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Dedication



The Librarian is dedicated to the colors black and gray and to everyone who remembers imaginary friends. 







  
  
Chapter One




My eyes snapped open. I glanced around my room. The light of breaking dawn scattered the shadows. A sound. From the kitchen.

I eased back my bedcovers, grabbed my weapon, and padded in my bare feet to the hallway. I froze. Someone opened a cabinet. Searching for something? I pressed my back against the chill of the wall and slid toward the kitchen with the skill and silence of a viper. I lifted my weapon before I whirled into the kitchen.

“Margaret Sloan, stop sneaking around.” I covered my ears because Mother never spoke at less than full volume. “You give me the creeps. And what are you doing with your flashlight? It’s time for you to get dressed for preschool.”

My name is Maggie. No actual spy is named Margaret.

I stomped to my bedroom and flopped on the floor next to my dresser. I sorted through the drawers and tossed the unacceptable blue, green, pink, yellow, red clothes to the corner of my room. 

“Spies wear black,” I grumbled.

Mother appeared in the doorway of my room and frowned. “Margaret Sloan, why are all your clothes on the floor?”

“I need a black shirt and pants.”

Mother turned away. “Get dressed and come to the table. Breakfast is ready.”

I followed her to the dining table in my white underpants and undershirt because Mother heard me better when I got her attention. I tapped her arm and glared. “Need black pants and a black shirt.”

“Why didn’t you say so? Got a play at preschool? Wear your dark-blue shorts and shirt. I’ll shop for your costume today.”

For the rest of the week, I skulked through the school hallways in my new black shirt and pants.

“Margaret, this is the fourth day in a row that you’ve worn that same black shirt and black pair of pants. You need to change, so I can wash them. Do you have any idea how hard it is to find little girls’ clothes in black?” Mother shook her finger at me and handed me a department-store bag. “This is southern Georgia. It’s too hot to wear black. The only reason I bought you more is that you worry me to parental exhaustion.”

I raced to my bedroom, dumped the sack onto my bed, and gaped in awe. Black clothes, just like a real spy. I changed to a black T-shirt and shorts and commando-crawled down the hallway before I rolled behind a chair in the living room.

When I popped up from behind the chair, Mother gasped. “Margaret, you are just like your father.”

My father wore black?


      [image: ]The day after I graduated from kindergarten, I woke to the aroma and sizzle of bacon mingled with the fragrance of hot, browning batter and warming maple syrup. I dashed to the kitchen.

“I knew you’d like pancakes with dark chocolate chips, Margaret. We’ll walk to the library today to get you a card. I’m tired of you taking my novels before I’ve finished them. You need your own books.”

When the door to the library whooshed open, I froze and whispered with reverence. “Books everywhere. This must be what heaven looks like.”

At the end of the summer, the librarian with curly red hair and the three-inch scar on her right jaw stopped me on my way out. “Maggie, you’re reading at the sixth-grade level. Good work.”


      [image: ]I hurried into the first-grade class. Is this the year we learn calculus?

When I stepped into the room, I froze and blocked the doorway. Five purple chairs circled an orange rug, and a pink bookcase filled with preschool books was against the wall next to the chairs. The whiteboard in front had the word Welcome splashed across it with each letter a different color. My breathing became more shallow and rapid. I’m in color overload.

I narrowed my eyes at the cartoony, painted animals on each of the garish, brightly colored, square tables: red, yellow, blue, green, purple, orange; elephant, tiger, lion, giraffe, whale, gorilla. Why? My breakfast churned in my stomach, and I gulped to keep from puking.

The teacher had pulled her brown, gray-streaked hair into a low ponytail; her wire-rimmed glasses had slipped down her nose. She was younger than Mother and the same height as Mother, but Mother was slimmer. Two boys and a girl jostled me as they entered the classroom.

The teacher’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. “Come get your name tag and match the animal on your name tag with the correct table.”

I glanced around for an escape route. None. It will be a long year.

The teacher narrowed her eyes. “I said come get your tag. You need to pay attention.”

I narrowed my eyes too, but it just made everything fuzzy. I almost mentioned that she’d see better if she opened her eyes, but I realized not everyone was open to helpful suggestions.

She glared and tapped her hand with a pencil. I tilted my head and stared. Last week I read a story about astronauts and learned a number two pencil can write in zero gravity. What if I’m asked to fix a spy satellite? I need a number two pencil in my backpack.

I realized she had been talking while she tapped.

“Excuse me,” she said. “This is not the first time I have told you to pay attention to my instructions. I’ll ask for a conference with your mother. Maybe she can help you understand the importance of following the rules.”

The next day, Mother walked home from school with me after her meeting with the teacher. As I hopped up the steps to our apartment, she shook her finger and spoke in her booming volume. “Margaret, you need to do what your teacher says. You’ll never be anything if you can’t follow directions.”

I uncovered my ears, jumped to three steps above her, and turned because Mother paid better attention when she saw my eyes. “Mother, I don’t want to be anything. I want to be a spy. Spies follow people.”

“So, follow people, Margaret.”

Simple, yet logical. I didn’t tell Mother, though.

The next day at our tiger-table art time, I focused on Thomas, my friend with the gray eyes and protruding ears. He sat on my left, and the girl with curly black hair and French braids was across from me. I created a composite of their drawings, except mine was in pencil while they picked through color markers. While the rest of the students colored, I finished my pencil drawing. I examined the shapes of kids’ ears and noted whether their earlobes were attached.

My observations were interrupted by taps on the table. “Ahem.”

I glanced at the middle of the tiger table and noticed a math worksheet. I grabbed the paper and solved the problems before anyone else at the table finished.

Rookie mistake. A spy would not only observe but also keep track of the subject.

When the teacher stood next to my seat, I closed my eyes and breathed in the sweet aroma of roses, which was a decidedly welcome change from the room’s usual odor of kid sweat and stale pee. “Why do you draw in pencil when all the colors are available?”

A trick question. Not sure zero gravity is the answer.

My mind raced to find an answer. “It makes corrections easier.”

She smiled. “Perfectionist.”

I learned my first life lesson. Make the boss happy.


      [image: ]After a month of second grade, I examined my face at different angles in the bathroom mirror. School has aged me. I sauntered into the living room and found Mother reading one of my books in her blue recliner.

“Mother, I need my hair dyed black. Can you do it, or do we make an appointment with your hair stylist?”

Mother slammed the book shut and glared. “No, absolutely not; I will not dye your blond curls; and certainly not black. Where do you come up with these ideas? You made me lose my place.”

I frowned, crossed my arms, and stomped to my room to organize the stacks of papers with all the notes I’d collected about students and teachers. This is too hard to manage.

I searched for the computer sales flyer; when I found it, I showed the flyer to Mother. “Mother, I need a computer.”

“Why didn’t you say so, Margaret? School is so much more advanced than when I was a girl. I’ll check with my friends for suggestions and have one for you by the end of the week. You can use mine whenever you like until we get yours.”

I widened my eyes when Mother unboxed the computer. Only Mother would have ordered a red laptop instead of a normal black one. 

“You’re surprised, aren’t you?” she asked. “The computer got here much quicker than I expected too. Do you want me to set it up? My friends said I need to monitor your internet activity, so you let me know if you do anything I need to monitor. And you might need to show me how. Here are the instructions and passwords for our Wi-Fi.”

I connected my laptop to the internet and developed a database for all my data.

The next day, I slipped into the school library at recess. I needed an expert opinion.

“Are there any blond spies?” I asked.

The librarian brushed her blond hair off her face before she glanced at the door and whispered, “There are, but nobody sees them. Blond spies are the best.”

I wonder if she’s a spy. 








  
  
Chapter Two




Ten Years Later

Mother rushed into the apartment and waved the mail in my face, and I flinched. “Margaret, there’s a letter here for you from the university. I already opened it because I was so excited. Here, read it.” 

Mother handed me the letter; as I opened it, she said, “You’ve been awarded an academic scholarship in library and information sciences. Full scholarship, Margaret. Let’s look at your spreadsheet for college costs and expenses. We can do this.”

After I read the letter, I nodded I could live at home and ride the city bus to save money.

“Library science is perfect for you, Margaret.” Mother followed me to my room and leaned over my shoulder to peer at the computer screen while I added transportation costs and removed housing from my spreadsheet. “You have always loved to read.”

Librarian is an excellent cover for a spy.


      [image: ]The first week of my freshman year, I dyed my hair to match my black clothes.

When Mother saw my hair the next morning, she glared. “Margaret, I’m shunning you. I can’t believe you dyed your hair black. Do you know anybody at school with dyed-black hair? No, you don’t. A girl at the store today had a streak of pink in her blond hair, and it was really pretty. Why couldn’t you dye a streak of black? No, I wouldn’t like any black. I’d still shun you.”

Mother wore her silky housecoat with the bright pink and turquoise flowers. I shaded my eyes before I headed to the breakfast table. I need sunglasses.

After I stirred my cereal and added more milk for the cereal to soak up, I caught Mother’s eye. “What color is your real hair?”

“When I was a girl, my hair was light auburn. I always loved being a redhead, but then the red darkened and gray sneaked in. My hair looked like dull, out-of-date spices. I hated it, but this color suits me.” She patted her copper-red hair that was perfect with her porcelain skin and intense emerald-green eyes. She was three inches taller than I was and often complained to her friends she was overweight, but I didn’t agree.


      [image: ]In my second year of college, Mother drank her second cup of coffee while I ate breakfast. “Margaret, your grades are excellent. You must be following directions.” 

“I read the textbook for each class the first week of the semester. Gives me time to…”

Mother jumped up from the table. “Got to run. Almost forgot I’m responsible for the bridge club refreshments today.” 

She slammed the door as she dashed out, but I smiled and continued, “Update my database that tracks the physical and social characteristics of other students, instructors, and my fellow bus riders.”


      [image: ]The final week before graduation, I read about the Gray Man. I wore my sunglasses at the dining table because the sun streamed into the room at breakfast and anyone with a suitable set of binoculars could peer into the apartment at any time.

A tall, bushy plant in a pot on the patio might block the view. Maybe Mother would like an azalea.

Mother scoured the local newspaper during breakfast. 

I raised my voice to catch her attention. “Did you know some men are so gray they become invisible? Isn’t that amazing?”

Mother scanned the obituaries, which was one of her favorite hobbies, and frowned. “They aren’t literally gray. It means they blend in with everyone else.”

“Then they’d be called the Blend Men.”

Mother pointed to the second column of the obituaries. “Oh no. These two people are three years younger than I am.” She knocked over her chair as she jumped up and reached for the phone to call one of her friends.

Time to shop. I bought gray clothes, hair dye, and a plant.

Mother screamed when I came out of the bathroom that afternoon with my gray hair. “I’m shunning you again, Margaret. Maybe until the end of the week. I need to get a cat, so I have somebody to talk to. I could say things like, ‘Cat, I called the plumber. The disposal doesn’t work.’ Or ‘Cat, I love the Ficus plant She-Who-We-Shun got for the patio.’”

“I’m right here, Mother.”

“Cat, I have a hair appointment. Maybe She-Who-We-Shun will wait for the plumber.” Mother grabbed her purse and keys and rushed out the door. I searched the apartment, just in case. No cat.

I answered the plumber’s knock and invited him in. He was tall and muscular and wore his wire-rimmed glasses on top of his head. His gray hair was thick and curly, and his mustache was red with gray streaks.

“Maggie, your mother is sure proud of you. Whenever I come to fix her cantankerous dishwasher or whatever’s broken, she points at your high school picture with your green eyes and blond curls. Did you know your real name’s No-Sensatall?”

I loved his laugh. My favorite guffaw.


      [image: ]When I graduated from the library science master’s program with high honors, Mother surprised me with a four-door, gently used sedan with a record of reliability. Mother called it silver. My car was gray.

“You need reliable transportation for your interviews,” Mother said. “You never want to be late. When they ask you if you can follow instructions, just say yes. You don’t need to talk about spy stuff.”

When the flower delivery van pulled into the apartment complex, Mother peeked out the curtains. “Margaret, come see this. Somebody is getting fancy flowers. Delivered, no less. Who do you suppose it is? Somebody lah-dee-dah, I’m sure. Nobody we know.” She laughed.

Her eyes widened when the delivery man strode to our door, and she gasped and clutched her chest when he knocked. She opened the door, and he handed her a large, emerald-green vase with blue and pink asters, pink carnations, and red roses.

She put the vase on the dining table and read the card. “It says, ‘Thank you, Mother, for everything.’ From you? They are beautiful.”

She leaned over the flowers and breathed in. Tears and mascara slipped down her cheeks, and I handed her a tissue.

Time to find a job.








  
  
Chapter Three




The recruiter invited me into her office. Her sleek black desk, the cream carpet, and the abstract prints on the wall were a perfect backdrop for her soft, brown skin, thin nose, black eyes, and short, straight black hair. Her jingly jewelry entertained me while she looked over my resume. 

“I’m Louisa, Maggie. I see you have a master’s in library science. Have you applied for a position at the county library? Of course, you have. Let’s see what else we can find.”

A week later, Louisa called me. “I’ve lined up job interviews for you. You okay? You know most people on their first job search after college are disheartened by the number of people who don’t return calls. Just the way of our busy world, I guess.”

“So far, I haven’t had much luck, so I appreciate the chance to interview. I’ll have the rare opportunity to observe the behavior of people in their natural environment.”

“Love your attitude. I’ll email you a schedule. Stay in touch.”

I revised my database to collect and categorize types of hiring managers and interviewers and their physical characteristics, dress, tics, speech patterns, interview styles, and odors. I’d found my calling…job-applicant spy…except the lack of pay was quite unattractive.


      [image: ]I stood next to Mother while she washed the breakfast dishes. “Mother, I don’t have any interviews today, so I’m available to go to the grocery store for you. Do you have a list?”

“What’s that, Margaret?” She cocked her head.

I spied her list on the kitchen counter and snatched it up. “I’ll shop.”

“That’s my grocery list.” She dried her hands. “Do you have time to shop this morning, or do you have an interview?”

“I’ll go.” I waved to her and grabbed my purse on my way out the door.

When I pushed my cart to the front of the grocery store, the cashier who wore her gray hair piled on top of her head motioned for me to join her checkout line. “Maggie, your mother says you’re job-hunting. There’s a job fair at the pharmaceuticals distribution center this Saturday.”

On job-fair day, I stood in line with two hundred and fifty other job hunters. I needed a new category for my job-search database…applicants.

The woman in front of me reminded me of a tugboat because she had broad shoulders and was all muscle. Her dark-brown eyes twinkled, and her round chocolate-cream face dimpled when she smiled. Her gray shirt said pi Fixes Everything.

“Honey, I’m Ella. Are you sure you’re in the right line? You know we need to pick up seventy-five pounds. I bet you don’t even weigh seventy-five pounds.”

Her laugh was contagious. The people close by laughed with her, including me. Can’t argue with the truth.

“I’m Maggie. Maybe by the time I get to the front of the line, management will realize they need somebody to pick up the little boxes.”

“I like your attitude, girl. You just stick with me. We’ll tell ’em I got the big boxes, and you got the little ones.”

I loved her booming laugh.

After we completed our applications, Ella and I sat together, chatted, and waited to be called for interviews. Ella was interviewed and hired to start the next day. No surprise, I wasn’t. While I waited for Ella, I observed the manager types and took notes for my database.

“Want to go to lunch?” Ella asked after she completed her new-hire paperwork. “There’s a diner nearby some might call sketchy, but the food’s great.”

The handwritten sign inside the door on a white board advertised the day’s blue plate special: fried chicken livers with gravy, mashed potatoes, and peas.

We slid into a booth and ordered. When our food arrived, I stared at our dishes.

“Ella, our plates are white. Is this what we ordered?” I whispered.

“Honey, blue plate special just means the special of the day.” She chuckled. “You are the most literal person I’ve ever known.”

We picked up our forks and dug in.

“This is good, Ella. I never knew I liked chicken livers.”

“You stick with me, girl. I’ll get some meat on those bones.” Ella boomed her big laugh, and the nearby customers and the server joined in.

We topped off our meal with hot homemade apple pie and ice cream.

“This is my treat, Maggie. I got a job. When you get a job, you can treat.”


      [image: ]Louisa called the following week. “Are you available tomorrow? I have a cartoonist position at an art studio. Are you okay with a panel interview?”

“They’re my favorite. I love the coworker interactions, and the undercurrent of drama and strained relationships fascinates me.”

“From what I hear about this crowd, you will leave with a vastly enriched database.” Louisa laughed.

The receptionist in the lobby at the art studio was younger than me; her long, dark brown hair had deep purple streaks around her face, and her blue eyes were highlighted by heavy black eyeliner and purple eyeshadow. Her tattoo of three intertwining hearts on the left side of her neck was intricate and delicate. “Margaret Sloan?”

“Maggie.”

She grinned, and dimples that were incongruent with her black lipstick appeared. “Oh good. You aren’t old enough to be a Margaret.”

“I wish my mother knew that.” I wrinkled my nose.

She laughed. “My mother called me Priscilla Jane.”

“PJ. Am I right?”

“PJ is what my dad calls me. My friends call me Jane.” When she pushed away from her desk, the long sleeves on her black T-shirt with sparkly silver stars across her ample chest revealed yellow and blue bruises on her wrists when they rose a few inches. “Come with me, Maggie.”

Not good. Old bruises and new bruises.

She tugged at her sleeves while we walked down the hallway until we turned a corner, and she ushered me into a conference room. The six people who sat at a long table in the middle of the room stared while I counted five rows of tables and chairs behind them.

“Good luck,” she whispered and left the room.

A thin man with a pinched face and a black mustache remained seated on the left side of the room. “Welcome, Ms. Sloan. I’m the panel leader. The panel will pose questions one at a time.” He didn’t offer to shake hands or introduce himself or the panel. He waved to a chair that faced the panel. “If you would take a seat, we can begin.”

I angled the chair so I could see him, the group, and the door. As Ella would say, Nobody here I’d trust to watch my back.

Sitting on the far left, a man with brown-and-gray-streaked hair and a full reddish beard stared at a paper on the table in front of him. I recognized my resume. “Do you have a fine arts degree?”

“No, my degree is in library science.”

“A bachelor of arts degree?” He glanced at my resume.

“Did we change to two questions each?” asked a woman at the far right end of the table.

“No, but we’ll count it as one.” The panel leader drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair. “Everyone, please remember, only one question. You may answer the question, Ms. Sloan.”

“My degree is master of library and information sciences.”

“What’s your favorite color?” A woman with green-streaked brown hair and a red rash across the bridge of her nose asked as she frowned at her notepad. Do they have assigned questions?

The man next to her, a man with short, orange-red curly hair and a ruddy face, snorted.

“Gray,” I answered.

“What tone of gray?” The woman with the rash on her nose cocked her head and furrowed her brow.

Before I could answer, the man next to her jumped in. “Sara, you already took your turn. We’re allowed only one question.” He jutted his chin, and his face and thick neck turned red.

A tall, beefy man with well-coiffed brown hair had slipped into the room when Sara asked her first question. His left arm appeared stiff or injured. He stood near the back wall to my right. While the panel argued, I took mental notes of the drama and strained relationships for my database.

My peripheral vision caught the new arrival’s slicing motion with his right hand. The panel leader cleared his throat. “Thank you, everyone. Our time is up. Everyone back to work.”

How bizarre.

The beefy man strode out the door, and the panel members grumbled and continued their argument about what constituted a single question while they shuffled out.

“Ms. Sloan, we want you to draw something we’ve never seen before,” the panel leader said. “It can be whatever you like, and you can use the medium of your choice. I’ll return in thirty minutes.” He pointed to the clock on the wall in front of me.

I surveyed the array of art media on the table against the wall near the panel leader’s chair. Something they’ve never seen before. I examined the room, selected my medium, and got to work. After twenty-seven minutes, I stood back, admired my creation, and added one last touch.

The panel leader returned. His eyes widened, and he stared at the wall. I congratulated myself for spying the can of silver-gray spray paint. My four-foot-tall, gray bunny looked striking on their bland white conference-room wall.

I waited for the opportunity for further discussion, but he handed me papers to read before he left without speaking. I was sure they knew about the electronic bugs at the electrical outlet and the air-exchange vent, but I was sorry I didn’t have time to work them into my presentation.

PJ came into the room. “Did you read the papers? I’ll walk out with you if you like.”

Before we reached the door, she stopped and smiled. “I loved the rabbit. I’ll think of you every time I’m in the conference room, at least until they repaint the wall next week.”

When I turned to face her, she met my gaze. “PJ, I notice things, and I know people who can help. You can call me. Anytime.”

She maintained her gaze. “Thanks.”

We shook hands, and when I climbed into my car and glanced at the building, she waved from the doorway.

The next day, the human resources assistant from the art studio called. “Ms. Sloan, someone else was hired for the artist’s position. Your talent was refreshing, and I’m sorry I won’t be working with you.”

Guess I wasn’t so original after all. I thought spray-painting the small security camera on the conference wall for the bunny eye was brilliant, but it must have been a trap to see who would fall for the obvious.

Ten minutes later, Mother pushed the apartment door open with her hip and carried in three grocery sacks. My phone rang, and she rushed to set her sacks down and put her ear next to mine to listen.

“Ms. Sloan, I’m the human resources manager for the county library system. Are you available for an interview? We have a position we must fill by the end of this week, or we’ll lose it. Nobody’s available to interview until next week. You’re my last hope. Even if you last only a week, we’ll be able to keep the position.”

After I hung up, Mother sat at the bar with her arms crossed. “I couldn’t hear. Who was it? What did they say? Do you have a job offer from somebody?”

I stepped closer to her. “I have an interview tomorrow morning with the library system.”

She clasped her hands. “Margaret, if you don’t get this job, I’ll make an appointment for you with my hairdresser.”

I wondered what color hair the two of them had in mind and shuddered.


      [image: ]The small library branch was in an older part of Harperville. I stepped inside and listened to the quiet buzz of whispered conversations and the clicks of computer keys while I breathed in the musky aroma of old books and moaned.

The head librarian, Olivia Edwards, met me at the door. She was middle-aged, solid with broad shoulders, and tall. Her skin had a ruddy tone, and her short gray hair had a few streaks of soft brown.

We passed the main desk that was on the left near the door before she ushered me into her office. “I see you are in your Gray Phase.”

“Yes, I used to be in the Black Phase.”

Olivia smiled. “Ahh. I did the Black Phase long ago. I kind of miss it. Let me give you a quick tour.”

Olivia interrupted our tour to introduce me and to chat with patrons. She motioned to a reading room. “We’re here for the people, Maggie. Books mean nothing without people to read them.”

When we lingered in the children’s room, Olivia said, “What do you think? Could you work here?”

I glanced around the room. The walls were painted with bright cartoony animals in a gaudy jungle. Mother’s kind of place. Three toddlers and their mothers sat on the carpet, surrounded by piles of old and new books.

“Yes. My kind of place.”

After the county called me to offer me the position at the library, which I immediately accepted, I called Ella. “I got a job. Let’s celebrate with lunch. My treat.”

“You tried chicken livers. I’ll try something new. You pick.”

We met at my favorite sushi restaurant.

“If you’re eating with chopsticks, then so am I.” Ella set down her fork and picked up her chopsticks.

She glared at her crisscrossed sticks and her plate. “No wonder you’re so skinny. I haven’t picked up a bite yet.” She stabbed at her plate with one chopstick and popped a morsel of tuna into her mouth.

The server giggled and handed her kid-style chopsticks with a rubber band and a folded paper in between the sticks to hold them together.

“I like sushi. Who knew?” Ella grinned her brighten-the-world smile.

As we stepped into the heat, I pointed to the ice cream shop next door. “How about dessert? Double-dipped ice cream?”

“Don’t have to ask me twice.”

We gazed at the tubs of ice cream through the fogged-up display case.

“Whatcha getting, girl?” Ella asked.

I shook my head. “Dunno. All these are my favorites.”

“Our special today is cherry cheesecake,” the clerk said. Her oversized hairnet slipped down to her eyebrows when she spoke. She pushed the hairnet up with her forearm before she pulled up her apron to relieve its tight pressure against her swollen belly. 

“I’ll take the special then. Two scoops and a waffle cone.”

“Same for me,” Ella said. “I’ll buy dessert.”

I glanced at our clerk and raised my eyebrows at Ella. “I’ll get the tip.”

Ella smiled when I dropped two dollars into the tip jar and handed the clerk a folded twenty-dollar bill before we left. We took our cones outside and sat at the shop’s picnic table.

“How’s your job?” I licked a runaway stream of ice cream off the side of my cone. The light breeze and shade from the patio umbrella over our table made the Georgia heat tolerable.

“It’s perfect. I’ve been promoted to supervisor. Can you believe it?”

“Congratulations! I’m not surprised at all. You are the hardest worker I know.”

I bit off the bottom of my cone.

Ella stared at me. “Oh, what the heck. Ya only live once, right?”

She bit off the bottom of her cone, and we raced to eat our ice cream and cones before the ice cream dripped all over us.

Ella beat me. “No fair,” I said. “You took bigger bites. And made me laugh, and I lost valuable bite time.”

Ella laughed. “You are the funniest sore loser I know.”


      [image: ]I moved into a one-bedroom apartment and furnished it, paycheck by paycheck, with gray furniture. My place was old but clean and well maintained. The manager called the kitchen “compact.” The bedroom was large enough for my single bed and a dresser, and the bathroom’s sink and tub with a shower suited me just fine.

Mother came to see my new place. “This is nice. A second-floor apartment is safer than the first floor.”

I wasn’t sure why because all the apartments in the complex opened to a shared outside walkway. “Glad you like it, Mother.”

“Here, I brought you a housewarming present. It’s from the cat.” She handed me a four-foot-by-two-and-a-half-foot painting of a green jungle with yellow snakes and red parrots in the trees and a bright peacock in the foreground.

Mother stepped out onto the tiny balcony. “No grass, but it looks well kept. You need flowers.”

“Did you get a cat?”

“No, but I may because you have your own place. I was afraid you were allergic to cats.”

“I’m not allergic to any animals.”

“My grandmother was allergic to cats. I always wanted a cat, but Grandmother couldn’t tolerate an animal in the house.”

After Mother left, I stopped by the manager’s office. His tortoiseshell glasses had the thickest lenses I’d ever seen. His toupee matched the color of his neatly trimmed brown goatee. Well done. When I realized I was staring, I switched my gaze to his silver metal desk. “I’d like to paint my walls a soft gray.”

“I’m sorry, Ms. Sloan. No gray paint.” He glanced out the window. “Your mother’s gone, right?”

“She talked to you, didn’t she?” I narrowed my eyes.

He hung his head. “Well, yes. No gray, okay?”

Mother preempted me on this one.


      [image: ]I put Mother’s art under my bed for safekeeping, upside down and wrapped in a sheet to keep it clean. She might want it back sometime.

A knock at my door surprised me, and I hurried to open it for Mother. My eyes widened, and I squealed. “Taylor! What a surprise. Do you live in these apartments too?”

Taylor grinned as she came inside. She was still shorter and slimmer than me. Taylor hadn’t changed a bit since high school, except while her hair was still cut in her signature bob, her bangs were gone.

She grinned. “I recognized your mother, but I wouldn’t have recognized you. No more black? I’ve been here for almost six months.”

“Have you heard of the Gray Man?”

“Ahh, you’re still as literal as ever.” Taylor peered into my kitchen. “What are you doing for dinner? Can you cook?”

“No, can you?”

“No. Guess we can starve together, right? I have cereal at my place.”

When I opened my refrigerator door, I smiled. “I bought groceries today. Want to eat here?”

“Sure, then tomorrow night will be my turn. I’ll be right back. I’ve got beer.”

Taylor returned and set a six-pack on the counter.

I fretted over the bread and cheese in the smoking pan. “I call this a grilled-cheese sandwich. Want to put some chips on our plates?”

Taylor counted our chips and placed them on the gray plates. “I’m a kindergarten teacher. It’s critical in my world to be obsessive about equal shares.”

“I always knew you’d find a way to put your talents to good use.” I lifted a corner of one sandwich to peer at the bottom before I pushed the sandwiches around the pan.

Taylor set our plates on the table and frowned. “We need a food scale. Not all these chips are the same size. Where do you work? Can you tell me? Are you a spy?”

“Remember how excited we were about my library science scholarship? I’m a librarian, and I love the quiet. The only time it’s rowdy is when someone tries to get out of an overdue-book fine.”

She giggled and raised her beer in a salute. “You’re still funny. I love the energy and noise of a class full of five-year-olds. A library would be too quiet for me. I’ll pick up pizza tomorrow night on my way home. Shall we invite Mr. Morgan?”

“Who’s Mr. Morgan?” I flipped our sandwiches and poked at the blackened bread.

“He’s the best neighbor in the world. He can cook.”

Taylor’s phone dinged. She read her text. “Mr. Morgan has invited us to his place for dessert. He retired from the Air Force years ago. You’ll like him. He knows everything.”

I served up our sandwiches. “They’re burned black on only one side.”

Taylor took a swig of her beer and a bite of her sandwich. “Better than I can do.”

After I rinsed our dishes and scrubbed the blackened pan, we strolled to Mr. Morgan’s apartment. Mr. Morgan was of medium height and wiry, with gray hair clipped close, military style. He was in his early eighties but looked at least twenty years younger.

“Welcome to the apartment complex, Maggie. I’m happy to meet you.”

“Thank you, Mr. Morgan. You too.”

The three of us relaxed on Mr. Morgan’s patio. We sipped wine and enjoyed warm homemade brownies.

“How do you two know each other?” Mr. Morgan passed the plate of brownies.

“We were BFFs in high school. We did everything together, including school projects and track.” Taylor reached for her second brownie. “These are good.”

“We ran cross-country together. We were unbeatable.” I put a second brownie on my plate. “Our coach asked us if we talked while we ran to pace ourselves. Of course, we did. Coach said it was a brilliant strategy. Remember, Taylor?”

“And remember our history project? Someone not well-known from the early nineteen hundreds who had a significant impact on American life? No one else thought of a spy.”

“Sidney Reilly would have been a good choice,” Mr. Morgan said. “Ace of Spies. Model for James Bond. First twentieth-century superspy.”

“I’m impressed, Mr. Morgan. Not everybody knows about Sidney Reilly.” I sipped my wine. “How did you know?”

“I know my spies.” Mr. Morgan winked, and we laughed.

“Mmm, these brownies are wonderful. Taylor said you’re a talented cook, Mr. Morgan. I’m not. How did you learn to cook?”

“My father taught me the basics. He was a baker. One of my earliest memories was standing on a stool to weigh flour for bread. Mother was a wonderful cook, but he took over the kitchen on Saturdays and Sundays. He always said working in the kitchen relaxed him. He should have been a chef.”

“That’s outstanding,” Taylor said. “Why didn’t you become a chef?”

Mr. Morgan laughed. “Remember, I said I weighed the flour? I was fascinated by the equipment and took everything apart and put it back together. I studied engineering in college. After I graduated, I joined the Air Force. I could tinker with motors and engines and travel the world to expand my culinary knowledge. As far as I was concerned, I had a dream job. I was stationed in Italy, France, and Germany, and I spent my days off in restaurant kitchens all over Europe. Learning, tasting, and cooking.”

“Do you suppose you could teach us to cook?” I asked.

Mr. Morgan poured wine into our empty glasses. “I could, but you won’t learn until you want to learn.”

Taylor munched on her second brownie and lifted her glass. “So true, Mr. Morgan. If I didn’t already have a best friend, you’d be my best friend. Here’s to you, second bestie.”

I raised my glass in a toast. “Hear! Hear! BFF1 and BFF2!”


      [image: ]Olivia called me into her office. “Maggie, you’ve been here a month. How do you like it?”

“I never realized how magical shelving books was. I’m the book fairy when I place each book in its proper home.”

Olivia laughed. “I love the organization you’ve brought to us. No one’s ever stacked the books on the cart by aisle. If you’re the book fairy, then you wield your magic-carpet cart.”

To keep my observation skills honed, I developed a library-patron database. I noted physical characteristics, behavior patterns, and reading preferences.

All the peering around corners I’ve done for years has paid off. I’m an expert slinker.

One library regular was a man with light-blue eyes, sandy-brown hair and gray temples, and a scar just below his left eye. His stance and demeanor hinted of a military background. He wore jeans and faded T-shirts with long-sleeved flannel shirts not quite long enough to cover his bony wrists. His clothes were worn but clean and hung from his tall, slender frame. He wore sturdy brown lace-up boots and carried a frayed backpack.

The not-typical regular saluted when he came into the library, and I waved back. He and all the other regulars gravitated to their same seats every day. His chair was in the farthest corner from the front door. He sat there from the time we opened until we closed and got up only to get another book or to go to the restroom.

On the surface, he was a homeless guy who stayed in the library to be out of the cold or heat for the day. The perfect homeless man. A little too perfect. The hair on the back of my neck tingled. Something familiar…

I noticed he maintained an awareness of his surroundings, and he didn’t manifest any signs of mental illness or substance abuse. He was thin but muscular, and he wasn’t malnourished. Most suspicious of all was his personal hygiene. The scent of soap followed him, and his clothes were clean. Either a spy or a fugitive.








  
  
Chapter Four




I suspected the “homeless” man I’d observed at the library was there to sneak a secret message to someone, but I couldn’t catch him in the act. Then it dawned on me. The men’s room.

After he returned to his corner, I knocked on the men’s restroom door. “Housekeeping.”

Mother and I stayed at a hotel once. I liked the ring of authority the word housekeeping carried.

I hadn’t been in the men’s room before, but at first glance, the room was what I had envisioned: a couple of urinals on a wall and a single toilet inside a stall. A pervasive odor reminiscent of an outdoor toilet made my eyes water, and I noticed wet spots around the urinals and on the toilet seat when I peeked inside the stall. I was careful where I walked and grabbed two paper towels so I wouldn’t have to touch anything.

I checked the stall and lifted the toilet-tank cover. A man with shoulder-length dark hair and a tattoo of a snake that wound from his elbow to his wrist walked in as I put the top back on the tank.

“Aha. I fixed it.” I brushed past him and out the door.

Very smooth.


      [image: ]A few weeks later, Olivia called me into her office. The library aroma was reminiscent of old hay and vanilla. Her office fragrance reminded me of pungent flowers. Her desk was clear except for her computer. The walls of her office, however, were stacked with boxes of papers. Each container was labeled with a black permanent marker from A to Z and continued to AA and AB.

I sat in the visitor’s chair in front of her desk. “Olivia, I’m curious about your boxes.”

“It’s the librarian’s curse, Maggie. I can’t throw away anything. But it’s all cataloged and filed. Here’s my notebook of secrets.” She pulled a two-inch binder labeled Notebook of Secrets out of the bottom drawer and dropped it on her desk.

I stroked the sleek cover. “Olivia, I love this.”

Her face went from smiling to stern, and she cleared her throat. “Maggie, you’re the best librarian we’ve ever had. You’re efficient, knowledgeable, and helpful. Children love you, and our senior patrons love you. However, you can’t stalk the homeless man. Makes me nervous. And you can’t go into the men’s room anymore. You’re not housekeeping, and I don’t want any complaints.”

I dropped the frequent surveillance of the “homeless man,” as she called him, but I named him “Ernie.” Instead, I found a location in the farthest aisle from his chair where I could see his outstretched legs. I strolled to my spot every fifteen minutes from the time the library opened until it closed.

Ernie rose from his chair and sauntered to the aisle where I lurked during one of my fifteen-minute checks. “Hi. Nice day.”

I gulped. “Yeah. It is.”

The next day, he came in at his usual time.

“Good morning,” I said.

He saluted on his way to a reading room. I noticed he favored his left leg. He didn’t have a limp, but he walked a little slower than usual, with a slight hesitation in his gait when his weight shifted to the left.

The two reading rooms were identical except the chairs in one room had red fabric seats and the seats in the other room were blue. Ernie sat alone at a table in the middle of the red room. I squinted, but I couldn’t quite see the title of his book. He lifted his head and smiled.

Nice smile. I smiled back.

I headed to the office to complete the library’s monthly report then stopped. Should I tell Ernie I would be in the office for an hour or so? 

I shrugged and rolled the book cart into the red room. The sunlight streaming through the windows warmed the room even though the air conditioner was set at the mandatory seventy-two degrees. The people who grouped in the south corner of the room were our heat-seekers, as Olivia called them. I pulled out a chair at Ernie’s table, and he rose his eyebrows while I scooted into place.

“You doing okay?” I asked in my hushed library voice.

Ernie glanced over my shoulder at the table behind me, and I imagined the occupants at the other table moved in a choreographed reach to turn up the volume on their hearing-aids.

“A little arthritis, but I’m fine. This warmer room is comfortable. Thanks for asking.”

I rose and pushed the chair in. “If you need anything, I’ll be in the office; I have reports to update.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Thanks.”

On my way to the office, I frowned. Why did I tell him where I’d be, and why did he thank me?

After I finished the reports. I hurried to the main desk and tried not to stare, but Ernie sat at a table outside the office with a graphic novel. I didn’t know he liked graphic novels, but I’ve seen him read historical fiction, biographies, detective novels, and travel books. Eclectic reading choices.

The following Tuesday, Ernie didn’t show up. I was surprised that I missed him except I was bored because I no longer had a good reason to slink around corners. I’ll keep it up for the practice.

Two hours after I unlocked the doors, Olivia rushed in.

“Early appointment. Dental. Went longer than I expected.” Her face was red, and she was out of breath.

Curious. She’s had five appointments in the past two weeks. Must be annual checkups.

When I slipped past the elderly woman with hearing aids, another regular, she tapped me on the arm. “Where’s your friend?”

I was startled because I didn’t see her at first. She blended into the background when she sat at a table in the library. Her short gray hair curled around her ears, and her high cheekbones were surrounded by soft wrinkles. Her pale skin revealed the sheen of tiny hairs around her mouth. She had penciled in her eyebrows, and her eyelashes were either devoid of color or nonexistent. The sharpness in her gray eyes hinted of an awareness and intelligence I guessed was often overlooked. She didn’t wear glasses, which was unusual for her age group. 

I matched her quiet voice. “I don’t know. Hope he’s okay.”

She folded her hands on the table and nodded sagely. I like how some elder folks do sagely so well. Impressive. After the third try, I had perfected mimicking her nod. I needed it in my toolbox of nods.

After I rolled my cart to the back of the library to Ernie’s usual chair, I glanced toward a dark corner, where a little-used table sat. Someone was there, slumped in the chair. My eyes widened. Blood spattered on the walls.

His head drooped to one side and onto his chest; blood dripped from the chair and pooled on the floor. I moved closer but avoided stepping in the gore. My eyes widened at the sight of a knife buried in the back of his neck; my head swirled from the intense metallic odor, and my breakfast threatened my esophagus. 

The room turned black, and I lost my peripheral vision. I grabbed for something to hold me up and gulped back the bile that rose in my throat as I took in a breath and faltered back to a book stack. After I slid down to the floor, I stared. So much blood. I wrenched my gaze to the man’s face. His skin was pale gray, his pupils fixed and dilated, and his chest did not rise or fall.

I pulled myself to my knees. I’m not checking for a pulse. After I eased to my feet, I didn’t faint, so I grabbed my cart for support then pushed it to the front and locked the doors.

I stumbled into Olivia’s office and leaned against the door, which slammed shut. “We have a DB. Call PD.”

Olivia was kneeling next to one of her boxes. Her head jerked. “Excuse me? What?”

I forgot Olivia is a civilian. Even worse, I dropped into cop-speak. I must be rattled. Deep breath.

“Olivia, call nine-one-one. A man is dead in the back of the library with a knife in his neck. I’ve locked the front door.”

Olivia leaped to her feet. I stepped away from the doorway so she wouldn’t knock me down if she bolted. “A man is dead? Are you sure? We’re locked in? You’ve locked us all in with a killer?”

Ah. Good point.

I used my best in-charge voice. “I’ll make sure everyone’s okay. Call nine-one-one. Now.”

She grabbed the phone, and my body clicked into action. After I grabbed an empty book cart for protection and searched the aisles for a murderous fiend, I checked the reading rooms and the restrooms and opened the stall doors in case the killer was standing on a toilet.

I recognize everyone here. All regulars except for the deceased. Either someone here is the killer, or the killer got away before I discovered the crime scene.

I stationed myself at the front door. What if the killer disarmed the back-door security system?

I left the cart at the front door and scurried to the back. The panel lights were off. I rearmed the system and hurried to the front.

I was convinced nobody noticed me, but I wasn’t as gray as I hoped. The elderly woman raised her penciled eyebrows when I zipped past her.


      [image: ]When two police cars and a fire engine pulled into the parking lot, I rushed into Olivia’s office. She was still on the phone with the police dispatcher.

“Olivia, the police and fire department are here.”

After I unlocked the front door, Olivia and I greeted the police officers and a fire officer, who wore a dark blue uniform with a captain’s badge. The fire captain’s girth strained his white dress shirt, and his forehead was damp. He was in his mid-fifties and of medium height. His hair was dyed blue-black.

Both police officers were tall. The older one was bald and muscular. His skin was pale brown, and his nametag said Winston. He growled. “Where’s the deceased?”

“This way.” Officer Winston and the fire captain followed me. When I neared the end of the aisle, I pointed. “Over there.”

As I headed to the front door, the fire captain caught up with me and took my elbow. I raised my eyebrows. Who’s supporting whom?

When I reached the front, patrons and volunteers surrounded Olivia as they pelted her with questions. Olivia held up her hands. “Hush!” Her command voice startled the group into silence. “Sit.” Olivia glared, and the group complied.

The second police officer was two or three years older than me. Ewing was stitched on his shirt pocket. His brown hair was clipped short, military style. He stood with his hand perched on his holster and looked over my head, scanning the room. “The commander wants all of you together in one room. What do you suggest?”

“We have seventeen or so people, including us,” Olivia said. “The only meeting rooms large enough are the red room and the blue room, but their walls are glass on all sides.”

Officer Ewing frowned and shook his head. “Commander won’t like it. Too many cell phones and cameras out there.”

“We could use the children’s story room, but our patrons can’t sit on the small chairs,” I said.

The police officer and fire captain stepped away for a private conversation, but I listened.

“Send in the crew to move chairs,” the fire captain said into his radio.

The biting odor of diesel fumes and old smoke clung to the firefighters’ gear and wafted behind them. They filed into the children’s story room, hauled out the miniature furniture, and moved adult-sized chairs into the cleared space. I wished I’d timed them because they were fast; I counted the chairs as they sped past me. 

When a firefighter carried in two more chairs, the captain asked “How many now?” 

“Nineteen,” I said. 

He glared. 

Sorry, Captain. I didn’t realize I had given away the test answer.

“Everyone line up.” A police officer with his gun belt cinched under his ample belly stood in the lobby next to a cardboard box on our display table. His nametag said Robinson. “Place your cell phones in this box, and Officer Ewing will escort you to the children’s room.”

Our folks shuffled to the children’s room. When loud voices erupted from the room, Officer Ewing strode to the doorway. He glowered and used his authoritative voice. “Settle down.”

I peeked at the skirmish. Eight adults were piled into the three overstuffed chairs the overzealous firefighters had carried into the room.

A tall woman with dark roots and dyed red hair pulled up into a ponytail peered over my head and snorted. “I missed my hair appointment, but this makes it worthwhile.”

Olivia elbowed her way past the gawkers and into the room before she growled, “Everybody up. You heard me. Every one of y’all go stand over there.”

Olivia waved her hand. “Clear the doorway.”

She led three of our older patrons to the chairs. One of them was my elderly woman, who winked at me when she toddled into the room. I coughed to hide my snicker.

Now I know who dethroned the musical-chair winners.

After everyone was in the room, Officer Robinson addressed the gathering. “We will set up two interview rooms, and you will be escorted to your interview.”

Olivia added, “My office is one, and the storage room was emptied for the second.”

I moaned. Olivia and I would have to drag all the relocated furniture and boxes back to their respective locations. Our volunteers were beyond the age where we’d want them to help. Olivia glanced at me and nodded. Did she read my mind?

“You may use the washrooms accompanied by a chaperone,” Officer Robinson announced.

We had two chaperones. They were dressed the same, and their badges read the same, Aux Police. Both men were wizened and in their eighties. Even I couldn’t tell them apart.

Seven people rushed to the door, but Olivia had her arms crossed as she blocked the way. “We’ll draw numbers.” 

I found a green crayon and safety scissors. I cut out slips of paper and the woman with the ponytail wrote the numbers before she gave the impromptu tickets to Olivia.

Olivia called the numbers, and our lottery winners shouted out their claims.

Officer Robinson mumbled, “We got us a party group.”

Each person returned from the restroom with an eyewitness report. A young woman with short brown hair and a cast on her right leg recorded the findings.

“There’s crime tape around the front of the library,” the first woman to return said. One of the original soft-chair occupants, she was in her mid-fifties and buxom. Her face was ruddy, and her short brassy hair was gray at the roots.

“She’s right,” her chaperone said.

Those two sneaked off to peek out the front door.

Later in the morning, a frail man, one of our regular homeless patrons, with brown hair, a scruffy brown beard, red-rimmed gray eyes, and a distinctive sour odor returned. “The parking lot is filled with police cars, fire engines, ambulances, and news trucks.”

“And the reporters are interviewing each other,” the chaperone added.

Those two climbed up on the sink in the men’s room to see the parking lot. I lowered my head so my face wouldn’t give away their secret.

Later in the afternoon, one of our regulars slumped in his chair.

“Officer Robinson, I need to go to the desk,” I said. A chaperone went with me, and I returned with my lunch for our diabetic, who perked up after he ate.

“Thanks,” he said. “I guess my blood sugar tanked.”

Officer Ewing motioned for Olivia to step out of the room. When Olivia returned, she drew me aside. “Maggie, the police released a few of the patrons. Will you help the police return cell phones to their rightful owners?”

Officer Ewing and I dragged chairs to the front door.

“How are we going to do this?” he whispered.

“Let’s have them pick out their phones. You supervise while they unlock their phones, and I’ll record their names and cell numbers.”

“Shall we have them sign for the phones too?”

“Good idea.”

A patron burst into tears when she couldn’t unlock her phone. Olivia swooped in and put an arm around the flustered woman. “Come sit with me a minute, and I’ll fetch you a cup of water. After you relax, you can unlock your phone.” 

When our patron returned with Olivia, she unlocked her phone.

All phones accounted for.

Officer Ewing and I remained at the doorway and watched while reporters rushed folks that headed to the parking lot.

“Why did the reporter select the man in the middle of that group to talk to?” Officer Ewing asked.

“He’s one of our more imaginative patrons. I can’t wait to hear what happened according to our in-house eyewitness experts,” I said.

Officer Ewing snorted. “You’re the funniest librarian I’ve ever met.”

After the library cleared, I locked up the library. The western sky was streaked with pink and orange as gray clouds moved in from the northwest, and the chirps of the tree frogs and crickets foretold of an evening sprinkle. As I ambled to my car at the end of the long, exhausting day, my cell phone rang.

Mother yelled so loud that I couldn’t understand her. “Take three breaths. Start over.”

“Margaret, did you know about a murder at a library? It’s on the news. I got a cat. I tried to call you all day. Was the library yours? I didn’t see you on TV. Come over for dinner. Bring Taylor.”

Before I left the library parking lot, I texted Taylor. “Dinner at Mother’s.”
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