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“Of course it’s alright for librarians to smell of drink.”

—Barbara Pym, Less Than Angels


Chapter One

SO MANY DELIGHTFUL possibilities tonight. Nan Nethercott poured herself a hefty glass of red wine from the big box perched on her table and began.

Children’s Librarian on Sanibel Island! Oh, to work in flip-flops and stroll the beach at lunchtime.

Research Librarian for the Irish Government in Dublin! She’d read lots of books set in Ireland. Surely that would count toward the requirement of a second master’s degree in Irish history and fluency in Gaelic.

Film Archives Librarian in Hollywood! She loved movies. So what if she didn’t have a background in art history with a film focus?

Cruise Ship Librarian! Ahoy, maties. Beach reads only.

Prison Librarian, Cuba! She focused on the Cuba part and disregarded the prison part.

Nan never concerned herself about her qualifications for jobs before she applied for them. She could dream, couldn’t she? Other people played the lottery or spun the online dating roulette wheel; she applied for jobs.

She had to do something; she held the dubious distinction of treading water in her profession for twenty-five long years, still stuck on the entry-level librarian step on the civil service ladder in the Philadelphia public library system. People she’d graduated with from library school had risen over the years to become department heads, system managers, and directors. Not Nan. She disliked ambitious librarians clawing their way up. She had other priorities in life—so many women, so little time.

But now she was fifty years old, and what did she have to show for herself? A studio apartment so small she could lie on her lumpy futon, reach her arm out, and open the refrigerator door. A heart so bruised from disappointing love affairs that she was surprised it still worked to move blood around her body. A city full of reminders of the hopeful young Nan who had moved there to take her very first job after graduating from her Master of Library Science program. Her very first job that was still her only job; if it weren’t so pathetic, it would be laughable.

The geographic cure for what ailed her life—that was the ticket. She craved distance from this city full of her mistakes, a clean landscape to start over in.

She didn’t know why happiness was so hard for her to achieve. She felt that life rubbed her the wrong way, like when you put on an itchy sweater and you couldn’t wait to rip it off. It wasn’t depression; it wasn’t melancholy; it was something else, something missing. She had a starved beast-child inside her, living on whatever crumbs of attention and affection she could find in the world; she hated knowing that about herself.

She wanted to be happy at unexpected times, to feel that her life was amazing, to enjoy little things like watching squirrels go crazy running up and down the trees into their hidey-holes, chasing one another and bouncing from branch to branch like acrobats.

If she got to that level of happy, she’d be the first woman in her family to do so, which would be quite an achievement among the martyrs, worriers, and sad sacks she came from. Time was running out; she was impatient, demanding herself to do something, anything, right now.

Wait, this job posting was different: Town Librarian, Pinetree, New Jersey.

She had never seen an ad like that before. A slow excited burn started in her stomach. Or was that acid building up from her liver, overworked by too much cheap wine chugged down too fast? The potato chips and onion dip she had for dinner probably didn’t help either.

When Nan located Pinetree on a map of southern New Jersey, she saw a tiny dot surrounded by a national forest reserve. The details in the job posting were sparse, which was unusual, and the requirements were even more sparse—they asked only for an accredited Master of Library and Information Science degree, which Nan actually had. Although hers was an ancient, creaky version of the degree. She flinched at the listed salary, even less than the pitiful one she was making as Librarian I in the Philadelphia public library system. But that didn’t matter. She was playing her job roulette game. It was all in good fun.

She poured herself another wallop of wine and applied for the job. Hope felt like that third glass of wine on a rainy night, a little luxury to warm herself by.


Chapter Two

PINETREE, NEW JERSEY, could have been the setting for every movie set in an idyllic small town that Nan had ever seen, with a wide, walkable Main Street flanked by stately sycamore trees and stores people actually needed—grocer, liquor, barber shop, hardware, coffee shop, dry cleaner, bakery, furniture and antiques, pharmacy, and several delis—with an actual town clock looming over the scene. How cool was that?

Nan found the library easily, on the corner of Main Street and Central Avenue. The squat gray concrete building epitomized utilitarianism in a no-nonsense, no-frills square shape, with steep entry steps and a dented, faded book return drop box on the curb. Not very inviting. It clashed with the whole rest of Main Street, in fact.

She took a deep breath, pulled the heavy door open too fast, and smashed herself hard in the shoulder with it. Do not react, swallow that searing pain. You do not want SHIT to be the first word these people hear from your mouth.

Nan felt instantly at home, and she knew why. Although the library’s exterior was not like the majestic Wilmington Public Library she had loved as a child growing up in Delaware, the inside summoned up all of the same delights as her hometown library. The smell of old books, that delicious mushroomy fragrance. The solid curve of a mahogany chair softened by decades of human rumps settling in for a long read. The pleasure, as intoxicating as a sexual thrill, of being surrounded by walls and walls of shelves packed tight with hardback books.

Nan breathed it all in and felt herself wanting this place to be hers. Her palms itched with the desire to touch everything, to mark this territory as her own.

Desire was not her friend though. Wanting brought disappointment; she had learned that the hard way.

The library board of trustees were gathered around a large mahogany table in the Reference Room. Pip (short for Phillip, he announced, as if she cared) Conti, the fortyish board president who was also the superintendent of schools, was conducting the interview. He had a head as big as a moose’s and carried himself like a former high school football star, cocking his head and pausing as if he heard applause every time he spoke. Nan disliked him immediately and intensely; she could recognize a blowhard a mile away.

She almost never got interviews for jobs she applied to, so she was quite rusty at the whole ask-me-a-question-and-I’ll-answer-it-intelligently-and-persuasively-yet-charmingly bullshit. She limped her way through most of the interview, hating the sound of her own lame answers.

Valiantly, she tried to make substituting for the children’s librarian once a year sound like she was indeed an accomplished storyteller and youth program organizer. She puffed up her required annual perfunctory technology training into a specialty in IT and all its mysterious manifestations. For budget preparation and finance management, she hauled out examples from her long-ago graduate school classes, throwing buzzwords around in the hopes of dazzling board members who knew even less than she did. Sweating profusely, she hoped her black turtleneck hid the flood.

“I will be frank with you,” Pip said finally, jumping up to pace around the table, pointing at Nan. “We need new blood. We need the latest and the greatest new ways. We need to be drop-kicked into the twenty-first century. We need you to convince us that you are up to the challenge.” He sat down, arms folded, and waited.

Nan figured her competition for the job were recent library school graduates because who the hell else would work for the absurdly low salary? And if they were aiming for recent graduates, no wonder they hadn’t put any experience requirement in the job posting. So he was using new to mean young. He was really asking if she was too old to do this job. An undulating pain shot up her fifty-year-old backbone in response.

This was so unfair. After all, she was clearly a cool librarian. She had an arty, jagged, super-short haircut, colored with streaks of turquoise and pink; she wore all black clothes and hefty Doc Martens boots. Apparently, none of that counted with Pip.

But he wasn’t the only one on this board. There were six others staring at her. None of them were exactly in the springtime of life. Everyone except Pip looked to be well over fifty, and several looked over seventy. They each got a vote on her being hired too.

Nan had learned one thing in all her years at the bottom. Often it paid to go around an obstacle rather than try to batter it down. She leaned forward, ignored Pip, made eye contact one by one with the other board members, and lowered her voice as if she were telling them a very important secret.

“New is all well and good. But as you all know, there is absolutely no substitute for experience.” She felt as if she was bowling with one pin left standing at the end of the alley, and she had knocked it down with her last ball. She saw in their eyes that they yearned for someone their own age, someone they could connect with in the shorthand of shared understandings and vocabulary, someone who didn’t make them feel old and stupid. Vote for me, she begged silently.

*

THE NEW TOWN Librarian. Nan was as unknown as the inside of a brand-new book, still smelling of fresh ink, its pages immaculate before readers dripped red wine on them or used a banana peel for a bookmark. She stood grinning in the doorway of her tiny office behind the library’s checkout desk, enjoying the view and congratulating herself as she had daily since she’d started.

Sun streamed in the large old windows, beaming warmth and light on the scene, making the polished mahogany tables look inviting enough to kiss, dust motes dancing over the room like little fairies in the air.

She was at long last a library director, with no one to answer to. In one move, she had catapulted to the top of the library ladder. It was only a small-town public library in South Jersey, and she was the only professional librarian on staff, but it would do. She was running the show.

At that exact moment, the front door was flung open by two shortish figures dressed head to toe in camouflage attire, with ski masks pulled over their faces and hoodies covering their hair.

“FUCKINGASSHOLECOCKSUCKERS,” they shouted into the room, then raced away.

Mona Pinto, the chief library assistant, dropped with a thud onto the floor, fainting like a movie murder victim.

Shaky Leonetti, a library regular who had been reading the Wall Street Journal, ran to the door and started bashing it with his cane as though he was thrashing the intruders.

Dunkan Grasso, the big man-child who was the assistant to the chief library assistant, emitted a long stream of screams as though he was being repeatedly stabbed with a jagged knife.

Nan felt as if someone had grabbed her by the shoulders and shaken her until her brain rattled against her skull. She was as shocked as the time she’d been on a first (and last) date with a surly dental hygienist named Taffy, and the woman had thrown a Bloody Mary at the wall and stormed out of the restaurant, apparently enraged at the slow service.

A minute passed as slowly as a chapter in a bad book. They all started to breathe again.

“SUCKMYCOCK,” the intruders opened the door again to scream, then ran away screeching, their laughter lingering in the quiet.

Dunkan and Shaky turned to look at Nan, then down at Mona, who remained collapsed on the floor on her back. It was a pity she’d worn such a short skirt that day as her current posture gave any onlooker a clear view all the way up to her pink flowered panties.

Nan marched over to the door. This was the first test of her authority, and she was going to pass it with flying colors. She opened the door with one swift thrust.

Outside, everything that usually happened at the 3:00 p.m. dismissal time for the middle school across the street continued as normal. Yellow school buses lined up by the curb, children climbing aboard, cars halted by the buses’ flashing lights. At the corner, crossing guards with hand-held stop signs escorted children across the street.

No thugs in ski masks were in sight. Nan didn’t know what she’d expected—for them to wait on the corner so she could catch up with them?

“They’re gone,” she reported back to the people in the library, who stood expectantly staring at her. She knelt on the floor next to Mona but had no idea what to do for a downed chief assistant.

“Should I slap her?” Nan asked. No one answered.

Nan picked up Mona’s hand and let it drop to the floor. The woman wasn’t faking it; she really was out cold.

“Mona, Mona, wake up,” Nan said. She felt foolish. One of the many, many things they didn’t teach you in library school—how to revive a fallen comrade.

When Mona finally opened her eyes, she said, “No one ever did that when the last librarian was here,” as if Nan had brought the shouting, cursing thugs with her from Philadelphia to unleash on the town.

“I’m calling the police,” Nan said, jumping up.

She would show them she could handle anything. There was nothing she hadn’t seen in her decades as a low-level librarian shuttling around to where she was needed in public library branches all over Philly, thinking of the time she’d gone outside to get fresh air when a drive-by shooting erupted outside the branch, a bullet ricocheting right at her as she dove for the ground. From then on, she did without fresh air.

Then there was the serial masturbator in another building, who would whip his tool out and go at it while people walked around him looking for a bestseller or a book on how to train their dog. Nan had to tell him herself to put that little thing away and get out as the security guard was invariably elsewhere when it happened. If she could handle that, she could handle this.

She’d have to call a door repair service too, she saw. Mr. Leonetti’s cane had left shattered cracks over the whole lower half of the door. She made a mental note not to aggravate him for any reason. He was trigger-happy with that cane.

The police officer who answered the call was a tall beefy woman stuffed into her uniform, buttons straining against her belly, her belt strapped tight with a mixture of weapons and odd tools hanging from it like she was a combination assassin/home contractor. Holding a tiny notebook suitable for an elf, she made scratch marks in it that looked to Nan like the officer wasn’t even trying to take notes, more pretending she was taking notes while actually doodling. This officer was dying for a juicy murder case or, at least, a violent assault and was not thrilled to be investigating dirty words shouted into a public library, Nan was sure.

The EMTs came too, with two ambulances and what looked like every single volunteer first responder the town had. Nan worried that a shoving match might break out soon over who got to work on Mona first as they all crowded around her. She was fully awake now and smiling helplessly up at them. Soon, she had six EMTs working on her various body parts; Nan counted.

“So what was damaged?” the police officer asked Nan.

“You mean did they break the door? No, they didn’t break it.”

“But it’s cracked,” the officer said.

“I did that,” Shaky volunteered. “Sorry. I got a little carried away.”

The officer shook her head. “So the intruders did no damage.”

“They damaged our whole vibe here,” Nan said. “Isn’t that a charge, disturbing the peace?”

The officer sighed, scratched again ineffectually in her notebook. “What were the exact words they screamed?”

Nan started to say them out loud, but everyone was looking at her, making her feel like she was the one who had screamed the bad words.

“I’ll write them all down for you.” Nan herself swore all the time. She had no problem with cursing, but she felt she was bringing the words back to the library by repeating them out loud.

The officer read the words, then made a twitching motion with her lips.

You think this is funny? Nan fumed, wishing she could say it out loud. But she was still on probation. She had to tiptoe around for ninety days trying not to offend anyone until they made her a permanent town employee.

“No threats then. They did no damage, and they made no threats,” the officer said.

“They totally disrupted us. They scared people in a public place. They made my assistant faint; she could have had a heart attack,” Nan protested.

“But she didn’t, did she?”

The chief EMT, her voice heavy with disappointment, spoke up to say that Mona was fine and didn’t need to go to the emergency room.

“Did you recognize their voices?” the officer asked.

“I’m new in town,” Nan said.

“They sounded like they were disguising their voices,” Dunkan offered. “You know how football players do that grunting, screaming thing when they run at you?”

The way he described it made it clear to Nan that football players had run at Dunkan that same exact way. No wonder he liked hiding out in the library. He wouldn’t have to see many of them in here.

“No,” the officer said. “I don’t know how they do that. Do they do that? I don’t follow sports.”

Talk about your non sequiturs.

“How many of them were there?” the officer asked.

“Ten,” Mona said, as Nan said, “Two.”

“It seemed like there were a lot of them,” Mona said, sniffing.

“Two,” Nan said. “I’m positive.” That was about the only thing she was sure of.

The officer continued her lackluster scratching into her tiny notebook. This was ridiculous. Nan felt she was letting the officer down, like she should have been reporting a Molotov cocktail thrown into the library. Now that would have been worth the officer’s time.

“So what are you going to do?” she demanded.

“Let me put it this way, if you could identify them, we might have a shot. But you can’t, can you?”

“Is it my fault those punks dressed up like soldiers and shouted like football players?”

“It’s not your fault, ma’am.” The officer stood up. “We’ll do everything we possibly can.”

Which is zero. After the officer left, the library staff and the people in the library all looked at Nan as if waiting for her to announce Plan B.

“I’ll think of something,” Nan said. The feeling of all eyes on her was intoxicating. She was the Town Librarian now, and she would fix everything.


Chapter Three

NAN FLUNG OPEN her refrigerator, hoping to find anything edible inside. A piece of cheese, a bottle of Prosecco (that counted as nourishment), leftover anything, a jar of pickles even. It would have been a small miracle if any food had been there because she had not grocery shopped since she’d moved in. She was naked, finding her new apartment in Pinetree to be way overheated; the temperature was controlled from downstairs where her landlords, Joe and Immaculata Fortunato, lived.

Why did they keep the heat turned up so very high? Maybe because Joe and Immaculata were as old as Rome.

Joe was a sweetheart—Nan could already tell—a short courtly guy with a shy smile and brown eyes that shone like a happy puppy’s. But that Immaculata, she was a handful—she of the port-wine birthmark of raised bumps and ridges that covered half of her face, she of the sharp eyes and rounded body, she of the housedress du jour. Many of Immaculata’s housedresses had a Florida theme for some reason, with oversized grapefruits, lemons, and oranges adorning her large breasts and buttocks. Nan felt as if she was living in Immaculata’s tropical paradise.

Every day when Nan got home, she took off her clothes and opened her windows for relief. No one could see her anyway, in this second-floor apartment on top of a farmhouse. All she could see were fields and woods from her windows, no one in nearby houses to spy on her.

She had jumped at the chance to rent the apartment after one of the board members suggested it, with its two bedrooms, full bathroom, and its own outside entrance in the back on top of wooden stairs. After her studio apartment in Philly, it seemed immense, the whole top floor of a house. It was close enough to walk to work, on a quiet farm road a mile from the center of town, and was completely furnished. It was easy. All she had to do was move her clothes in.

The teal farmhouse reminded her of the dollhouse she’d shared with her sisters, with all those windows like wide-open eyes and the front porch with rockers that moved in the wind as if ghosts were sitting in them reading.

The furniture in her apartment cracked her up—the 1950s kitchenette with red vinyl chairs that made a little sigh when she sat on them; the blocky vintage TV in the living room, facing a black faux leather recliner that Nan despised the look of but lounged in every night with relief, her feet propped up and her head flung back; the disturbingly ornate white French provincial bedroom set with a bed so high Nan felt like she was trapped in “The Princess and the Pea” fairy tale when she climbed up on it.

She had abandoned her own furniture in Philadelphia. It had been the perfect time to ditch reminders of all the exes she’d acquired it with, forget all the times she’d moved with it in high hopes of one relationship or another lasting past six months. So this weird furniture mix would have to do for now.

The rent was very low, affordable with her tiny salary, and Immaculata even waived the security deposit because Nan was the Town Librarian and therefore constitutionally unable to be a bad tenant, evidently.

No matter how long she stared into the refrigerator, food did not appear. She had forgotten to bring a sandwich home, dammit. She sighed, trying to imagine the effort of putting all her clothes back on and going to get takeout from one of the Italian delis where she’d been buying her lunches. No one delivered in this town, and she still couldn’t wrap her brain around that.

The inner door that led from her kitchen down to the first floor rattled alarmingly. What the hell was that? Nan heard strange sounds, thumping bumping murmuring, boots tramping up and down. That must be Joe. He always wore work boots.

“Open up,” Immaculata called out. “We got stuff for you.”

“I’m naked,” Nan shouted back, unnerved.

It sounded like Joe ran down the stairs.

“Nothing I haven’t seen before.” Immaculata laughed.

What had Nan gotten herself into here? She’d always lived in high-rise city apartments, with neighbors who kept their eyes down as they passed in the halls and ignored one another in the elevators.

“I’ll wait,” Immaculata said finally.

Nan stood frozen, unsure of what was worse, antagonizing her landlady who lived inches away or allowing this invasion of her privacy in what clearly would not be a one-time incursion.

She was ragingly hungry though. What if Immaculata was bringing food? She had often been tantalized by the smells wafting up from below. Nan pulled on shorts and her favorite T-shirt that read Nobody Knows I’m a Lesbian and let Immaculata in.

“Hold the door open,” Immaculata ordered. With two hands, she delivered a huge jug of deep red wine. She put it under the table as if that was its designated place.

“Joe makes this,” she said. “He don’t even drink. It messes with his head, and that’s not too good in the first place.”

Suddenly Nan liked Immaculata a whole lot more. Homemade red wine often had an alcohol content that was double that of wine bought in liquor stores, and it had to taste way better than the cheap box wine that was all she could afford.

Then Immaculata lifted platters and bowls to the table, pointing out stuffed mushrooms, peppers and eggs, meatballs and ravioli, and an entire carrot cake. Had she forgotten Nan was living all by herself? This was enough food for a family of ten. But Immaculata wasn’t done. She heaved bags full of what Nan thought of as ingredients—potatoes, broccoli crowns, tomatoes, cabbage, onions, and lemons. Nan didn’t cook; what the hell was she going to do with this?

“We went to the market today, figured you could use a few things.” Immaculata settled herself at the kitchen table without being asked. “Get some glasses out.”

Nan opened cabinets until she found some, while Immaculata pretended she didn’t know exactly where the glasses were. Of course, she did. Everything here was hers. Immaculata hoisted the jug up to pour Nan a big glass of wine and herself a shot-sized one.

I have no willpower against good food and wine. That’s a fact. I’ll deal with setting boundaries with Immaculata later.

Nan sat down and dug in, as eager as a pig to a trough.

“So who does your hair?” Immaculata rolled her eyes.

I take it you don’t approve.

“Did your hairdresser get interrupted in the middle of working on you? She left one side shaved and one side long,” Immaculata said.

“I love my hair. Everyone loves my hair.” Nan wasn’t happy about this turn in the conversation, but she didn’t put her fork down. These were actual homemade ravioli.

“What’s with all those crazy streaks? Was she using up all her leftover colors or what? You got pink. You got green. You got purple.” Immaculata laughed so hard her bosom bobbed up and down.

Could it be that Immaculata actually liked her? Was joking around her love language? Nan chose to respond with a friendly overture. She did not want to get on bad terms with a woman who had the power to make her life miserable, that was for sure.

“These meatballs are incredible,” she said with her mouth full.

Immaculata nodded as if to say, Of course they are; I made them.

They sat companionably for a few minutes, Immaculata sipping her wine and Nan moaning over the stuffed mushrooms.

“So you read a lot? Aren’t you worried your eyeballs will fall out from all that reading?” Immaculata asked.

“They do fall out once in a while. I just pop them right back in.”

When Immaculata guffawed, Nan was so relieved. She wanted to keep the flow of this gorgeous food coming forever. She’d play nice to make that happen.


Chapter Four

NAN’S WORKDAY STARTED with Mona bursting into tears first thing in the morning and running into Nan’s office to sob, chest heaving while blowing her nose and gasping as if she’d been attacked. Nan fought the impulse to lock Mona in the office and run away.

“What is it?” Nan asked. She had an outsized fear of cancer and hoped it wasn’t that. She knew it wasn’t true that cancer was contagious, but it kept getting closer and closer to her. The skull-making demon disease killed people before they died, leaving them walking around hairless, burned skeletons until it was a relief for everyone when they finally died. Both of her parents had died young of cancer, within a year of each other, when Nan was still a teenager. Even thinking the word made that spot in her right armpit twinge. Is that where it will start in me?

“I’m so ashamed. This never happened in my family before. I can’t bring myself to say the words out loud,” Mona said.

Then don’t. I don’t really care.

“You don’t have to talk. Take a day off. You don’t have to work when you’re so upset,” Nan said.

“I can’t go home. He’s there. My son.”

“Your son who just got married?” Nan had overheard way too much about that wedding. She actually knew the color of the bridesmaids’ dresses (periwinkle), the name of the maid of honor (Tabitha Teti), and how many people ordered the vegetarian option that the caterer insisted was necessary for the sit-down dinner (sixteen, which shocked Mona as she had no idea she even knew one vegetarian, let alone sixteen).

“Yes, he came back home,” Mona sobbed.

“To visit?”

“No, he’s getting a d… He’s getting a d…”

Dog? He’s getting a dog? What’s so terrible about that?

“They dated all through high school. And college. Then she went to pharmacy school. Then they got married. Now he says they’re getting a d…” Mona said.

“Divorce? They’re getting a divorce?” Nan asked. What a ridiculous guessing game this conversation was.

“I can’t say the word. It’s our first one in the family. We don’t get di-i-i-vo-o-r-ced,” Mona choked out.

Nan wondered if she’d been caught in a time warp, and she was now back in the 1950s. Was this town ringed by the Pine Barrens an enchanted village of the past?

“I’m sorry to hear that, Mona.”

I’m sorry you need to spill your guts right when I’m trying to meet a 10:00 a.m. deadline to finalize my book order for the month.

“He said marriage wasn’t what he thought it would be. That’s all he’ll say. What could that possibly mean?”

That marriage wasn’t what he thought it would be, seems clear enough to me.

Mona laid her head down on Nan’s desk. Her bouffant lacquered hair did not budge. What would it be like to have hair so hard that it held its shape in an emotional crisis?

Once again, Nan was shocked at what they hadn’t taught her in library school. She didn’t mean to be cold. She realized people’s personal lives affected their work lives, but she really really really really did not want to hear any more about Mona’s son’s marriage on the rocks.

She was a tiny bit curious though. Had the hapless couple been sleeping with each other since high school? Maybe the glow had worn off through their long engagement. Or had they held off on full intercourse till marriage and that was what caused the big disappointment when they finally did it? Straight people were so funny sometimes. Such high expectations for what could take time, practice, and alcohol to get right.

“I can’t show my face in town. No one must know. The priest—what will the priest say? I feel like such a failure. My husband and I have been married for thirty-four years. What kind of example have we shown my son?” Mona picked her head up to wail.

“What else does your son say?”

“He says they both agree. It’s a mutual breakup. She’s not upset; he’s not upset. Did you ever hear of such a thing?”

“Well, yes. It’s not so unusual.”

Trust me. I’m the queen of breakups. I’ve heard it all.

“I guess it’s nobody’s business why they broke up, right? That’s their business, even if they are family,” Nan added.

“I have to walk around this town and hear the whispers. I have to face the gossip. The big wedding we threw them, three priests married them, everyone in town came to the reception. So many people danced at their wedding. All those presents still in their boxes. They didn’t even write their thank-you notes yet. I feel so terrible.”

“Is it your fault, Mona?” Nan put her hand on Mona’s arm. She felt silly doing that but couldn’t think of any other gesture to make except shaking the woman, and that wouldn’t do. “Is it really your fault?”

Mona stared at her for a long time. “You’re not from here. You have no idea what my life is like,” she said finally. She stood up. “I’m going home. Don’t tell anyone. I mean anyone.”

The day went from bad to worse quickly. The New York Times had failed to arrive on their doorstep, causing the old men who gathered by the door at the 9:00 a.m. opening time to lose their minds. They stood by the front desk, refusing to take their usual seats in the reading room as if standing there breathing on Nan and Dunkan would make the newspaper appear.

Dulcie Mainwaring from Barbara Pym’s No Fond Return of Love popped into Nan’s mind. How Dulcie always found public libraries a bit upsetting because of all the odd characters one found there. There was an apt Barbara Pym observation for almost any situation in life, Nan found. That was precisely why she was Nan’s all-time favorite British novelist. Nan believed she deserved bonus reader points because so many people didn’t know her work. BP was her special little secret, the one author she could whip out whenever people asked who her favorite writer was.

“Where is it, when is it coming, did someone steal it?” the men asked Nan.

I don’t know, and I can’t make it materialize out of thin air, she wanted to say.

Instead, she asked Dunkan to take petty cash and go buy a copy from the drugstore. They weren’t supposed to do that. They were supposed to get the delivery service to bring another one and report a missing issue. But when they did that, the paper didn’t get there until the midafternoon or sometimes even the next day. Nan was afraid the old men would have a group seizure or heart attack right in the library if they had to wait that long. She’d never been around old people much until she got this job, never realized how welded they were to their daily routines.
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