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Anne Wilkinson pressed the [image: image] button with a right middle digit whose confrères were mostly occupied with clutching a paper bag containing a hummus-and-sprouts bagel sandwich. She tucked her tall frame into the elevator’s back corner without lifting her eyes from the paperback in her left hand. Unnoticed, the elevator filled in front of her. New Yorkers one and all, no one so much glanced at the attractive young woman, or they’d have noticed her eyes narrow, then widen in surprise, followed by her right eyebrow rising to Spockian heights as she shook with restrained laughter.

When the doors opened on the lobby of Hathaway & Edgecombe, Anne was alone again. She wiped some tears from her eyes, tucked the book under her arm, and stepped onto the broad oriental carpet.

“Hi, Lindsay,” said Anne to the reed-thin girl with trendy eyeglasses behind the mahogany Louis Quinze desk.

“Hi, Anne!” Lindsay replied with eager enthusiasm. “That was a fast lunch.”

“Takeout,” said Anne, lifting the bag for inspection.

“No messages for you. How’s the book?”

“Oh my God. You know the premise? Roman à clef about Kate Warne, the first woman Pinkerton, and the Transcontinental Railroad?”

“Yep. I’ve been thinking about picking it up.”

“It’s really well-written, good plot, etc., but I’m in the elevator and all of a sudden, I hit this.” She handed Lindsay the open book. Lindsay opened her mouth to read, and Anne whispered, “Not too loud.”

“Her corset, bustle, and crinolines crumpled in the corner, useless as a knight’s armor after a joust, quintessence and symbol of the old, guarded maiden she’d be no more, the rough-hewn boards of the caboose floor vibrating beneath her back, she felt his thick piston head reciprocating in her cylinder, pulling its long connecting rod in and pushing it out again, acceleration and power growing imperceptibly with each mighty stroke.”

“Are you kidding me?” Lindsay laughed.

“Keep going,” said Anne.

“Their breaths came in syncopated heaves, chuffs from the engine of flesh they’d become. She felt the pressure in her smokebox growing and growing. It had to find a release.”

“Oh my God, this is—”

“Keep going.”

“No …”

“Yes!”

“Then, as the shuddering wood and their frenzied bodies merged in an incandescent, pulsating explosion, she thought, no, felt, no, knew what it meant to have that golden spike pounded into Promontory Point: All became one. Union Pacific, Central Pacific. East, West. Atlantic, Pacific. Rancher, farmer. Cowboy, Indian. Crow, Sioux. Man, woman. Christian, Jew, heathen. America!”

Lindsay was laughing so hard she was crying, her sides aching from trying to be quiet.

“One more line,” said Anne.

“And by the trackside, a prairie dog cocked its ear at the unaccustomed scream of the train’s new, throaty whistle.”

Lindsay had to grip the desktop to keep from falling off her chair.

Anne laughed. “Seriously, what the? I’m guessing her publisher made her stick in a sex scene.”

“That is priceless,” said Lindsay.

“You can have the book when I’m done.”

“Thank you!”

“Not at all, this place was built on books’ changing hands.”

“Yeah,” grinned Lindsay, “though Dad was always smart enough to charge people for the privilege.”

When Anne arrived, still smiling, at her office—not a corner office, yet, but not too many doors down and with a big window overlooking Union Square—her heart gave a little leap at the brown-paper-wrapped box on her desk, covered with lurid foreign postage, lots of insurance paperwork, and an unintelligible customs declaration on which she could only make out the words antik könyvek, which was the sum total of her Hungarian, her consuming vocation, and the raison d’être of Hathaway & Edgecombe—antique books.

Without sitting down, Anne set her bagel bag and novel on a side table, opened her desk drawer for the very sharp scissors she kept for just such occasions, and went at the package like a demolitions expert defusing a time bomb—quickly, deftly, and expertly, with just enough caution to ensure that everything emerged unscathed.

Once the packing was dispensed with, she slipped on a pair of cotton gloves and removed the contents. She smiled unconsciously as she opened the first volume, a 1558 incunabulum of Giambattista della Porta’s Magiæ Naturalis, valuable in itself. As she turned the pages, a frisson ran up her spine as she noted the copious marginalia in a crisp, bold italic hand. These notes, in a mixture of German, Latin, and Greek, made the book priceless, as they showed it to be the personal copy of Rudolf II, Holy Roman Emperor, King of Hungary, King of Bohemia, Archduke of Austria, &c. &c. &c., famous patron of art, science, and alchemy, annotated by the man himself. Anne had tracked it down at no small expense and prized it loose from a collector in Székesfehérvár whose family had acquired it in the mid-nineteenth century. Hello, beautiful, she thought. You’re going to help make me a partner here. Priceless it might be to her, but the market could value it very exactly. She planned to make it the centerpiece of H&E’s next auction of occult and esoteric books, which was her bailiwick. The other volumes in the box were interesting but minor bits of Rudolfiana that would help fill out the catalog.

After a couple of hours of reading della Porta’s book and trying to decipher Rudolf’s comments, Anne decided that real work awaited, slipped the books into acid-free bags, and placed them in a wall safe hidden behind a hinged bookshelf. For the rest of the day, she plunged herself with the energy of the ambitious into drafting catalog descriptions and estimating values for the new arrivals and some of the other items for the Rudolf auction.

The phone rang at a little after four o’clock. Lindsay announced with her crisp, perfect, prep-school enunciation, “Mildred Garrett is here.”

“Great, send her back, Linds.”

“I’ll make some tea.”

“Thanks.”

Mildred Garrett was a tiny woman somewhere in her eighties who wore her hair in an old-fashioned coif and peered out at the world through cat-eye glasses with tiny, tasteful rhinestones in the corners that must have been the height of matronly fashion in the ’60s. Anne had come to learn, however, that the eyes behind the glasses missed nothing. Mrs. Garrett was the head of some sort of private library foundation in Washington, D.C., and she regularly made trips to New York to check out auction lots she might be interested in bidding on. An odd mix of vinegar and charm, Mrs. Garrett had become such an enjoyable visitor that Anne found herself inviting her to stop by H&E’s offices to check out books before they went up for sale—sometimes even before they were announced for sale. Mrs. Garrett always looked them over with an enthusiasm that seemed to belie a methodical examination. However, when she was done, she’d invariably make a comment or two that were profoundly informed and shrewdly figured. Anne had never come away unenlightened, and Mrs. Garrett’s comments frequently ended up making her substantial amounts of money for what they added to the eventual sale prices.

Over the course of their acquaintance, Anne had slowly figured out that the sharp-tongued little old lady knew more about rare books on the occult than she did—more, in fact, than anyone she’d ever met. Mrs. Garrett rarely bought books, though when she did they were a collection of excellent classics and some very off-the-wall bits that were either valuable on some level that no one else had perceived, or that specifically fit whatever her foundation was interested in. Mrs. Garrett was a bit cagey on what exactly that was, saying that she was merely doing the bidding of its trustees, and Anne never pressed.

Anne went to her safe, brought out all the books it held, and arranged them on the long mahogany table in the conference room across the hall. Mrs. Garrett was seated in her office when she returned, clutching a white beaded purse with lines of tiny artificial pearls snaking around its snap-clasp and handle. She did not rise but removed her gloves and offered her hand to Anne.

“How are you, dear girl?”

“Very well, Mrs. Garrett, and you?” Anne had never been tempted to call her “Mildred,” and “Millie” was unthinkable.

“Fine, thank you. I could regale you with the horrors of Amtrak these days, but I shan’t.”

“Have you tried the Acela? I hear it’s much nicer.”

“I have, thank you. It is better, but it’s one of the tragedies of being old that oftentimes, nostalgia aside, you remember when certain things were unquestionably better. And rail travel, my dear, was once much, much better. So was air travel, for that matter. People dressed for it, however shocking that may sound to your tender young ears.”

“Well, I can’t say I remember that myself, but my parents have mentioned it.”

“Well, enough small talk, dear. You’re a busy woman, and you shouldn’t waste your time exchanging pleasantries with elderly people without enough to do.”

“I never think it’s a waste of time to talk to you, Mrs. Garrett. You’re too kind to drop by when you’re in town. Let me show you some of our new books.”

Ordinarily, leaving a person off the street unaccompanied with tens of thousands of dollars worth of antique books was, to put it mildly, streng verboten by H&E. However, Anne had over the years become persuaded of Mrs. Garrett’s absolute honesty and had received permission from the partners to allow her to spend time examining books. And, in fact, far from cutting out pages and stuffing them in her socks, Mrs. Garrett had on occasion brought to Anne’s attention a document or other valuable item that had been slipped between the pages of a book, sometimes hundreds of years before, that might have gone unnoticed before auction.

Anne returned to work at the computer, looking up in surprise twenty minutes later when Mrs. Garrett’s voice said, “Anne, dear?”

“Yes, Mrs. Garrett?”

The petite woman made her way to a chair and sat down. Anne noticed that, contrary to custom, she’d carried a book in with her.

“First of all, congratulations on finding Rudolf’s Magiæ Naturalis. That’s a coup of the first order. It was an honor to be able to look at it.”

“I thought you might like that, Mrs. Garrett.” Oh, thank God, Anne thought. If she recognizes it’s the real deal, it’s the real deal. The terror of forgeries haunted dealers unremittingly. “If I’m remembering right,” she continued, “you’ve bought some things from his court before.”

“I have.” While she paused, Anne’s mind went back. Some documents belonging to the great British magus John Dee she remembered, and even an oddball “Enochian” text in the hand of Dee’s con-man assistant, Edward Kelley. Those were some cool pieces. And man, did they help me establish myself. There’s nothing better than a smart customer to make a dealer look good. “However,” Mrs. Garrett spoke up, “I had a question about this book.”

She handed Anne a small book, a half-octavo-format Latin breviary from Aldus Manutius’s press, primarily of interest to collectors of Aldine works and of Catholiciana, as it contained a number of rites, like exorcisms, not ordinarily included in a breviary, and which had endowed it with its name, the Breviarium dæmonologicum, the sex appeal of which added a few dollars to the price of a fairly dull, common book.

Anne’s brow furrowed; it was not a particularly interesting or valuable book, as far as she knew. It was a filler lot for some neophyte collector and a vaguely spooky name for the catalog. “What can I tell you?”

“Well, it’s not the book itself, as I’m sure you’re aware. I was wondering where this copy came from. There’s something oddly familiar about it, but I just can’t place it.”

“If I’m remembering right, it’s supposed to have been brought to England back from the continent by an English Jesuit who was eventually executed. On his death it was confiscated by the Crown and ended up at the Bodleian. It was deaccessioned in the 1830s sometime as they had—and have—several better copies, and it’s been in a series of private collections. I got it from the Archdiocese of New York, of all places. They’d received a bequest of a lot of books, couldn’t handle them all, and called us. There were a couple vaguely interesting ones, but nothing special, I didn’t think.”

“Oh, well, then, I must be mistaken. Well, keep it safe, dearie, I may want to bid on it, if I can figure out why I’ve got such a sentimental attraction for it.”

“No problem, Mrs. Garrett.” Is she being cagey? Anne wondered, then dismissed the thought. She’s never played any games with me. And I’ve been all over that book. It’s nothing special.

Lindsay brought in the pot of tea and box of sugar cookies that tradition required Mrs. Garrett and Anne share while talking books. To Anne’s surprise, Mrs. Garrett got up to leave.

“I’m sorry, Anne dear, but I’ve got to go. I have a hot date with the Library of Congress, if I get back before it closes tonight. Lindsay, dear, since it’s after five already, would you be so kind as to share those cookies with Anne?”

“Sure, Mrs. Garrett.”

Almost out the door, Mrs. Garrett turned around. “Oh, Anne, check the title page of that 1525 copy of De libero arbitrio diatribe sive collatio. The inscription that says ‘Sod. Staup.’ means it belonged to the Nuremberg philo-Protestant club called the Sodalitas Staupiziana, and if you check I think you’ll find the handwriting is Albrecht Dürer’s. You might advertise that to fine-art collectors as well.” Anne’s jaw dropped. “Goodbye, dear! See you soon.”

“Do you want any of this tea?” Lindsay asked a minute later.

“My God, she’s amazing,” said Anne, still staring after Mrs. Garrett. Then Lindsay’s question registered. “Sure, why not. Pour us some while I go get the books.”

As Anne replaced the books in the safe, she double-checked their condition and contents, as Mrs. Garrett’s behavior struck her as odd. However, everything looked perfect, so she decided that old ladies were allowed a little eccentricity now and then. She locked up the books, sat down with Lindsay, and enjoyed some tea, cookies, and gossip about whom various people at the firm were dating, the latest doings of various celebrities, and the books they were reading or thinking of reading. They rarely talked shop, but Anne had received some of her best advice from Lindsay over the last couple years, as Lindsay’s father was Richard Edgecombe, founder and eponym of H&E, and Lindsay had absorbed more information about the rare-book business by osmosis during her childhood than most professionals gleaned in a decade of experience.

At the beginning of their acquaintance, Anne worried that Lindsay would decide that she’d want a partnership in H&E and bump her and her peers back a year or more. However, as she’d gotten to know Lindsay and like her very much, she realized her fear was unfounded. She learned that Lindsay loved rare books, but had no particular attraction towards the business of buying and selling them, and was taking a couple years after Yale to decide what to do with her life. Her father understood and had made her one of the six most overqualified receptionists in Manhattan with the firm agreement that she had three years in the job, not a day more, after which professional employment, continued schooling, or an entry-level position at H&E was mandatory.

Anne had availed upon Lindsay for advice any number of times and never found her less than forthcoming and helpful. On the basis of this collegiality, a genuine friendship had grown up, even though Anne was almost a decade older than Lindsay, and Lindsay’s privileged East Coast upbringing was a world away from Anne’s youth in the high mountains of northern New Mexico.

“So, did you see Grey’s Anatomy last week?” asked Anne.

“Oh. My. God,” Lindsay elaborated.
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Anne sat in the back of the firm’s auction room watching the Rudolfiana auction poker-faced. Inwardly, she was giddy at the excellent prices the major pieces had fetched. Her partnership offer was now a mere formality. She’d established herself as acquirer, evaluator, and seller. She expected to have job offers from Sotheby’s and Christie’s on her voicemail by the close of business. Though she had no intention of leaving H&E, it would be nice to feel courted.

When the final gavel fell, Anne slipped out the door, adding up the sale prices in her head. Arriving back at her office, she found Mrs. Garrett sitting at her table with a pot of tea and plate of cookies at the ready, and the Aldine Breviarium dæmonologicum she’d paid a healthy but not unreasonable price for.

“Hi, Mrs. Garrett! Congratulations on getting that breviary. Nothing else interested you?”

“Oh, everything else interested me, dear. I’m just a little old lady who saves her pennies. Or rather, the Foundation’s pennies. But congratulations to you, Anne. I haven’t seen a better-run or more entertainingly contested auction in, well, twenty years.”

“Thanks, Mrs. Garrett. I was pretty happy with how it went.”

“You’re too modest, my darling. It was a coup of the first order. Please, have some tea and cookies to celebrate. I’m sorry I didn’t think to bring a port to celebrate, but you didn’t let me know what a day it’d be for you.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Garrett. It is a little more than my average day at the office.”

Mrs. Garrett chatted with her about the books and the prices. Anne was, as always, amazed; this time, at the elderly lady’s knowledge of not only the book market but of the oddball milieu of Rudolf’s Prague, as well as an enormous amount of history and art to which she alluded offhandedly and unselfconsciously.

After a relatively brief chat, Mrs. Garrett excused herself. “I should leave you to the company of your peers, now, Anne. I suspect they’ll have lots to say to you.”

Their probable congratulations (laced with well-concealed envy) flashed through Anne’s mind, but she said with absolute sincerity, “Nothing as interesting as a talk with you, Mrs. Garrett.”

“I see you have mastered the art of flattering your customers,” Mrs. Garrett deadpanned. Then drawing herself up to her full four-foot, eleven-and-three-quarters inches, she placed a hand on Anne’s arm, an unexpected intimacy, and said, with a smile, “Celebrate your success with the élan of youth, dear.”

Anne saw her out, then settled in for a delicious afternoon bath of praise and celebration. Her peers were genuinely happy for her (if indeed a little envious and worried that she’d set the bar very high), the partners were ecstatic (if clearly doing the math on enlarging the partnership and feeling a little old and mortal), and her voicemail and e-mail boxes were full of “I’d be interested in talking to you about …” e-mails from firms around the world. News travels fast when your auction is simulcast on the Internet.

At just after five, however, her almost-perfect feeling of happiness and self-satisfaction was abruptly punctured by the appearance of a gaunt man with a grim visage and empty eyes, wearing a gray suit and a flat black tie, the texture of which contrasted with the shiny black hair slicked down against his skull.

In a raspy, affectless baritone, he said, “The Jesuit breviary. I understand it was sold today for three thousand dollars. I will pay ten thousand for it right now. You may return the buyer’s money, give three to your firm in payment, and keep four yourself.”

“I’m sorry, sir, but all sales are final at Hathaway & Edgecombe.”

“I understand that, which is why I am offering you that inducement.”

“I appreciate your candor.” Though why you’re willing to flatly admit you’re bribing me to put my career at risk and break the law is something I don’t think I want to know. “Nevertheless, I must decline.”

He took a step forward, his face tightening so that something like cruelty could be seen skulking behind the blank features. “No, you must not. More money? Or, must we discuss this further?”

A flashing, freezing, atavistic dread shot through Anne. She felt the hair on her arms rise. “No, I’m sorry. I mean, it’s impossible. The book has been sold, it’s in the buyer’s possession. There’s nothing more we can do.”

“The buyer’s name,” he stated flatly. “I would like to make him an offer.”

“I’m sorry,” she lied quickly and fluently. “The buyer paid cash, and we did not take his name. It’s not a particularly valuable book, and it’s not worth our time to keep records on the vast majority of unremarkable pieces that pass through our hands. I’m sure any reputable book dealer will be able to find a copy of the Brevarium dæmonologicum for you, and Aldine copies come on the market fairly frequently. I’m sorry not to be able to help you, sir. I appreciate your enthusiasm for antiquarian books, and I hope Hathaway & Edgecombe will be able to serve you in the future. Good evening.” She moved behind her desk, tapped a few computer keys and looked up with what she hoped was an are-you-still-here? look.

The skeletal man stood stock-still for a long, unnerving moment before speaking. “Yes. I understand. Thank you.” He turned and left without another word.

Anne picked up the phone and dialed zero.

“Lindsay, it’s Anne. A really creepy guy just left my office. Is he hanging around?”

“Nope. He’s gone. Walked right to the elevator, totally ignoring me when I said goodbye, and went straight down. What was his deal?”

“Wanted to buy a book we’d already sold.”

“Dork. Hey, you didn’t hear it from me, but the partners had me make a dinner reservation at Le Cirque tonight, and they’re currently headed for your office with some champagne that costs more than my suit.”

Anne was embarrassed to hear herself squeal slightly. “Awesome. Your secret is safe with me. Thanks, Linds.”

“Congrats!” said Lindsay in a stage whisper, before hanging up the phone.

Anne hung up and put on a poker face. When they came in, she didn’t bother faking surprise, she just let out a little of the elation she’d been holding in all day and beamed like a movie star.
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Anne spent the next day in bed, nursing an epic hangover and an oceanic feeling of well-being and success, having been offered and accepted a partnership at H&E over a seven-course meal that was by miles the best and by leagues the most expensive she’d ever eaten. Over the course of the night, with the food and drink arriving like magic, she’d probably had a couple bottles of vintage cabernet herself—she was a little unclear on the details—and she’d slept in until well after two in the afternoon.

Once sufficiently hydrated and caffeinated to open the window shades, she called her parents in Albuquerque and shared the good news. They were elated, though she could hear a tiny unarticulated undertone of grief that she was more firmly anchored to New York than ever. Around five, she called Lindsay at work and invited her out for a non-alcoholic celebration (“Non-alcoholic only on your part, Anne”), then called a few other friends, intentionally skipping peers from the office just to give them a little breather for any awkwardness to pass. She’d take them out for lunches or dinner sometime later. Tonight she just wanted to relax and not worry or think about work in the least.

She had everyone rally in Midtown for boatloads of Chinese at Ollie’s, the new Johnny Depp flick on an enormous screen at the big AMC theater off Times Square, and a cab ride down to Bowlmor near the Village for some midnight bowling and beers (or decaf cappuccino, in her case).

As she climbed into bed, she thought, “With apologies to Kundera, that was the perfect evening of laughter and forgetting.” Sleep never felt so deep or restful.
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The next day was Saturday, and after some time on Citibank’s website and doing a little math, Anne decided that she could afford to do a little shopping, so she spent the day picking out a couple “partner suits” and some “partner shoes” and having some seriously frivolous fun.

Sunday, she hit the gym to sweat out some of the weekend’s excesses, then called her ex-boyfriend Dave to share the good news. Dave and she had remained friendly, against the odds, largely because of their shared love for 1930s horror movies, which kept them running into each other at revival houses. After a while, they decided they might as well sit together. Then, they revived their old habit of watching them on TV late at night together—by phone or Internet chat instead of in bed.

She and Dave had steaks at Carne on the Upper West Side, and he grabbed the check.

“Hey, wait, I’m the new titan of, um, antiquarian book auctions.”

“I know,” he said, smiling, “but it’s on me.”

“Dave, I don’t want to be callous here, but I’m going to be making a lot of money fairly soon.”

“Yes, but for the moment, you have to buy into the partnership, which I imagine will involve some massive loan on your part. So it’s on me. Because I’m really happy for you.”

She looked at him asquint for a moment, then exhaled. “Okay. Thank you. That’s really very kind of you.” Damn, she wondered, not for the first time, did I screw up badly in dumping him?

Dave gave her a brief peck as she got into the cab, which let her wallow a bit more in romantic nostalgia and no small amount of fantasy about the future. Maybe she could finally stop being so obsessive about the job. Maybe there was someone out there—maybe even Dave again?—with whom she could actually settle down, move to the suburbs, have a kid or two. Possibility beckoned seductively.
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Monday morning, Anne strolled into the office and humbly accepted the further congratulations and plaudits of all her coworkers. After pouring herself a coffee, she was relieved and pleased to shut her office door and just sit down to work. She opened up her e-mail. As she was typing an enthusiastic response to a man in Chillicothe, Ohio, who claimed to have a 1601 copy of Trithemius’s Steganographia, the first printed edition by Johann Berner, an itch between the third and fourth fingers of her right hand began to bother her. She rubbed at the web between her fingers and kept typing. A touch-typist, she could do ninety-five or a hundred words a minute if she needed to. Perhaps two hundred words later, the itch returned. And then worsened.

Annoyed, she looked down at the keyboard, and noticed there was a hair protruding from between the K and L keys. She pulled it out and immediately noticed it was not one of her medium-length, light brown, slightly wavy hairs. It was coarse, black, dead straight, and slightly greasy. She was briefly baffled, then she remembered the unpleasant man who’d shown up wanting to buy Mrs. Garrett’s breviary. Could he have used her computer before she’d found him in her office? Or come back over the weekend? It wouldn’t have been any problem whatsoever for him to call up the firm’s database and check the auction-lot number. The record would contain not only the sale price, but the buyer’s name, address, phone number, and e-mail. In Mrs. Garrett’s case, she wasn’t listed personally in favor of her employer, the Coolidge Foundation for Rare and Intriguing Books.

Anne picked up the phone and called Mrs. Garrett’s cell phone, getting voicemail. “Mrs. Garrett, this is Anne Wilkinson from Hathaway & Edgecombe. I just wanted to let you know that there was a strange and rude man here last week who wanted to contact you about buying the breviary you purchased. He was very unpleasant, and I told him it was impossible for us to give any information. However, now I’m worried that he may have obtained the Coolidge Foundation’s name from our records unethically, and I wanted to warn you and the Foundation that he might be contacting you. I can’t apologize enough that this happened on our watch. Please call me back, and I’ll let you know who to look out for. Or … out for whom to look?” She giggled. “Hope you’re well, Mrs. Garrett. Oh, and I have some good news I’d love to share with you. Talk to you soon.”

When five o’clock came and she hadn’t heard back, Anne called again, got voicemail again, and hung up. She called Mrs. Garrett’s home number: answering machine. Anne left messages there and on Mrs. Garrett’s cell phone, leaving her own home and cell numbers.

Tuesday came and went without any word from Mrs. Garrett, and Anne began to worry. Wednesday passed as well, by which time Anne was genuinely concerned the elderly woman might have fallen ill or passed away and had no one to find her. With that grim thought and the realization that as a partner, she no longer required approval for such things, she booked herself onto a Thursday-morning shuttle flight to Reagan National to go look for her favorite client. She rented a car at the airport, plugged Mrs. Garrett’s address into her iPhone, and drove up Rock Creek Park to Connecticut Avenue and then into Mrs. Garrett’s quiet neighborhood in Northwest. She pulled up in front of a white-painted brick house on Linnean Avenue, maybe just shy of being called a mansion, walked up the front walk past two enormous oak trees growing together, and rang the doorbell. She heard it chime and waited. She called all Mrs. Garrett’s numbers from the doorstep, then walked around the front of the house, but both side yards were closed off with locked wooden gates the height of doors, and the backyard was surrounded by a brick wall. Returning to the front door, she rang the bell again, and in frustration, opened the glass storm door and tried the front door handle. It stuck, but with a pull and then a push, it swung open.

With rising alarm, Anne looked at the door jamb and noticed paint missing around the height of the locks. Were they tool marks? She wished she’d been fonder of mystery novels and the recent proliferation of forensic-cop shows on TV.

She swung the heavy wooden door open, jumped when the ornamental knocker clicked next to her ear, and started to say, “Mrs. Garrett?” when she froze. A tiny pair of feet in cream-colored leather pumps stuck out of the doorway up a single step and to the right.

Anne leapt up the stair but stopped when she saw all the blood. Some very old part of her brain immediately recognized death. And then she smelled decomposition. She choked back tears and vomit, stepped outside, shuddering uncontrollably, and called 911.
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The police kept her standing out on the lawn for two hours. Eventually, they asked her into the house and sat her down in a little breakfast room off the front hall that looked like a large butler’s pantry set off by swinging doors from the kitchen and a formal dining room.

The detectives, a tall white woman and a shorter black man, asked her questions for a half hour, with a stenographer taking a statement. Then for another half hour, they asked the same questions again. And then once more. Yes, she’d come down here out of concern for her client; no, she didn’t know who the strange man was or have any concrete reason to believe he was involved other than a suspicion he’d used her computer; no, the book was of no great value; and no, she had just walked in.

Finally, they asked her to look around the house for any valuable books that might be connected with the crime. She was shown upstairs, downstairs into a finished basement, and upstairs again to a finished third floor. Books were omnipresent but not overwhelmingly so. The library in whose doorway Mrs. Garrett’s body had lain had two walls of built-in bookshelves. Anne confessed to the police that, in fact, she hadn’t noticed a single really rare, old, or valuable volume in the entire place. There were books about books—enough to write several doctorates on early printing, calligraphy and illumination, and manuscript authentication. Even more numerous were vast numbers of secondary sources on Renaissance printers, authors, sages, clerics, magicians, alchemists, and the whole rogues’ gallery of the world of knowledge from the sixteenth century or so. Anne’s admiration of Mrs. Garrett grew. Not only did she have a charmingly formal, old-fashioned sense of décor, she’d assembled Anne’s dream library, or at least the secondary-source stacks of it. But there wasn’t a single piece she’d bought from H&E nor a solitary antique book.

The police thanked her for her expert opinion, asked her to stay in Washington for a couple days in case they had any more questions, and told her they’d like her to check and sign the statement she’d given once it was typed up.

Anne got back in her rental car and poked around on her iPhone for the number of a hotel—there was an Embassy Suites that seemed like it’d be fine a mile and a half away in an upscale shopping center in Friendship Heights right on the Maryland line.

She checked in, got in the shower, and wept.
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Cried out, Anne was sitting in bed wearing the hotel’s complimentary robe, which she loved—hard as it was for a New Yorker to admit, it was fully as nice as the one she’d worn the one time she and Dave had checked into the St. Regis for a romantic weekend—when her cell phone rang.

“Ms. Wilkinson, I’m Stephen Hunter from the Federal Bureau of Investigation,” announced a slightly gravelly baritone. “If you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to ask you a few questions about the death of Mildred Garrett.”

“I’d be happy to cooperate, but I’ve already spoken to the D.C. police.”

“Yes, they gave me your name. Where are you now?”

“I’m at the Embassy Suites in the mall in Friendship Heights.”

“Mazza Gallerie?”

“No, a different one. Chevy Chase something?”

“Pavilion. Sorry for the confusion. That’s right across the street from the other mall. I’ll meet you in the hotel lobby in half an hour.”

“All right.”

She’d just gotten dressed and was wondering where she’d buy some changes of clothes for the next couple days when her cell phone rang again. Another 202 area code.

“Hi, is this Anne Wilkinson of Hathaway & Edgecombe?” Anne was relieved that it sounded like business. She needed a distraction.

“Yes, who’s this?”

“Sorry to bother you, Ms. Wilkinson, but my name is John Ashton and I work for the Coolidge Foundation for Rare and Intriguing Books.”

Oh, damn, thought Anne. “Hello, Mr. Ashton, I’m so sorry about your colleague, Mrs. Garrett.”

“Thank you. And my condolences to you. I know Mildred considered you a friend. And I’m told you … found her. That must have been awful.”

You have no idea. “Thank you. What can I do for you?”

“Well, I just had a few questions about Mildred’s purchases from Hathaway & Edgecombe, and I was hoping I might sit down with you before you return to New York. Are you leaving tonight?”

“No, the police have asked me to stay around for a little while. I’m staying in Friendship Heights.”

“Well, then, can I take you to dinner tonight? On the Foundation. You’ve been such a great help to us and a good friend to Mildred, it’s the least we can do.”

Anne’s first inclination was to stay holed up in her hotel room, but she thought for a moment. Going out would be less morbid and might even be interesting. She had always wondered about the Coolidge Foundation. And my appetite’s starting to come back. Food sounds good.

“Yes, thank you, Mr. Ashton. That would be nice.”

“Oh, good. You said Friendship Heights, right?”

“Yes, the Embassy Suites.”

“Okay, I’ll pick you up out front at the corner of Wisconsin and Military at seven thirty. I’ll be driving a red Honda Accord. Not exactly limo service, but it’ll get us there.”

“Sounds just fine, Mr. Ashton. I look forward to it.”

“Me too, Ms. Wilkinson. Talk to you then!”

Anne hung up, feeling a bit better. She did, after all, have to consider retaining the Coolidge Foundation; and, she had to admit, this John Ashton sounded fairly young, bright, and nice. Two birds with one bourguignon? she thought and giggled.
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The thought of a pleasant dinner with a guy got Anne dressed and downstairs to the mall for some makeup and toiletries. By the time she met the FBI man, in the lobby of the hotel, she was looking and feeling great.

Hunter was a tall blond with a neat haircut and the athletic stride of a wide receiver; Anne was put in mind of a leopard she’d seen in the Bronx Zoo. He wasn’t unattractive, either, with intelligent blue eyes and solid features. However, Anne’s incipient attraction evaporated as soon as he opened his mouth; his persona was pure Joe Friday, to the point that she wondered if he was putting her on.

Without any apparent regard for her ordeal, he ran her through the facts of her discovery of the body, her relationship with Mrs. Garrett, and why she’d come looking for her. He then returned to the mysterious man, prodding her on details of his appearance, clothing, and asking a variety of other questions, some of which seemed to Anne to be a bit out of left field, and to all of which she had to confess she had no answers. Ordinarily, she’d have chatted with him a little and tried to glean what he was getting at, but he was such a drip to talk to and her dinner with Ashton so on her mind, she really had no desire to spend any more time in his presence than necessary. They exchanged business cards, and she watched him slink across the lobby. Too bad the prose is so awful, she thought, scowling, because that’s one hell of a cover.
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Anne hadn’t been standing on the corner for more than three minutes when, as promised, a red Honda Accord pulled up to the curb. The driver’s door opened, and Anne quickly appraised the man who got out: six feet or so, dark hair, large greenish-brown eyes, and decent dress sense. He wore a smart green blazer with brown twill pants, and a beautiful parchment-colored silk tie that, upon closer inspection, had a pattern that was actually manuscript calligraphy. She thought it might be a Carolingian minuscule hand, but didn’t think it’d be a great first impression were she to grab and scrutinize his tie.

“Hi, are you Ms. Wilkinson?”

“Call me Anne.” They shook hands.

“John.” He opened the passenger door for her. “Hop in.”

The car was quite new and had all sorts of sleek instrumentation. “You underplayed how nice your car is, John,” said Anne as he pulled away.

“Hey, thank you. I like it a lot. I’ve got a bunch of dinner options for you. You have any preferences?”

“Whatever you like. At the risk of appearing indelicate, I’m starved.”

“Do you like steak?”

“Very much.”

Ashton drove them downtown to the Capital Grille, an old-fashioned steak house that catered to Washington’s well-heeled population of lobbyists, real-estate developers, and attorneys.

Anne ordered a rare Delmonico, much to Ashton’s evident satisfaction.

“Wow, you really do like steak.”

“I do. Rare, like my books.”

“Ow.” He laughed.

“Too cheesy? Actually, I’m a New Mexican. Well-done meat is a Class B felony in the state. Speaking of books, that’s a great tie.”

“Thank you. It’s The Death of Simon Magus from a colored version of the Nuremberg Chronicle.”

“Wow, that’s really cool. Where did you have that made?”

“I actually found it in a hotel gift shop.”

“Crazy! I actually saw a 1491 Latin first-edition in person once. During my year abroad, by coincidence, I went to the Ny Carlsberg Glyptothek in Copenhagen while they were having this exhibit of medieval esoterica. It was just amazing. Did you know that it’s possible that a young Dürer worked on the illustrations as an apprentice?”

“I did not.”

“It’s true. My girlfriends went off to Tivoli, but I stayed the whole afternoon, even though they only had nineteen books on display. I’d get to the end, then start over. That was probably the moment at which it became inevitable that I’d end up as a rare-book nerd.”

“Oh, so your interest extends beyond their monetary value?”

“Truth be told, as much as I like my job, it’s mostly a pretext to get my hands on lost, old, and rare books. It’s just for a short time, usually, but there’s nothing like actually reading them while you can touch them and smell them and hear the pages turn. It’s electric; it’s like a little time machine. But I’m babbling. I’m sure working for the Coolidge Foundation, you’re no stranger to the charms of old books.”

“Love them. But hey, if you don’t mind my saying so, aren’t you a bit of a real expert on some of this stuff? I Googled you to find out your contact information, and found you’ve actually got a bibliography.”

“Well, yeah.” Anne took a drink of her Zinfandel. “I don’t really consider myself a scholar, but I got interested in the content first, then the books as art and craft, and finally as a way to make a living.”

“A pretty nice one, I take it. Congratulations on making partner.”
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