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			I was on a farm. There was a cage. And I said, What’s that cage for? And the answer was: That’s where we put the bad animals. 

			—­Paige Cosgrove, age five, waking from a dream

			People speak sometimes about the “bestial” cruelty of man, but that is terribly unjust and offensive to beasts. No animal could ever be so cruel as a man, so artfully, so artistically cruel. 

			—­Fyodor Dostoevsky
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			On the final day of February, a Tuesday, Maeve Cosgrove got called to the office. “You’re wanted in the office.” Ominous phrasing, but only in retrospect—­Maeve had no reason to assume trouble. None. She took the back stairs briskly, made a pretense of knocking on the half-­open door, the daily, simple happiness of the library alive inside her for one last moment. Right away she saw that something wasn’t right. Her boss, Gloria, wasn’t at her desk where she belonged but on a chair to the side, underneath a poster of a garden buzzing with insects that said Reading Is the Bee’s Knees. Gloria looked perplexed. Her spine was oddly erect. She sat with her hands in her lap, her feet pressed together, brown orthopedic clogs like two small loaves of bread.

			Occupying Gloria’s desk was a woman in her mid-­sixties whom Maeve had never seen, who had pink skin and short white hair and wore a corporate blazer. She gestured to the chair facing the desk, and Maeve sat down.

			“I’m C.J.,” the woman said, blinking rapidly. “I work for the OFCS. Alphabet soup, I know. That’s the Office of Family and Child Services. I’ve come to the library today with a concern.”

			Only one window, behind Maeve’s back. Cold seeped through the casings—­sleet on and off all day. The sky was low, the room dim, but the solar-­powered cat on Gloria’s desk waved its lucky paw.

			Maeve said, “How can I help you?”

			C.J. lifted a piece of paper from a manila folder and read aloud: “ ‘The librarian Maeve Cosgrove has been watching me fool around with a boy in the next bathroom stall. Through the crack. Thought you should know. Signed, Libby Leanham.’ ”

			Into the silence that followed Maeve said the only thing: “That’s not true.”

			C.J. blinked. Turned her head to the side, meaning: Go on.

			“That’s crazy,” was all Maeve could manage. “Nuts.”

			C.J. neither confirmed nor denied Maeve’s assessment. In a level, professional voice, she told Maeve that she had met with the girl yesterday. The girl claimed that she, Libby, had been bringing a certain boy—­“Let’s just call him B., for confidentiality purposes”—­into the bathroom in the upper-­level mezzanine, the one furthest from the circulation desk, and had been engaging in acts with the boy, sexual acts, and that the librarian—­“that is, Maeve” (C.J. looked away when she said her name)—­had been in this bathroom too, and had been watching. Watching from the next stall. More than once, the girl said this happened.

			Maeve, the girl had said.

			Her.

			“Me?”

			“That’s her report.” C.J. held the paper on which Libby had written her statement, pinched between her thumb and index finger, outstretched, as if it might make more sense at a distance. Maeve wanted to grab it. It was typed, she saw. A freckle of ink in the right margin told her it had been printed on one of the library’s printers.

			“Jesus Christ,” she said, her heart thudding.

			“Obviously, we take things like this seriously.”

			“More than once!”

			“It’s our duty to inquire—­”

			“Jesus. It’s outrageous. It’s—­”

			No word meant what she wanted. Outrageous. Depraved. False! But the more she protested, the more her throat tightened—­like an addict at an intervention, each recusal more defensive than the last. She heard a shrillness that seemed to implicate her, and then, without quite meaning to, she cried, “The bitch!”

			“OK now, Maeve,” C.J. said.

			Maeve smacked her hand to her mouth, appalled. Bitch was not like her, not at all.

			“We’re on your side,” Gloria said softly.

			Maeve startled, somehow had forgotten she was there—­“Gloria!”

			“I know,” Gloria said, “I know,” and she rose from the chair and came to Maeve and embraced her, a quick hug around the shoulders. When she was sitting again Maeve saw sweat glowing on her upper lip, which she felt undermined the hug.

			Gloria spoke in a tense voice. “I found the note in my box, Maeve. In the staff room. I was obligated to report it. Obviously, we know it’s crazy.”

			But C.J. didn’t say it was obvious. C.J.’s pen hovered above the notepad. She said, “Tell us everything you know about Libby. How about that?”

			Everything she knew? There had only been—­how could she explain—­a mutual curiosity. An awareness. She couldn’t explain. It was too innocent to deserve explanation, frankly.

			Maeve said, “She’s new to town. Only been here three or four months”—­though of course C.J. knew that part. “She comes to the after-­school program nearly every day. She reads a lot. I did notice that. Most kids don’t read. And she and—­that boy.”

			She paused.

			“Yes?”

			“They hang out. I’ve seen them, I don’t know, snuggling, on the couch. But never anything”—­she swallowed—­“sexual.”

			Gloria said, “I think snuggling puts it too strongly. I told her just leaning into each other.”

			“Right,” said Maeve. “Leaning.”

			“We’d put a stop to snuggling,” Gloria said.

			“Of course we would.”

			C.J. made no remark. Keeping her eyes on Maeve, she said, “Why would she say this about you, Maeve? You of all people? Have you any sense of why?”

			Maeve did not.

			“None?”

			“I’m not a psychologist,” but it came out more urgently than she’d intended.

			C.J. tossed her pen down, smiling now. “We have that in common, you and me.”

			“What does the psychologist say?”

			“I’m not at liberty to discuss.” C.J. gazed at her patiently. Then she said, “Did you have a special relationship with her in any way? Or take a special interest?”

			“Not any more interest than I take in any of them.”

			“Did she seem interested in you?”

			“Not that I noticed.”

			“Me neither,” Gloria added from off to the side. “For what it’s worth.”

			“She does the ice cream program,” Maeve said. “You earn coupons if you put your phone in a box. I talked to her a couple of times. About books.”

			Maeve blinked. Suddenly she saw it impersonally. She had done nothing wrong. The girl was nuts.

			“Obviously she has an interest in me that I’m not aware of. Right? If she left a note like that? Obviously she’s sick. If she believes what she wrote, she’s delusional. I don’t need a degree to know that. Or she’s just trying to get attention. I have no idea why she picked me.” She added, “I feel sorry for her,” but feared it sounded bitter, condescending. Like a lie, which it was, at that moment.

			“What about the bathroom?” C.J. asked. “You remember ever using that bathroom when she was using it? In the mezzanine?”

			“Not that I can recall.”

			“No?”

			“It’s not something I’d remember.”

			“Of course she wouldn’t,” said Gloria.

			C.J. said, “Unless it was happening a lot.”

			“Which it wasn’t,” Maeve said firmly. “I’m sure of that.”

			Gloria added, “We have a staff bathroom downstairs.”

			“Sure, sure,” said C.J. “I’m not trying to insinuate anything. It’s delicate. You understand.”

			The bitch, Maeve could not help thinking, despite herself. The bitch! Come on. What a prank to pull. What a mean thing.

			There was a silence in which they heard the pattering of sleet on the windowpane, abrupt thrusts in the wind, like the shaking of a baby’s rattle.

			“I’ll keep you both in the loop.” C.J. put the paper back in her folder. “I realize this is upsetting.”

			“I love these kids,” Maeve said, new heat in her eyes.

			“We all know that,” said Gloria.

			Only then did Maeve remember they could ask the boy.

			“Wait. Does the boy say it too? Have you asked him?”

			C.J. lifted her chin, paused. “The boy doesn’t speak. That’s another piece.”

			“He can’t?”

			“He doesn’t. I’m not at liberty to say more.”

			Gloria made an anguished face. “You know we’re just doing our job, Maeve, right?”

			Maeve hated that she’d said bitch, saw herself clearly. “Look,” she said, to correct the impression, “you have to take her seriously. I know you have to. We’re mandatory reporters.”

			C.J. said, “Exactly. A properly conducted investigation is never personal.”

			“I’m so sorry I said that.”

			C.J. blinked, cocked her head. “Said what?”

			“That I called her that.”

			“Bitch?” C.J. spoke it nonchalantly.

			Maeve, in her periphery, could sense Gloria’s frown.

			“Let me retract it,” Maeve said. “Strike it from the record.”

			C.J. only looked at her, then made a mark on her pad, a dash, absently, because how can you strike a word, to what bureaucracy can a person appeal when a word has been spoken but the mouth wants it back? Maeve knew she was in the wrong, in any case. Whose word did she believe in trusting? If a child, a minor, came forward to say what improper thing an adult was doing—­a teacher or bus driver or doctor or priest or anyone, even those you least suspect, even the librarian—­to whose account did she believe in listening most carefully? To whom did she give the benefit of the doubt? If you were innocent, you did not blame the child.

			“Look. I understand you must take her seriously, that kids aren’t taken seriously enough of the time. I know you must look at me.” She heard the roughness in her voice that preceded crying. “I know that everything happens.”

			“Yes,” C.J. said, perking up. “That’s exactly right.” She picked up the pen and drew an X over the squiggly line. She gave a faint, rueful chuckle. “There’s absolutely nothing that doesn’t happen. I’ve worked in this field for thirty years—­I’ve seen things I would have sworn were impossible.” Now she smiled as if they were old friends. “But you’ll be fine, Maeve. This is due diligence. This is a very troubled kid telling stories. Try not to worry, alright? Try not to take it personally.”

			Gloria said, “Dear Maeve, she always takes things personally.”

			I do? But she didn’t say it.

			C.J. stood up to go. She told them what would happen next, the report she’d write after a few follow-­up conversations, but Maeve was distracted by the woman’s height, hadn’t realized how tall she was, and watched as she stretched her legs, lean and bowed like a camel’s, in their brown pants. Over her brown hiking boots she wore rubber cleats, for traction on ice, red netting studded with metal. A chill went through Maeve, seeing the cleats.

			C.J. said, “Stay safe out there, you two.”

			“You too,” said Gloria.

			“You too!” said Maeve, sounding hysterical to herself.

			And then it was over. Gloria said some reassuring things but the sweat on her lip made it hard for Maeve to believe them.

			Maeve returned to her alcove. Saw the teenagers flopped in the space they called the Pen. Her head felt empty, her body a vapor.

			The girl didn’t come that afternoon; neither did the boy.

			To make matters worse, Katrina wasn’t working—­Katrina would have settled her with a cup of tea, patted her back, and said, “Go ahead, cry if you like.” Katrina, unsentimental but warm, would have told her that the empty, vaporous feeling was only shock, a perfectly normal thing to feel when faced with madness.

			After closing, she found her Volvo sparkling under the streetlight in the staff lot, encased in ice like a foggy opal. She hacked at her windshield for a good ten minutes, stabbed with her scraper until the ice cracked and flew. February: this was the sadistic month the girl chose. Winter cracked her skin, scored her lungs—­a whole life here didn’t inoculate a body.

			Raul came out the utility doors with a trash bag in each hand, wearing his orange beanie but no coat.

			“You want me to scrape, Ms. Cosgrove?”

			“All finished,” she called.

			“Go slow! It’s an ice rink.”

			She drove home slowly, practically a crawl, shivering, her shoulders tight. The girl’s words screamed in her head, shrill and blasting, like the improbably human noises some birds make.
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			When she told her husband, he offered to give her a back rub. A blessing and a curse, Jack’s equanimity. Today she was stricken by his calm.

			“Did you hear what I said?”

			He told her one of her shoulders was higher than the other.

			“I don’t want a back rub.” She paced their living room, still in her heavy goose-­down coat zipped to the chin. “Something awful has happened. I’ve been accused of a horrible thing.”

			“It’ll blow over. Without question.”

			“It will? Will it?”

			“The boy’s retarded, you’re saying? She was making out with a disabled person?”

			Maeve stopped pacing. Faced him.

			“He might just be slow.”

			“Slow how?”

			“I don’t know! He doesn’t talk.”

			Jack considered this. “It’s good the authorities are involved,” he said. Then he unpacked his briefcase: his leather folder, his computer, an apple core and a teabag in a Ziploc baggie, so he could compost them at home.

			When she began to cry he came to her, took her coat off. He touched the place on her face called the third eye, brought her to the couch, pressed his hands on her shoulder to level them, gently, a suggestion, not a command. He smelled of Neutrogena for Men, bristling menthol.

			They had been married for twenty-­five years and weren’t fifty yet. He was an accountant. He wore faultless ties, colorful chinos, like the manager of a Banana Republic. They’d gone to the same high school but didn’t know each other back then. Her senior year of college, home for Christmas break, she had seen him at a bar. She hadn’t remembered his name.

			“You’re a professional,” he said once she’d stopped crying. “Everyone knows it. And this is a sick child.”

			“Yes.”

			She waited for him to elaborate, but he said, “Can I be honest? I don’t know why you’re getting so upset, hon. No one will believe her. It seems pretty obvious. I feel bad for the kid.”

			She knew he was right. She perceived a distortion in her thinking. Why should she be angry at Jack? Still, they ate pasta with sauce from a jar. She didn’t want to reward his casualness with homemade.

			After dinner, she watered the plants in the greenhouse, their daughter’s important plants, as Maeve promised she would do. Plants did not thrill Maeve as they did her daughter. Maeve could never remember their names. “They’re mostly queer,” Paige had said when she left for college. “Like all queer things, they’re sensitive. Follow my guidance to the T, yeah, Mom?”

			“To the T,” Maeve agreed, not understanding how a plant could be queer but not asking, not right away. Paige had explained that a certain box—­marked with blue popsicle sticks—­was especially important, an unusual hybrid. “They’re not supposed to be here. This box is entirely off the record, if anyone asks. It doesn’t exist.” She smiled at Maeve conspiratorially. “These guys at the lab—­yes, guys—­are deeply conservative. It’s important to have a backup. Joe and I thought it made sense to plant some here. I told him you’d look after them.”

			“Got it,” Maeve said, happy to be included. “You can count on me.”

			“That’s what I told Joe. I said you could be counted on. They have a long latency period. Who knows when they’ll grow, if they ever do.”

			Joe was a graduate student who had taken Paige under his wing at the lab. Maeve had been surprised when Paige announced this development only weeks into her freshman year, but Paige said they’d been writing to each other for a long time. She’d sent her first letter to the university when she was fifteen. Maeve shouldn’t have been surprised; since middle school Paige had designed her own internships, followed professional blogs, cultivated a network of online friends. She had an osmotic capacity . . . soaked up information, like a person whose job it was to ask, who never wondered if it was OK that she was asking, the way Maeve wondered.

			From toddlerhood, Paige questioned everything. Tugging her mother’s arm, polite but urgent: “What is in the soil?” Maeve could not explain the soil to Paige’s liking and drove her to the library to get a book, The Story of Earth by Violet P. Chesterton, renewed so many times eventually they bought Paige her own copy. She was a demanding and insistent child, but well mannered. Appreciative. The greenhouse had been a present on her sixteenth birthday, her interest in plants having grown into a passion—­what you can only call a calling—­and for her seventeenth they installed the supplemental heating system. Jack had received his big promotion by then, and since Paige was their only child, an extravagance like that was manageable. A far cry from the basement of Maeve’s youth.

			Sometimes Maeve worried about spoiling her, but Paige made so few demands, and none of the traditional ones. She wanted nothing except the greenhouse, seeds from a catalog. She wore the plainest clothes. Once she gave her Christmas money to the refugee support service—­and didn’t even tell her parents! She didn’t even want credit for her kindness—­they only found out because they got a tax document in the mail.

			When Paige left for college, her chores had become Maeve’s own. Maeve had not thought she would mind. But it required unexpected bravery, she discovered, to enter the greenhouse. She tended to the plants meticulously, per Paige’s instructions, sometimes found herself singing to them, the songs she’d sung to Paige as a baby, the standards, “You Are My Sunshine,” “A Bushel and a Peck,” her voice wobbly and thin and not terrible, but singing only made her sadder. It was hard to explain. She felt bashed by loss in an embarrassing way.

			Maybe this was akin to postpartum depression? She hadn’t been depressed back then, just exhausted, heavy, watching the baby nurse and mewl with calm detachment.

			So much gone. Decades, flashing in fast motion.

			And now this accusation. Too much. Not fair.

			A life can take a sudden and shuddering turn, is something the writer Harrison Riddles said in one of his novels. She didn’t know Harrison yet, but his phrases sprang to mind. He was that kind of writer for her.

			Sometimes the heart is stung by its own stinger.

			Back in bed, she watched an old episode of Murder, She Wrote. Jack held her after they’d turned off the TV. A honey glow came from the night-­light. He had just taken a shower and the air around his body was warm and soapy. She settled into it, sighing, and said, “Don’t tell Paige about this bathroom thing.”

			“Of course I won’t. It’s your story to tell, honey.”

			“I’ll never. It’s shameful.”

			“Only if you’d done it.”

			Her stomach twisted. People will imagine me doing it, she didn’t say.

			They breathed together in the quiet. If she could see herself from a distance, all this might be much funnier. A mess but, in a certain light, funny too? In the fullness of time? Up close in the present, not funny.

			“Why did she say it about me and not Katrina or Dee Dee or Nina? Or Raul?”

			She felt her head rise and fall with his long breaths.

			“You were there, I suppose.”

			“But we were all there.”

			She wanted to say the truth—­what if I understood very well what was going on in the bathroom but was too shy to stop them? what if I thought about it sometimes when I was away from the library, here in our bed?—­but did not. No. She felt better just riding his breath, allowing his body to regulate hers. If she admitted her odder thoughts, Jack could sometimes be . . . condescending put it too strongly. On paper he was faultless, but in his tone sometimes—­only sometimes—­she heard an edge of paternalism, a sort of bemused, self-­satisfied patience, as though only an especially decent man could love this curious creature Maeve.

			“This is a trap,” he said after a while.

			“What do you mean a trap?”

			“You’ll never know her motives.”

			“I guess I won’t.”

			“My vote is for you to stop worrying. You have your own life to live.”

			Then he rubbed her back for a while, until she was too tired to talk or follow a thought—­until she is gone, into a dream that will bring her to the dream in which the girl from the library comes to her door. Her own door. The crazy girl at the door to her own house, the girl in a hula skirt and lei, and here is dream-­Maeve, hunting logic, saying, “Is it Halloween? It must be Halloween,” because she cannot imagine why else the girl is here and dressed like that, cannot for the life of her, and Libby just laughs and laughs while Maeve goes in search of candy.
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			“I ransack public libraries & find them full of sunk treasure,” Virginia Woolf wrote in her diary. What does this make the librarian? Curator of treasure, treasure organizer, worker among drowned, almost-­lost things . . . so that geniuses like Woolf might take what they need to build their own treasure. The service of the librarian to the ransacking genius: that’s what Maeve saw when she read that passage.

			“Say what you will about the British Empire,” Katrina once told her, “but they sure as shit got their libraries right.”

			Maeve had mixed feelings about the British Empire but loved the library as deeply as anything else in the world. Her first contract was part-­time. When a salaried position opened a year after that, Maeve wrote a personal letter, attached it to the standard application. Dear Deborah—­who was then director—­Well, I’d better say it outright. I love the library with my heart and soul—­

			Painfully clichéd, but it worked. That letter had been handwritten with a blue fountain pen, one of the few things she kept of her mother’s. Back then Maeve took real pride in her handwriting, like a sample in a workbook when they still taught cursive, bulbous and swooped and somehow trustworthy.

			She’s not a voluble person but the library opens a valve. It’s whatever we need it to be. A screen for projections, a field to be harvested. You will find what you need if you come with a question. God is a library, said lots of people, in different languages. Happiness is a library, said a sign over the water fountain.

			Maeve was a layperson. No special school or advanced degree, though her colleagues over the years held degrees in library science or PhDs in other subjects, and she enjoyed the proximity to scholars, their awkwardness and precision. She herself was just a mom who’d wanted something to do when her kid went to kindergarten. “Just a mom,” she’d say. Her humbleness, she understood, was its own form of narcissism, an overcorrection. She liked that no one expected much. She took pleasure in surprising her colleagues with her competence.

			When Paige turned five, Maeve had decided she wanted a job rather than another child. Jack hid his disappointment kindly. It was only a matter of lucky timing that she’d landed at the library instead of filing papers in a law office, or hawking scarves at a boutique downtown—­or doing what her friend Zoë did, which was read spy thrillers and romances to residents of a nursing home called Eagle Heights and grow fearful of her own death, and spend everything she earned on therapy.

			In a certain way, there’s no death at the library unless you go looking for it. Everything is hidden, tucked in its spot until called upon. A library meets you where you are. A library is not supposed to have politics or class consciousness or even ideas themselves. Its purpose is to house ideas. Librarians know where ideas belong, where to find them, on what shelf, in what volume, in what unique part of the World Wide Web. Knowing she can find what she needs to know comforts her more than any particular knowledge could.

			When Deborah died (because of course death is everywhere), Gloria went up to director and freed a spot at the main desk. A few years after that, Maeve invented a title for herself: cultural coordinator. She didn’t ask for a raise, so no one contested it. Also it sounded like something they needed, a title for a new era.

			She called herself a jill-­of-­all-­trades, ran the teen program and arranged social groups for new immigrants, whom she loved, believed in as a feature of a thriving democracy. Years back, when their city had been designated a refugee resettlement zone, she’d proposed the New Mainers group and been given a small fund—­pitifully small, actually. But she was proud of this sort of thing. She was good at drumming up small sums of money, pennies from liberals.

			She invited local writers to give noontime readings in the sunny atrium, poets and scholars from the nearby colleges, journalists, members of the historical society. She covered shifts, trained new hires, could explain with ease and affection the particularities of the copier and printers, these machines like aging pets she’d see through to the bitter end. Because she blushed and shook when speaking in public, Katrina handled the public-­facing work, the introductions at events, or one of the interns did, and this was how Maeve liked it. Once in a while she got a big-­name novelist to give a reading or a talk, many of whom summered in Maine. Richard Russo and Richard Ford, Elizabeth Strout, Jonathan Lethem, one of Stephen King’s sons . . . these were wild successes. Maeve had been satisfied, though she did not seek public recognition.

			Her ambition was to get Harrison Riddles, her favorite writer, who was based in New York City but had a summer home on the Midcoast. Maeve had read everything he ever wrote. She found his novels beautiful and funny, wholehearted but not sentimental. Often they brought her to tears. They were the kind of books you finish and turn over to take in the author’s face. You need to look at the person whose mind you just entered, or who entered yours. Who are you? How did you make this? Unarguably a good-­looking man, though his most recent headshot wasn’t the best Maeve had seen. He looked a bit shadowy, underslept, in a rumpled plaid shirt. She decided that she admired that, a writer who doesn’t always make the most flattering choice, whose worry and fatigue isn’t airbrushed out.

			Of course in her letters she had not mentioned his face. They were professional, friendly but not familiar, for she wrote as a representative of the library, inviting him to visit as part of her new program. She told him why she loved the library. How it was the best job in the world. I’m following my bliss, she wrote, remembering Joseph Campbell, whom her college boyfriend Rich—­her only boyfriend before Jack—­read aloud in bed at night. Before he invited her to join him on his hero’s journey, Rich had wanted her to understand the terms. She told Riddles she had lucked into the most blissful job in the world. The library soothed her, contained her. Not just Maeve—­everyone. It was a place to think and learn and grow.

			She loved how children came here to practice their quiet, serious selves. She loved the hushed, provisional air, silences broken by squeaky carts, stifled belches, the noise of people learning to conform. She loved the Dewey decimal system. Loved the signs everywhere you looked bearing maxims about the beauty of books, the great equalizing power of literature. Loved Kafka and Nancy Drew on magnets stuck to the staff fridge. Loved April, poetry month, not cruel at all.

			She wrote it down like this, more or less, because she had read his essay in Harper’s about the lost art of letter writing, the crisis of meaning produced by our absent narratives, how he loved a letter that was a window into a life. He loved texture, text, actual ink on actual paper. The essay concluded by saying he made it a policy to respond to any serious letter he received. He had acquired a P.O. box for this express purpose; this correspondence would not be mediated by agent or publisher.

			She tried not to be too fancy and yet it was a pleasure, she found, to be a little fancy, to put on paper arrangements of words she would not speak aloud. She explained that over the years the librarians had become a family: Katrina and Nina and Lois and Dee Dee and Raul, and of course Gloria, who’d been there longest, whom she’d known from the start. Even if they didn’t regularly socialize outside of work, they spent their days together, laboring in a place that felt—­many of them said—­holier than church, vital to the foundation of civic life, and this joined them in a special way, the way doctors are joined, or judges.

			Katrina was her favorite. Maeve sometimes said to Katrina, “If I had my life to do over again . . .”

			“You’re only in your forties, Maeve! You’re still young!”

			Sweet girl. Darling girl.

			Katrina had a master’s in library science. She was brave and hip—­at nineteen she’d been mugged while backpacking across Europe and had actually elbowed the mugger in the jaw. Later she’d been in a punk band and dated a woman.

			“Don’t be one of those people who confuse degrees with intelligence,” Katrina told Maeve. “You can get the degree if it’s so important to you. If you’re so impressed by it! The master’s only takes two years.”

			Oh no, Maeve had no use for such a thing. She needed nothing. The osmotic pressure of the books, the catalogs, the undisputed taxonomies . . . The library itself, she tried to explain, was her school.

			Katrina was the most interesting person Maeve knew, and elbowing the mugger was the least of it. She was white and twenty-­six and lived with her long-­term boyfriend Willie, who was Black—­a refugee from Sudan who had arrived a decade ago, as a teenager. Maeve met him first, when a social worker brought him to the library for the New Mainers. Katrina joined the staff a couple years later. When the New Mainers group got too big and moved to the new immigration center, Maeve noticed that Willie didn’t go with them. She would see him reading magazines at the edge of the Pen, looking up occasionally, scanning the room. Soon, he and Katrina began leaving together, arm in arm, like an old couple out for an evening constitutional. Certain people expressed shock (the “backwoods side” of Katrina’s family pitched a fit, she reported, and there was mention of a rupture in Willie’s extended network), but for the library staff it was a beautiful story about the possibilities of the world, the inevitability of love. Maeve didn’t get into all this detail in the letter to Harrison. But in her paragraph about the connection that libraries create, deep cross-­cultural friendships, she was thinking of Katrina and Willie.

			Maeve considered her sentences, thought about the kinds of things that would interest a person like him. And then realized, No, write about the things that interest you, Maeve, and the letters got easier to write.

			Borges said paradise would be a library and Maeve agreed. She felt like a crew member, an officer, on a ship sailing toward a better world—­more just and equitable and evidence-­based. A sturdy ship. A good vessel. Virginia Woolf’s library was a sunken place, but not Maeve Cosgrove’s.

			Wouldn’t Harrison Riddles like to visit for an hour or two?

			But he never wrote back.
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			The day after the accusation—­the first day of March. Libby hadn’t returned but Katrina had, thank God, and Maeve pulled her into the staff lounge.

			Katrina said, “Your hair looks cute like that. You should do that more.”

			Maeve had pinned it up to wash her face and didn’t take down. She felt uneasy about the compliment; this was crisis hair.

			“You should show your cheekbones off. . . You alright? Why are you looking at me like that?”

			“Yesterday was a nightmare.” She explained everything—­C.J. at Gloria’s desk, the accusation, which she found herself calling “an abomination”—­and Katrina yelped and clapped her hand over her mouth. Gloria had sworn she’d not tell any of the staff, but the gesture felt staged.

			“Did Gloria tell you already? I asked her not to say anything.”

			“What? No.”

			“Please don’t tell anyone. I can’t bear it.”

			“Relax, Maeve. No one will buy it.”

			“That’s what Jack said too.”

			“Not a chance, I promise. You know what we’re dealing with here, don’t you?”

			“What?” Maeve asked, grateful for the we. “What are we dealing with?”

			A caustic whisper: “A borderline. It’s in the DSM, a personality disorder. They crave attention. They invent weird situations. You remember my cousin Mandy?”

			Maeve had a memory of the cousin, a story from a few years ago . . . a memory of indignant chatter among the librarians on Katrina’s behalf. A raucous Fourth of July at the family camp on Sebago Lake, a druggie vibe, the cousin naked and upsetting a smaller child . . . She remembered the cousin requiring an actual padded room.

			“Borderlines are emotionally violating,” Katrina explained. “Their boundaries are terrible. They overpersonalize everything. My poor aunt and uncle.” She shuddered. “I don’t know about Libby. The tall one, right? Blond? With the resting bitchface?”

			Resting bitchface! Maeve’s heart surged. She nodded. She wanted Katrina to say it in front of Gloria and C.J.

			“I’m no psychologist,” Katrina whispered, “but she has all the hallmarks.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Lying, for one. Promiscuity. Inventing situations.”

			“What do I do?”

			“Absolutely nothing. That’s the trick. The compassionate thing is to totally disengage.”

			“I don’t understand. She wants me to get in trouble? Why?”

			Katrina laughed sagely: “A monkey picks nits. A cow chews cud. It’s what they do.” She had an appealing fierceness in her eyes, a seriousness of purpose.

			“Borderline,” said Maeve, tasting the word, appraising it.

			“You always want to give people the benefit of the doubt.”

			“Is that so bad?”

			“They sense when you’re wounded. They’re like scavengers that way.”

			“Wounded?”

			“You know what I mean,” Katrina said, though Maeve didn’t, not exactly, and might have asked but the conversation ended there, for Nina poked her head in and said, “Raul can’t find the vending machine key,” and they both looked to Maeve, who knew where everything was, who got up and located the spare and went to the machine in the basement, where she found not Raul but a dour middle-­aged man whose Twizzlers had gotten stuck, and she freed them.


			

			Katrina’s boyfriend Willie came in later that day, wearing Adidas athletic shorts in sky blue, aviator sunglasses. Katrina was out on an errand. He needed a book the community college library didn’t have—­about what Aristotle can teach screenwriters. His professor Chuck told him to read it.

			“Screenwriting?” Maeve smiled. “You do look very LA today.”

			She saw this made him uncomfortable. He took off the sunglasses and slid them over the collar of his T-­shirt. He was watchful and wary of attention. He’d been this way since he was a boy. Maeve remembered that first winter, the big blue coat given to him by the refugee resettlement agency, his face set back in his furry hood like an owl tucked in a tree. She knew what all the librarians knew about Willie, the bare outline: born in Sudan during a period of war, lived in a refugee camp in Kenya before he came to Maine, of indeterminate age but lucky to be young looking, a late bloomer, smaller than his peers, so they made him a seventh grader. A family of white people, Christians, had taken him in with some other boys. Now he was a community college student and had moved into Katrina’s apartment. 

			She swiveled the computer monitor so the screen was visible to them both, entered the title and author. The book about screenwriting lived in the east mezzanine. He looked worried when she tried to give him directions, so she took him there.

			“I used to do writing in college too,” she told him as they made their way up the stairs. “I was an English major.”

			“There’s no English at the community college.”

			“No English?”

			“It’s called humanities,” he said. “I myself am a business major but they make you take one art. I didn’t want to paint. That was the other class that was available.”

			“What’s your screenplay about?”

			He said it was more like a screenplay appreciation class. They wrote about screenplays.

			“Chuck said I could read the Poetics or just read this book. He said it’s like Cliffs Notes.”

			She was careful not to disapprove, said, “Well, it’s fun to write. I loved it back then.”

			“You can write one for extra credit. It used to be mandatory but Chuck said he got tired of terrible screenplays.” 

			She didn’t have time to disapprove because they’d arrived; her index finger like a dowser tapped its spine—­pop of pleasure, eternal pride, a book where the book is meant to be. This one was quite slim, which she could tell was a relief to him. 

			“Thank you, Ms. Cosgrove!”

			“Maeve, please.”

			He nodded but didn’t say it.

			They looked at the cover of the book: Storytelling Secrets from the Greatest Mind in Western Civilization. You could not see Aristotle’s eyes or face, only his beard, long and dense and concluding in rather dandy curls. In college Maeve had been confused about who’d been a real living Greek and who was a myth, had once embarrassed herself saying Aristotle when the answer was Achilles. She thought to say this to him, but instead she said, “You should do it. Try writing a screenplay, Willie. Why not?”

			He made a dubious face.

			“I’d love to read it if you do.”

			“I’m so busy.” But then he said: “It has crossed my mind.”

			“I loved to write in college.” He didn’t ask what she wrote but she said, “Nothing good. A few short stories. Some pretty bad poetry. Oh, the poetry.”

			It was bad Plath. Mommy, mommy, all of it.

			“Well, I need to make a living,” he said, laughed.

			“You will,” she told him, had an impulse to say, Don’t sell yourself short, Willie, something in that spirit, but he had not sought her mentorship. And what did a middle-aged white lady know about what Willie was or wasn’t capable of?

			Back at the front desk they found Katrina, lipstick reapplied, nose blotted. She must have reapplied her rose oil too, dabbed it on her pulse points; the air around her was infused warmly, sensuously. She threw her arms around Willie’s neck. “I came for a book,” he told her. And then, leaning close, a whisper, “And for you, baby.”

			Maeve, close enough to hear this, felt herself blush and turned away.

			An old man in a wheelchair had dropped a stack of magazines and was bending awkwardly over the side of the chair to retrieve them. Maeve hurried to him, prepared to set them again on his bony lap. Architectural Digests, heavy.

			“Here you go, sir.”

			He smelled of pipe spoke.

			“I don’t want to crush you . . .”

			“Don’t worry,” he winked. “Nothing there anymore to crush.”

			On her lunch break, brewing a cup of tea in the staff room, Maeve could not stop thinking about the borderline girl who had entered this off-­limits space to leave her note in Gloria’s mailbox. The girl had seen the cozy chairs, the mailboxes, the whiteboard on which they left each other messages of encouragement, invitations to eat the brownies and leftover quiche. Maeve knew all of their handwriting—­Katrina’s postmodern slashes, Dee Dee’s childlike bubbles, Nina who only used capitals. The girl had come in here and read the whiteboard. She had put the note in Gloria’s box. But why? For what purpose? When Maeve carried not an ounce of ill will in her heart for the girl or for any other kid. Had only given her space, respect, let her make her own decisions. Wasn’t that what every kid wanted? Why had the girl punished her for it?

			The girl, Maeve prefers. But it’s Libby. Libby. Libby. She lets it plays in her mind like a song she’s learning. She needs to get it down. Make it dull. Desensitization. That worked during a spell in her twenties when she’d been terrified to fly, when she followed her brother’s advice and read pilots’ diaries and sat in the airport parking lot sweating and watching planes take off. You can get used to anything. Teach your body to relax. So she says the name until there is no girl anymore, no person, just a chorus of loud and harmless bugs.

		

	
		
			5

			Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby Libby

		

	
		
			6

			The rhythms of the days are a comfort, Maeve explained to Harrison Riddles in one of her letters. If you are a person who people-­watches, who imagines what others feel, sees metaphors in tableau, you can do no better than being a librarian.

			Mornings were old people, bused in from assisted living at 9 a.m., who paged through magazines or newspapers or wore giant black headphones and sat staring into the middle distance. Few read proper books, even in the largest print. It was imperative to Maeve that old people didn’t see you look disgusted in their proximity. She found an unexpected strength when chiding an intern on his expression of revulsion. “Be kind,” she told the kid. “Everyone is fighting a hard battle!”

			She didn’t attribute this wisdom to its source and later felt ashamed of her plagiarizing, as it were, and so wrote the dictum on an index card in magic marker, taped it to the welcome board, citing Plato (circa 400 BC). By noon the elders got collected and returned to assisted living. Later in the day, when school got out, teenagers whose motility and odors Maeve found reassuring claimed this space. The teenagers were kinetic, exhausted. They whispered and passed notes and made lewd comics. Or sank into chairs and stared at their phones, beat at their screens with their thumbs, necks bent dangerously. When they napped they collapsed severely on the carpet, their bodies giving off guarded, anxious energy, like soldiers on a break. They were supposed to put their electronic devices in a box behind the counter and do their homework—­if they did this for a certain number of days in a row they got a coupon for a free ice cream—­Maeve had secured the grant that made that possible—­but most did not give up their devices.

			Yes, it was a holding pen of sorts, but Maeve tried to make it more than that. Librarians are like social workers in a certain way, she wrote to Harrison, which didn’t mean she interfered or advocated. The social work she did was to be quiet, to leave them alone, to offer a safe space in which nothing was asked except that they be calm, or at least quiet. She put pretzels and granola bars in the lounge and subscribed to teen magazines, and made sure the brochure rack was full of literature about STIs, sexual violence, GED certification, citizenship, voting.

			She didn’t know most of their names. They were a mass, came and went, the program not requiring any formal check-­in. Always a few stood out. These days, everyone knew Donna because she was in a wheelchair, Darius who was so tall and funny. Everyone knew Jordan with red hair and the boy called Billy who, if he didn’t take his medication, shouted profanity. Several of the girls wore hijabs. Maeve was ashamed that she found it difficult to tell them apart. Najmo she knew from the birthmark. Otherwise, a mass, shape-­shifting, here and gone, kids for a spell and then grown up, and sometimes they’d come back with a baby to show the librarians, or a husband. Things like that had begun to happen—­she’d been a librarian for fifteen years.

			Last October, Libby Leanham had moved to their town and became one of those kids. Sometimes it took Maeve a while to notice someone new, for people floated in and out daily, but Maeve spotted Libby right away. It was Libby’s style she noticed first, her clothes. Not something Maeve usually paid attention to. 

			Real style can’t be bought. Her brother Deacon taught her long ago: real style transcends money, class, color, is innate, cannot be learned. Very few people have it, he told her. Maeve was sure he’d say Libby did. She wore ordinary clothes in a way that felt different, strange. Big black wool pants cinched at the waist with a piece of blue rope, a T-­shirt that said Cancel Prom, jagged at the hem like a scarecrow’s, farmer’s overalls. She carried a beaten green army backpack. She was skinny, tall, especially straight. Sharp-­boned and purposeful, like a girl from a comic book. Her skin was vibrantly pale, blue veins vivid in her wrists and temples. She was always eating or reading something, her face busy—­calculating, gnawing, sucking, staring—­never empty or resting. This intensity felt like a kind of style too. She was indifferent to the gaze of others, like someone being photographed who truly does not care.

			She came nearly every day, always put her phone in the box.

			Maeve’s program had not been particularly popular, the youth preferring their devices to sweets. Several obese children happily relinquished their phones and Maeve worried she was failing them, but when Libby came and put her phone in the box and began to read actual books, Maeve felt better. 

			There was a boy who followed Libby around. Light brown skin, shaggy black hair. He might have been Italian, or Puerto Rican. Maeve didn’t know. Didn’t ask. He was handsome but did not have style. His name, for confidentiality purposes, was B.

			Maeve’s one conversation with Libby happened on a day when Libby was sucking on a lime green lollipop. She’d been coming to the library for a month or so at this point. That day she was wearing a giant white sweater, Maeve remembered, and black leggings and tall rubber boots that had been entirely covered in silver duct tape. She nodded at Maeve when she dropped her phone in the box.

			The greenness of the sucker—­neon, unnatural, did not belong in a healthy body. It made Maeve think of radiation, Fukushima only a year before, that horrible clip she’d seen on the news before she could turn away, children swept to sea.

			“Hello,” said Maeve.

			Her gaze was unusually steady for a young person.

			“I’ve noticed you read a lot,” Maeve said.

			Libby shrugged, like So what?

			Maeve said, “I wish that wasn’t such a rare thing.”

			“Yeah, well. I wasted my time on the last book. Where the guys go up the river and find all the heads?”

			“Joseph Conrad.”

			“No, not him.” She shrugged the backpack off her shoulder, retrieved a glossy mass-market paperback by someone named p. c. everett, waterlogged.

			“I found it at a bus stop. It’s set on another planet. They’re not human heads.” 

			“You should read Heart of Darkness.”

			“Oh, I did.” She spoke flatly, almost glaring. “The ending cracked me up.”

			“The horror?”

			“Right.” Now her face softened; the suggestion of a smile. “But later when the wife says, ‘What were his last words?’ and he says, ‘Uh, they were . . . your name.’ That made me laugh out loud.”

			Again the puppy-­boy, B., found the girl, tugged on her arm, paying no attention to Maeve.

			“Not now,” Libby said, shaking him off, and he slunk away.

			“I need my coupon,” she told Maeve.
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