and committed herself to the task of acting sober. Speak clearly to the security guard. Smile. Yup, forgot a reference book I need. Good to see you, too. Have a good night. Smile again. 

			Carys’s purse slipped off her shoulder as she walked to the elevator, and she overreacted while trying to catch it. A lipstick, a sunglasses case, and house keys spilled onto the floor. “Fuck,” she murmured. 

			She turned back and saw the guard glance at her. She waved, collected the items, and put them back in the purse. Key fob swiped. Elevator button pushed. Door opened. She stepped in; door closed. No, don’t hold on to the guardrail to steady yourself. The guard is probably watching the elevator camera. Still, better than falling over in here. She grabbed the railing. Who cares if I’m drunk? The guard probably is, too. 

			The elevator door opened on her floor. The computer monitors and exit signs over the stairwell doors bathed the vast, darkened space in a pink light. Carys took a deep breath and navigated her way to her desk. She picked up a small, hardbound guide to Latin idioms and stuffed it into her bag. Plausible deniability. 

			Plourde’s office was lit by the glow of his computer screen. Probably doesn’t know how to turn it off, she thought. She walked unsteadily toward his office door, willing it to be locked. It wasn’t. The glass door slid silently to one side with a push. 

			She stepped in and scanned the top of his desk. There was a smudged water glass on his blotter. Probably residual grease from his morning doughnut. Krispy Kreme. Who eats Krispy Kremes in Boston? She pulled a tissue out of her purse, picked the glass up by the rim, and put it in a plastic bag provided by Annie. ‘Cause my badass best friend drives around with evidence bags in her glove box, she thought, grinning. 

			Waved to the guard on the way out. “Thanks much. Have a good night.” She stepped through the glass doors back out into the cool spring air and let her shoulders drop.

			Annie beamed as Carys hopped into her car. Then the two women fell silent. It wasn’t the comfortable silence they had developed over the years. It was more like a stopper in a sink. If they didn’t talk, then Carys couldn’t talk herself out of what was going to happen. Annie drove her home—she’d always held her liquor better than Carys. She would take a cab into the city to retrieve her car before heading back out to Adeona in the morning.

			“I’ll call ya tomorrow as soon as I hear something,” said Annie. 

			“Thank you,” said Carys as she clumsily extricated herself from the car.

			“You know it, babe.”

			Once back in the brightly colored triple-decker Victorian in West Newton she called home, Carys felt like some boundary had been crossed. She was now on Annie’s side of the invisible line that had always divided them. Annie always did what needed to be done. Carys thought if something required too much work, it wasn’t worth having. 

			She walked up the two flights to her top-floor apartment. There were floor-to-ceiling bookshelves throughout, books in stacks on the floor, books on just about every flat surface. There was very little furniture except for the antiques from the tiny apartment she had shared with her mother, Patricia.

			Carys was fifteen when Patricia finally made good on her threats to kill herself. The next day, Carys had moved in with Annie and her mother, Priscilla, who had been Patricia’s best friend. There, she waited for her father to come back from Wales to collect her. He never did. 

			When it became clear that Carys would be staying for a while, Priscilla emptied Patricia’s apartment into a storage unit to save for Carys until she had a place of her own. Carys didn’t know she’d done that until the day the movers unloaded the deep red leather lounge chair from the truck in front of her first apartment in Somerville. The sight of it wrenched free the first tears Carys had cried in many years. 

			It had been her father’s chair, and there was a round worn spot on the left armrest where he had always placed his glass of beer between swigs. She’d sit in his lap in that chair and watch the news with him, his warm heart beating against her back, his free arm wrapped around her. It was one of her few memories of him, and like the rest, it started happy and then turned dark. 

			Carys tossed her coat onto her green muslin couch and bent over to pick up her tabby, Harleian—Harley for short. She nuzzled him and put him down, filled his food and water bowls, and threw herself into the red chair. It smelled like her mother’s house, even after all these years. She drifted off with her shoes still on and woke with a start at four in the morning. She dragged herself to bed and slept more deeply than she had in months. 
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			Tuesday, June 12


			The next morning, Carys’s cell phone rang at nine and jolted her out of a dreamless sleep. It was Annie, laughing so hard she could hardly speak.

			Three hours later, palms sweating, heart beating, Carys rapped lightly on Plourde’s door. 

			“What a nice surprise!” Plourde bellowed as he waved Carys in. His eyes landed on her breasts. “How goes it at the Harper asy—”

			“It goes fine,” she said. She closed the slider behind her. “I think you should reconsider the private sale.” She sat in the chair in front of his desk.

			“We’ve already discussed this, Carys.”

			“A donation is the right thing for JJ to do,” she said, leaning back in her chair. She was sure she was pitting out her sweater dress. 

			“JJ Harper has signed a contract. We will respect the client’s wishes,” said Plourde. 

			“These are not the client’s wishes, and we both know it. He’s only doing it because you threatened to expose his father’s illness.”

			“Ms. Jones,” said Plourde, glaring. “I resent the accusation.” 

			Something shrank inside of her. I can’t do this, she thought. I’m throwing everything away. 

			Plourde sat there, his arms crossed, a defiant half-smile on his face. He was poised for a fight. He wanted one. She couldn’t do this. She couldn’t. 

			But Annie could. Annie would take no prisoners. What would Annie say? 

			Carys’s shoulders relaxed a bit. 

			“George, you’re making a mistake,” she said. “A big one.”

			Plourde lowered his chin, leaned toward Carys, and glared. 

			“I told you. We are doing the….” Then he stopped. His eyes notched slightly wider, and the corners of his mouth inched up into the beginning of a smirk. “Fine. Why don’t you tell me why I am making a big mistake?”

			Carys cocked her head to the side and lowered her chin, as if she were examining an insect, considering whether to crush it. Just as Annie did during closing arguments. She swallowed. 

			“It’s wrong to use people’s secrets to make them do what you want. It’s blackmail,” she said softly.

			“I have not blackmailed anyone,” said Plourde with half-hearted indignation. “We have a contract that JJ signed of his own free will.” 

			Plourde paused. His face cracked into the full grin he’d been stifling. “And frankly, even if I had used some information that has come into my possession to persuade young Mr. Harper to sell the collection, that’s just good business, is it not?”

			She was struck dumb. She had prepared for every type of denial that Plourde could possibly concoct, but she hadn’t expected that he’d just admit it. Why on earth would he do that? Didn’t he realize he was confessing to a crime? The answer became obvious as his eyes danced over her breasts again, then brazenly lingered. He was bragging. He was trying to impress her. 

			The male ego, she thought. So dangerous and fragile. A mix of delight and rage shivered through her as she reached into her purse and pulled out a folded piece of paper. 

			“No one deserves to be blackmailed,” she said. She slowly slid the paper across the desk to Plourde. 

			He furrowed his brow and took the paper. He unfolded it quickly, impatiently. Then he froze. 

			It was a thirty-year-old Los Angeles County Record of Arrests and Prosecutions—a rap sheet. Plourde’s rap sheet. The mug shots had surprised Carys, too, but not for the same reason they were surprising Plourde, who was now ashen. She was amazed by how very skinny and very young he’d been. In the photos, he was nineteen, and he’d been named Mark Littleton, a Pittsburgh street kid charged with two counts of indecent exposure, two counts of resisting arrest, one count of solicitation, and one count of possession of narcotics. 

			Carys watched his face as he examined his young self. The seconds ticked by as she waited for the explosion, but it didn’t come. She reached back into her purse and drew out JJ’s business card and slid that across the table. Plourde’s eyes flickered over to it, but he didn’t pick it up.

			“JJ will be happy to hear that you now believe a donation to a museum is the most discreet way to handle the collection,” she said.

			Plourde opened his mouth again, but only air escaped. She stood up, reached across his desk for the phone, spun it around, and dialed the numbers on JJ’s card. She heard the other end ring twice, and JJ picked up. She handed the phone to Plourde. His body seemed to come to attention, but his eyes were still glazed. 

			“Hello, this is…uh…George Plourde from Sothington’s,” he said, looking up at Carys. “I’d like to talk to you about the…uh…the collection.” 

			By the time the message was delivered and JJ released from his private-sale contract with Sothington’s, blood was beginning to return to Plourde’s cheeks.

			“You can’t do this,” he said through clenched teeth. “My record was expunged. I went through a program. This isn’t even supposed to be publicly available. Where did you get this?” His voice rose ominously, and he stood up, his fist wrapped around the paper. “Where did you get this?”

			“I have a Magic Rolodex, too,” she said. 

			“Ms. Jones, you don’t know who you’re fucking with,” he seethed. The veins on his forehead pulsed.

			“If you tell a soul about Harper’s condition, or try to get me fired, everyone in this company, and your wife, is going to get a copy of that,” she said. “I’m assuming you’ve never told her. She’s Harvard Club, right?”

			Plourde’s cheeks went bright crimson, and he began to pant. 

			“Yeah, I thought so,” she said. She stood up and turned to go, then looked back at him. “I’ll finish the Harper appraisal. They’ll still need it for the donation. Don’t assign anything else to me until I’m done. I don’t know how long it will be. I’ll check back into the office a couple of times a week.” 

			Carys turned and walked out of his office. As she approached the elevator, she heard Plourde’s phone ringing the distinctive “Rule, Britannia,” which meant his boss in London was calling. He did not pick it up. 

			◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆

			Radio blaring, Carys bashed out the drum solo to “Flirtin’ With Disaster” on her steering wheel as she sped down Route 9. Plymouth State College, 1999. Her first rock concert. Molly Hatchet was on a nostalgia tour, but it was all new to Carys. The Williams College rower she was sleeping with had taken her to the show in New Hampshire, and they did shots of tequila in the car in the parking lot. The band went onstage while she was in the bathroom discovering why she’d never drink tequila again. She was on her knees, staring into a toilet full of vomit, when the bass line of this song started pounding through the bathroom walls into her gut. Some sort of fiery energy slid up through her body, and she was instantly sober. She ran out of the bathroom, straight into the beat and the lights and the crowd and the consuming wash of sound. For a moment, everything else melted away. It was one of three times in her life she’d been so vacantly happy. Today was the fourth.

			She drove up the driveway to Adeona too fast, and sent stones spinning as she braked by the front door. When she’d called Annie and told her about her meeting with Plourde—with dramatic flourishes, which she felt she’d earned—Annie laughed so hard, she didn’t make any sound. Just occasionally gasping for air.
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