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THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO

BRIDGET ANN

THE KANGAROO ISLAND GIRL

Thanks for the letter and photo.

My regards to Roy and Long John Silver.

Your address went missing.

Please write again.


Chapter One

Jane Kerry noticed the envelope when she stepped behind the circulation desk. Her first thought was that it didn’t belong on the seat of her chair. She hadn’t put it there. Had it fallen from the top of the desk? She wondered if someone might’ve lost it, and whether it contained anything of importance.

She ignored the envelope as she checked out half a dozen mysteries to old Agnes Dixon. Agnes was one of her regulars, a retired school teacher, and the first person to make Jane feel really welcome in her new job as head of the Donnerville Public Library.

While they chatted in quiet voices, a few more people drifted over to the circulation desk. Others wandered out the door. As usual, the library was beginning to empty with the approach of its nine o’clock closing time.

The envelope.

Jane slipped a dated card into the pocket of Agnes’s last book – a Dick Francis – flipped the cover shut, and set it atop the woman’s stack. Even as she said, ‘That’s one of his best,’ she took a small step backward. Feeling the push of the seat’s edge against her right buttock, she reached down without looking. She fingered the envelope and picked it up.

‘Hi,’ said a teenaged boy who looked vaguely familiar. ‘I’d like to get this, please.’

‘Sure thing.’

He pushed a book toward Jane, cover open, and held out his library card for her. She took it with her left hand.

She brought her right hand up and glanced at the envelope.

Handwritten in the center, in black ink, was one word:

JANE

What?

Me?

She felt mildly surprised and perplexed, and a little bit anxious.

What could it be?

At least the envelope apparently hadn’t been lost by anyone, so she wouldn’t need to worry about trying to catch its owner.

She tossed it back onto the seat, and returned to business. She tried to focus entirely on the patrons, getting to know them better, hoping to show them that she was friendly and always ready to help in any way possible.

The mysterious envelope didn’t preoccupy her thoughts.

Instead, it lingered just off to the side where her mind seemed to glance at it from time to time, and wonder.

An invitation? A greeting card of some kind? A love letter or poem from a secret admirer?

A complaint?

Maybe a bit of hate mail from someone I shushed.

Could be anything, she told herself. Don’t worry about it. You’ll find out as soon as everybody’s cleared out.

‘If you like that one,’ she told a pony-tailed girl, ‘we’ve got a lot more by the same author.’

As the girl thanked her and headed for the door, Jane swept her eyes over the remaining people. Quite a bunch. Maybe six still lined up, a few on their way out, a dozen others scattered about the main reading room. No telling how many might be upstairs in the stacks. Nobody in sight seemed to be paying any special attention to her.

Whoever left it will probably stay behind to see if I open it.

Hope he’s cute.

Don’t hope for cute, she told herself. Just hope he’s not a weirdo.

By the time Jane was done checking out books, only a handful of people still lingered in the reading room. She recognized most of them as regulars. They all seemed busy with their own projects. Don, her assistant, was making his way among the tables, gathering up books and periodicals that needed to be put away.

She checked her wristwatch.

Ten till nine.

She picked up the envelope again. Holding it at waist level so that the desk would hide it from the view of anyone who might be watching, she flipped it over.

As she’d thought, nothing on either side except the handwritten JANE.

The envelope looked clean and unrumpled.

Its flap was sealed.

From the envelope’s thinness, she supposed that it contained nothing more than a sheet or two of folded paper.

She picked at a corner of the flap, tore it upward, thrust her forefinger into the small hole, and worked her finger along the seam, ripping upward.

As she tore at the flap, she lifted her gaze. Nobody appeared to be watching.

Looking down, she removed a folded sheet of paper from the envelope. Lined, three-hole paper of the sort that students use for filling their looseleaf binders. It was folded into thirds. She could see the raised, dark scribbles of the handwriting on the other side. And a darkness within. A darkness caused by an extra layer of paper. Paper the size of a bank check or a dollar bill.

Somebody sent me money?

Suddenly, she felt like an idiot.

This was not a message from a secret admirer. Nor was it a threat. This was nothing more than payment for a lost book or an overdue fine.

Jane felt silly. A little relieved. And a little disappointed.

She unfolded the paper.

Inside was not a bank check, but a stiff, unwrinkled fifty-dollar bill.

Must’ve been a mighty expensive book, Jane thought.

She moved the bill aside and read the handwritten note:

Dear Jane

Come and play with me. For further instructions, look homeward, angel. You’ll be glad you did.

Warmest Regards,

MOG

(Master of Games)

Jane read it again. And again. Then she looked around. The few people who remained in the reading room were paying no attention to her.

‘We’ll be closing in about five minutes,’ she announced.

She refolded the note around the fifty-dollar bill and tucked it back inside the envelope.

‘Don, would you come here for a minute?’

The lanky graduate student hurried toward her. He looked worried. Or guilty? ‘Is there a problem, Miss Kerry?’

Jane shook her head. ‘I don’t think so.’ She raised the envelope. ‘Did you happen to see anyone put this on my chair?’

He rolled his eyes upward as if an answer might be written on the ceiling. Then he shook his head. ‘No. I don’t believe so.’

‘Anyone hanging around the circulation desk when I was away from it?’

Again, he shook his head. ‘Not that I noticed.’

She shook the envelope. ‘This isn’t from you, is it?’

‘Me? No. What is it?’

Jane hesitated. How much should she tell him? She’d known Don for a couple of months, and she didn’t really know much about him. Only that he’d been a part-time helper at the library for a year before her own arrival, he was going for a PhD in English literature at the university across town, that he was single and lived in an apartment a few blocks from the library. She also knew that he was agonizingly shy and apparently had no social life.

Maybe he’s trying to start one up with me, she thought, by way of a mysterious message and a chunk of money.

‘It’s an anonymous letter,’ she said, and decided not to mention the fifty dollars.

His eyes widened. ‘From a secret admirer?’

‘Not exactly.’

His jaw dropped. ‘Not a threat, I hope!’

‘No. Just a . . . strange sort of message. But you haven’t seen anyone wandering around with an envelope like this, or acting in any way furtive near the circulation desk?’

‘I certainly haven’t.’ He eyed the envelope. ‘May I?’

‘Thanks, but . . . I don’t think so.’ Seeing the dejected look on his face, she added, ‘It’s rather personal.’

‘Personal?’ He suddenly blushed. ‘Oh. Well. Never mind. If I’d known it was personal . . .’ He grimaced and shook his head. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t worry about it, Don. Really.’

‘I . . . may I have your permission to leave? I haven’t quite finished picking up, yet, but . . . I’m not feeling especially well. My stomach.’ He pressed a hand against it.

‘Sure. Go on ahead.’

‘Oh, thank you.’ He scurried around the end of the circulation desk, entered the office, reappeared moments later with his briefcase, gave Jane a cramped smile and a wave, and hurried for the library doors.

‘Hope you feel better,’ she said.

Then he was gone.

Jane wondered if she’d had a hand in causing his sudden illness.

Not unlikely. After all, she was his boss and a woman, on top of which she had almost (but not quite) accused him of perpetrating the anonymous letter. Plenty to give a person of Don’s temperament a nasty case of upset nerves.

Describing the letter as ‘personal’ had apparently been the final straw.

Shouldn’t have told him that, she decided. The thing isn’t what you’d normally call personal. Didn’t ask my income, didn’t get sexy.

It’s not personal, it’s just plain screwy.

She glanced at her watch. Five after nine. ‘We’re closing up, now,’ she announced. ‘Time to hit the streets, folks.’

When the last was gone, she locked the front doors and returned to the circulation desk. She knew that she ought to go upstairs, make sure nobody was lingering in the stacks, and turn off the lights. She wasn’t eager to do it, though. Neither she nor Don enjoyed that particular task. Just too creepy up there when you went alone.

Too quiet. Too many shadows. Too many hiding places.

Just plain spooky.

But made a great deal worse because you knew about old Miss Favor, the librarian, Jane’s predecessor. She’d died up there. Dropped dead from a bad heart. Dropped dead while she was alone, closing for the night. And there she’d remained until morning when a part-timer had opened the library and discovered her body. According to Don, a rat or two had ‘been at her.’ He knew the unlucky worker who’d stumbled onto Miss Favor. ‘Oh, she was totally freaked out. Totally. She hasn’t set foot in this library ever since.’

The upstairs stacks weren’t so bad in the daytime. They weren’t so bad at night, either, as long as a few people were up there searching the shelves or working at the study carrels. But they were usually deserted when you went up at closing time.

Through some sort of unspoken acknowledgement of their mutual fears, Jane and Don had fallen into the habit of accompanying each other on that special job. It helped. A lot.

But tonight, Jane would need to do it alone.

Thanks a heap, Don.

Well, there was no hurry.

Back behind the circulation desk, she picked up the envelope. She removed the note and the fifty-dollar bill, and studied them both.

She had rarely seen any denominations higher than twenty dollars. The fifty seemed a bit alien. On one side was a portrait of President Grant, on the other a rendition of the U.S. Capitol. She supposed it was real.

She also supposed that she was meant to keep it. After all, the thing had come in an envelope with her name on it.

Why would anyone want to give me fifty bucks?

Was it supposed to be a gift? she wondered. Or maybe payment for some real or imagined services?

Payment in advance?

Cute, she thought. Maybe now he expects something from me. Figures I’ve taken the money, so I owe him.

That’s what he thinks.

She read the note again:

Dear Jane,

Come and play with me. For further instructions, look homeward, angel. You’ll be glad you did.

Warmest Regards,

MOG

(Master of Games)

The ‘come and play with me’ sounded sort of like the eager request a child might make. Will you come out and play?

Of course, ‘come’ was also a rather vulgar euphemism for an orgasm. ‘Play with me’ also carried some strong sexual implications. Maybe this was an invitation – payment enclosed – to mess around with its sender.

He wants to fuck me.

The idea blasted away Jane’s composure. Anger, humiliation, fear, revulsion, and an unexpected surge of desire seemed to hit her all at once, stealing her breath, making her heart race, surging heat through her body.

‘The bastard,’ she muttered. Here’s fifty bucks, now come and play with me.

Maybe that isn’t what he means, she thought.

And maybe it is.

She suddenly looked up. She turned her head, scanning the entire room.

She saw nobody. What she saw were countless hiding places: in among the rows of bookshelves, down low behind the tables and chairs, behind any of the several shoulder-high card catalogs, behind the photocopy machine.

In front of my desk.

She pushed her feet against the rung of her chair and raised herself off the cushion. Hands pressed against the desk top, she leaned forward and gazed past the edge.

Nobody there.

She settled down onto her seat again.

I oughta get out of here, she thought.

Then she thought, How dangerous can a guy be if he’s giving me fifty bucks?

Also, he must be familiar with literature. The ‘look homeward, angel’ business was definitely an allusion to the Thomas Wolfe novel – one of Jane’s favorites.

She read that part of the note again. ‘For further instructions, look homeward, angel.’

Further? He sees this note as the initial instruction. He has more for me. Maybe the further instructions will be given face to face.

Maybe not.

Maybe I’m supposed to go home and look in my mailbox for the further instructions. Look homeward. Maybe I’ll find an envelope with another note inside – and another fifty dollars.

Maybe I’ll find it in the book.

Tucked inside a copy of Look Homeward, Angel.

The library’s copy, if not checked out or misplaced, should be on a shelf in the fiction section.

In the upstairs stacks.

I need to go up there anyway, she reminded herself. I’ll just take a quick look at the book.

What if he’s waiting for me there?


Chapter Two

Jane folded the note around the fifty dollars and tucked it back inside the envelope. Her hands were trembling. She felt a little crawly in her stomach. As she walked into her office, she wondered if she really planned to go upstairs all by herself when there was a real possibility that the author of the note might be lurking there.

What am I supposed to do, leave?

Leave without shutting off the upstairs lights, without making sure everyone has cleared out? No way.

She crouched beside her office desk and slipped the envelope into her purse. Then she stood up. From the top drawer of the desk, she took her switchblade knife.

She’d found the knife a day before her seventeenth birthday, while hiking in the woods near Mount Tamalpias. The point of its slim, three-inch blade had been buried in a redwood trunk. She’d worked it loose and kept the knife.

It made quite a nice letter opener.

She released the lever at the base of the blade, then folded the blade into the handle, where it clicked into place.

If I need to take something like this with me, she thought, I shouldn’t be going at all.

She looked at the office phone.

Call the police? That’d be very cute. Explain that somebody gave me fifty bucks, so now I’m afraid to go upstairs and turn off the lights.

They’ll think I’m a weenie.

Bringing in the cops over a matter like this would be foolish. But she tried to think of a friend she might ask to come over.

Hello? I’m a little bit spooked about going upstairs here at the library, and I was wondering if you’d maybe like to come over and keep me company? Shouldn’t take more than five minutes.

She did have a few friends who would be quick to respond if she called – but none who lived in Donnerville. Most of them lived at least an hour away. She certainly couldn’t ask any of them to drive out here on such a lame pretext.

And it really is lame, she told herself. For one thing, this Master of Games character might be long gone. For another, he’s probably harmless.

Maybe nothing but a twerpy kid. MOG, Master of Games. Sounds like the brainchild of a nerd who’s spent too much time playing Dungeons and Dragons, or something.

Well, she thought, we’ll soon find out.

For better or worse.

Just in case of worse, I’ve got my trusty knife.

On her way out of the office, Jane rubbed the switchblade against her right thigh, trying to slip it into her pocket. Having no success, she looked down. She was wearing her denim skirt, not her culottes. The culottes had pockets, but the skirt didn’t.

Her only pockets were on the front of her blouse. The white blouse, big enough to be comfortably loose, had a large pocket on each side of the chest. As she headed for the staircase, she unbuttoned the flap over the pocket on the right, lifted it, and dropped in the knife.

The plastic handle bumped against her breast. It turned sideways as it slid downward. From the tip of her breast, it fell to the bottom of the pocket. It hung there as if caught in a hammock, swaying back and forth as she walked.

Terrific, Jane thought. She’d forgotten how enormous these pockets were.

The damn knife won’t do me a lot of good if I have to spend five minutes fishing it out.

She was already at the fire door, so she went ahead and pushed it open. The lights in the stairwell were still on. The bulbs gave off enough light to illuminate the stair treads. Just fine for safety. But they were dim and yellowish.

Not exactly cheerful.

I really should get them changed, she told herself. Just buy some new ones myself. Might help the dismal atmosphere in here.

While I’m at it, have the stairs de-squeaked.

Every one of the old wooden stairs groaned or creaked or squawked as she climbed.

This is a regular spookhouse. Why did I ever take this job in the first place?

Cut it out, she told herself. The job’s just fine.

Right. It’s the building that sucks.

As Jane arrived at the landing, halfway up, the swinging bottom of her pocket reminded her that she wanted to retrieve the knife.

Get it now, while the getting’s good. If you wait till you need it . . .

I won’t need it, she told herself.

Lord, I hope not.

Continuing to climb, she shoved her fingers down into the pocket. Her thumb didn’t go in with them, but she didn’t think she would need its help.

She worked her fingertips between the knife handle and the bottom of her pocket (felt like some sand down there – where’d that come from?) and began to raise the knife. Having no grip on it, she could only bring it up by sliding it against the underside of her breast.

As she set her foot on the top stair, the door burst open and a man charged at her.

She yelped, flinched, reached for the banister.

The man gasped, ‘Whoa!’

As Jane grabbed the banister with her left hand, her right squeezed the knife in her pocket.

She felt the hard nub of its button sink down.

Uh-oh!

She dropped the knife as the blade sprang from its handle. It whipped up against her nipple while she stumbled backward and the man skidded to a halt and clamped a hand on her shoulder.

The hand stopped her, held her steady.

‘I’m sorry,’ the stranger blurted. ‘Are you okay?’

Jane nodded. She tried to catch her breath. Her heart was thudding quick and hard. Her nipple tingled and burned. She looked down, half expecting to find the pocket of her blouse soaked with blood.

No blood.

But half an inch of shiny steel point jutted out from the side of her pocket.

The stranger looked at it, too. Then he met her eyes and said, ‘Are you sure you aren’t hurt?’

‘I’m all right.’

‘You didn’t cut yourself, did you?’

He’s talking about my boob! Man!

‘It sort of felt like it, but I don’t see any blood.’

He still held Jane’s shoulder.

She wanted to get away from him, wanted to hold her hurt, wanted to check the damage. ‘Were you on your way down?’ she asked.

He nodded, but didn’t take the hint. ‘I shouldn’t have been in such a hurry. Afraid I didn’t realize it’d gotten so late. You’re the librarian, aren’t you?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Coming up to shoo me out?’

‘I didn’t know anyone was up here.’

‘I’m really sorry.’ He released her shoulder, turned around and opened the door for her.

‘Thanks,’ she said.

She expected him to head on down, but he followed her out of the stairwell. She looked back at him.

He gave her a smile that looked friendly and a little sheepish. ‘Do you mind? Maybe I could help you pick up, or something. I hate to leave you alone up here. Especially right after I’ve arranged to scare the daylights out of you.’

Jane knew she shouldn’t trust him. What was he doing up here after closing time? He might even be the man who called himself MOG. But nothing about him seemed threatening. He looked very normal: his hair slightly unkempt; his clean-shaven face attractive but not handsome in any striking way; his shirt and jeans casual but neat and clean.

For the first time, Jane noticed that he was carrying a book. It must’ve been in his left hand all along.

A very thick book.

The nape of her neck began to crawl.

Look Homeward, Angel. Has to be. Can’t possibly be anything else.

‘What’s that?’ she asked.

The stranger raised the book. ‘Youngblood Hawke. Wouk? I’ve been meaning to read it for . . . too late to check it out tonight?’

‘No. No, that’s fine.’ She released a shaky breath. ‘You can either stick around, or wait downstairs. This’ll only take a couple of minutes.’

‘I’ll walk along with you, if that’s all right.’

‘Fine.’

From the stairwell door, an aisle stretched the length of the room. To the aisle’s right, study carrels lined the wall. To the left stood row after row of bookshelves that reached to the ceiling. The stranger stayed at Jane’s side, but half a pace behind, allowing her to lead the way.

Except for their footsteps and the creaking floorboards, there was silence.

‘Was anybody else up here?’ Jane asked.

‘Just now? I don’t think so, but I was reading. I tend to block everything out when I’m in a good book. Want me to grab these?’ he asked, gesturing toward several books that had been left at one of the carrels.

‘They can wait till morning. Thanks, though.’

‘Welcome. My name’s Brace, by the way.’

Jane looked over at him. ‘It’s what?’

‘Brace. Brace Paxton.’

Deciding not to question him about his unusual name, she went ahead and introduced herself. ‘I’m Jane Kerry.’

‘I thought it might be James Bowie.’

‘Are you a wise guy, Brace Paxton?’

‘Sorry. But maybe you oughta take that knife out of your pocket. I’d hate to see you trip and fall with it open like that.’

‘Me, too, actually.’ Halting, she turned toward the gap between two rows of shelves. Her back to Brace, she delved into the pocket of her blouse. ‘It’s a switchblade,’ she explained. That’s how it opened. Its safety thing doesn’t work.’

Carefully, she fingered her nipple through the fabric. It felt a little tender, but the pain had faded away. The blade must’ve given her no more than a harsh, stinging flick. ‘I was trying to take it out when you rammed through the door, and I pushed the button by accident.’

‘Hope it didn’t do any damage.’

A blush spread sudden heat through Jane. She quit fingering her breast and reached deeper into the pocket. ‘I guess I’m fine.’ She curled her fingertips underneath the knife handle.

‘Be careful taking it out.’

‘I’m trying to be.’

This is a lousy idea, she thought. He can’t see my hand, but he sure knows where it is. Next thing you know, he’ll be offering to help.

‘If I’d been keeping better track of the time,’ he said, ‘none of this would’ve happened.’

‘No harm done.’

‘I’m glad we met, though.’

Wish I could say the same, she thought. Then she said, ‘Well, thanks.’

She tightened her precarious grip on the knife. Then she pushed her knuckles against the pocket, bulging the blouse away from her body to put her breast out of harm’s way, and drew the knife upward, sliding its blade free of the slit. ‘There. Got it.’ She turned around and showed him the weapon.

‘You’re sure you aren’t hurt?’

‘I’m fine.’ She folded the blade shut.

‘Where’ll you put it, now?’

‘Guess I’ll just carry it.’

They continued on their way down the aisle, Jane checking between the rows of shelves, Brace walking slowly beside her.

As they made their way toward the end of the room, Jane realized she was growing more and more tense. At first, she wasn’t sure why. Then she knew.

Because they were almost to the Ws.

Should she check for Look Homeward, Angel?

Why not?

She’d spent enough time reshelving books up here to know the exact location of the Thomas Wolfe novels. She would be walking right past them.

What about Brace? she asked herself.

If you don’t want to do it in front of him, you’ll have to go all the way downstairs with him, usher him out, then come back up here by yourself.

Or wait till tomorrow.

She couldn’t wait, just couldn’t.

‘Maybe I’ll pick up something for myself,’ she muttered, then sidestepped out of the aisle. She found herself facing shelf after shelf loaded with hardbound novels. She crouched down. Wolfe was lower still – level with her knees.

‘Are you going for Wouk?’ Brace asked.

‘Wolfe.’

‘Bonfire boy, or . . .?’

‘Thomas.’

She spotted two copies of Look Homeward, Angel, followed by an empty space, after which was a single copy of The Web and the Rock, another open space, then two copies or You Can’t Go Home Again.

Jane pulled out a copy of Look Homeward, Angel. Elbows on knees, she opened the book and flipped through it.

‘That’s just about my favorite book of all time,’ Brace said.

‘It is?’ She looked up at him.

Her heart thudded hard.

What the hell.

‘Did you leave a note on my chair tonight?’

‘Huh?’

‘Master of Games?’

Frowning, he shook his head. The confused way he looked, Jane might’ve been speaking jibberish.

‘The what?’ he asked.

‘Are you the one who left the note?’

‘What note?’

‘I mean, it’s all right. I’m just curious, okay? It’s not very often I get mysterious notes with money in them.’

‘I don’t know anything about any note.’

‘You don’t, huh?’

‘What sort of note?’

‘“Come and play with me? For further instructions, look homeward, angel?” That sort of note. With a fifty-dollar bill in it?’

He looked mystified. ‘It wasn’t from me. If I had a fifty-dollar bill, I wouldn’t be giving it away.’ A smile suddenly lit his face. ‘Well, maybe to you. If you needed it very badly. Maybe.’

If this is Mog, Jane thought, he’s got an odd way of lying.

‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Maybe it wasn’t you.’

‘Anything in the book there?’ he asked.

She returned her attention to the novel, riffled through its pages, and made sure that nothing was hidden in the dust jacket. As she slid it back into its place on the shelf, Brace said, ‘I think that’s another copy . . .’

‘I know.’ She dragged the second copy forward. Even before lifting it from the shelf, she spotted a strip of white paper protruding from its top like a bookmark.

‘There y’go,’ Brace said, sounding pleased.

Jane opened the book. Tucked into its gutter was an envelope.

The envelope looked identical to the one she’d found downstairs on her chair. Even her handwritten name looked the same.

She plucked it out and shut the book.

‘Woops,’ Brace said.

‘What?’

‘Maybe it was there to mark a passage.’

You sure you don’t have anything to do with this?’

‘Honest. Just trying to help.’

‘Did you notice the page number?’

‘No. Sorry.’

‘Neither did I. Well, maybe it won’t matter.’ She returned the book to its shelf and stood up.

The envelope was sealed.

‘Want me to leave?’ Brace asked.

‘No, that’s all right, I already told you everything about the other one.’ She looked at him. ‘You’re sure you don’t have anything to do with this?’

‘Pretty sure.’

‘Only pretty sure?’

‘Almost a hundred per cent sure.’

‘You mean, like you don’t want to rule out that it might’ve been done behind your back by one of your alternate personalities?’

‘That’s about right.’

‘Okay. Well, here goes.’ She thumbed the button of her switchblade. The knife jumped slightly as the blade sprang out and locked. She slipped its tip under the envelope’s flap and slashed the top seam.

To free her hand, she reached forward and set the knife on the edge of a bookshelf. Then she spread open the envelope. Inside was a folded sheet of lined paper. She removed it, unfolded it, and pursed her lips.

‘Whoa,’ Brace said. ‘Looks like you’ve earned a raise.’

Jane slipped the hundred-dollar bill aside and read the handwritten message aloud.

‘“My dear Jane, Congratulations! You’ve taken your first, minor step on the road to fun and riches. More is waiting. Do you have the will to proceed? I hope so. At midnight, horse around. You’ll be glad you did. Yours, MOG.”’
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