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    For an entire generation, the story that follows could not be told. She who effected the vanishing of Langley, Washington’s most famous citizen was still among the living and had the knowledge of exactly what she had done been revealed before this moment, there is little doubt that legions of the broken-hearted, the disenchanted, the disappointed, and the downright enraged would have ended up marching along the quiet street where she lived, bent upon violence. This, of course, would have followed whatever the aforementioned legions had done to a disused potting shed in the arboreal confines of Langley Cemetery, where the shape of a body on a moth-eaten blanket and a rotting first edition of an antique novel marked the spot of a deeply mourned departure. But now, at last, everything can be revealed. For all involved have finally passed, and no danger remains to anyone. Langley, Washington, has long since returned to the sleepy albeit lovely little village that has sat above the gleaming waters of Saratoga Passage for more than one hundred years. And what occurred there to its citizenry and to its gentle, well-meaning, but far too malleable librarian has been consigned to history.

Annapurna didn’t start out her life intending to become a librarian. She also didn’t start out her life intending to become a book fairy. Indeed, she didn’t start out her life intending to become Annapurna. Instead she began her time on earth as Janet Shore in a very ordinary manner which, no matter how close the examination, would never suggest to anyone who was acquainted with her that she possessed powers beyond an average mortal’s.

She was born at home in the village of Langley, which at that time was a little enclave of colorful cottages and, alas, perpetually dying businesses sitting high on a bluff on Whidbey Island. Above the strait that it overlooked, bald eagles flew and in this strait orcas and gray whales swam. Gold finches flashed the sunlight of their bodies in the air, swallows coursed joyously from the eaves of old storefronts, hummingbirds hovered before spikes of white quamash, and at just the right moment in just the right season, starlings swooped in great dancing clouds near the terminal where the ferries came and went. Here, hemlocks and firs soared into the heavens, rabbits openly munched unmolested in garden beds, raccoons were known to wander through the open hallways of the middle school in a search for discarded lunches, and deer high-stepped among the various cottages, decimating everything from tulips to topiaries.

In this pleasant place Janet Shore made her first appearance, born into a very ordinary family on a very ordinary day in a very ordinary house as her parents had eschewed hospitals for the birth of all their children and were not about to alter this course when Janet—child number six—came along. Perhaps more observation during her birth would have told her parents of Janet’s yet-to-be tested powers, but her parents were not the observant sort, nor were her four brothers and single sister, all of whom spent their mother’s labor and subsequent delivery of the sixth bundle of Shore joy in the back yard of the family home where a search for forty dollars in dimes—prepared in advance by their wily father—would end up producing only $39.90, no matter the length of time that they spent searching, which would be, naturally, quite considerable. Indeed, the five youngsters—aged three to ten years—had actually managed to dislodge only $25.70 from the lawn, the vegetable beds, the compost heap, and the flower garden when their father emerged from the house to tell them that the Shore line—he had that kind of sense of humor, alas—had been extended once again.

In very short order, they were introduced to Janet who was not—as you might well imagine—nearly as interesting to them as the dimes that still lay unclaimed in the yard. And it must be admitted that as the years of Janet’s childhood progressed, matters didn’t alter much when it came to her relationship with her siblings. As for her parents, what can one say? They were back-to-the-landers who’d arrived on Whidbey Island to live a simple life described by hard work growing their own fruits and vegetables, raising goats for milk and cheese, practicing skilled carpentry for a local contractor (Dad) and establishing the village’s recycling center, its thrift shop, and its food bank while simultaneously home schooling six children (Mom) and then blissfully producing two more (Mom and Dad together, of course). So in the midst of what was a busy life, if one child had a nature that was rather whimsical, as long as she didn’t get underfoot or impede the daily progress of life among the Shores, chances were very good that she would remain largely unnoticed. Such was the case with Janet, who easily could have been lost in the shuffle entirely had she not possessed the weakest constitution of all the children.

Thus put to the question, Janet’s parents would have noted only one characteristic about their sixth child that caused her to be modestly different from her brothers and sisters (those last two babies being girls, by the way). She was, unfortunately, a rather sickly sort, easily attacked by various viruses, bacteria, and germs, and in such a way that her childhood might best be described as one spent largely in bed with occasional forays into the real world where she would, in very short order, pick up another bug to fell her again.

Most children find imprisonment in a sick bed both trying and tiresome. Some children— especially if they are one among many—find it comforting as they quickly surmise that the only moments that they will actually have the nurturing attention of their parents are those moments of illness. And a few children see the sickbed as a doorway to another world, brought to them courtesy of the dozens of books that one parent or the other rushes to the library to obtain, in the hope of keeping the invalid occupied.

As you have no doubt surmised, Janet was of this last small group. Influenza? Strep throat? Chicken pox? Measles? Mumps? The common cold? An undiagnosed ailment of one kind or another? These were greeted with such enthusiasm by the child Janet Shore that one might have concluded she was headed for lifelong hypochondria had one not known of her penchant for losing herself in stories. She began with fairy tales: the Brothers Grimm and Hans Christian Anderson being her favorites. She went on to mythology, preferring the Romans over the Greeks. She dipped into Biblical picture books in her younger years, and she quickly moved on to The Boxcar Children and the Little House books, graduating from there to Nancy Drew’s adventures as well as those of Trixie Belden, the Hardy Boys, and the Bobsey Twins, this last group unearthed from her grandmother’s house in New Hampshire and sent along when it became apparent that Janet was sure to read the entire collection of children’s books available at the village library before she was ten years old.

One reason for Janet’s love of reading was, of course, the escape it provided from her constant illnesses and the additionally constant turmoil of living in a very small house with seven other children and two adults. The other reason for this love, however, had everything to do with Janet’s talent, that very special quality in her possession that her busy parents had never had the opportunity to notice.

It is often said that individuals escape into books and what this means, of course, is that individuals escape their humdrum lives by sinking into the pages of a novel. But Janet Shore escaped into books to the fullest extent that that word can be used. Given a heart rending scene of emotion (Mary Ingalls going blind!), a thrilling adventure in a frightening cave (Tom, Huck, and Injun Joe!), a battle with pirates (Peter Pan and Captain Hook!), and our Janet was actually able to transport herself into the scene itself. And not as a passive observer, mind you, but rather as a full participant in the story. Thus the Mad Hatter and the March Hare served her tea along with Alice, and when the Prince presented the glass slipper to Cinderella, Janet was able to shove her aside and try the footwear on herself. That other Prince kissed her instead of Snow White and who can blame him since kissing Snow was so akin to smooching a corpse, and when Rapunzel lowered her hair, Janet climbed down to her rescuer before he could get a decent grip on the locks that would lead him to his love.

Can there be any doubt, then, why Janet Shore greeted her illnesses with the passion of a long lost love come to claim her hand? How could doubt exist in this situation? And it was all so easy to achieve in a household where one went largely unnoticed. Indeed, the very fact of Janet’s near anonymity among her siblings allowed her hours and days in which to practice launching herself into novels when she was engaged in a battle with no illness at all. She learned that this required of her only three elements: a story that provided her with enchantment, excitement, terror, thrills, or any other physical or emotional connection to it; solitude to serve as a launching pad; and a tether that allowed her access back into the real world.

Two of these were easily come by. Becoming lost within and enthralled by a story was second nature to Janet, and using the family dog as a tether did not require a great deal of thought. Solitude was the tricky bit, but she finally managed to locate the perfect spot for this when she discovered that, tucked deep within the village’s old and crumbling cemetery and just beyond the looming conifers that lined the far side of the area dedicated to the cremated citizens of Langley, an ancient potting shed had been long forgotten and nearly consumed by blackberry bushes, lichen, and moss. In this shed, carefully repaired as best she could to keep out the rain which was plentiful in this part of the world, Janet supplied herself with an ancient hook rug long ago made by one of her aunts, along with what surely was a third hand blanket purchased from the local thrift store, and a pillow pilfered from the hall closet in her parents’ house, only disinterred when a relative came to visit and had to sleep on the couch. Supplied with these items of marginal comfort, Janet could retire to the cemetery and to her hidden spot as often as she liked, in the company of whatever rescue dog her family was currently sheltering. With the dog outside of the potting shed and Janet inside with his leash wrapped round her wrist, she was safely anchored to the real world, the dog dragging her back to it the moment his dinner hour rolled around. It was a foolproof way to experience life in the written world, and thus it served her several years.

Janet would no doubt have rested quietly with her talent had not a very silly argument about a Halloween pageant, Boo Radley, and Bob Ewell developed between her and her best friend Monie Reardon. A misreading of the climactic scene in that novel and its subsequent denouement had given Monie the impression that, just as Heck Tate slyly suggested, Bob Ewell had fallen upon his own knife. Nothing that Janet said to Monie could convince the girl of anything else. Even their seventh grade teacher Mrs. Neff could not convince Monie. For Monie was something of a black-and-white reader, and the subtleties of Heck Tate’s suggestions and his references to the townspeople leaving grateful gifts on the Radley doorstep did not convince Monie that she was sadly mistaken about Bob Ewell’s demise in the climax of the book. Thus, Janet decided to provide her with an experience to alter her viewpoint.

Janet wasn’t certain that she could do this, however: to send someone other than herself into a piece of literature. But she discovered that the concentration she applied to her own literary travels worked just as well on others, if she rested the relevant book upon their chests, opened to the relevant scene. Then it was a matter of hands placed in the appropriate position, breathing slowed to a deep and steady pace, the repetition of welcome me welcome me welcome me home along with five other words whose revelation here would be far too dangerous to the reader of this tale, and with less than an eye blink the literary traveler would be gone. Which is to say that her soul and her mind and her experience would be gone. Her body would, of course, remain where it was, which in this case was the potting shed in the Langley cemetery near the cremation stones.

Thus did Monie Reardon get cast into the pages of To Kill a Mockingbird in order to witness the attack beneath the great oak tree and to take careful note of exactly who was wielding the knife upon whom. And can it otherwise be believed that Monie came back an altered individual? She was wide-eyed and open-mouthed and aside from “That Jem Finch is adorable,” her only remark upon her return to the potting shed was, “How did you do that?” which was quickly followed by, “More! More!”

It would have been lovely had Monie been able to keep this skill of Janet’s to herself, but this was an impossibility, for Monie was a talker. In very short order, Janet found herself with a line of schoolmates outside the potting shed, all of them wanting to “do the book thing,” as Monie so unromantically called it.

Harry Potter’s world was, naturally, the choice of many of the boys. Most of girls wanted Edward and Jacob to be in love with them instead of Bella. So tedious, repetitive, and downright pedestrian did the demands for literary travel become that Janet began sending individuals where she felt they best belonged which, as you can probably imagine, was not a popular move.

To the boys who wanted to ride a broomstick during a game of quidditch, she gave the voyage to Colchis in the company of Jason to have a look for the Golden Fleece. To the girls who believed their lives could not possibly be complete without a vampire’s love, she offered the passion of Mr. Rochester discovering his life’s great love in plain Jane Eyre. Greeted with the complaints of the literary travelers she so generously accommodated in her woodland potting shack, Janet’s retort would be, “Hey! Try reading a decent book for once,” herself not being drawn to the great commercial successes of her day. For her were the Greek and Roman myths, the great masterpieces of Victorian literature, the tales of derring do penned by America’s mighty writers. And never one to be dragged along as part of a crowd, Janet was a girl who stuck to her literary guns. Thus over time, her grousing school companions either fell by the wayside or became her devotees. There was, as it developed, no middle ground.

So things went for her: through middle school (providing Gilbert Blythe’s proposal to Anne Shirley to the romantically inclined; introducing Natty Bumppo’s adventures in a juvenile America to those wanting a bit more action) and through high school (a half hour on the rolling decks of the Pequod for the boys, Portia putting the psychological thumbscrews to Shylock for the girls). There was plenty of scope during this latter period once Janet became enamored of Dickens, as well. How about a meet and greet with Magwitch? No problem. Want to see what Bob Sikes was truly like? That could also be arranged.

The conclusion of high school brought the big change: both to Janet Shore and to what she did with her curious talent. For off she went to college where she was drawn to library studies (can there be any surprise in that?) and where, unfortunately, cupid’s arrow pierced her heart for the first and last time.

Can there be any doubt that, in the mind of a young woman given to taking literature into her very heart, true love exists? Is there any reader of this tale who would argue against the likelihood of Janet Shore’s locking eyes with a dark-haired stranger across a crowded room and knowing that love can happen in an instant? A reader of this tale might wish to try, but all the arguing would be in vain. For across the crowded Vegetarian Medley station of her university’s student dining room, Janet spied one Chadbourne Hinton-Glover. And while the double barreled surname should have told her much and his startling resemblance to Charlie Sheen should have told her more, all she could see was the blaze in his eyes and all she could assume as that blaze devoured her soul—as she would tell it later—was that they had been struck simultaneously by a thunderbolt of love that was bigger than both of them, as these things generally were.

Although she’d been at the Vegetarian Medley station for reasons having largely to do with corn muffins, she became a vegetarian instantly. A question to Chadbourne Hinton-Glover about quinoa (which she disastrously mispronounced in such a manner as nearly to give away her entire omnivorous history prior to the moment) led to earnest talk about puy lentils, the virtues of sprouted nuts, the value of cracked wheat versus whole wheat, and what tempeh (also terribly mispronounced) could be transformed into in the hands of a skilled chef. By the time Chadbourne and Janet had worked their way to the end of the Vegetable Medley station and were presenting their food cards to the attendant, they were a couple.

Unfortunately for Janet, the love that bloomed between them was a fragile thing: a rhododendron blossom best left on the bush and not plucked and put into water where it will quickly fade and die. In her innocence Janet did not see this, for even if things turned out disastrously for them, had not Heathcliff and Cathy shared an eternal love? Had not Gabriel waited faithfully for that silly Bathsheba to come to her senses? Jude had Sue and if it hadn’t worked out (when one’s children are killed at the hands of their half-sibling, it rarely does), how they had worshipped each other for a time! And that was point: the time, its length, which was supposed to be longer than four months in duration.

Janet gave herself to the relationship whole-heartedly, for she knew from her novel reading that there was no other way. For Dorothea Brooke had finally found bliss in the arms of Will Ladislaw, had she not, even if it had taken a good while—not to mention a hell of a lot pages—for her to arrive at this position? So like the innocent she was, she became Chadbourne’s schoolmate, soulmate, and bedmate in very short order, eschewing the company of her immediately erstwhile female friends who could have told her much about Chadbourne’s proclivity to allow his hands and lips and other body parts to roam as much as he allowed his eyes to do so.

Discovering him enthusiastically engaged with a bronzed Brazilian swimming goddess drove a stake into Janet’s heart. The fact that he was embroiled with the young woman upon the Egyptian cotton sheets that Janet had saved her part-time job money to purchase was a further blow. The additional horror of Chadbourne not actually recognizing Janet as his beloved when she came into the room and found him entwined in the arms and legs of the bronzed Brazilian swimming goddess made matters so devastating that no later claim of being without his contact lenses at the moment of discovery could go any distance toward salving the wounds to Janet’s heart and soul. She decamped at once, taking her sheets with her.

When one’s first great love is so cruelly revealed to be a rodent, recovery is often difficult, and this was the case for Janet. She left the university forthwith and threw herself into the only thing she could come up with to rescue what little self-esteem she had left: an alternative life style. This involved two years of travel on a converted school bus with a merry band of do-nothings who had been deeply influenced by the film Priscilla, Queen of the Desert and who had made the decision to duplicate as much of that adventure as they could, albeit on the west coast of the United States. This duplication was achieved through several very long drives to Burning Man during which the music of ABBA played at a disturbing volume, copious amounts of dope were smoked, and alternative garb was created, dependent heavily upon sequins, beads, bell-bottom trousers, and very tight and very plunging tops. And while the ancient school bus did not, alas, make it to Burning Man for a third go (having broken down repeatedly and finally irreparably in Arcada, California), Janet did ultimately find herself in a welcoming community of earnest back-to-the-landers who reminded her of her own family, who treaded the earth in Birkenstocks and flannel, and who expressed their individuality by changing their names from those chosen by The Birthers, as they referred to their parents, to something more reflective of who they were striving to be.

Hence, Annapurna. It must be admitted that Janet chose this name merely for its mellifluous nature. She found that it gave her a sense of being more than she was and of hiding away that part of her that had been so crushed by Chadbourne Hinton-Glover. So she remained Annapurna and she remained in Arcada, California, for fifteen more years till the amount of rainfall and the long bleak winters and a letter from her old friend Monie Reardon—now Monie Reardon Pillerton—suggested a change was in order.

Monie Reardon Pillerton knew about Chadbourne, of course. She knew of the school bus adventure and its final demise in Arcada. She knew that her old friend Janet Shore was no more and in her place was Annapurna. But she also knew of a job that had become available on Whidbey Island, and it was her earnest belief that Janet-who-had-been and Annapurna-who-now-was would be perfect for this position. It must be said that Monie also had an ulterior motive for enticing Annapurna back to Whidbey Island. Married for twelve years to the world’s most faithful man who was, alas, also the world’s biggest dullard, she had produced four children in quick succession thinking they might at least provide conversation in the evening prior to lights out. Unfortunately, Monie soon discovered that the production of offspring alone could not a thrilling marriage make. However, not wanting to divorce the man—for how can one divorce someone whose greatest sin is merely to be boring?—Monie was aching for some kind of excitement and when she saw the position of town librarian advertised in the South Whidbey Record, her memory of dazzling hours spent inside the cemetery potting shed in the company of everyone from Nancy Drew to Hester Prynne was sparked. Oh, to have at least that much escape from the well-meaning but terminally dull Dwayne Pillerton! To have a few hours away from laundry, housecleaning, grocery shopping, cooking, dog walking, and the required attendance at youthful athletic events! To Monie Reardon Pillerton, the return of the long gone Janet Shore in the person of Annapurna was the answer to what had gone badly wrong in her life. So she got herself appointed to the search committee for the new librarian, penned the letter to Annapurna, and set about making absolutely certain that Annapurna was the chosen one.

Thus Annapurna returned not only to the island of her birth but also to the town in which she had grown up. She had been gone for years, of course, and while she had stayed in communication with her parents and siblings during the long period of her travels and the longer period of her life in Arcada, California, she had no wish to engage intimately in family matters. She longed to live a life she had become used to: one of isolation, contemplation, and self-recrimination. For she had not, you see, been able to forgive the Janet Shore-who-had-been for her youthful errors in love. That young person’s mindless and utterly naïve devotion to matters literary had led her to heartbreak at the hands of a soulless man, and so grave had her heartbreak been that Annapurna had not once allowed herself to become remotely close to any individual—male or female—since. Indeed, she’d kept those Egyptian cotton sheets as a reminder to trust and give her heart to no one, and if they became softer and softer with repeated washings as promised and if their 500 thread-count allowed for their astounding durability, they also served as testimony to the fact that happily ever after can last six months or less and can end in an excruciating betrayal if one does not keep one’s eyes peeled for telltale signs of a fellow human’s fallibility from the moment of introduction to the moment of that fallibility’s inevitable appearance.

Thus it must be said that she felt no loyalty or kinship to anyone on Whidbey Island despite being the actual kin of at least fifty-two individuals at this point, her siblings having grown up to be a familially ambitious and remarkably fecund group. Her only relationship of any note was with Monie Reardon Pillerton who, over skinny vanilla lattes one late afternoon at the village’s trendiest coffee house, worked what had been a desultory conversation about persistent tooth decay in her eldest child into a reminiscence of Annapurna’s decades-long dormant ability to propel herself and other people into a literary scene of their desire.

“Oh, I don’t do that any longer, Monie,” was met with a stare of outright incredulity.

“But … but … but why not?” followed that stare, for it was inconceivable to Monie Reardon Pillerton that such a talent would not be used on a daily basis, especially if one had small children whose continuous squabbling and frequent demands for maternal attention begged to be met either by a quick trip down the rabbit hole with Alice or a tag-along with the Pied Piper of Hamlin. Monie, however, was not likely to say such a thing about her children to Annapurna. Rather she pointed out to her old friend—in somewhat sonorous tones, it must be admitted—the responsibility one had to use one’s God given talents for the good of mankind.

Annapurna, however, was not to be moved on this issue. She had suffered too much at the hands of her own talent, as we know, having prompted within herself a belief in happy endings following hard on the heals of true love (it must be admitted that she’d never been a great fan of Romeo and Juliet, from which she should have learned much on this topic), which had led her to abject misery.

For Monie, there was only one recourse. Annapurna had to be exposed to children to enhance her understanding of a mother’s need for blessed escape. Not just any children would do, of course. Annapurna needed exposure to Monie’s own. For surely two or three hours in their company—particularly when they were ravenous with hunger—would be sufficient to encourage within Annapurna a desire to help her old friend—if no one else—through the simple means of a dreamy escape to … Monie had been delving a great deal into Monte Carlo lately, having just completed her tenth reading of Rebecca. Just the scene in which Maxim proposes to the unnamed narrator, she told Annapurna. Really, that’s all that she would ask although she was also partial to the thrilling moment of “I am Mrs. de Winter now,” that so memorably put the evil Mrs. Danvers in her place. Of course, that foul creature ended up setting fire to Manderley as a possible result of this moment of assertion on the narrator’s part, but some things, Monie knew, could not be helped.

Can it be otherwise than Annapurna’s agreeing to give her old friend a bit of respite from the drudgery of her life? While it took more than an initial two or three hours in the company of Monie’s children to effect a form of harmony between the women on the subject of literary escapes, they reached an accord on the afternoon when Monie’s youngest had a bout of projectile vomiting so severe that nothing other than The Exorcist popped immediately into Annapurna’s mind. Annapurna then began to see the problem in terms of taking her friend—even for a brief hour or two—out of the horror novel in which she was living instead of depositing her into another. And so it happened that Annapurna began to investigate where she could—for want of a better term—set up shop. It had to be in the library, naturally. Her days were spent there, and it was only during the day when Monie’s children were in school that it was possible for Monie to escape the chains that bound her to hearth and home.

Such a location had few requirements beyond privacy and the space for a small cot on which the literary traveler could recline. There was the necessity of a temporal anchor, of course, that would bind the traveler to the here and now in much the same way in her previous life young Janet Shore had used her canine’s leash for her own trips and her hand within the hand of the traveler when she was entertaining her friends. A boat’s line—easily had from the town marina—would do for this, she decided. She would fix it to the door knob of a convenient room so that when she opened the door after Monie’s excursion, her friend would rise as if from a pleasant and refreshing sleep. This would, admittedly, be effected by means of a preemptory and rather rough jerk on her wrist from the boat line that would be tied around it, but some things could simply not be helped. Had she been able to be at Monie’s side throughout her trip to Monte Carlo or Manderley—really, it was up to her, as Annapurna had no thoughts on the matter other than wonder that Maxim de Winter had not disposed of that nasty bit of business Rebecca much sooner into their tormented relationship—nothing more than her hand in Monie’s would have been necessary. But she had to see to the needs of the library’s patrons and as luck would have it, Monie’s choice of traveling day occurred in the middle of the Red-Hatted Ladies’ Book Club Morning, which generally leaked over into the Red-Hatted Ladies’ Book Club Afternoon if the edibles were good enough and the literary discussion was fierce.

With all of this in mind, only the library’s supply room would offer sufficient space for a cot, privacy from the prying eyes of other library patrons, and a doorknob. Because it contained vast library valuables such as paper stock for the coin operated copier, it also was lockable, a decided plus.

Thus on the very next morning following Annapurna’s brief, “All right, I’ll do it,” which itself followed soon after the Pillerton offspring’s impressive show of projectile vomiting, Monie presented herself at the library. She’d dressed for the occasion. She’d chosen a form of thirties’ garb that she deemed suitable, considering the time period in which she supposed the book took place: between the two great wars. At the local thrift store, she’d managed to put together an approximation of that period’s dress. That she looked rather like a cross between Queen Elizabeth the Queen mother (that would be the hat and the shoes) and Bonnie of Bonnie-and-Clyde fame (that would be the skirt, the belt, and the sweater), did not appear to concern her. She announced herself as ready and excited and “oh how I’ve longed for this moment since you first came back to Langley,” in rather too loud a voice that caused Annapurna to shush her. The last thing she wanted was a repeat of her early years in which she’d discovered the pedestrian predilections of her peers in matters literary. To know that they had grown into adults whose tastes had not altered …? Life was hard enough, Annapurna thought.

She stamped three books for a local woman. She answered four questions from a man whose knowledge of how to use the library- provided WiFi began and ended with turning a computer on. When at last she was free, she cast a look round the library to make certain she and Monie Reardon Pillerton were not being observed. Finding the coast clear, she hustled Monie behind the check out counter, through the librarian’s office, and into the supply closet, which she had made ready.

A camping cot found on Craig’s List would serve as the launching pad. A thin mattress covered it and around this was tucked a quilt purchased at a fund raiser for the town’s feral cats, always in want of a decent meal. Mood lighting was provided by a candle carefully sheltered by a hurricane globe. The line of reality—so Annapurna thought of the boat’s line that would be used to anchor Monie—lay curled at the foot of the cot.

Monie had brought Rebecca with her as her memory told her to do. She confessed herself so excited that she feared she’d “let loose in her pants.” Disconcerted, Annapurna offered her friend the lavatory at once. “Just an expression,” Monie said with a laugh. “I hope I still have bladder control, Janet.” She winced as soon as she said Annapurna’s birth name. She apologized quickly. It was all due to excitement, she said. She could only imagine what it was going to be like to witness Maxim de Winter’s proposal of marriage to his youthful, inarticulate but nonetheless soon-to-be blushing bride.

“So you’ve decided?” Annapurna asked her. “You don’t want the Mrs. Danvers scene?”

“Maybe later,” Monie told her, which should, of course, have warned Annapurna of things to come. But at the moment the bell on the checkout desk rang peremptorily.

“You’ll have to wait a moment,” Annapurna told her friend.

“Damn it! But there’s so little time,” was Monie’s reply.

Annapurna wanted to tell her that it wasn’t an overlong scene in the book anyway: just the narrator interrupting Maxim in the middle of shaving, followed by her wretched and lovestruck goodbye to him, followed by breakfast on the terrace, followed by an abrupt proposal of marriage made over marmalade which, let’s face it, was one of the more forgettable marriage proposals ever made. As Annapurna recalled … Hadn’t the word ninny even come into play? Perhaps not. But the word love certainly hadn’t. For heaven’s sake, even the imperious Mr. Darcy had managed to cram love among the various insults to Elizabeth Bennett’s family. But … no matter. Monie would get her moment in Monte Carlo in which the narrator’s life is turned upside down and in that moment Monie too could dream of what it would have been like to be the wife of the dark, brooding, desperately unhappy but at the same time filthy rich Maxim de Winter.

First, however, she had to see to whoever was ringing the checkout desk bell. And thus she met Mildred Banfry, the woman who would forever alter the existence that Annapurna had grown to find so personally burdensome.

It must be said that Mildred Banfry did not for an instant look like a life changer. She didn’t look like any kind of changer at all. She looked precisely the way someone named Mildred Banfry would look, although Annapurna did not, of course, know her name in the moment that her gaze fell upon her. What she did know was what she saw: gangly, potentially suffering from late onset sexual dysphoria, a horrifying dress sense even for this part of the world which was not known for individuals capable of putting together something that might be deemed “an outfit,” hair that looked as if mowing might be the better choice than a mere cutting, and eyebrows that snaked across her forehead in a manner that could only be referred to as threatening.

Her voice boomed. “Here. You. Are!” she announced at a volume so stentorian that Annapurna felt it very likely that the police department next door to the library and housed within the confines of the town’s brick city hall might have been well informed of the woman’s arrival. The members of the Red-Hatted Ladies’ Book Club certainly were. More than one furious glance was shot from the discussion room in the direction of the check-out desk. “I. Want. A. Library. Card. Do. You. Hear. Me?”

Well, obviously, was what Annapurna thought. So does everyone else, my dear woman. And like so many people who feel uneasy with correcting anyone’s behavior, she modeled what was a more appropriate volume, for as far as she knew, the poor woman had never entered a library in her life. Her teeth certainly suggested as much, although the absence of five or six molars couldn’t actually make any kind of accurate testimony as to one’s literacy or lack thereof. “Certainly,” Annapurna murmured. “If you have something to show me that you’re a resident?”

“Course. I. Do,” Mildred hollered. “I’m. Not. Stupid. Do. I. Look. Stupid. To. You?”

Annapurna lowered her head in embarrassment. “No, no. Not at all. If you’ll just—”

“You’re. Going. To. Have. To. Speak. Up,” Mildred told her. “Or. I. Can. Read. Lips. But. Not. If. You. Don’t. Look. At. Me.”

“Yes, yes, of course,” Annapurna said quickly, as she raised her head. “Only … If there’s any way …?”

“What?” And when Annapurna looked around the library with a gesture to indicate to Mildred that it was a library and not perhaps what she thought it might be, which seemed to be a hog calling contest, Mildred said, “Oh! Ha! Too. Loud. Am. I? Didn’t. Wear. My. Hearing. Aids. Batteries. Are. Dead. Sorry. Use. This.” And she rooted around in a bag printed with I’ve Been To Disneyland! prominently upon it until she found what she sought, which was a tattered notebook to which a ballpoint pen was attached. “Write. It. Out. Here,” she said. “Mildred. Banfry. By. The. Way. And. You. Are?”

Annapurna wrote out her name and everything that followed. Did Mildred Banfry have an ID showing she was appropriately domiciled somewhere in Island County? She certainly did. She’d brought along her electricity bill—rather amazingly low so that Annapurna wondered if the woman owned a refrigerator or even turned on a single light—and she had evidence of her checking account as well. This latter wouldn’t do for evidence of her habitation, but it was of no import because the electricity bill did the trick. Annapurna began gathering what was needed to give Mildred her library card.

It was at this most unfortunate moment that Monie Reardon Pillerton came wandering out of the supply room. As she still had the boat line tied to her wrist and her shoes had been removed for comfort’s sake and the sake of the cleanliness of the aforementioned quilt, she did present a rather startling sight since the reader must recall that she was also dressed somewhat unusually for Langley, Washington. Well, not all that unusually considering the Red-Hatted Ladies in one room and Mildred Banfry in the other, but anachronistic dressing not being what generally went on in the little town, Monie did garner Mildred’s attention. As did the boat’s line tied round her wrist.

“What. The. Hell …?” was Mildred’s comment, for she was the first person to see Monie emerge. “What’s. Going. On. Around. Here?” She cast a speculative eye upon Annapurna. Then another upon Monie Reardon Pillerton. “You. Two. Messing. Around. Or. Something? Hey! Maybe. You. Should. Find. Some. Place. More. Private.”

Annapurna wanted to say that things were not what they looked liked, but she couldn’t quite work out what they did look like and to her horror, several of the Red-Hatted Ladies had at this point risen and looked as if they intended to charge the check out desk for some sort of confrontation. She said hastily to Monie, “I’ll be there in a minute.”

Monie said, “Please,” in a tone that suggested heartfelt longing, which indeed it was. “Annapurna, I’ve only so much time.”

Of course, this was a message that could be read several ways and Mildred Banfry seemed to read it in a way that Monie had not intended. She said, “Aren’t. You. The. Dark. Horse,” to Annapurna, which Annapurna found frankly unfair since she and Mildred had only just met and how Mildred possibly draw any conclusion at all about her metaphorical equine hue?

Foolishly, she said, “It’s not what you think,” to which Mildred leered and said, “I. Bet. It’s. Not.”

Thankfully, however, their conversation ended when Monie announced that she’d wait where she was meant to wait and Mildred followed this with an unasked for declaration that for her part, she’d return for some literary recommendations from the librarian when things weren’t so busy. Annapurna watched her leave, shouldering her I’ve Been to Disneyland! bag after shoveling through its contents to put her notebook back into place. She only hoped that Mildred was someone who didn’t share with other people matters about which she’d jumped to entirely inaccurate conclusions. Annapurna, after all, needed her job.

She repaired to the supply cupboard and found Monie supine as required, her tattered copy of Rebecca opened upon her chest. She confessed that she truly wished there was a wedding night to witness between Maxim de Winter and his blushing bride, but Annapurna told her she would have to make a choice among the library’s few modern romance novels if she wanted to head in that direction. Monie said she hadn’t the time to paw through romance novels at the moment, so her choice of Maxim’s proposal of marriage was going to have to do. She confessed that she could not even remember at this moment of anticipation whether Maxim actually kissed the object of his marital intentions at the end of the proposal. Annapurna would have told her that no, she needed to address herself to Maxim’s tormented scene of confession—a bullet right through Rebecca’s evil heart—if she wanted to see him clasp the soon-to-be world weary wifely narrator in his arms and press his lips upon hers.

Monie settled herself with a happy squirm and announced that she was ready. Annapurna told her that she hadn’t sent anyone—even herself—on a literary journey in a good many years so she wasn’t sure if she could still manage it. But Monie had faith. She also had a good memory. She said, “It’s welcome me welcome me welcome me home, and all the rest,” and she closed her eyes and folded her hands over Rebecca.

Carefully, Annapurna created the leash back into reality by means of the doorknob. As the door opened outward, it would be no problem to bring Monie back where she belonged. She wouldn’t need a great deal of time in Monte Carlo with Maxim and the narrator anyway. The proposal hadn’t taken long, after all.

Once she had the leash in place—with enough play in it to allow her access to the library and its checkout desk—she placed her hand over Monie’s, closed her own eyes, and said the words. She felt the whoosh of Monie’s nearly immediate departure, and when she opened her eyes she saw by the smile that played upon her unconscious friend’s face that her wished-for trip to Monte Carlo had been achieved and she was even at this moment bearing witness to—as far as she herself was concerned—literature’s least romantic proposal of marriage. At least there was Manderley to consider, she thought. Whatever else, the narrator had that to look forward to when Maxim declared his intention to take her if only figuratively to his manly breast.

She glanced at her watch. She worked out that, since Maxim had dipped into his breakfast before his proposal of marriage, what with all the chewing and swallowing and the fact that these were better days in which people had better table manners, it would probably take a good fifteen minutes for Maxim to get around the point. Given that amount of time and given a “Hey! C’n someone help me?” coming from the direction of the check-out desk, Annupurna thought it would be safe for her to leave Monie to her spate of time in Monte Carlo while she saw to whatever was going on in the bowels of the library itself.

It was the internet user. He’d run into difficulty. The computer, he announced, was stalled or dead or confused or whatever computers were when everything “froze up on ’em,” he said. He was right in the middle of his research on a vacation to New Guinea—did anyone actually wish to vacation in New Guinea, Annapurna could not help wondering— when “the whole kit ’n’ caboodle of it just went to hell in a hand wagon.” And now he didn’t know what to do because his credit card number was apparently floating somewhere in cyberspace and he “damn well needed to get it back ’fore every Tom, Dick, and Harry gets their mitts on it and decides to book themselves on a slow boat to Antarctica.” Only, his pronounced it Anartica, which Annapurna decided not to correct. She hastened to his side in order to unfreeze the computer, murmuring all the while on the inadvisability of mixing his credit card information and a public computer. Identity theft and all that, she told him. He promised to “kick the fat posterior of anyone trying that kind of business with me, I tell you.”

Annapurna was bent over the gentleman’s computer, attempting to sort out how he’d managed to make such a hash of merely looking up information when Monie began carrying on in the supply room. It was a little cry at first, which no one who did not know what was going on in that room would have even noticed had not it been followed by a series of yips and then a quite distinct, “But she didn’t mean to! She didn’t know! She was tricked!” that could not be ignored. Something had gone badly wrong with Monie’s journey to Monte Carlo, it seemed.

Annapurna made short work of nothing with the ageing computer. She excused herself. To the gentleman’s cry of “But what about my credit card?” Annapurna said, “It’s a far, far better thing I do …” before she caught herself. She had to get to Monie before the Red-Hatted Ladies rose as one in protest. They could be an unruly bunch when it came to their book discussion group. They did not like interruptions and when it came to distractions … Most of them were not retired schoolteachers for nothing.

Annapurna snapped open the supply room door without thinking about how abruptly this was likely to rouse Monie from her literary communion with Maxim and his newly beloved. Monie’s horrified scream as she was whisked from Monte Carlo to Langley, Washington, in an instant electrified everyone gathered in the library. Matters were not helped when Monie’s scream turned to sobs which turned to “It was so awful. It was so humiliating. How did she survive?” which was the first clue that Annapurna had that something had gone very wrong.

She tried to shush Monie. Monie was not to be shushed. She tried to console her. Monie was not to be consoled. She tried to lock her in the supply closet until she could get control of herself. But this, too, proved to be impossible, for the Red-Hatted Ladies, the computer gentleman, and—God forbid—Mildred Banfry (who had left her electrical bill on the library counter as things happened) all stormed the environs of the supply room door upon which Monie began to bang with great force.

“It was Mrs. Danvers’ idea for her to dress like Caroline de Winter and how could he possibly be so stupid not to know that?” she cried. “Let me out of here, Annapurna. Send me back there. I want to rip her eyes out.”

Annapurna understood immediately what had happened but she hardly knew what to do about it. Somehow, her friend had opened to the wrong page in the novel, and instead of finding herself a witness to a marriage proposal, she’d found herself caught up in the nameless heroine’s humiliation on the night of the Manderley ball. Of course she hadn’t intended to torment her husband by dressing as his former, black-hearted wife had done in years past. It was the evil Mrs. Danvers who had suggested it. Had Maxim possessed a conscience less guilty and sense more common, he would have known this. But that would have wrecked the scene’s drama. As, frankly, sending Monie back there to allow her to sort him out would do.

Not that she could have managed this anyway because there was plenty of explaining to do. And while Annapurna did her best with the idea of her old friend napping her way into a terrible nightmare, she could tell that not everyone was buying that story. But she managed to get the Red-Hatted Ladies to return to their discussion and the computer gentleman to return to his perusal of New Guinea. She didn’t notice Mildred Banfry, however. That was a game changer for her.

Monie was not to be consoled. Once Annapurna had the supply room door open, Monie’s outrage at Mrs. Danvers turned itself on poor Annapurna. This was to have been her blessed escape from her life among rambunctious children and a husband who, it had to be said, had all the passion and imagination of a Texan horsefly in the middle of summer. To have arranged her schedule; to have dressed herself in a time-appropriate costume; to have managed what it took when it came to laundry, cleaning toilets, ironing, baking brownies for the church group, and all the rest and all the rest … only to have her one escape from all that to be turned into a tormented witnessing of such a scene of horror …

Annapurna listened to all of this with patience. What she wanted to say was “You want horror? I’ll show you horror,” while she plopped a copy of The Gulag Archipelago upon Monie Reardon Pillerton’s chest. But what she said was, “Oh dear. Monie, it was the page! You were supposed to be sure you had the right page, you know.”

To which Monie said, “You’ve got to make it right. I can’t go home feeling like this, knowing what it was like, witnessing first hand her utter and complete humiliation and you know he wasn’t the least understanding, Annapurna. Did he really think she would be so heartless? Didn’t he even know her?”

Well, considering that all they’d done was drive around Monaco for a few days before he asked her to marry him, no he didn’t know her, Annapurna wanted to say. But Monie was in such a state of outrage and umbrage and disappointment that it seemed to Annapurna that the only answer was to whisk her back into the supply closet as quickly as possible and send her to that breakfast terrace in Monte Carlo where the marriage proposal had taken place.

She hurried her back in. She went in after her. She got her settled. She made absolutely certain that the page was correct (“He was ready, as he had promised, in five minutes. ‘Come down to the terrace while I eat my breakfast,’ he said.”) before she set the book on Monie’s chest, folded her hands over, murmured the incantation, and prayed her journey would be sweet and swift. The whoosh was instantaneous once more. But this time, Annapurna stayed at Monie’s side.

Her friend’s pinched features softened out. She gave a little sigh. She squirmed delightedly on the cot. She made a kissy noise. She sighed again. Annapurna glanced at her watch and counted the moments. She tried to remember everything that had gone into that scene but other than Maxim’s shaving, breakfast on the terrace and something about tangerines, she couldn’t come up with it. So she gave it five minutes and then ten and when Monie cooed, she decided she’d witnessed it all. It wouldn’t do to allow the scene to go on because the next one, as she recalled, dealt with the unpleasant comments that Mrs. Van Hopper had made about the whys and wherefores of Maxim’s interest in the narrator and God knew she didn’t want Monie seeing that.

Gently, then, she gave a tug on the line that would bring Monie back to the supply room. When she’d accomplished this, she even took another few minutes to sit with her so that Monie could tell her about the sights and the smells and Maxim’s manliness and the narrator’s hair which wasn’t mousey at all but just in need of a good product to bring out its gloss and oh, Monie wished that she could travel back there and slip her a little John Frieda because, really, that was all it would take.

Monie thanked Annapurna tearfully. She hugged her close and called her the best friend she’d ever had. Then she straightened her clothing and made her exit from the supply room as surreptitiously as a woman curiously costumed could do. Annapurna followed her, breathing deeply to center herself once more after the excitement of Monie’s journey.

“What. Was. That. Exactly?”

Oh Lord, Annapurna thought. She’d forgotten about Mildred Banfry.

Mildred was still on the other side of the checkout counter—thank God for small favors—and her previously forgotten electricity bill was clutched in what seemed to be a very self-righteously perturbed fist. “What. Were. You. Two. Up. To. In. There?” was a demand that garnered the attention of the Red-Hatted Ladies once again. “Don’t. You. Shush. Me,” didn’t do much to alter their displeasure, either.

Monie was oblivious to all of this: Mildred and her electricity bill, Mildred and her stentorian demands, the Red-Hatted Ladies and their unhappiness with yet another interruption to their discussion of what Annapurna knew very well was a wretched piece of vaguely pornographic fan fiction self-published by a wretched non-writer on the wretched and deplorable internet. As if they needed silence to concentrate on their discussion! was what Annapurna thought, but as the librarian she could hardly say this. What she did say was, “Terrible dream plus stomach cramps,” although she didn’t know where the stomach cramps had come from, merely the inspiration of the moment based on Monie’s clutching Rebecca to her stomach as if this action alone could transport her back into the novel, which it could not.

Mildred, however, did not buy either bad dreams or stomach cramps, especially once she’d snatched Rebecca from Monie’s damp grasp and peered at the title. It was then she said what Annapurna had hoped never to hear upon her return to Whidbey Island:

“Hey. I. Thought. I. Knew. You. You’re. That. Janet. Shore. You. Took. Kids. Into. The. Cemetery. And—”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Ms. Banfry,” didn’t achieve its intended purpose.

“Don’t. Give. Me. That. Mizz. Nonsense,” established Mildred among the non-believers, which might have given Annapurna an entrée into a brisk discussion of women’s equality had Mildred not gone on with, “And. Don’t. Deny. It. Because. Your. Sister. Told. Me. All. About. You.”

Monie mouthed the word sorry at Annapurna and pointed to her watch. She had to go, she was saying. Her trips into Rebecca had taken up what little free time she had and as there were brownies to remove from the pan and then frost individually before carting them off to an evening meeting of her church’s women’s group … She had to depart.

This left Annapurna as alone with Mildred Banfry as she could be in a public library with a tittering discussion among elderly women on the subject of a borderline pornographic novel going on in the not-distant-enough distant alcove used for this purpose. As for the elderly gentleman and his computer problems, he was long gone, having either resigned himself to the loss of his credit card information via the internet—and wasn’t he a fool to be using his credit card to buy something on a public computer, as far as Annapurna was concerned—or having given up on the entire idea of ever having the librarian’s attention which was fixed, at this point, upon Mildred Banfry.

Annapurna said, because she could think of nothing else, “My sister?”

And thus it unfolded that Jeannie Shore Heggenes—third eldest of the Shore brood and six years Annapurna’s senior—had not only been a classmate of Mildred Banfry at South Whidbey High School but had also in a marijuana-induced afternoon of bonhomie in the company of Mildred at Double Bluff Beach where a cleverly constructed driftwood hut hid them from sight actually told Mildred of young Janet Shore’s supposed talent. This, apparently, Jeannie had learned about from her star-of-the-wrestling team boyfriend who himself had heard it from a fellow wrestler who had learned about it from his little sister. Who, as of course Annapurna had known would be the case, happened to be Monie Reardon Pillerton, although at the time, of course, she had only been Monie Reardon.

While the revelation made Annapurna want to do violence somewhere, she had learned long ago that violence solved nothing. After all, she had only herself to blame, along with her perverse need to prove to Monie that Boo Radley and not Bob Ewell had been the person to effect the death of that latter man beneath the oak tree on Halloween night, thus saving Jem and Scout Finch from being murdered by their father’s sworn enemy. Had she just let that whole thing go and allowed Monie to believe what she would … But she had not done so and once again she was faced with the result of Monie’s wagging tongue, all these years later.

“It’s just a hypnotism thing,” Annapurna said to Mildred. And to get rid of her and her megaphone voice, she offered to meet the blasted woman for coffee “sometime in the future” to explain how it worked if she was interested. She declared it a hobby. She said she’d given it up long ago and had no intention of taking it up again but as Monie was her dearest friend and as she’d begged for old time’s sake … Well, she assumed Mildred knew what she meant.

Her fatal words that late morning were, of course, “sometime in the future,” for Mildred Banfry was not a woman who let the future drift into being the future without firm plans. There and then at the checkout desk, she unearthed from I’ve Been to Disneyland! a tattered wall calendar from the Humane Society, which she opened at once to the appropriate month. “Let’s. Just. See. What. We. Have,” was spoken at Mildred’s accustomed sans hearing aid volume. “Next. Tuesday. Ten. A.M.”

Well, of course, Annapurna could not manage that as the calls upon her duty made her appearance anywhere other than in the public library impossible and she told Mildred this, careful to enunciate in such a way that the maddening woman could read her lips.

“No. Problem.” Mildred squinted at her calendar. It appeared that she needed proper spectacles in addition to new batteries for her hearing aid, Annapurna thought. “What. Time. Do. You. Clear. Out. Of. This. Place? Listen. We. Can. Meet. For. Wine. I. Like. Wine. Do. You? Because. Over. On. First. Street …”

“Yes, yes, all right,” Annapurna said. What else, at this point, could she do? It was becoming each moment more obvious that the only way she would rid herself of the woman was to consent to wine, coffee, greasy cheeseburgers, milk shakes, to anything just to see her ample posterior exit the library door.

So it was that Annapurna met Mildred Banfry for a glass of wine at the suitably darkened First Street Langley Tasting Room, which overlooked Saratoga Passage where the deep and gleaming waters were—at this season of the year—playing host to the occasional migrating gray whale on its way to Alaska. Good fortune was, for once, with Annapurna. Aside from herself and Mildred Banfry, there was no one inside the wine bar save for the anxious owner, a man eager for custom, and who can blame him since at this time of year—gray whales be damned for the little they did to encourage tourism—every owner of every business in town was consumed with the worry of going under.

Thus, he was fully determined to accommodate Mildred Banfry and Annapurna, such determination displayed by a tendency to hover, which would not do. Mildred dismissed him by purchasing an entire bottle of wine for them to consume, by saying yes to a plate of cheese and crackers, and further yes to a dish of olives. Unbeknownst to Annapurna at the moment, Mildred would also say yes to handing over the not insignificant bill to her companion— Mildred having a taste for Tempranillo which was not inexpensive—but that was to come.

“So …” was Mildred’s prefatory statement, soon to be accompanied by “Tell all,” and the single blessing contained within these three words was attached to their volume. Mildred Banfry on this day of days had danced attendance upon Annapurna with hearing aids in place. So her voice was normal, and Annapurna was comforted by the knowledge that whatever she said could remain between the two of them as long as Mildred swore to secrecy.

Such swearing, as things turned out, meant very little to Mildred Banfry although she made no mention of the fact. She swore quite happily with the words “Naturally, naturally, what do you take me for, for heaven’s sake? I don’t go around betraying confidences thank you very much,” which certainly seemed to indicate that Annapurna’s forthcoming words would be held close to Mildred Banfry’s heart. But unbeknownst to Annapurna, there were larger forces at work in Mildred that precluded her actually possessing any true sincerity when it came to oath-making in this particular situation. Nonetheless, she said her piece of reassurance to Annapurna and went on to declare herself merely curious, a woman seeking to slake the thirst of her desire for information. And this part was actually and wholly true. Mildred had no immediate intention of doing anything with what she learned.

So Annapurna explained her modest talent, doing everything she could to downplay it. She called it “just a game I used to engage in with my friends from school” and she made very light of the efficacy of those welcome me declarations that propelled her associates into a literary world they would only otherwise have experienced in imagination.

“D’you mean to tell me this actually works?” Mildred asked her at the culmination of Annapurna’s explanation, which she kept as brief as humanly possible. “D’you mean I could … Any scene in any book and you can do this? What about … say … a play? Something by … I don’t know … Shakespeare maybe … What about Tennessee Williams? ‘Stella!’ and all that. Does your victim—”

“Please!” Annapurna cut in. Never had she come remotely close to considering her literary travelers victims of anything other than their own desires to experience what life could be between the pages of their favorite tomes.

“Sorry,” Mildred said hastily. “So your … patient …”

“I’m not a doctor. They’re … I suppose we could call them clients. They were clients.”

“Did they pay you?”

“Of course not!” Annapurna was aghast. She’d never thought of taking so much as a dime for the pleasures she had in childhood given to her friends. The book itself, the experience of the book, the act of encouraging her compatriots to read more, read often, and for God’s sake read something decent: these were Annapurna’s motivations although when she explained them to Mildred and received in return a look of what could only be called appalled incredulity it must be said that she did question the wisdom of her past generosity.

Mildred said, “You could have made a mint, you know,” and then she added the six words that allowed Annapurna to see, like Lady Macbeth, the future in the instant: “You could still make a mint.”

Of course, making money from her talent was at that moment still quite far from Annapurna’s mind. Indeed, the very thought of it was anathema to her. But she was soon to discover that Mildred Banfry did not mean making money as in becoming wealthy from one’s gifts. What she meant was more along the lines of spreading the wealth into areas severely in need of it.

Thus did Annapurna learn that her companion of the wine, cheese, and olives raised funds for seventeen of the three hundred and fifty-two non-profits that existed on the south end of Whidbey Island. Suffice it to say that while Annapurna had been off on the mainland living her life, becoming Annapurna, and doing what she could to forget about Charbourne Hinton-Glover and the evil he had committed to crush her spirit, Whidbey Island had become the Land of Causes and wherever there was a structure needing to be saved, a forest wanting stewardship, an old growth tree needing protection, a farmer’s pasture insisting it be spared from the developer’s shovel, a child begging for a math tutor, a band looking for anyone willing to purchase instruments for its players, a brand new mother feeling out to sea with her babe, an after school program keeping teenagers off drugs and middle schoolers off the streets … There was a 501c looking for money to pay for it.

“Think of what you could do for South Whidbey,” Mildred Banfry intoned. “Why we could easily have an entire festival dedicated to your book travels. You could become … My dear Annapurna, you could be the Rick Steves of the imagination!”

Of course, the reader of this tale must not think Annapurna jumped upon the runaway train of Mildred Banfry’s monetary intentions as spoken that day in First Street Langley Tasting Room. She did not. The truth was that she required something of a lengthy layover at the train station of her own hesitation. The idea of once again embarking upon what had ultimately so blinded her to the evil that men do—the men in question being, of course, one Chadbourne Hinton-Glover—made her of necessity loath to muddy the waters of anyone’s ability to judge accurately the less admirable qualities of one’s fellows. But Mildred was not to be denied.

“Think of the trees,” was her first point, which was quickly attended by the imperative to think of the land, think of the pastures, think of the young new mothers yearning to be free, thing of drug-using teenagers saved from the needle and skateboard riding preadolescents saved from heads broken on the uneven pavements of Second Street’s precipitous descent into town from Saratoga Road. “It is within your power to change all this,” was Mildred’s mighty declaration. “And anyway, you can always call a halt to it if things get out of hand. You did that when you were a kid, didn’t you?”

Privately, of course, Mildred had no thought that things would come within a mile of getting out of hand as she was nothing if not an organizer nonpareil. For her part, privately Annapurna thought that there was, at the end of it all, very little chance that this was truly a money-making proposition. For in these days of a million-and-one diversions, most of which were electronic, how many people actually knew enough about literature even to want to experience a scene in a book. Moreover, digital reading devices like eBooks wouldn’t work for what she had to offer readers. They had to be willing to dive into an actual book and—this was Mildred’s instantaneous genius at work—it would have to be something purchased from an independent bookstore—no Amazon.com for this venture, thank you very much—with receipt required as proof.

This last bit was what convinced Annapurna since there was in Langley an independent bookstore operating on a shoestring. It had survived in the town an astonishing fifty years at this point, but every week there were more monetary dangers and internet threats that it had to overcome in order to remain in business. Thus it was that Annapurna agreed to Mildred Banfry’s plan. Thus it was that she found herself in very short order having to quit her job at the library in order to accommodate the scores of people who—much to her surprise—wished to be sent out upon “the journey of a lifetime,” as Mildred Banfry’s advertising named it. For Mildred Banfry, Annapurna discovered, was a marketing genius, and an interview with Monie Reardon Pillerton— accompanied by photos of Monie herself, her only marginally winsome offspring hanging heavily upon her, and her husband looking exceedingly out-to-sea about the presence of a journalist in his back yard— printed in the South Whidbey Record and then sent forth to entertain thousands upon the internet was all it took to launch their fund-raising business.

Mildred christened it. She chose one word, Epic!, which was painted on the frosted glass door of an extremely costly four room suite directly across from the village’s chocolate and gelato shop in an enclave of buildings fashioned around a sweet little garden. This was in Second Street—quite a distance from the aforementioned descending hill—and one of the four rented rooms served as their waiting room while the other three allowed Annapurna to try her luck servicing the literary journeying of more than one individual at a time.

People paid depending upon the length of travel they wished to have or the predetermined length of travel required by the scene of their choice. Obviously, the ballroom scene in which Mr. Elton shows his true character through his rejection of sweet but admittedly simple Harriet Smith took a bit more time than the dramatic revelation to his wife of the Scarlet Pimpernel’s true identity. Mildred was the person who determined the charges, mostly by leafing through the pages of the book in question to see how many words were involved in the scene desired. She’d bark, “It’s going to be $52.25,” or “This is a quickie, so $20 will do it,” and in one case from The Far Pavilions, “Are you sure? Damn longest battle scene I’ve ever looked at and it’ll cost you $625 to live through it if you’re really serious about it,” which was accepted with astonishing alacrity by a woman who’d fallen hard for the romance of the book but whose husband— and he was to be the traveler—hated every moment she spent reading instead of tending to his wants, which were plentiful.

Need it even be said that business was brisk? For the first two months it was manageable and although Annapurna raced among clients welcoming them home into everything from Keep the Aspidistra Flying to the Illiad, she was able to maintain the happiness and satisfaction of her literary travelers.

There were, as one could imagine of a former librarian, certain travelers wishing to journey into books that she firmly refused to accommodate. Fifty Shades of Grey topped her list and although Mildred Banfry begged her to reconsider—“We’ve had two hundred thirty nine phone calls on that one! See here, Anna-p (as she’d taken to calling her), do you really want to look a gift horse?”—Annapurna was immovable. Anything by Danielle Steele was rejected out of hand and anyone wishing to look upon the ludicrous albino monk in The da Vinci Code—“Do you know what an albino human actually looks like?” Annapurna demanded—was given the unceremonious boot.

She was perfectly willing to make recommendations, however. Want a bit of wink-wink-nudge-nudge? Fine. Lady Chatterley and the groundskeeper would do you. Want to witness a stunning confrontation between hero and villain? Sign up for The Count of Monte Cristo and you’ll have what you need in the hallowed chambers of Epic! There would be only one vampire and Bram Stoker was his godlike creator. Want to see a wizard at work? Fine and dandy. Off you go to Oz.

“I will not deal in trash,” was the line Annapurna drew in the sand. Mildred, knowing when she could step over that line and when she could not, submitted. She grumbled at first till she realized that “We do not deal in trash,” had a certain ring to it, an angle—if you will—that promised further marketing possibilities. The statement threw down a delicious gauntlet as far as Mildred was concerned. It invited controversy—isn’t one man’s trash another man’s treasure?—and, as Mildred knew, controversy, when handled correctly, sells.

Soon enough—especially with carefully worded press releases distributed to carefully chosen media outlets—all of the major news networks from Seattle made the trek out to Whidbey Island. The national news, NPR, PBS, and—mirabile dictu—Anderson Cooper himself picked up on the story and hastily descended upon little Langley. Within very little time at all, every bed and breakfast in a twenty mile radius of Second Street was taking reservations one year in advance while the Inn at Langley—long ago listed as one of the ten most romantic places in America to kiss one’s beloved—had no difficulty at all filling its extremely pricey water-viewing rooms rain or shine. Coffee houses, cafes, the village pub, three wine tasting venues, and Langley’s two restaurants saw their cash registers fill quickly and so often that bank runs had to be made twice daily just to relieve the enterprises of cash. Gift shops, boutiques, and the village antiques store were regularly emptied of goods, and the four art galleries could not even keep up with the demand for what the island artists had found nearly impossible to sell for decades. “Business is booming” did not come remotely close to describing what happened to the village. The Gold Rush had been reborn on Whidbey Island.

Naturally, there were difficulties associated with this level of success, especially as the hooha was related only to the talent, the endeavors, and the willingness to be exploited of a single woman. Additionally, the increase in traffic was not universally celebrated, and the elevation of noise was not embraced. The newly born need for reservations at eateries— even at the pizzeria!—was soon deplored. One could barely move through the aisles of the thrift shop, for heaven’s sake, because so many people “just wanted to take a bit of Langley home with me” and after having handed over up to—as we have seen—$625 to experience the great mother of all battle scenes in The Far Pavilions, some individuals were not left with the funds to purchase a souvenir more costly than a water glass sold at the thrift store.

Hours at Epic! had to be extended to service the hordes. Interviews had to be granted to massage the egos of important journalists so as to promote positive stories which would, in turn, promote more business. YouTube videos, Twitter feeds, Facebook likes, Instagram selfies—“Here I am ready to set off to Pemberley!”—created a global sensation. Within ten months Annapurna began to feel much like the sorcerer’s apprentice, chopping wildly at those bucket-carrying brooms that were flooding the floors of his master’s workshop.

For her part, Mildred began to have uneasy feelings about this venture she’d hit upon. Admittedly, it was a howling success. Every one of the 501c’s of which she was chief fundraiser was swimming in money. But despite the obdurate nature of her personality when she hit upon a surefire money-making idea as she’d done when she’d learned of Annapurna’s talents, she was not a heartless woman. She could see that Annapurna was looking rather rough around the edges as the months wore on. The calls upon the gifted woman’s time had become such that eating regularly scheduled nutritious meals had morphed into eating peanut M&M’s or not eating at all, while sleeping more than four hours a night was a thing of the past. As to such simple luxuries as moderately regular visits to the salon where her hair had once been cut … This was relegated to fond memory. Her presence was needed at Epic! to speed paying customers on their journeys and that was that. Anything less and a riot could easily ensue. With only two policemen in town to deal with trouble, there was little choice but to keep on keeping on, as they say.

It was Monie Reardon Pillerton who decided things had reached critical mass, this conclusion having been prompted one afternoon by her realization that only a ninety-minute wait would get her into the chocolate and gelato shop because of the hoards lined up outside. In that shop, the purchase of two scoops of coconut gelato in a sugar cone was the price Monie had agreed to pay her youngest two children for submitting themselves to a much-needed dental cleaning. The children’s subsequent howls of protest—in spite of her apologies and her sworn promise to drive seven miles to the nearest grocery store and purchase each of them a Dove bar— made her firm of purpose. Something had to be done and when the next day she also had a glimpse of poor, haggard Annapurna for the first time in three months, she swore she was the person to do it.

She lay in wait the following morning. When she saw Mildred Banfry coming up the street from the direction of the post office, heading toward Epic! and another day of raking in the dough, she set upon her. She quickly and efficiently strong-armed that individual into the women’s rest room at Useless Bay Coffee House, and it must be said that Mildred— seeing what was coming and knowing, at heart, the truth of whatever Monie was about to say—didn’t raise a voice in protest. There was no “Unhand me, woman!” on her part because Monie Reardon Pillerton’s hissed words were, “It’s time you took a seriously long look at her, you cow.”

Mildred took no offense although she didn’t embrace being called a cow. She knew that her referred to Annapurna and, as we have noted, she had already taken a look at Annapurna. Mildred had endured more than one sleepless night worrying about her Epic! partner, and she’d spent the great majority of those slumberless hours trying to work out what could be done to improve the conditions that were dominating Annapurna’s present life. She’d not gotten much further than Could someone else be taught this talent?, however. So she was more than willing not only to forgive the soubriquet with which she’d been addressed but also to exchange ideas on what could be done to get things back under control and to improve Annapurna’s health so that their business could continue to prosper albeit with a slightly scaled back nature.

“That ship has sailed,” Monie announced tartly. “If you think you can say ‘sorry folks but we’re only doing eight journeys a day’ from now on, you’re wackier than you look.”

Mildred, determined not to be sidelined by slings and arrows of outrageous anything, took a breath and said, “Perhaps a holiday …? There’s that spa at the Tulalip casino over town. I’ve never been—can you see me at a spa? Ha ha—but a few days there, and she’ll be right as rain.”

“And then what?” Monie Reardon Pillerton demanded. “I’ll tell you then what: It starts all over again. And do you really expect no one to follow her over there to that casino? Someone shows up in Langley desperate to … I don’t know … hunt the hound of the Baskervilles—”

Not a bad suggestion, Mildred thought. And a very good replacement for the occasional elderly woman wishing to experience the sleuthing of those terminal dullards Poirot and Marple. No overt violence in Sherlock Holmes and certainly no sex to offend—

“Are you listening to me, Mildred?”

“Of course, of course,” Mildred told her. She couldn’t, she reassured herself, help it if her mind went commercial so easily. It was how she was wired. “You’re saying she’d be followed.”

“By smart, phone-wielding, wannabe travelers eager to post selfies online. Me and Annapurna in Langley. Me and Annapurna in the ferry line. Me and Annapurna on the ferry. Me and Annapurna waiting for our massages at Tulalip Spa. And, oh, while you’re waiting to be called for your massage, Annapurna, couldn’t you just send me to Venice to watch that little gnome or whatever she was knife the poor narrator who only wants his little daughter to come back to life?”

“Don’t Look Now?” Mildred said. “That could be a fine replacement for that insipid Pray, Eat, Vomit or whatever it’s called. You know the book I mean, I’ll wager. Whatsername traveling to exotic places to mend her broken heart and incidentally meet the next man to break it. Puhleez.”

“Stop it! We’re talking about Annapurna. We’re talking about her having a life. We’re talking about saving her life, which isn’t going to happen if you can’t get your head out of the cash register for a minute.”

But the sad truth was, with all the very best intentions in the world, Mildred Banfry could not do this. It wasn’t long into their abortive conversation—just about the time that a woman in grave need began to bang imperiously upon the rest room’s door—that Monie Reardon Pillerton recognized this. She also recognized her own responsibility in what had befallen not only her old friend but also the entire village. Had she not begged, cajoled, inveigled, and whatevered Annapurna into giving her a few minutes with Max de Winter and the eternally unnamed narrator, none of this would have happened. Thus she knew it was up to her to unhappen it in whatever manner she could.

Monie decided that only something like the FBI’s witness protection program would do, providing Annapurna with a new identity in a place far, far, away from Whidbey Island. Only if Annapurna vanished into thin air could Langley and all of South Whidbey actually go back to the quiet, rural, lovely little place it once had been. Making this happen wouldn’t be easy, but it also wouldn’t be impossible. There were a billion and one places into which Annapurna could disappear: from Boseman, Montana, to Bangladesh. All Monie needed was the dark of night and Annapurna’s cooperation.

This last, alas, was not to be. While Annapurna was fully on board with Monie’s conclusion that the wild success of Epic! was going to do her in, she was not about to begin life all over again, a stranger in a strange land. Her family was here—“You never see them!” did not move her—and her friends were here—“I’m the only friend you have!” did not reassure her of her ability to establish social connections elsewhere—and once Annapurna had made these declarations and accompanied them with a gentle but pointed reminder of “Let’s not forget how this all began,” Monie knew she had to come up with another plan.

One cannot, as it is said, put the genie back into the bottle, although Monie and Annapurna did try, once Mildred agreed to the plan, of course. But they quickly discovered that a reduction in hours did not soothe the savage breasts of those who wished to experience the stillsuits and the sand worms of Dune, and closing for a day of rest did not please a particularly insistent group of elderly women with great sympathy for Miss Havisham, who were not to be denied since they’d traveled to Whidbey all the way from Fort Lauderdale on what they declared to be an exorbitantly priced excursion. These among others would have their way, and if their way was denied … well, the owners of Epic! knew all about AARP’s history of successful litigation based on false advertising, didn’t they?

In short, Monie and Annapurna learned that she couldn’t go, she couldn’t stay, and she couldn’t have a moment to herself. Which meant she would either die with her metaphorical boots on—although Annapurna was given to wearing only sandals due to bad feet in need of surgical correction— or she was going to have to disappear. And since she refused to disappear into regions unknown to her, she was going to have to do it right there on Whidbey Island, if only Monie could figure out a way to make this happen.

It came to her, like a bolt from Zeus, one evening in the First Street Langley Tasting Room, where she and Dwayne Pillerton had gone for the one-date-night-each-month that was supposed to keep them romantically charged, attuned to each other, desirous of each other’s tired body, and all the rest. Mostly, at the end of each day and particularly on their date nights, they just wanted to sleep. But they knew the cost of not tending to the garden of their marriage and while each secretly hoped the other would cancel the date night, neither ever did.

First Street Langley Tasting Room was teeming with people. Monie and Dwayne huddled over their table. This was the infuriating size of a bottle cap, one of twenty replacements for the once reasonably sized café tables that had occupied the space prior to the tasting room’s wild increase in custom. Dwayne made sad note of how things had radically changed in the little village they loved, and Monie told him then and there that she intended to change things back to what they once had been.

She didn’t need to guard her words or the volume at which she spoke them. Customers packed the wine bar cheek to jowl and elbow to elbow, and the noise was such that only a near shout sufficed to make oneself heard. She could tell that Dwayne wasn’t attending to her, and she couldn’t blame him. Everyone around them was exclaiming over the magical journeys they’d recently taken, and they were hard to ignore. The air was filled with Make her do Sergeant Havers meets Salvatore Lo Bianco! … Try that scene where Mariko sneaks into his room in the dead of night! … She’d do Tommy and Tuppence, wouldn’t she? … When Albert Campion realizes that he loves Amanda, my heart totally swooned!, all of it underscoring the veritable monster that had been created in the village.

Dwayne knew this was all due to Epic!, of course. What he didn’t know was Monie’s part in creating the monster. She preferred it this way as she felt guilty enough already without having her husband discover that she’d been inside Max de Winter’s hotel room during his morning ablutions, no matter how innocent her intentions. Dwayne was, after all, a man dedicated to all things concrete. Not for him was the world of imagination which, as he’d been taught at the knees of his Baptist mother, was the devil’s own workshop and best avoided.

She said to him, “We’ve got to get Annapurna away from Langley. This whole Epic! enterprise is going to kill her.”

“Monroe’s a nice town,” was his sage advice. “And it’s got a Lowe’s.”

Monie felt her spirits sink. Monroe? What on earth was he thinking? There was no there there, and even if there had been, did he really expect that a suburb within an hour’s drive of the ferry to Whidbey Island was going to suffice? And anyway, she wasn’t talking about Annapurna’s leaving Whidbey. Annapurna had said she wouldn’t go. Which was what Monie next asserted.

“Oak Harbor then,” was Dwayne’s next offering, not an unreasonable one as it was some thirty plus miles to the north of Langley with a population among whom one might be able to hide. “Walmart’s there. So’s Home Depot.”

“Stop thinking about box stores,” Monie cried. “D’you honestly expect that Annapurna is going to be impressed by the presence of box stores?”

“The naval air station? She might meet some officer and fall in love.”

“God. You’re … you’re impossible,” she said. “I can’t come up with where to disappear her on my own, and if you think she’d ever consent to live in some … some completely soulless place, then—”

Wish I could have stayed there forever! was what struck Monie to silence in the middle of her thought. I mean, why not? Couldn’t it happen? And if you’d seen the mansion, not to mention the piles of food and endless bottles of champagne … and the swimming pool! I swear to God you’d feel the same. Monie, hearing this and trying desperately not to judge the astonishing butt size of the woman who uttered it—sat up straight in her chair—the eternal posture of the eavesdropper—and picked up further with I could make him forget Daisy Buchanan in no time flat, which led Monie to Jay Gatsby first and the miraculous, obvious solution second.

She was afire to speak to Annapurna without delay. She developed an instantaneous headache requiring Dwayne to whisk her home. There, she took an Aleve to reassure him of her intentions not to have a headache when next they met for the necessary culmination of their night of romance, and with a “Give me a half hour to recover, sweetie,” she shut herself up in their bedroom and got on the phone.

She phoned Annapurna first. She said, “Adventure, mystery, crime, or romance?”

“What about them?”

“Just answer. Don’t think. Thinking always complicates a situation. Just say it quickly: adventure, mystery, crime, or romance.”

“Who is this, please? My number’s unlisted.”

“Who the hell do you think it is, Annapurna? I bet you haven’t had a chance to talk to your siblings or your parents in months.”

“Ah. Monie.”

“Ah Monie is right. This is date night. I have thirty minutes before Dwayne expects sex. Let’s get down to business. Adventure, mystery, crime, or romance. We’re talking books here. Make a choice.”

“It’s not that easy.”

“Why?”

“Because I’d have to say at least two of them.”

“All right. Fine. We can work with that. Which two?”

“Probably mystery and romance. They seem to go together, don’t they?”

“Main character: married or single?”

“Does it actually matter?”

“For this. Yes. It does. Quite a bit.”

“Married then. If not at first, then ultimately. Why not try something new?”

“Present day?”

On her end, Annapurna thought for a moment. “I’ve always been partial to the period between the two world wars,” she said. “There was this heightened sense of fashion, a real burst of energy, celebration of one’s survival, that sort of thing.”

“Are you sure? The Great Depression and all that.”

“Well, it would have to be the 20s, then, wouldn’t it? Or possibly the 30s and in the company of someone who hadn’t invested in the stock market.”

“Country?”

“I do love England.”

“Ever been?”

“In books, of course. What else could I ever afford? But not in years. You know I don’t travel like that any longer.”

“Really? What a shame. But no matter. It’s time to start. Meet me at the old place. You know where. Set your alarm and be there at five. We’re taking care of Epic! once and for all.”

“But Mildred will—”

“I’ll take care of Mildred afterwards. She’s made a pile and she can close up shop and live on her part of the takings forever. You just meet me at 5:00 and have in mind where you want to go.”

“I don’t think I can really—”

“Hey! You listen to me, Janet Shore. How exhausted are you? How much do you hate having to talk every Tom, Dick, Jemima, and Audrey into trying Cold Mountain instead of Gone with the Wind? Has anyone ever asked for Cold Mountain on his own? Don’t even answer.”

“One woman did want The Oldest Living Confederate Widow Tells All,” Annapurna said.

“Fine. Wonderful. I’ll send up rockets. See you at 5:00. Do not be late.”

After this, Monie put a call into Mildred. She went for her cellphone because she didn’t want to risk having to talk to the woman and since the hour was late, she felt fairly certain that Mildred would have long gone to bed, working on her own beauty rest as she denied the same to poor Annapurna.

“Keep the shop closed tomorrow,” she said into the phone when the message signal chimed. “I’m taking Annapurna off island for the day. She needs a rest. Don’t bother to call me with an argument, either. By the time you get this, we’ll be gone.”

And that was it. The rest of the night Monie devoted to Dwayne, an occupation that was mercifully swift. He’d always been a slam-her-and-sleep sort of lover. Ten minutes or less and she was generally left to her own devices as he rolled away and commenced huffing and snorting like a dying gladiator.

She eased out of bed and in the kitchen she made her children’s lunches. She would not be at home to see them on their way to school, nor would she be there to make their breakfasts. She unearthed the instant oatmeal, some pecans, and a jar of honey. She hulled a large basket of strawberries and she poured milk into a jug and put it on ice. She wrote a note to each child with hearts and x’s and o’s. She would be there when they returned home from school, she told them. She packed her husband’s lunch next and she wrote him a note that told him much the same. She had responsibilities after all, no matter how she desired to escape them. She’d made her choices and she had to live with them. She only hoped that Annapurna would finally make a choice as well.

When four-forty-five rolled around, she loaded her car with what she needed, and she drove to the Langley cemetery, easing her way cautiously along the rolling fields of an old intown farm as she kept her eye out for breakfasting deer. It was still dark but dawn was on its way. She’d seen the apricot light of it beginning to streak the sky across the water above the Cascade Mountains as she’d pulled from her driveway into the street.

She parked as close as she could to the memorial garden for the cremated citizens of Langley. She gathered what she needed and as she was about to set off in the direction of the old potting shed, headlights made the turn from Al Anderson Road and came through the old brick pillar of the cemetery. Within moments, Annapurna had joined her.

Annapurna had, during the long night following Monie’s call, figured out what was meant to happen. She wasn’t anyone’s fool, and the list of Monie’s questions had been similar to what she asked people who arrived at Epic! without a clue as to the level of preparation in which they should have engaged prior to making an appointment. So her first comments upon getting out of her car were those of protest. But before she could move from protest, to advise, disagree, or disavow, Monie said, “Really, Janet. It’s the only way. And you are still Janet Shore, aren’t you? Beneath all the trappings of Annapurna? You know you are and … Look, I pretty much think you have to say it. Else … I don’t think I can help you like I want to. I don’t know why but that’s how it is. You have to say it.”

“I’m Janet,” she said. “But that doesn’t mean—”

“Good,” Monie cut in. “Now come on. We don’t have a lot of time. What did you decide?”

Annapurna was silent for a moment and during that moment, which stretched on and on, Monie Reardon Pillerton began to think that her old friend wasn’t as ready as she ought to have been to put aside Epic! and the life that had been thrust upon her by Mildred Banfry. But at last she took a breath and wrestled a hard bound book from the carpet bag that she was carrying. She said, “It’s a first edition, by the way. Don’t even ask how much it cost.”

“And does it fill the bill?”

“It has it all: England, between the wars, mystery, and romance.”

“What about money?”

“Second son of a duke.”

Monie considered this. She’d seen the TV production of Pride and Prejudice. She knew Colonel Fitzwilliam’s financial state. “But weren’t second sons always impoverished? Didn’t they all become soldiers?”

“This one isn’t.”

“Isn’t what? A soldier?”

“Isn’t impoverished.”

“You’re sure about that?”

Newly-returned-to-Janet nodded. “He has a servant and he drives a Daimler. That’s a Jaguar. He drinks fine port. And he’s in love with a woman who doesn’t have a penny, so he’s not looking to pick up funds from a wife.”

“Oh my God! He’s in love? Annapurna … Janet, that’s not going to work.”

“They’re not married. He’s asked her two or three times but she’s said no. Eleven years since they first met and she’s still saying no. She says yes at the end of this one, but see how long the book is? That’ll give me time.”

Those last words charged their way into Monie’s heart and gave her incalculable joy. “So you’re willing?” she gasped. “Really? Truly? Finally?”

Janet looked around. “I’m tired,” she said. “This can’t go on. So, yes. I’m willing and it’s time.”

So Monie Reardon Pillerton led her old friend Janet Shore into the darkened potting shed where she had spent so many blissful hours in days of her youth. Together they spread out the blanket that Monie had brought with her while Janet lit a candle and placed it—as she’d done so long ago—within the protection of a hurricane lamp. She sat, then, and began to leaf through the pages of her book. She was going to have to enter the story early. And she was, obviously, going to have to develop a taste for fine port as soon as she got there.

Monie waited. She was, it must be said, exceedingly nervous. She wasn’t at all certain this had a chance in Hades of working, but since Janet had become completely cooperative, it seemed to Monie that the all auguries were fair.

Monie produced a length of yarn. That it was insubstantial was, of course, the point. While Janet brought a down pillow from her carpet bag and a largish woolen scarf to keep herself warm, Monie fashioned from the yarn a slip-knotted loop. When all was ready, Janet lay on the blanket. She made a final check of the book’s relevant page, for it would hardly do to end up in the punting scene in which the heroine’s naked face tells the hero all he needs to know about her love for him. Quelle desastre, that would be! Something early, on the other hand, something that might stop that woman in her cold, unfeeling, and heartlessly independent tracks … That was just the ticket, Janet thought. Give her that and she would definitely take care of the rest. For this story’s hero was no Chadbourne Hinton-Glover. He was a gentleman and over eleven years, he’d not so much as pressed his lips against his lady love’s hand. Thus, although he might have been attracted to her—for reasons, let us face it, more cerebral than physical—there was no commitment or understanding or promise that existed between the two.

“Ready,” she said to Monie Reardon Pillerton. “You’ll be able to tell when my breathing changes.”

Monie nodded and Janet slowly said those words from her childhood, closing her eyes upon the cobwebbed ceiling of the potting shed and upon her old friend, and instead picturing herself at Shrewsbury College in the city of Oxford, within the New Quad, where the Presentation Clock was to be unveiled. The alumnae and resident professors—all of them in their ceremonial black gowns—were just gathering, exclaiming as they saw each other for the first time in years.

Have you seen Trimmer in that frightful frock like a canary lampshade?

That was Trimmer, was it? What’s she doing?

“Welcome me—”

Come and get some sandwiches. They’re quite good, strange to say.

“—welcome me—”

I saw the election announced somewhere or other, last Christmas or thereabouts.

I expect you saw it in the Shrewsbury Yearbook.

“—welcome me home,” Janet Shore murmured. And then she said those extra super magical words. And then she waited. As did Monie. Monie waited and listened and watched her old friend for the moment when her breathing altered.

The smile came first. Then the eyebrows lifted, in a movement that Monie might have missed had she not been concentrating on Janet’s face. And finally, the breathing, which began with a breath so deep it seemed to be something that could burst her lungs. Then she let it out in a slow and heartfelt sigh. Thirty seconds went by till she breathed again. Another thirty seconds and Monie was ready.

Gently she pulled the yarn from Janet’s wrist. The knot was so deliberately loose that only a very slight tug sufficed. For her part, Janet Shore felt nothing. She was surrounded by chatting black gowned women on the lawn of New Quad where, not too far away, a table laden with tea and sandwiches waited. To her infinite surprise, she overheard something that was not part of the book she’d chosen. It was a quiet exchange between two women whose sharp gazes were directed at a third, tall, angular graduate just coming across the lawn, a woman whose coolness of expression and dark bobbed hair and eyes filled with the desire of escape marked her identity as pellucidly as a placard hanging round her neck would have done. A graduate near Janet Shore was saying in a hushed tone, “My God. She’s here! She’s come!” as another declared, “I had no idea she would even … I mean, after the trial and all that” and a third pointed out, “He asked her to marry him, you know, but she turned him down. And more than once, if you can believe it.”

That, thought Janet Shore, as she finally and easily walked into the role of one of the college scouts with her tray at the ready and service her business, had been Harriet Vane’s crucial mistake. For as a result, it was open season on Lord Peter Wimsey, and Janet-who-had-been-Annapurna was just the woman who was going to bag him.
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    Now the Mysterious Press has gone digital, publishing ebooks through MysteriousPress.com.


    MysteriousPress.com offers readers essential noir and suspense fiction, hard-boiled crime novels, and the latest thrillers from both debut authors and mystery masters. Discover classics and new voices, all from one legendary source.

  


  FIND OUT MORE AT


  WWW.MYSTERIOUSPRESS.COM


  FOLLOW US:


  @emysteries and Facebook.com/MysteriousPressCom


  MysteriousPress.com is one of a select group of
publishing partners of Open Road Integrated Media, Inc.
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The Mysterious Bookshop, founded in 1979, is
located in Manhattan’s Tribeca neighborhood. It is the
oldest and largest mystery-specialty bookstore in America.

The shop stocks the finest selection of new mystery
hardcovers, paperbacks, and periodicals. It also features a
superb collection of signed modern first editions, rare and
collectable works, and Sherlock Holmes titles. The bookshop
issues a free monthly newsletter highlighting its book clubs,
new releases, events, and recently acquired books.


58 Warren Street

info@mysteriousbookshop.com

(212) 587-1011

Monday through Saturday

11:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m.




FIND OUT MORE AT

www.mysteriousbookshop.com

FOLLOW US:

@TheMysterious and Facebook.com/MysteriousBookshop
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Open Road Integrated Media is a digital publisher and multimedia content company. Open Road creates connections between authors and their audiences by marketing its ebooks through a new proprietary online platform, which uses premium video content and social media.


Videos, Archival Documents, and New Releases

Sign up for the Open Road Media newsletter and get news delivered straight to your inbox.

Sign up now at

www.openroadmedia.com/newsletters





FIND OUT MORE AT

WWW.OPENROADMEDIA.COM

FOLLOW US:

@openroadmedia and

Facebook.com/OpenRoadMedia
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