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Chapter One


[image: ]


The last patron leaves at 8:47 p.m., thirteen minutes before closing, and I hate him a little for not leaving sooner.

Not because he's done anything wrong. Mr. Hannigan is seventy-three, a retired electrician, and he comes every Tuesday to read the Economist in the periodicals section because his wife says the subscription is a waste of money. He's perfectly pleasant. He always pushes in his chair. He waves on his way out.

But for the last forty-five minutes I've been watching the clock behind the circulation desk, and every tick has felt like a fingernail dragged slowly down the inside of my ribs.

"Night, Rowan," Devi calls from the front entrance, her bag already over her shoulder, keys jingling. "You good to close?"

"Always."

She hesitates in the doorway. Devi Kapoor has worked the circulation desk for two years and in that time has developed an inconvenient talent for reading my face. "You sure? I can stay—"

"Go home, Devi."

She grins. "You and this building. Someday I'm going to find out you have a cot in the back office."

"It's an air mattress, actually. Very comfortable."

She laughs and the door swings shut behind her and then it's just me and sixty-two thousand volumes and the particular silence that only a public library achieves after hours—not empty, exactly, but held. Like the whole building exhales.

I lock the front doors. Check the restrooms. Walk the first floor turning off the reading lamps one by one, their warm circles shrinking and vanishing on the carpet like tide pools drying in the sun. I straighten a chair in the children's section, reshelve a picture book someone left on the puppet theater, pick up a candy wrapper from between two beanbags.

I do this every night I close. The routine is the point. Each small correction is a stitch in the fabric of control I've spent three years weaving around myself, and the fabric holds because I never skip a stitch.

Second floor. Reference and nonfiction. I check the study carrels, power down the public computers, adjust the blinds. Someone has left a coffee cup on top of the biography shelves and the ring it's made on the wood sends a flare of irritation through me that I recognize as disproportionate and feel anyway.

I clean the ring with a tissue and hand sanitizer. I throw the cup away. I keep moving.

Third floor.

My floor.

I take the stairs instead of the elevator because the elevator announces itself with a mechanical groan that sounds like a confession, and tonight I don't want any sound that isn't mine. The stairwell smells like old carpet and the lemon cleaner the custodial crew uses on Mondays, and by the time I push through the fire door onto the third floor my pulse has shifted from the calm, metronomic rhythm of closing duties to something faster. Something with teeth.

The third floor is oversized art books, local history, and a section of bound periodicals that no one has touched since the Clinton administration. The lighting up here is dimmer—budget cuts hit the top floor first—and the shelving units are taller, deeper, spaced farther apart. You can stand in the aisle between Taschen monographs and eighteenth-century cartography and feel genuinely hidden from the world.

I know because I've tested it.

I walk to the far corner. Past Women in Art: A Survey, past The Body in Photography, past a three-volume set on Baroque ceiling frescoes that weighs more than my childhood dog. I stop at the shelf I've memorized: second unit from the window, fourth shelf up, between The Female Gaze: Women Artists and Their Vision and a catalog from a 1997 Georgia O'Keeffe retrospective that the library acquired in a bulk purchase and has never circulated.

I pull out the O'Keeffe catalog. It's oversized, dusty, the spine cracked from age rather than use. I open it to the center spread—an iris so deep purple it's nearly black, painted with the frank sensuality that made O'Keeffe both famous and furious—and there, folded between the pages, is the piece of cream-colored library memo paper I tucked in this morning during my lunch break.

My handwriting stares back at me.

I should throw it away. That's what I tell myself every time—take the note, crumple it, toss it in the recycling bin on the way out, and stop doing this. Stop writing these things. Stop hiding them in the stacks like a teenager slipping diary pages under her mattress. I'm thirty-two years old. I have a master's in library science. I manage a staff of nine and an annual budget that requires quarterly reports to a community board, and I am standing in a dark aisle holding a folded piece of paper on which I have written, in my own careful cursive, the most explicit thing I've produced this week.

Which is saying something, because it's only Tuesday.

I unfold the note.

I read it.

•  •  •
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She doesn't mean to stay late. She tells herself she's finishing the reshelf, just the last cart, just the top floor where no one goes after five. But she's not reshelving. She's standing in the aisle with a book open in her hands that she isn't reading, because the woman from acquisitions is three rows over and the sound of her—the soft scrape of volumes sliding into place, the occasional hum of a melody she probably doesn't realize she's singing—is enough to make her press her thighs together and lose her place on the page for the fourth time.

She should leave. She knows this. Staying is reckless. Staying is the kind of thing that gets you noticed, and she has spent years perfecting the art of not being noticed, of being so competent and so quiet that no one ever looks twice.

But the woman hums again—low, almost a murmur—and something in the sound unlocks her knees.

She walks. Three rows over. Her flats make no sound on the carpet and the woman doesn't hear her until she's close enough to see the fine hairs on the back of her neck, the place where her collar has shifted, the strip of bare skin that shouldn't feel like an invitation but does.

"I thought I was alone up here," the woman says without turning around.

"You were." Her own voice comes out steadier than she feels. "I came to find you."

The woman turns. Dark eyes. A mouth that knows exactly what it's doing when it curves like that. "Did you."

"I've been watching you all week." She hears the words leave her mouth and thinks: this is the part where you stop. This is the line. The line is right here and your toes are on it and if you keep talking you will cross it and you cannot uncross it.

She keeps talking.

"The way you move through the stacks. The way you touch the spines. Like you're reading them with your fingers before you ever open the cover."

The woman's expression shifts. Not surprise—recognition. As if she's been waiting for exactly this, for someone to say out loud the thing that hums beneath the fluorescent lights and the Dewey Decimal system and the polite professional distance they've been maintaining like a barricade.

"And what do you want to do about it?" the woman asks.

She answers by stepping forward. By putting her hand on the shelf beside the woman's head. By leaning in close enough that her lips brush the woman's ear when she says: "I want to get on my knees in this aisle and put my mouth on you until you have to bite down on your own hand to keep quiet."

The woman inhales. Sharp. The sound ricochets off the shelves.

"And if I don't want to keep quiet?"

"Then I'll stop. Make you beg. And start again."

She sinks. Knees on the thin library carpet. Hands sliding up the woman's thighs—slowly, giving her time to say no, to step back, to be sensible. The woman does none of these things. The woman's fingers thread into her hair and grip and pull and the small bright pain of it sends a jolt straight between her legs.

She presses her face to the fabric between the woman's thighs and breathes in and the woman above her makes a sound—quiet, broken, desperate—

•  •  •
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I stop reading.

Not because I'm ashamed. I'm past the shame, or at least I've renegotiated my relationship with it into something I can carry without dropping. I stop reading because if I keep going I'll be standing in the stacks at nine o'clock at night with my face flushed and my breathing uneven and my body doing things I refuse to acknowledge in a building with security cameras, even ones that haven't recorded to anything since 2019.

I fold the note. I consider, for the eleven hundredth time, throwing it away.

I tuck it back between O'Keeffe's irises and slide the catalog onto the shelf.

This is the part I can't explain to anyone, not that anyone has asked, not that anyone knows. The writing isn't the point. The hiding is the point. Putting desire somewhere—giving it an address, a location, a physical place in the world that isn't my body—is the only way I've found to carry it without it eating me alive.

Three years ago I stopped letting myself want things. I stopped going to bars. Stopped downloading apps. Stopped making eye contact that lasted longer than professional. I moved to a town where no one knew me and built a life that was clean and quiet and airtight, and the wanting didn't go away—it just compressed, got denser, like a star collapsing inward, until the pressure had to go somewhere or I was going to implode.

So I write.

Not at home—I tried that. At home the words feel too close, too attached to me, like a confession written in my own bedroom is somehow more damning than one written at the scene of the crime. But here, in the stacks, between books that haven't been opened in years, the words feel—contained. They belong to the library. I leave them and walk away and whatever they hold stays behind these walls instead of following me to my car, to my apartment, to my bed where I lie alone and pretend I don't think about the things I've written.

That's the lie I tell myself, anyway. The truth is I think about them constantly.

I shelve the last of the abandoned books on the third floor, taking my time, letting the ritual of it pull me back into my body. Spine out, call number up. Spine out, call number up. The repetition is a kind of prayer—or maybe a penance, depending on how Catholic you want to get about it, and my lapsed-Catholic guilt is really only useful for making me feel bad about things I'm going to do anyway.

Downstairs, I do the final walkthrough. Alarm set, lights off, back door locked. I stand in the lobby for a moment in the dark, the emergency exit signs casting everything in a dim red wash, and the library feels like the inside of a heart—quiet, warm, beating with something I can't name.

I drive home in silence. No radio. The streets of Linden Grove are empty at this hour, which is most hours—it's the kind of town where the hardware store closes at five and the best restaurant is a Thai place run by a couple from Queens who moved here for the schools. I pass the elementary school, the post office, the Presbyterian church with the sign out front that says PRAYER IS THE BEST WIRELESS CONNECTION, which someone has been putting up every week for three years and which has never once been funny.

My apartment is the top floor of a converted Victorian three blocks from the library. Two bedrooms—one for sleeping, one that I call an office and that is functionally a book storage facility with a desk in it. I eat dinner standing at the kitchen counter: leftover pasta from Sunday, reheated without enthusiasm. I wash the fork. I put the plate in the drying rack. I stand at the window and look at the street below, where nothing is happening, and I think about the note in the stacks and the woman I wrote on her knees and the sound I imagined the other woman making—that quiet, broken, desperate sound—and my skin prickles with something I refuse to call loneliness because loneliness implies I'm missing something, and I'm not missing anything. I chose this. I chose quiet. I chose safe.

Safe is a room with one door and I have the only key, and if sometimes the room feels less like shelter and more like a cell, that's the price of not getting destroyed again.

My phone buzzes on the counter. A staff email from Marcus, our branch director, reminding everyone that the new acquisitions and collections manager starts Monday. Her name is Jules Hart, she's coming from publishing in New York, and Marcus has used the phrase "exciting addition to our team" twice in three sentences, which for Marcus constitutes wild enthusiasm.

I skim the email. New hires mean disruption. Disruption means someone in my space, asking questions, wanting tours, needing things explained. I'll be professional because I am always professional. I'll be welcoming because the staff handbook says I should be. But I don't need a new person. The library runs. The systems work. The collection is organized. Everything is exactly where I put it.

I set my phone face down and go to the office. I sit at my desk. I open the top drawer, the one with the lock, the one whose key lives on a chain around my neck that no one has ever asked about because no one looks that closely at me, which is the whole point.

Inside the drawer: eleven folded pieces of cream-colored library memo paper. Eleven notes, written over the past six months, each one tucked into the stacks and retrieved a week later to make room for the next. I should have destroyed them. I keep them the way you keep a scar—not because it's beautiful, but because it proves something happened.

I don't read them tonight. I just look at them, these little rectangles of compressed want, and I think about the one I left in the O'Keeffe catalog and whether the woman I wrote on her knees looks anything like me and whether the woman she knelt for has a face or just a voice and hands and a mouth that knows exactly what it's doing.

I close the drawer. I lock it. I go to bed.

I lie in the dark and I don't touch myself because that would be admitting that the notes aren't enough, that the ritual of writing and hiding isn't actually relieving the pressure but building it, and if I admit that, I have to admit that what I'm doing isn't coping—it's edging, in the most pathological sense of the word, and I've been doing it for six months and I don't know how to stop and I don't know if I want to.

The ceiling is white. The room is dark. Somewhere outside a dog barks twice and goes quiet.

I close my eyes and the words come anyway, the way they always do: the next note, already composing itself behind my eyelids. A continuation. The woman on her knees has made good on her promise and the woman above her has given up on silence, and the sound she's making echoes off the spines of books that contain every kind of story except this one—the kind where wanting isn't punished, where being seen doesn't end in ruin, where a woman can kneel on a library floor and worship another woman with her mouth and the world doesn't crack open and swallow them both.

I turn onto my side. I pull the blanket to my chin.

I write the next note in my head, word by word, until sleep takes me.
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The thing about starting a new job at thirty-five is that nobody believes you're nervous.

At twenty-two, nerves are charming. Expected. People hand you coffee and show you where the bathroom is and say don't worry, you'll get the hang of it with the indulgent warmth of someone who remembers being young and overwhelmed. At thirty-five, you're supposed to arrive pre-assembled. Competence assumed. Orientation is a formality. Here's your login, here's your key card, here's Marcus Webb shaking your hand with both of his and telling you that the last acquisitions manager retired after thirty-one years and "left big shoes to fill," which is either a compliment to the predecessor or a warning to me, and I smile and nod and don't mention that I left a corner office at a publishing house in Manhattan to come shelve books in a town that doesn't have a Target.

My mother thinks I'm having a breakdown. She hasn't said so directly—Eleanor Hart is a woman who communicates in subtext the way other people communicate in English—but when I told her I was taking the job in Linden Grove, her exact words were: "Well, I suppose some people need to go somewhere quiet to hear themselves think." Which, translated from Eleanor, means: You're running away and I'm going to let you because interfering would require admitting I'm worried, and I don't do that.

She's not entirely wrong. I'm not entirely running. The truth is somewhere in the gray space between those two things, and I don't have the energy to map it yet.

It's Thursday of my first full week, and I've spent four days learning the building from the inside out. Ground floor: circulation, children's, meeting rooms, Marcus's office where he keeps a framed photo of his golden retriever on the desk and a motivational poster that says TEAMWORK MAKES THE DREAM WORK on the wall, and I like Marcus very much but I also feel a profound sadness for him every time I see that poster. Second floor: reference, nonfiction, study carrels, the office that belongs to the head of reference services—a woman named Rowan Ellis who I have spoken to exactly three times and who gives the distinct impression of a person who has been carved from a single piece of controlled, competent, mildly terrifying marble.

I'll come back to her.

Third floor is why I'm here today, literally and in the larger existential sense. My job is collections development—what the library has, what it needs, what it should get rid of, what's gathering dust. And the third floor is where things gather dust. Oversized art books, local history, bound periodicals from the era when people thought microfilm was the future. Half the collection up here hasn't circulated in a decade. Some of it hasn't circulated ever. It's a graveyard of good intentions and bulk purchases, and my job is to do triage.

I've been at it since nine a.m. with a laptop, a clipboard, and a rolling cart, pulling volumes, checking spines, cross-referencing circulation data. It's the kind of work I love—systematic, tactile, a puzzle with physical weight. I like holding a book and knowing its history from the wear on its cover: the ones that have been opened ten thousand times, the ones that have never been cracked, the ones someone loved so hard the binding split.

I'm in the far corner, the last aisle before the windows, working through a run of Taschen monographs that are beautiful and enormous and that, according to the system, no one has touched since 2021. I pull a catalog from a 1997 Georgia O'Keeffe retrospective—oversize, dusty, the kind of thing a library buys because someone on the board donated it and you can't say no—and I open it to check the condition of the plates.

A piece of paper falls out.

It lands face-down on the carpet. Cream-colored, folded once. I pick it up assuming it's a bookmark someone forgot, or a checkout slip from the old manual system, or maybe a patron note—I once found a grocery list in a copy of War and Peace that just said EGGS EGGS EGGS in furious capital letters, which I thought was the most honest literary criticism I'd ever encountered.

I unfold the paper.

It's not a grocery list.

I read the first sentence and my hand tightens on the page.

I read the second sentence and my breath changes.

I read the whole thing standing in the aisle with dust motes drifting through the window light like the world's quietest snowfall, and by the time I reach the last line—the sound she's making echoes off the spines of books that contain every kind of story except this one—my heart is doing something it hasn't done in a long time, which is beating like it gives a damn.

This is—

Okay. Let me be precise, because precision matters when you're holding a piece of paper that just rearranged your afternoon.

This is not a scribble. Not a joke. Not someone's half-assed attempt at fan fiction knocked out during a boring shift. This is crafted. The prose is clean and controlled and then deliberately uncontrolled where it needs to be—the syntax loosening as the scene heats up, the sentences getting shorter, more urgent, the way breath does. Whoever wrote this understands pacing the way a musician understands tempo. They know exactly when to hold back and exactly when to let the reader fall.

And it's filthy. Not gratuitously—there's nothing lazy about it. But the scene is graphic enough that I'm standing in a public library reading about a woman on her knees with her face between another woman's thighs and I can feel heat climbing up the back of my neck, which—I have read a lot of explicit fiction. I edited erotica at a boutique imprint for two years before moving into mainstream literary. I am not easy to rattle.

I am slightly rattled.

I look at the handwriting. Careful cursive—the kind they don't teach anymore, the kind that suggests someone who learned penmanship as a discipline. But it changes as the page goes on. The letters at the top are measured, evenly spaced, the baseline perfectly horizontal. By the middle of the page the slant has steepened. By the end the words are crowded together, leaning hard to the right, the loops of the l's and h's elongated like they're reaching for something. Like the hand that wrote them was moving faster than the mind could govern.

Whoever wrote this lost herself in the writing. Started controlled, ended wrecked.

The paper is cream-colored library memo stock. I know because I've been using it all week—it's in the supply closet on every floor, branded with the Linden Grove Public Library header, except this piece has had the header torn off. Carefully, precisely torn, so there's no identifying mark. But the paper weight, the color, the faint watermark—it's internal stock.

This was written by someone who works here.

I fold the note. I put it back in the O'Keeffe catalog. I slide the catalog onto the shelf. I stand in the aisle for a full thirty seconds, staring at the spine, thinking.

Then I walk away.

I go back to my desk on the second floor. I open my laptop. I stare at a spreadsheet of circulation data and I don't see a single number because all I can see is that handwriting—steady at the top, desperate at the bottom—and all I can think is: Someone in this building is drowning. And this is how they breathe.

•  •  •
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At lunch I eat a sandwich at my desk and pretend to read professional development articles and think about the note.

Not the content—though the content is doing things to the back of my brain that I'll deal with later, alone, probably in the shower. I'm thinking about the act. Someone sat down during a workday, on library paper, and wrote an explicit sapphic sex scene and hid it in a book no one opens. Not posted it online where it could go viral, not texted it to a friend, not saved it in a Google doc behind a password. Hid it. In the stacks. In the literal physical space of the library, tucked between pages about Georgia O'Keeffe's flowers, which is either the most on-the-nose symbolism I've ever seen or a coincidence so perfect it deserves applause.

This person isn't writing for an audience. They're writing for survival.

I know what that looks like because I've been adjacent to it my whole career. The writers who don't write for publication or recognition—they write because the thing inside them will rot if it doesn't get out. They write the way some people cry: not for show but because the body demands it.

Whoever she is—and I'm certain it's a she, not from the content but from the handwriting, the paper, the care taken to remove the header, the choice of hiding place; this is a woman who has practiced invisibility as a survival skill—she is using the library as a confessional. And the confession is desire.

At 1:15 I go back upstairs.

I tell myself I'm continuing the collection audit. I am not continuing the collection audit. I pull the O'Keeffe catalog off the shelf and I read the note again, standing in the same spot, and this time I read it slower. This time I let myself feel it—not just the craft but the heat. The specificity of knees on the thin library carpet. The precision of her fingers thread into her hair and grip and pull and the small bright pain of it. The ache in that last image—books containing every kind of story except this one.

She wants to be the story that gets told in this building. She wants to exist here—not the professional version, not the competent version, but the version that wants and takes and makes sounds she can't control.

And she's hiding it because she thinks that version of herself is too dangerous to let anyone see.

My chest does something complicated. Something I should probably not examine while standing in the nonfiction stacks of a public library on my fourth day of work.

I put the note back. I slide the catalog onto the shelf. I go downstairs.

At the reference desk, Rowan Ellis is helping a patron locate census records. She's wearing a charcoal cardigan buttoned to the second-from-top button, a white blouse underneath, dark trousers with a precise crease, and wire-rimmed glasses that she pushes up her nose with one finger in a gesture so automatic it's clearly compulsive. Her brown hair is up in a tortoiseshell clip. Her posture is immaculate. She speaks to the patron with the calm, measured authority of someone who has memorized the Dewey Decimal System not because her job requires it but because order is a personality trait.

She is exactly the kind of woman who irons her cardigans.

I watch her for maybe ten seconds too long. She finishes with the patron, turns, and catches me looking. Our eyes meet across thirty feet of industrial carpet and fluorescent light, and her expression is—nothing. Polite, neutral, the look you give a colleague you haven't bothered to assess as anything other than a colleague.

"Can I help you with something?" she asks.

Her voice is low. Not deep—low. Like she's been keeping it at a controlled volume for so long it's forgotten how to be loud.

"No," I say. "Just getting the lay of the land."

She nods. Turns back to her desk. Adjusts a pen so it's parallel to the edge of her keyboard. Doesn't look at me again.

I walk to the staff break room, pour myself coffee from a pot that's been sitting since morning and tastes like penance, and think: Rowan Ellis has the most beautiful hands I have ever seen on a person who clearly doesn't know what to do with them.

Where did that come from?

I drink the burnt coffee and I think about hands and I don't think about the note, except that I absolutely do, and the two thoughts—Rowan's careful fingers adjusting a pen, the anonymous writer's careful cursive losing its composure—sit next to each other in my brain and hum at a frequency I choose not to identify.

•  •  •
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At five o'clock the day staff leave. Marcus says goodnight. Linda Ostrowski, the reference assistant who has worked here since before I was born and who regards me with the affectionate suspicion of a woman who has outlasted six previous acquisitions managers, tells me not to work too late. Devi waves from the circulation desk.

Rowan's office door is closed. The light underneath it is on.

I go upstairs.

The third floor is empty. The light through the windows has gone gold and long, the late-afternoon kind that makes everything look like a painting someone titled Solitude and hung in a gallery where no one talks above a whisper. I walk to the far corner. I pull the O'Keeffe catalog off the shelf. I take out the note and read it one more time.

Third time. Each reading reveals something new. This time it's the rhythm of the last section—the way the sentences shorten and tighten like a fist closing, like breath held, like the writer was physically responding to her own words as she wrote them. This wasn't composed at a distance. This was written in the present tense of desire.

And it was left here. Not thrown away, not deleted, not burned. Left. Between the pages of a book about a woman who painted flowers that everyone knew were about sex and who spent her entire life saying they're just flowers while the world refused to believe her.

It's an act of defiance disguised as an act of shame.

I sit down on the floor between the shelving units. My back against the metal frame, legs stretched out, the note in my lap. The carpet is thin and institutional beneath me. I can hear the building's HVAC system breathing somewhere in the walls and the distant tick of the elevator doing whatever elevators do when no one's riding them.

I should leave this alone.

The professional thing to do is pretend I never found it. Maybe mention to Marcus that the third floor could use a more thorough review—old papers in the books, that sort of thing—and let whoever does the next sweep find it or not find it and either way it's not my problem. I'm the new hire. I'm in my probationary period. I don't know the staff, the dynamics, the history. Walking into someone's secret like this—a secret this raw—is exactly the kind of entanglement I swore I'd avoid when I left New York.

Priya's voice in my head: This is what you do, Jules. You find the hidden thing and you can't leave it alone. You dig and dig until you've excavated someone's entire interior life and then you're surprised when they tell you it's too much.

Priya said a lot of things. Not all of them were wrong. But this one—the idea that paying attention is a flaw, that noticing people is an intrusion, that wanting to understand someone deeply is a form of aggression—this one I've never been able to swallow, no matter how many times I've tried to choke it down.

I notice. It's what I do. I noticed that the barista at the coffee shop on Main Street is left-handed and always tucks her hair behind her right ear when she's stressed, and that Marcus clicks his pen exactly four times before speaking in meetings, and that Linda brings her own tea bags because she doesn't trust the ones in the break room, and that Rowan Ellis holds her breath for a fraction of a second every time someone says her name, as if she's bracing for whatever comes after it.

That last one. That fractional breath-hold. It's been nagging at me since Monday.

I look at the note in my lap. The careful cursive. The torn-off header. The deliberate anonymity of someone who wants to exist and is terrified of being found.

I should leave this alone.

I reach into my bag for a piece of the same cream memo paper I picked up from the supply closet on my first day. I pull a pen from my pocket—a black rollerball, fine point, the kind that makes my handwriting look sharper than it naturally is. I sit on the floor of the third-floor stacks with the late sun making long shadows between the shelves, and I think about the woman in the note—the one who knelt, the one who made promises with her mouth—and I think about the woman who wrote her into being on a piece of library stationery while the building breathed around her.

I start writing.

My handwriting is nothing like hers. Hers is cursive, traditional, the kind that moves in waves. Mine is print, direct, the letters evenly spaced because I don't like ambiguity, even on paper. I write the way I speak: clear, slightly amused, with an edge that I've been told is either attractive or insufferable depending on who's receiving it.

I don't write a scene. Not yet. I write a response.

•  •  •
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You write like someone who's been keeping a secret so long it's started keeping you.

The woman on her knees—she's not brave because she kneels. She's brave because she chooses to. That's the part you understand and the part you're afraid of. The choosing. The moment before the knees bend, when the body says yes and the mind is still building arguments for no.

You got the sounds right. The way someone breathes when they're being touched exactly the way they've imagined and the reality is louder than the fantasy. You got the hands right—the grip, the pull, the involuntary roughness of someone who didn't plan to lose control but can't help it.

But you left out the other woman. The one standing. The one receiving.

You wrote her reaction but not her interior. What is she thinking while this woman is on her knees? Is she watching? Is she closing her eyes? Does she look down and see the top of this woman's head and think: this is what worship looks like? Or does she think: this is what hunger looks like when someone finally stops pretending they're not starving?

I think she watches. I think she can't look away. I think the most devastating part isn't the mouth or the hands but the fact that someone saw her—really saw her—and didn't flinch.

Does she know you're watching?

•  •  •
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I read it back. Once, twice. I check the tone—too clinical? No. Too aggressive? Maybe. But the note I'm responding to wasn't gentle either; it was a woman baring her teeth at her own desire, and a gentle reply would be an insult.

I fold the paper. Same fold as the original—once, in half.

I stand and pull the book next to the O'Keeffe catalog off the shelf. The Female Gaze: Women Artists and Their Vision. I tuck my note between pages 112 and 113—a chapter on Artemisia Gentileschi, a woman who painted herself cutting off a man's head, which feels appropriate.

I slide the book back.

I stand in the aisle for a moment, my hand still on the spine, and I feel the particular vertigo of having just done something I can't take back. Not the writing—I can always retrieve the note, crumple it, pretend it never happened. The irreversible thing is the knowing. I've read this woman's secret. I've seen the place where her composure cracks. I can't unsee it, and I can't un-know what it tells me about who she is underneath the professionalism and the buttoned cardigans and the breath she holds when someone says her name.

I don't know that it's Rowan. I don't have evidence. I have a frequency—a hum between two observations that haven't resolved into harmony yet.

But I'm listening.

I pick up my bag, my laptop, my clipboard with its orderly notes about circulation data and spine conditions. I walk downstairs. The second floor is empty; Rowan's office light is off now, her door closed, her desk presumably as immaculate as the rest of her. I pass through the lobby, wave at the evening volunteer who handles the after-hours drop box, and push out into the June air.

My car is a ten-year-old Subaru with a dent in the passenger door and a bumper sticker that says WELL-READ WOMEN ARE DANGEROUS, which Priya gave me as a joke and which I kept because it's not a joke at all.

I drive to the small house I'm renting on Elm Street—two bedrooms, a yard I don't know what to do with, a kitchen where I've so far managed to burn pasta twice and undercook chicken once. I pour a glass of wine. I stand at the counter and I think about the note—not the content, not the heat, but the handwriting. The way it started controlled and ended desperate.

My phone rings. Mom.

"How's the job?" she asks, which is Eleanor for are you surviving your self-imposed exile?

"Good. Quiet. The collection needs a lot of work."

"Are the people nice?"

"They're fine. Small-town nice. The branch director has a poster that says Teamwork Makes the Dream Work."

A pause. Eleanor processing her horror. "I see."

"There's a good reference librarian," I say, and I don't know why I say it except that Rowan's face is in my head—the neutral expression, the low voice, the cardigan buttoned like armor—and something about her has snagged on me the way a thread catches on a rough surface.

"Good how?"

"Competent. Organized. A little intense."

Another pause. Longer. "Jules."

"What?"

"When you say someone is 'a little intense,' it means you've already started a file on them in your head."

"I have not started a file."

"You have a file. You've had it since Monday. You probably know her coffee order."

"She doesn't drink coffee. She drinks Earl Grey with no sugar."

Silence from Eleanor. The satisfied silence of a mother who has just been proven right and is choosing not to say so because the restraint is more devastating than the words.

"I'm just observing," I tell her. "It's a new workplace. I'm paying attention."

"Mm-hm."

"Don't mm-hm me."

"I didn't say a word, darling."

We talk for another twenty minutes—her doctor's appointment, the neighbor's dog that won't stop barking, whether I'm eating enough vegetables. She doesn't ask if I've met anyone because she already has her answer and we both know it.

After we hang up I sit on the couch with my wine and I think about Priya. Not with longing—that evaporated months ago, replaced by the duller ache of understanding. Priya wasn't wrong about me. I do dig. I do fixate. I do build elaborate interior maps of people and then navigate them with a confidence that can feel, to the person being mapped, like an invasion. Priya wanted to be loved at a normal volume, and I only know how to love at full blast with the windows down.

The question I've never been able to answer is whether that's something I need to fix or something I need to find a match for.

I finish my wine. I wash the glass. I go to bed in a house that still doesn't feel like mine, in a town I chose because it was far from everything that hurt, and I lie in the dark and think about a woman who writes her desire on library paper and hides it in a book about flowers that everyone knows are about sex.

She doesn't want to be fixed. She wants to be found.

And I'm very, very good at finding things.
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Chapter Three
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Three days.

I usually wait a full week before retrieving a note. That's the protocol—leave it for seven days, then pull it and tuck a new one in its place. The gap matters. It creates distance between the writing and the writer, gives me the illusion that the words exist independently of the woman who put them on the page. Like leaving milk on the back porch for a stray cat: the offering is anonymous, the impulse is private, and if nobody comes for it, well, at least I made the gesture.

I make it to three days.

On Sunday I think about the note but don't go in—the library is staffed by volunteers on weekends and I don't close on Sundays. On Monday I sit through a morning of budget meetings with Marcus and a two-hour reference desk shift where I help a teenager find sources on the French Revolution and a retiree set up an email account, and every time there's a pause between tasks my brain slides sideways to the third floor like a compass needle finding north. On Tuesday I last until 11:47 a.m., which is technically my lunch break, which makes going upstairs a reasonable thing to do, which is a justification so flimsy it wouldn't convince a child.

I take the stairs. My heartbeat is doing that thing again—the one that starts in my chest and migrates to my wrists and my throat and the pit of my stomach, where it becomes something less like a heartbeat and more like a low, persistent vibration. Anticipation. Or dread. They feel the same in my body, which is one of the many ways my body has betrayed me over the years.

Third floor. Empty. The overhead lights are on their daytime setting—brighter than evening but still muted up here, the fixtures old and tired. I walk the familiar path: past the bound periodicals, past the local history shelf with its collection of Linden Grove Gazettes dating back to 1952, past the architectural monographs, into the far corner.

I pull the O'Keeffe catalog off the shelf.

My note is there. Still folded, still tucked between the irises. I exhale—I didn't realize I was holding my breath—and I start to refold it, to pocket it, to walk away and come back with a fresh one on Thursday.

Then I see the book next to the O'Keeffe. The Female Gaze: Women Artists and Their Vision. It's been shifted slightly on the shelf. Not enough for anyone else to notice, but I have a spatial memory that borders on pathological and I know—I know—that book was flush with the one beside it on Friday, and now it's a quarter-inch forward, as if someone pulled it out and put it back not quite right.

My hand moves before my brain gives permission. I pull the book off the shelf and open it.

A piece of cream-colored memo paper. Folded once. Tucked between pages 112 and 113.

The floor does something seismic beneath my feet.

I unfold it.

The handwriting is not mine.

The handwriting is sharp and confident—block print, not cursive, each letter deliberate and evenly spaced, the kind of penmanship that belongs to someone who doesn't second-guess their mark on the page. It's written in black ink, fine point, and it fills most of the paper with the unhurried precision of a person who knew exactly what they wanted to say before the pen touched the surface.

I read the first line and the air leaves my body.

You write like someone who's been keeping a secret so long it's started keeping you.

I read the second line and my knees threaten to do something structural.

The woman on her knees—she's not brave because she kneels. She's brave because she chooses to.

I read the whole thing. Standing in the aisle, back pressed against the shelving unit because somewhere around the third paragraph my legs stopped being fully operational. I read about the woman I wrote—the one who knelt between the stacks—and I see her through this stranger's eyes, reframed, reinterpreted, the scene I created being played back to me with new lighting and a new angle and a depth of understanding that makes me feel simultaneously naked and held.

Whoever wrote this didn't just read my note. They entered it. They walked through the scene like someone touring a house and noticed every crack in the walls, every place where the foundation shifted, every room where the light was wrong. They saw the writing itself—not just the fantasy but the act of writing it, the need underneath, the architecture of repression that the fiction was built on—and instead of calling it pathetic or desperate or unprofessional, they called it brave.

Nobody has called me brave in three years.

I read the note again. My hands are shaking so badly the paper trembles and the words blur and I have to press the page flat against the bookshelf to hold it steady. The second reading is worse because now I'm not just absorbing the content, I'm absorbing the 
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