
The Giver of Stars

Set in the rugged mountains of ​1930s Kentucky, The Giver of Stars follows ​Alice

Wright, a spirited Englishwoman who escapes her stifling marriage by joining the ​
Packhorse Library Project—a WPA initiative that delivers books to remote
Appalachian communities. Alongside a group of extraordinary women, including the
fearless ​Margery O’Hare, Alice braves harsh terrain, societal prejudice, and personal
demons to bring literacy and hope to the isolated poor.

But when a powerful local businessman threatens the library’s existence, Alice and her
fellow librarians must fight to protect their mission—and each other—from scandal,
violence, and betrayal.

Based on the true story of the ​Packhorse Librarians, Moyes’ novel is a ​celebration

of female friendship, resilience, and the transformative power of books.

Chapter 1: One

The chapter opens with Alice Van Cleve attending a stiflingly hot community meeting
in Baileyville, Kentucky, with her husband, Bennett. The oppressive heat and crowded
hall amplify her discomfort, compounded by her embarrassment over her grease-
stained house clothes. Bennett’s disapproval of her appearance and her struggle to
adapt to the mundane routines of married life—marked by endless church services and
meetings—highlight her growing disillusionment. Alice had envisioned an exciting new
life in America but finds herself trapped in a cycle of tedious social obligations and
small-town gossip.



Alice’s frustration is further underscored by her clash with local expectations. She
resents the monotonous sermons and the judgmental glances from townsfolk,
particularly Peggy Foreman, who harbors lingering resentment over Bennett’s past.
Bennett urges Alice to integrate into the community, but her English reserve and
disdain for the town’s insular culture create tension between them. The chapter paints
a vivid picture of Alice’s isolation and her struggle to reconcile her romanticized
expectations with the reality of her new life.

The meeting takes a turn when Mrs. Brady announces the establishment of a mobile
library in Lee County, funded by the WPA and endorsed by Eleanor Roosevelt. The
proposal sparks mixed reactions, with some attendees criticizing the First Lady’s
involvement. Alice, however, remains disengaged, her boredom and detachment
mirroring her broader sense of alienation. The library initiative, while significant to the
community, fails to capture her interest, further emphasizing her disconnect from the
town’s priorities.

The chapter closes with a glimpse of Bennett’s past—a photograph of him in a baseball
uniform—hinting at the contrast between his youthful vitality and the stifling routine of
their current life. Alice’s internal conflict and Bennett’s obliviousness to her
dissatisfaction set the stage for her eventual search for purpose, foreshadowing her
potential involvement in the library project as a means of escape from her stifling
existence.



Chapter 2: Two

The chapter introduces Baileyville, a modest Appalachian town characterized by its
mix of brick and timber buildings, winding lanes, and social divisions shaped by
geography. Wealthier families traditionally lived on flatter lands, while higher
elevations housed moonshiners, though these distinctions blurred over time. The
Baileyville WPA Packhorse Library, located in a rustic cabin up Split Creek, serves as
the focal point. Alice Van Cleve, an English bride, takes a job there despite her
husband Bennett’s reservations, using her accent and religious pretext to sway his
father, Mr. Van Cleve, into reluctant approval.

Alice arrives at the library, eager for independence and purpose, but her day begins
chaotically when a spooked horse nearly tramples her. Frederick Guisler, a local man
building shelves for the library, helps her up, and their interaction hints at his kindness
and Alice’s outsider status. Beth Pinker, a brash rider, blames a truck driver for
spooking her horse and departs hastily, leaving Alice to recover. The library itself,
though humble, exudes a sense of potential, contrasting with the stifling Van Cleve
household.

Alice’s attempts to integrate into the community meet resistance, as two women
openly scorn her, likely due to local gossip about her marriage. Margery O’Hare, the
no-nonsense librarian, arrives on a mule and offers Alice a gentle but spirited horse
named Spirit for her work. The exchange reveals Margery’s pragmatic nature and
Alice’s nostalgia for her freer childhood in England, contrasting with her current
constrained life.

The chapter underscores Alice’s struggle to carve out an identity in Baileyville,
balancing societal expectations with her desire for autonomy. Her job at the library
symbolizes hope, yet the town’s judgmental undercurrents and her husband’s
disapproval loom large. The introduction of key characters like Frederick and Margery



sets the stage for alliances and conflicts, while the library’s transformative potential
mirrors Alice’s own journey toward self-discovery.



Chapter 3: Three

Alice, a new member of the packhorse librarians, reflects on her physical toll from the
job—bruises, blisters, and sunburn—as she adjusts to the rugged lifestyle far removed
from her English upbringing. Despite Isabelle Brady’s absence from the team, Alice
hesitates to inquire, noticing the unspoken tension surrounding the matter. Mrs.
Brady’s occasional appearances in her motor-car hint at her influence, but Isabelle’s
delayed arrival remains unexplained, leaving Alice to speculate about the family’s
motives.

The chapter takes a turn when Mrs. Brady and Isabelle finally arrive at the library.
Isabelle’s limp and leg brace reveal her physical challenges, complicating her ability to
ride horses—a core requirement for the job. Margery, the team leader, offers a gentle
solution by arranging a calm horse for Isabelle, but Isabelle’s resistance and her
mother’s dismissive attitude create an awkward dynamic. The exchange highlights
Isabelle’s reluctance and her mother’s determination to push her into the role, despite
clear discomfort.

Back at home, Alice’s excitement about her day contrasts with her husband Bennett’s
disapproval. His distaste for her horse-ridden appearance and scent underscores their
growing disconnect, as Alice’s passion for her work clashes with Bennett’s traditional
expectations. Her attempt to salvage their evening with a picnic is rebuffed, as he
prioritizes a men’s sporting event, leaving her feeling isolated and unappreciated.

The chapter captures themes of adaptation, resilience, and societal expectations.
Alice’s transformation into a confident librarian contrasts with Isabelle’s struggle to fit
in, while Bennett’s rejection of Alice’s newfound identity emphasizes the tension
between personal growth and marital conformity. The narrative weaves together
individual challenges, painting a vivid picture of the characters’ evolving lives in a
changing world.



Chapter 4: Four

The chapter delves into Margery O’Hare’s traumatic childhood, marked by her father
Frank O’Hare’s violent abuse. Her earliest memory is of her father brutally attacking
her brother Jack, who later left home and died in an accident. Margery’s mother,
though also a victim, fiercely protected her children, urging them to escape their
oppressive mountain life. The family’s suffering is compounded by deaths from illness
and violence, leaving Margery emotionally hardened. Her father’s eventual death
brings her relief, as she openly admits her hatred for him, a sentiment shared by the
community, which ostracized the O’Hares despite recognizing Frank’s cruelty.

Margery’s resilience is highlighted through her interactions with Alice, who questions
her about her family. Margery reveals scars—both physical and emotional—from her
father’s brutality, including a gunshot wound and a scalp injury. She recounts how the
community turned a blind eye to the abuse, emphasizing the self-reliant, often lawless
nature of their rural world. Her matter-of-fact tone underscores her acceptance of her
past, devoid of self-pity. Alice’s shock contrasts with Margery’s stoicism, revealing the
depth of Margery’s trauma and her refusal to be defined by it.

Despite her harsh upbringing, Margery finds solace in freedom and the mountains,
which she describes as her “heaven.” Her love for books, symbolized by the damaged
copy of *Black Beauty*, becomes a metaphor for her escape and resilience. Margery’s
journey reflects her mother’s unfulfilled wish for her daughters to flee their oppressive
environment, though her sister Virginia ultimately falls into a similarly abusive
marriage. Margery’s determination to live on her own terms, free from fear,
underscores her strength and independence.

The chapter concludes with Margery’s poignant reflection on her father’s death, the
only memory of him she cherishes. Her bond with Alice deepens as she shares her
story, offering a glimpse of her vulnerability beneath her tough exterior. Margery’s



ability to find joy in her solitary, mountainous life contrasts sharply with her traumatic
past, illustrating her remarkable capacity for resilience and self-reinvention. The
narrative leaves readers with a sense of her unyielding spirit and the transformative
power of freedom.



Chapter 5: Five

The chapter opens with a vivid description of the mining communities in Lee County,
likening them to feudal villages with their isolated, company-controlled structures.
Amid this setting, the makeshift library run by Margery and her team struggles to keep
up with the overwhelming demand for books. The "book ladies" have gained
popularity, with residents eagerly requesting everything from magazines to classic
literature. However, the lack of organization and the wear-and-tear on materials have
left the library in disarray, prompting Margery to consider finding a full-time caretaker
to manage the growing chaos.

The librarians debate who should take on the role of organizing the library, with each
woman resisting the responsibility. Izzy, despite her physical limitations, has proven
herself a capable rider and is reluctant to give up her routes. Beth, though practical,
refuses to clean up after others, while Alice is equally unwilling. Margery realizes the
need for someone skilled in book repair and scrapbooking, a task none of them excel
at. Frustrated but determined, Margery abruptly leaves for Hoffman, hinting at a
potential solution, though her companions are left puzzled by her sudden departure.

Hoffman Mining Company is depicted as a grim, oppressive environment, where the
landscape is scarred by industrial exploitation and the workers live under constant
threat of injury or death. The company’s control extends to every aspect of life, from
debt-ridden workers to the ever-present danger of union-busting violence. Margery’s
arrival at Hoffman is met with familiarity, as she seeks out Sven Gustavsson, a figure
whose presence stirs unease in her. The stark contrast between the well-maintained
homes of the mine bosses and the squalid shacks of the miners underscores the deep
inequalities of the system.

Margery’s journey through Hoffman highlights her resilience and her connection to the
mining community, despite its harsh realities. Her purpose for visiting remains unclear,



but her determination suggests she is pursuing a solution to the library’s challenges.
The chapter ends on a suspenseful note, with Margery spotting Sven, leaving readers
to wonder what role he might play in her plans. The narrative weaves together themes
of community, resourcefulness, and the struggle for dignity in an unforgiving world.



Chapter 6: Six

In Chapter Six, Alice reflects on her initial enjoyment of the weekly church dinners in
Baileyville, where the lively storytelling and communal atmosphere provided a
temporary escape from her somber household. However, the mood shifts as the
conversation turns to her and Bennett’s lack of children, with Mr. Van Cleve and other
guests making pointed remarks about her fertility. Alice silently resents the intrusive
scrutiny, particularly the implication that her work as a packhorse librarian might be to
blame. The dinner becomes a battleground of unsolicited advice and outdated beliefs,
leaving Alice feeling isolated and defensive.

The tension escalates as the guests share superstitious remedies and anecdotes about
fertility, all while Bennett remains conspicuously silent. Alice’s frustration grows as
Annie, the housekeeper, smugly observes her menstrual stains, reinforcing the town’s
gossip about her inability to conceive. The men joke about her horseback riding,
suggesting it harms her reproductive health, while Alice counters with logical
arguments, citing examples of active women who bear children effortlessly. Her
sarcastic remarks about Queen Victoria and mountain women highlight the absurdity
of their claims, but her defiance only earns patronizing responses.

Alice’s anger peaks as she challenges the men to produce evidence for their claims,
exposing their ignorance. Her emotional outburst, however, is met with condescension,
as the men dismiss her concerns and offer prayers instead of genuine support. The
chapter underscores the oppressive gender dynamics and societal expectations Alice
faces, with her intelligence and autonomy constantly undermined by the patriarchal
figures around her. Her husband’s passive complicity further isolates her, leaving her
to fight battles alone.

The chapter concludes with Bennett confronting Alice about her behavior, though the
conversation is cut short. The scene captures Alice’s growing resentment toward her



stifling environment and the hypocrisy of those who claim to act in her "best
interests." Her struggle for agency and respect is palpable, setting the stage for
further conflict as she navigates the constraints of her marriage and community. The
chapter masterfully blends humor and tension, revealing the deeper societal critiques
embedded in Alice’s personal experiences.



Chapter 7: Seven

The chapter opens with a historical context of Kentucky’s Appalachian region, where
land companies exploited residents by purchasing mineral rights for negligible sums
through broad form deeds. These agreements allowed unchecked environmental
degradation, including pollution and land misuse, highlighting the economic and
ecological struggles faced by the community. This backdrop sets the stage for the
personal stories that follow, emphasizing the resilience of the people living in these
challenging conditions.

The narrative shifts to a heartwarming interaction between Alice, a traveling librarian,
and the Horner family. Mae, an eleven-year-old girl, impresses Alice with her reading
skills and recounts baking a peach pie using a magazine recipe, showcasing her
independence and intelligence. The girls’ enthusiasm for books, particularly Mae’s
aspiration to become a librarian, underscores the transformative power of literacy and
education in their lives. Their father, Jim Horner, reflects on his late wife’s influence
and the girls’ growth, revealing his pride and emotional vulnerability.

A poignant moment arises when Jim apologizes to Alice for his initial hostility,
acknowledging how her visits have brought joy and stability to his daughters. He
expresses his desire for them to have better opportunities, considering enrolling them
in a local school run by a kind German teacher, Mrs. Beidecker. This conversation
highlights Jim’s struggle to balance traditional gender roles while raising his daughters
alone, as well as his hope for their future beyond the confines of their mountain home.

The chapter concludes with Alice’s departure, leaving the girls engrossed in *Black
Beauty*. The scene underscores the deep bond formed between Alice and the Horner
family, as well as the broader impact of the traveling library program. Meanwhile,
Margery’s meticulous ledger entries and book repairs reflect the library’s growing
organization and community value, tying the personal narrative to the larger mission



of literacy and empowerment in Appalachia.



Chapter 8: Eight

The chapter opens with a reflection on transformation, drawing from Steinbeck’s *The
Red Pony* to illustrate how Jody’s newfound status on horseback elevates him above
his peers. This metaphor sets the stage for the central conflict in Baileyville, where the
Packhorse Library, staffed by women including Sophia Kenworth, a Black employee,
becomes a flashpoint for town tensions. A town meeting is called after local men
vandalize the library, prompting debates about morality, gender roles, and racial
segregation. Mrs. Brady defends the library as a sacred space, while figures like Fred
assert property rights, warning trespassers against further disruptions.

The meeting quickly escalates into a broader ideological clash. Henry Porteous and
others argue that the library corrupts traditional values, citing concerns about wives
neglecting chores and children absorbing “disruptive” ideas from books. Mrs. Brady
and allies counter that education is vital, dismissing accusations of moral decay. The
debate takes a sharper turn when Pastor McIntosh and Mr. Van Cleve attack Sophia’s
employment, citing segregation laws. Margery O’Hare, the library’s leader, cleverly
sidesteps their claims by emphasizing Sophia’s role in repairing books rather than
using them, while subtly exposing Van Cleve’s hypocrisy regarding racial labor
practices in his mine.

Margery’s boldness dominates the scene as she challenges the town’s double
standards. She highlights Sophia’s indispensable skills and frames her work as a
service to the community, winning tacit support from some attendees. Her defiance
culminates in a dramatic exit, leaving the opposition seething. The chapter
underscores the library’s symbolic role as a battleground for progress versus tradition,
with Margery emerging as a fearless advocate for change. The tension lingers as Alice,
Bennett, and Van Cleve return home, foreshadowing further conflict.



The chapter closes with Alice’s silent apprehension, hinting at the personal fallout from
the meeting. Van Cleve’s rage simmers, suggesting domestic strife ahead. The
unresolved tensions—racial, gendered, and generational—paint Baileyville as a
microcosm of societal upheaval. Through sharp dialogue and layered conflicts, the
chapter critiques prejudice and celebrates resistance, leaving readers anticipating the
next clash in this escalating struggle over community values and identity.



Chapter 9: Nine

The chapter opens with a reflection on the seasonal monotony of Baileyville, where the
lack of entertainment during the dark winter months leads to increased intimacy
among couples. The town’s residents notice an unusual cheerfulness among the men,
who return home eagerly, their moods lifted despite sleep deprivation. This shift
puzzles the elders, who sense an unspoken change in the community’s dynamics. The
narrative hints at the influence of a mysterious "little blue book," which circulates
discreetly among the women, sparking curiosity and whispered conversations.

The Packhorse Library serves as the hub for the book’s distribution, with women
borrowing it under the guise of other materials. The book, likely a guide to marital
intimacy, elicits mixed reactions—ranging from grateful relief to moral outrage. One
woman condemns it as "the devil’s work," though her folded page corners suggest
secret interest. The librarians, particularly Margery, manage the book’s circulation with
tact, recognizing its value despite its controversial nature. The text’s popularity
underscores the unmet needs of rural women, who find solace and empowerment in its
pages.

A humorous scene unfolds as the younger librarians, Beth and Izzy, giggle over the
book’s explicit content, their innocence contrasting with its bold claims. Margery scolds
them half-heartedly, though her own familiarity with the text undermines her
authority. The lighthearted moment turns tense when Alice, visibly irritated, snaps at
Beth’s jokes, revealing her own unresolved frustrations. Margery diffuses the conflict,
but Alice’s isolation and emotional turmoil linger, hinting at deeper personal struggles.

The chapter closes with Alice’s profound loneliness, exacerbated by her distant
marriage and the isolating landscape of her work. Her interactions with the library
patrons offer fleeting comfort, but her nights are marked by emotional and physical
detachment from her husband. Fred Guisler’s unexpected appearance interrupts her



solitude, leaving the reader with a sense of unresolved tension. The chapter poignantly
captures the intersection of societal repression, personal longing, and the quiet
rebellion fostered by shared knowledge.



Chapter 10: Ten

The chapter opens with a historical account of a violent feud in Kentucky, sparked by
the murder of Linvin Higgins and resulting in over 150 deaths. This sets a backdrop of
tension and conflict, contrasting with the intimate domestic scene that follows.
Margery and Sven share a tender morning moment, savoring warmth under blankets
despite the harsh winter outside. Their playful banter and affection highlight their deep
connection, though Margery’s independence is subtly underscored by her refusal to
conform to traditional roles, such as making coffee or marrying Sven.

Margery and Sven’s relationship is explored further through a conversation about
marriage. Sven questions the difference between their current life together and a
formalized union, but Margery firmly defends her need for personal freedom. She
explains that her love for him is rooted in choice, not obligation, and that being
answerable to no one is central to her identity. Sven admits his fear of losing her,
revealing his vulnerability, but Margery reassures him of her unwavering commitment,
emphasizing that her presence is deliberate and lasting.

The narrative shifts to the library, where the women prepare for Christmas,
exchanging small gifts and reflecting on their community. Alice’s dedication to the
library is noted, though her subdued demeanor hints at underlying unhappiness.
Sophia and Izzy observe her with concern, speculating about her troubled home life.
Alice’s transformation—from a seemingly privileged woman to a hardened, diligent
worker—suggests hidden struggles, possibly tied to her marriage to Bennett Van
Cleve, who is no longer viewed as the “greatest catch.”

The chapter weaves together themes of love, independence, and resilience. Margery
and Sven’s relationship exemplifies a modern partnership built on mutual respect and
freedom, while Alice’s story contrasts sharply, revealing the constraints of traditional
roles. The historical feud and the library’s communal warmth serve as metaphors for



the broader tensions between conflict and connection, individuality and community,
that define the characters’ lives.



Chapter 11: Eleven

The chapter "Eleven" opens with Alice waking up in Fair Oaks, a house steeped in
history and stagnation. The dresser is lined with fifteen porcelain dolls, remnants of
Bennett’s late mother’s obsessive domesticity, which Alice finds oppressive. These
dolls symbolize the confined, meaningless life of women like Mrs. Van Cleve, whose
existence revolved around trivial tasks and decorative silence. Alice feels trapped,
comparing herself to the dolls—smiling but immobile, a decorative object in a house
frozen in time. The presence of Bennett’s mother’s photograph, with its perpetual
disapproval, further underscores the suffocating atmosphere.

Alice’s escape comes through her work as a librarian, riding through the mountains to
deliver books. Her visits to Jim Horner’s daughters, Millie and Mae, bring her joy, as the
girls eagerly await her arrivals, craving both the stories and maternal affection. Jim,
once wary, now watches with quiet appreciation as his daughters thrive under Alice’s
influence. Despite the harsh winter conditions and physical discomfort, Alice finds
purpose in these interactions, contrasting sharply with the lifelessness of Fair Oaks.
The chapter highlights her growing attachment to the Horners and her disdain for the
Van Cleve household’s oppressive legacy.

A pivotal moment occurs when Alice decides to gift Mrs. Van Cleve’s dolls to Millie and
Mae, repurposing the objects of her resentment into sources of joy. The girls are
ecstatic, but Jim hesitates, torn between pride and his daughters’ happiness. Alice’s
persuasive argument—that the dolls belong with children who will cherish
them—subtly challenges his resistance. The dolls, once sinister symbols of
confinement, transform into benign gifts, reflecting Alice’s desire to break free from
the past and create meaningful connections.

The chapter ends with an unexpected twist as Jim reveals his own creation: a clumsily
stuffed stag head, intended to start a taxidermy business. Alice’s polite but horrified



reaction contrasts with her earlier generosity, adding a touch of dark humor. This
moment underscores the stark differences between Alice’s refined sensibilities and the
rough, practical world of the mountain families, while also hinting at Jim’s efforts to
provide for his daughters. The chapter closes with Alice’s quiet determination to
navigate these contrasting worlds, seeking purpose beyond the confines of Fair Oaks.



Chapter 12: Twelve

The chapter "Twelve" explores the rigid gender norms and societal indifference toward
domestic violence in Baileyville, Kentucky. Men dominate households with
unquestioned authority, while women endure harsh lives, often facing abuse without
intervention. The community adheres to an unspoken rule of non-interference in
marital affairs, tolerating beatings as long as they don’t disrupt others. Alice, a victim
of such violence, finds refuge with Margery, who defies these norms by tending to her
injuries and offering protection, challenging the status quo.

Margery and Sven take a stand against Alice’s abusive father-in-law, Van Cleve, when
he arrives at dawn to reclaim her. Margery confronts him with a rifle, refusing to hand
Alice over and asserting her autonomy as a grown woman. Van Cleve’s threats and
attempts to intimidate Margery reveal his entitlement and resentment toward her
defiance. The tension underscores the broader conflict between traditional patriarchal
values and emerging resistance from women like Margery, who refuse to accept abuse
as inevitable.

The chapter shifts to the library, where the women discuss a missing copy of *Little
Women*, a subtle nod to the themes of female solidarity and resilience. Alice’s visible
injuries are met with quiet understanding, as the women avoid direct acknowledgment
to spare her further humiliation. Margery’s protective stance and reassignment of
routes demonstrate her leadership and empathy, while the others tacitly support Alice,
signaling their shared defiance of societal expectations.

Margery reflects on the deeper impact of violence against women, highlighting how it
reinforces power imbalances and silences dissent. Her words resonate with Alice, who
grapples with the realization that physical strength often trumps intellect or morality in
a patriarchal world. The chapter closes with an unspoken solidarity among the women,
hinting at their growing resistance to the oppressive norms that govern their lives.



Chapter 13: Thirteen

The chapter opens with Pastor McIntosh visiting the Packhorse Library to persuade
Alice Van Cleve to return to her husband, invoking religious doctrine to justify her
submission. He quotes biblical verses emphasizing a woman’s duty to her husband and
home, framing her departure as a moral failing. Alice, however, remains defiant,
supported by her fellow librarians, who silently challenge the pastor’s outdated views.
The tension escalates as Alice confronts him with the hypocrisy of her in-laws’ actions,
exposing their violence and exploitation, which starkly contrast with the Christian
values he preaches.

Alice’s rebuttal is scathing, as she details the abuse she endured at the hands of her
father-in-law, including physical violence and financial coercion. She contrasts her own
charitable actions with the Van Cleves’ unethical behavior, such as exploiting miners
and threatening dissenters. The pastor, visibly unsettled, retreats without a meaningful
response, leaving the women in a charged silence. Alice’s boldness marks a turning
point, as her refusal to conform spreads through the county, undermining the Van
Cleves’ authority and reputation.

Meanwhile, Geoffrey Van Cleve faces growing unrest among miners, fueled by
anonymous letters and covert union organizing. His obsession with controlling Alice
and dismantling the library distracts him from the brewing labor movement, which
operates more discreetly than before. The governor hints that Van Cleve’s grip on
power is slipping, both at home and in the mines, as rumors of his family’s dysfunction
circulate. Van Cleve’s attempts to downplay the situation only highlight his diminishing
influence.

The chapter underscores the clash between tradition and progress, as Alice’s defiance
inspires others to challenge oppressive systems. Her moral stand against the Van
Cleves’ corruption resonates with the miners’ quiet resistance, suggesting a broader



shift in the community’s dynamics. The pastor’s failed intervention and Van Cleve’s
mounting troubles illustrate the crumbling authority of patriarchal and exploitative
structures, setting the stage for further upheaval.



Chapter 14: Fourteen

The chapter "Fourteen, The Giver of Stars" depicts the harsh winter conditions faced
by the Packhorse Library librarians, who bundle up in layers to endure the freezing
temperatures. Alice, one of the librarians, remains embroiled in a silent conflict with
the Van Cleves, often practicing with a gun in the woods. Meanwhile, Margery, another
librarian, is exhausted from her demanding routes and the constant struggle to
promote literacy. The cold and hunger have taken a toll on her, yet her subtle physical
changes go unnoticed by others, except for Sven, who chooses not to comment.

Margery’s fatigue and the oppressive winter weigh heavily on her, leaving her too
preoccupied to notice her own body’s changes. The chapter highlights the isolation
and resilience of the librarians, with Izzy trailing her mother unhappily and Beth
distracted by her injured arm. Margery’s routine of doubling up on routes and
advocating for books leaves her drained, yet she pushes through, masking her
personal struggles beneath her professional duties. The narrative subtly foreshadows a
turning point as Margery’s exhaustion and physical state hint at something deeper.

The tension builds as Margery, alone in the library one night, consults a medical
textbook, counting off dates on her fingers. Her quiet realization, marked by rare
cursing, suggests an unexpected pregnancy. This moment contrasts sharply with her
usual stoicism, revealing vulnerability beneath her tough exterior. The chapter
underscores the societal pressures and judgments Margery faces due to her family
background, adding complexity to her character as she grapples with this private
revelation.

The chapter concludes with Margery’s silent despair, emphasizing the emotional
weight of her discovery. Her reaction—measured yet profound—reflects the challenges
of balancing personal and professional life in a judgmental community. The narrative
captures the librarians’ camaraderie and individual struggles, with Margery’s unspoken



crisis serving as a poignant reminder of the sacrifices they make. The cold, relentless
winter mirrors the internal and external battles they endure, leaving readers
anticipating the consequences of Margery’s revelation.



Chapter 15: Fifteen

The chapter "Fifteen, The Giver of Stars" depicts the challenges faced by the library
women in a small town dominated by corporate and political interests. Kathleen, Alice,
and others continue their work despite resistance from conservative families and
figures like Mr. Van Cleve, who openly condemns their efforts. The women find solace
in their camaraderie, with Kathleen’s mother-in-law even showing support by bringing
her children to the library. Meanwhile, Alice faces harassment from Mr. Van Cleve, who
demands she leave town, but she remains steadfast, refusing to return to his
household.

Alice’s growing connection with Fred becomes a focal point, as she notices his quiet
confidence and kindness, contrasting sharply with her estranged husband, Bennett.
Sophia, a fellow librarian, recognizes the mutual affection between Alice and Fred but
acknowledges the societal barriers preventing them from acting on their feelings.
Sophia shares her own tragic past, revealing the loss of her beloved Benjamin to
violence, which forced her to rebuild her life elsewhere. Her story underscores the
theme of resilience, as she and Alice bond over their shared experiences of love and
loss.

The chapter also highlights the library’s role as a sanctuary for the women, despite
being labeled immoral by some townspeople. Alice’s dilemma about her feelings for
Fred reflects the broader tension between personal desires and societal expectations.
Sophia’s wisdom and William’s pragmatic outlook remind Alice that life is often unfair,
yet there is comfort in friendship and small blessings. The library’s future remains
uncertain, but the women’s determination to persevere shines through.

Fred’s deep understanding of horses serves as a metaphor for his perceptive nature,
subtly mirroring his awareness of Alice’s emotional struggles. Their rides together
become moments of quiet connection, with Fred’s presence offering Alice stability



amid turmoil. The chapter closes with a sense of unresolved longing, as Alice and Fred
navigate their unspoken feelings within the constraints of their oppressive
environment. Their story, like Sophia’s, reflects the enduring human capacity for hope
and connection despite adversity.



Chapter 16: Sixteen

The chapter opens with a relentless March rainstorm that transforms the landscape,
turning roads into mud and rivers into threats. The oppressive weather mirrors the
slow, brooding nature of the land itself, as described by a Faulkner quote. Horses and
cars struggle against the conditions, while farmers and shopkeepers voice their
unease. Margery returns from her early morning rounds drenched, joining the other
librarians and Fred in the library, where they share a growing sense of foreboding
about the rising waters. The group reminisces to pass the time, but their anxiety
mounts as the rain intensifies.

Fred recounts past floods, including a tragic story of his father losing horses to a
sudden river surge. He warns Alice of the dangers, emphasizing the unpredictability of
the water. The librarians, now acutely aware of the threat, are interrupted by a
mailman who alerts them to the rapidly rising river. With the sheriff’s office unmanned,
Margery, Beth, and Alice spring into action, preparing to warn residents in low-lying
areas. The urgency of their mission contrasts with the earlier idle chatter, highlighting
the community’s vulnerability to nature’s force.

Meanwhile, Izzy is trapped at home, frustrated by her mother’s insistence on sewing
and her parents’ refusal to let her return to the library. Her anger and boredom boil
over as she argues with her mother, who tries to placate her with offers of horseback
riding and singing lessons. Izzy, however, longs for her independence and the
camaraderie of her friends. As Mrs. Brady frets over the rising river and calls her
husband for advice, Izzy seizes the moment to escape, leaving her leg brace behind
and venturing out into the storm.

The chapter culminates in action as Margery and Beth race through the downpour to
warn residents of the impending flood. Their determination contrasts with Izzy’s
impulsive flight, both acts driven by a refusal to be passive in the face of adversity.



The rain becomes a unifying force, exposing the characters’ fears and resolve. The
chapter ends on a tense note, with the community bracing for disaster and the
librarians stepping into leadership roles, while Izzy’s whereabouts remain uncertain,
adding to the sense of impending crisis.



Chapter 17: Seventeen

In Chapter Seventeen, Beth encounters a perilous situation as she attempts to rescue
three young girls trapped by a rapidly rising flood near their cabin. The heavy rain and
swollen creek make the crossing treacherous, and her horse, Scooter, becomes too
panicked to proceed. Forced to dismount, Beth wades through the water to reach the
children, who cling to her in fear. As the black surge of water threatens to sweep them
away, Beth struggles to devise a plan to get the girls to safety, all while her injured
arm aches and her horse remains agitated on the opposite bank.

Just as hope seems lost, Izzy Brady arrives in a car and quickly assesses the situation.
Despite Beth’s initial disbelief, Izzy ingeniously uses a rope to create a lifeline between
the car and the cabin porch. With the rope secured, Izzy bravely wades through the
rising water to join Beth and the children. Her calm demeanor and quick thinking
provide a stark contrast to the chaos around them. Izzy ties the eldest child to the rope
with her scarf and encourages the group to cross, using a cheerful song to distract the
terrified girls from the danger.

As they begin their precarious journey across the creek, the water continues to rise,
and the current grows stronger. Beth, though fearful herself, focuses on keeping the
middle child secure while Izzy leads the way, singing to maintain morale. The tension
escalates when Izzy suddenly stops singing, realizing the car is being pulled into the
water by the force of the current. With seconds to spare, she and Beth frantically work
to untie the belt securing the rope, narrowly avoiding being dragged away with the
vehicle.

The chapter culminates in a heart-stopping escape as the car is swept downstream,
leaving the group shaken but unharmed on the bank. Beth and Izzy’s teamwork and
resilience shine through, highlighting their courage in the face of disaster. The ordeal
strengthens their bond, as Beth feels an uncharacteristic surge of gratitude toward



Izzy, whose quick actions and unwavering optimism saved them all. The chapter
underscores themes of survival, camaraderie, and the unexpected strength found in
dire circumstances.



Chapter 18: Eighteen

The chapter opens with Alice accidentally discovering Margery’s pregnancy while she
washes her hair. Margery, six months along, is unapologetic and unfazed by societal
expectations, declaring her commitment to raising the child with Sven, regardless of
marital status. Alice struggles to reconcile Margery’s defiance with her own
conventional views, feeling a mix of shock, admiration, and sadness at the impending
changes to their friendship and the library’s future. Margery dismisses Alice’s worries,
insisting life will continue as usual, though Alice remains uneasy despite her attempts
to appear supportive.

Margery later rides to Monarch Creek to assess the flood damage, particularly at
Sophia and William’s home, which has been severely impacted. The devastation
highlights the disparity between the town’s affluent and poorer residents, with the
latter bearing the brunt of the disaster. As she surveys the wreckage, Margery notices
unusual black tidemarks on the trees, hinting at possible industrial contamination. This
observation sparks her suspicion, especially given Van Cleve’s absence since the flood,
and she decides to investigate further.

Determined to uncover the truth, Margery ventures into a remote, rugged pass
northeast of Baileyville, a route few would attempt. Despite her pregnancy, she pushes
forward, relying on her mule Charley’s agility and her own familiarity with the terrain.
The journey is physically taxing, but Margery’s resolve remains strong as she climbs
higher, pausing occasionally to catch her breath. Her exhaustion is palpable, yet her
focus on the mystery of the flood’s cause drives her onward.

The chapter underscores Margery’s resilience and independence, both in her personal
life and her role as a community figure. Her pregnancy and the flood’s aftermath serve
as catalysts for reflection and action, revealing her unwavering commitment to justice
and her defiance of societal norms. Alice’s internal conflict contrasts with Margery’s



steadfastness, emphasizing the tension between tradition and progress. The chapter
ends on a note of suspense, as Margery’s investigation hints at deeper corruption and
sets the stage for further confrontation.



Chapter 19: Nineteen

The chapter opens with a reflection on societal expectations of women, emphasizing
the consequences of defying norms, as illustrated by Virginia Culin Roberts' quote. Van
Cleve, a prominent figure, visits the sheriff’s office, buoyed by the discovery of
McCullough’s body, which shifts attention from his own controversies. He aggressively
pushes the narrative that Margery O’Hare, a librarian, is responsible for the murder,
citing her family’s feud with the McCulloughs and her alleged disruptive influence. Van
Cleve’s manipulative tactics include offering cigars and framing Margery as a
corrupting force, though the sheriff remains skeptical.

Van Cleve constructs a biased case against Margery, accusing her of using the library
to spread dissent and immoral ideas. He claims she murdered McCullough in cold
blood, leveraging her route as a librarian to commit the crime. Despite his fervent
arguments, the sheriff questions the lack of concrete evidence and the reliability of
witnesses. Van Cleve’s vendetta against Margery is clear, as he portrays her as a
threat to societal order, while the sheriff’s subdued reactions hint at his reluctance to
fully endorse Van Cleve’s narrative.

The scene shifts to Margery’s arrest at the library, where the sheriff arrives with his
deputy. The librarians, initially assuming a friendly visit, quickly realize the gravity of
the situation when the sheriff accuses Margery of murder, citing a library book found
near McCullough’s body. Margery’s physical reaction—paling and nearly
fainting—underscores the shock of the accusation. The other librarians attempt to
deflect, with Sophia subtly hiding incriminating records and Alice using her English
accent to downplay the evidence, but the sheriff remains focused on Margery.

The chapter concludes with tension mounting as the sheriff demands route records
from the past six months, suspecting Margery’s involvement. Sophia and Alice stall,
citing flood-related disarray and potential loss of documents, but the sheriff’s



persistence suggests Margery’s predicament is far from resolved. The arrest and
accusations highlight the gendered and societal pressures faced by Margery, as well as
the broader conflict between progress and tradition in the community. The chapter
leaves readers questioning the validity of the charges and the sheriff’s true intentions.



Chapter 20: Twenty

The chapter opens with a reflective exchange about the stars, drawing a parallel to the
flawed nature of their own world. Meanwhile, news of Margery’s arrest spreads,
eliciting mixed reactions from the community. While some express support, others
remain silent, leaving Alice to grapple with the tension. She takes charge of the library
and Margery’s responsibilities, sending Sven away to avoid gossip, though both
suspect he’ll return due to shared anxiety. Alice’s determination to maintain normalcy
masks her underlying fear for Margery’s plight.

Alice visits the jail to deliver fresh clothes and toiletries to Margery, confronting the
dismissive jailer with a mix of firmness and diplomacy. She navigates his resistance by
appealing to decency, eventually securing a brief visit. The grim conditions of the
jail—filthy, dimly lit, and infested—shock Alice, but she hides her dismay to reassure
Margery. The presence of leering male inmates adds to the oppressive atmosphere,
but Alice deflects their taunts with sharp retorts, focusing on her friend.

During their tense reunion, Margery appears drained and vulnerable, a stark contrast
to her usual resilience. Alice delivers supplies, including hidden food, and updates her
on household matters, emphasizing Sven’s concern. Margery confesses her remorse
over the violent incident with McCullough, but Alice insists it was self-defense. The
chapter highlights Margery’s emotional and physical deterioration in jail, while Alice’s
unwavering support underscores their bond. The inmates’ crude interruptions
momentarily break the tension, but Margery’s quiet despair lingers.

As Alice prepares to leave, she promises to return, leveraging the guard’s uncertainty
to secure future access. Her strategic blend of flattery and insistence reflects her
growing assertiveness. The chapter closes with Alice’s resolve to fight for Margery’s
freedom, despite the bleak circumstances. The juxtaposition of Margery’s fragility and
Alice’s steadfastness sets the stage for the ongoing struggle against injustice, leaving



the reader with a sense of urgency and hope.



Chapter 21: Twenty-one

The chapter opens with Alice Van Cleve being abruptly awakened in the early hours of
a sweltering night by Deputy Dulles, who urgently informs her that Margery O’Hare is
in labor and needs assistance. Despite the late hour and the challenging conditions,
Alice quickly dresses and saddles her horse, Spirit, to ride through the dark woods to
reach Margery. The tension is palpable as Alice pushes Spirit to gallop, relying on
moonlight to guide her path. Recognizing her limitations, Alice decides to stop at
William and Sophia’s house for help, acknowledging that Margery’s situation requires
expertise beyond her own.

Upon arriving at the jailhouse, Alice finds Margery in intense labor, sweating and
moaning in pain. The scene is chaotic, with flickering oil lamps casting shadows on the
cell walls and the air thick with the scents of blood and sweat. Alice attempts to
comfort Margery, though she feels out of her depth. Deputy Dulles, softened by past
kindnesses from the librarians, allows Sophia to enter the cell. Sophia, though not a
trained midwife, brings invaluable experience from assisting her mother during births,
and she immediately takes charge, assessing Margery’s condition and preparing for
the delivery.

Sophia’s calm and authoritative presence contrasts with Margery’s exhaustion and
fear. Margery, desperate for her partner Sven, struggles to stay focused as the
contractions intensify. Sophia instructs Alice to help position Margery on all fours,
emphasizing the need for stability during the final stages of labor. The deputy,
uncomfortable with the rawness of the situation, provides hot water but keeps his
distance. Margery’s pain and vulnerability are starkly portrayed as she clings to Alice,
her grip tightening with each wave of contractions, while Sophia works diligently to
ensure a safe delivery.



The chapter culminates in a tense and emotional atmosphere as Margery’s labor
reaches its peak. Sophia’s reassuring yet firm guidance keeps the situation under
control, while Alice provides physical and emotional support to Margery. The deputy’s
discomfort highlights the societal taboos surrounding childbirth, particularly in such an
unconventional setting. The chapter underscores the resilience of the women, their
solidarity, and the raw, unfiltered reality of birth, leaving readers anticipating the
outcome of Margery’s ordeal.



Chapter 22: Twenty-two

The chapter opens with a grim depiction of Kentucky’s jailhouses, described as
unsanitary and overcrowded institutions. Despite these harsh conditions, Margery and
her newborn daughter, Virginia, receive special treatment due to the deputy’s leniency
and the community’s support. Virginia thrives in the cell, cared for by Margery, who
has embraced motherhood with unexpected ease. The baby’s presence seems to uplift
Margery, alleviating her depression and giving her a renewed sense of purpose.
Visitors, including fellow librarians, bring supplies and comfort, transforming the cell
into a more bearable environment for the mother and child.

Mrs. Brady, a formidable figure, visits Margery with an out-of-town doctor to ensure
their well-being. She asserts her authority over the deputy, ensuring Margery and
Virginia receive proper medical attention. The doctor confirms both are healthy,
though the jail’s conditions remain far from ideal. Mrs. Brady’s no-nonsense attitude
extends to chastising other inmates for complaining about the baby, highlighting her
protective stance. Her involvement marks a turning point, as she later takes charge of
the library’s operations, relieving Alice of some responsibilities and bringing order to
the institution.

Alice, exhausted from juggling multiple responsibilities, welcomes Mrs. Brady’s
takeover of the library. The arrangement allows Alice to focus on her visits to Margery
and her impending departure from Kentucky, a decision she keeps private. Meanwhile,
Sven resigns from his job at Hoffman’s to be closer to Margery, despite facing hostility
from Van Cleve. His departure sparks tension, but his devotion to Margery remains
unwavering. Alice, now more self-reliant, finds solace in the quiet routines of her daily
life, embracing the solitude of Margery’s cabin and the natural beauty surrounding her.

As summer progresses, Alice navigates her emotions and the looming challenges
ahead. Sven’s resignation and Van Cleve’s bitterness add to the town’s tensions, while



Alice prepares for her eventual departure. Her daily rituals—baking cornbread for
Margery, tending to the animals, and immersing herself in books—provide a sense of
stability. The chapter closes with Alice finding peace in the simplicity of her routine,
even as the future remains uncertain. The narrative underscores themes of resilience,
community, and the transformative power of love and responsibility.



Chapter 23: Twenty-three

The chapter "Twenty-three, The Giver of Stars" depicts a tense and divided Baileyville
as the trial of Margery approaches. The town erupts into chaos, with McCullough's
distant relatives arriving to demand retribution, creating a hostile atmosphere around
the jailhouse and library. Fred attempts to maintain order, but the community splits
between those who condemn Margery due to her family's reputation and those who
support her for bringing books and joy to their lives. The librarians, including Beth and
Izzy, react with anger and sorrow, while Alice feels an unspoken connection to Margery
despite being barred from visiting her.

Sven, overwhelmed by the town's hostility and the impending trial, leaves Baileyville
to escape the emotional turmoil. His departure is marked by a silent, grief-stricken
exchange with Fred, highlighting the depth of his love for Margery and his helplessness
in the face of her predicament. Meanwhile, Alice begins packing her belongings,
preparing to return to England after the trial. She reflects on her transformation, no
longer identifying with her former self, and shares her decision with the other
librarians, who react with shock and sadness. The group's camaraderie is strained as
they grapple with the impending loss of both Margery and Alice.

The librarians' usual banter and support are replaced by a heavy silence as they
confront the collapse of their shared dreams. Sophia, ever pragmatic, tries to maintain
normalcy by focusing on work tasks, but the emotional weight of the situation is
palpable. Alice's impending departure and Margery's trial symbolize the unraveling of
the Packhorse Library and the friendships it fostered. The chapter underscores the
themes of loyalty, loss, and the harsh realities of small-town judgment.

As the trial nears, tensions escalate further with the arrival of out-of-town spectators
and increased police presence. Sensationalized newspaper headlines fuel public
outrage, and a growing crowd gathers outside the jail, hurling abuse at Margery.



Kathleen dismisses the media's portrayal as trash, but the damage is done. The
chapter ends on a foreboding note, with the town's hostility reaching a fever pitch,
setting the stage for a dramatic and emotionally charged trial. The sense of impending
doom lingers, leaving the characters and readers bracing for what comes next.



Chapter 24: Twenty-four

The chapter opens with a reflective quote from *Gone with the Wind*, highlighting the
theme of misplaced love and illusion, setting a somber tone for the trial of Margery
O’Hare. The town of Baileyville comes to a standstill as the trial begins, with
businesses closed and outsiders flooding in, including reporters eager to sensationalize
the case. The atmosphere is chaotic, with refreshment stands and entertainment
catering to the crowds, while the library women, including Alice, gather anxiously
outside the courthouse, determined to support Margery despite the public’s morbid
curiosity.

Alice and her friends wait in tense silence, their solidarity evident as they queue early
to secure seats in the courtroom. Van Cleve’s arrival underscores his influence, while
Bennett’s absence hints at his detachment from the drama. The racial segregation of
the courtroom is noted, with Sophia seated separately, adding to the sense of
injustice. The women’s quiet determination contrasts sharply with the rowdy crowd,
emphasizing their emotional investment in Margery’s fate.

Margery’s appearance in court is jarring; she looks disheveled and exhausted, her
demeanor reinforcing the public’s perception of her guilt. The jury, composed of local
men unlikely to sympathize with her, and the judge’s stern authority set a grim stage.
Margery’s quiet plea of “not guilty” is met with skepticism, and the judge’s strict
control over the courtroom stifles any outbursts, leaving Margery isolated and
resigned.

The prosecution paints Margery as morally corrupt, leveraging her unconventional
lifestyle and family history to frame her as a violent criminal. The reporters eagerly
document these claims, while Beth’s defiant interruption highlights the tension
between truth and prejudice. Mrs. Brady’s muttered criticism of the media’s bias
reflects the women’s frustration. As the trial progresses, Alice and her friends silently



absorb the proceedings, their shared resolve to defend Margery’s innocence
unwavering despite the overwhelming odds against her.



Chapter 25: Twenty-five

The chapter follows Alice and her fellow packhorse librarians as they embark on a
challenging journey to Arnott’s Ridge, a remote and treacherous route typically only
taken by Margery and her mule, Charley. The terrain is rugged, with steep crevasses,
narrow ledges, and fallen trees, making the trip arduous even in early September.
Alice relies on Charley’s familiarity with the path, though the lack of markers leaves
her uneasy. The women ride in silence, focused on the unfamiliar landscape, their
bond palpable as they navigate the obstacles together. Alice reflects on the rarity of
their group ride and the impending end of her time with them, as she prepares to
return to England.

Alice’s thoughts drift to her imminent departure, realizing how deeply she has grown
to love her companions. She mourns the loss of their shared experiences—braving the
cold, warning each other of snakes, and comforting one another after falls. The idea of
leaving these women, not just her husband Fred, feels like a profound loss. She
imagines how she will fade from their lives, reduced to a fleeting memory in their busy
routines. The emotional weight of her impending goodbye contrasts sharply with the
quiet determination of their current mission.

Tensions arise when the group debates directions, with Beth questioning Alice’s map-
reading skills. The exchange highlights Alice’s lingering sense of being an outsider, a
theme that has haunted her since arriving in Baileyville. Despite the friction, their
camaraderie shines through when Izzy declares their unity as the "Baileyville
packhorse librarians." The moment underscores their loyalty to one another, even as
they face the unknown ahead. Their banter and lighthearted punches momentarily
ease the tension before they approach the McCulloughs’ isolated, neglected shack.

Upon arriving, Alice takes the lead, cautiously approaching the house despite the
aggressive dog and eerie silence. Her attempts to speak with the McCulloughs are met



with hostility, culminating in a shotgun pointed through the door. The scene is tense,
with Alice and Kathleen standing their ground, determined to fulfill their mission. The
chapter ends on a cliffhanger, leaving the outcome of their encounter uncertain but
emphasizing the women’s bravery and solidarity in the face of danger.



Chapter 26: Twenty-six

The chapter opens with Alice arriving early at the courthouse, exhausted and anxious
about Margery’s trial. She brings cornbread for Margery, but Officer Dulles informs her
that Margery has barely eaten. Alice joins her friends in the public gallery, where they
notice Sven sitting rigidly, clearly distressed. Margery is led into the courtroom, her
demeanor subdued, as Judge Arthurs enters and the proceedings begin. The tension is
palpable, with Alice and her friends clinging to each other for support.

The defense argues that Margery is a victim of circumstance, emphasizing the lack of
concrete evidence linking her to the crime. Just as the defense concludes, Kathleen
Bligh arrives breathlessly and requests to introduce a new witness. Despite objections
from the prosecution, Judge Arthurs allows Verna McCullough, the daughter of the
deceased Clem McCullough, to testify. The courtroom erupts in murmurs as Verna,
visibly pregnant, makes her way to the witness stand, her presence hinting at a
potential turning point in the case.

Verna’s testimony reveals a troubled family history, including her mother’s mysterious
disappearance and her father’s violent tendencies. She explains that her father left
home five days before Christmas, claiming he was returning a library book—a
statement that shocks the courtroom. Verna’s calm demeanor and lack of concern for
her father’s absence suggest his behavior was typical, further casting doubt on the
prosecution’s case. The tension escalates as Margery, previously withdrawn, finally
looks up, sensing a shift in the trial’s dynamics.

The chapter ends with the courtroom in uproar after Verna’s revelation, leaving the
outcome of the trial uncertain. Alice and her friends cling to each other, their hope for
Margery’s acquittal renewed. Verna’s testimony not only challenges the prosecution’s
narrative but also hints at deeper family secrets that could exonerate Margery. The
scene sets the stage for a dramatic resolution, with the truth about Clem McCullough’s



death poised to come to light.



Chapter 27: Twenty-seven

The chapter opens with Baileyville returning to normal after the dramatic trial, leaving
little evidence of the event beyond muddy tracks and discarded wrappers. Kathleen,
Beth, and Izzy accompany Verna back to her cabin, where she remains silent about her
pregnancy’s paternity. Their parting is marked by unspoken understanding, as they
doubt they’ll hear from her again. The scene shifts to Margery and Sven, who share a
quiet moment in bed with their baby, Virginia. Sven suggests relocating for a fresh
start, but Margery insists on staying, valuing the community and friendships they’ve
built in Baileyville. Their tender exchange underscores their deep bond and
commitment to each other.

Alice grapples with mixed emotions as Margery’s homecoming signals her own
impending departure. While she outwardly celebrates with the other librarians,
inwardly she feels a growing heaviness, realizing her time in Kentucky is over. Fred
notices her distress and invites her for a bourbon at his house. Their conversation is
strained, both acutely aware of the limited time left. Alice reflects on the impossibility
of their relationship, feeling guilty for allowing their connection to deepen despite the
inevitable separation. The atmosphere is thick with unspoken sorrow as they struggle
to navigate their farewell.

Fred hands Alice a letter from her mother, which she initially avoids reading. When he
insists, the letter reveals her family’s disapproval and desire to move past her
perceived embarrassment. Fred is angered by the dismissive tone, especially when he
learns Alice never disclosed Van Cleve’s abuse to her family. This moment highlights
the emotional gulf between Alice’s past and present, as well as Fred’s protective
instincts. Their interaction underscores the clash between Alice’s constrained
upbringing and the freedom she found in Baileyville, making her departure even more
painful.



The chapter closes with Alice and Fred’s unresolved tension, their feelings muted by
the inevitability of her departure. The letter serves as a stark reminder of the life
awaiting her, contrasting sharply with the warmth and acceptance she experienced in
Baileyville. As the clock ticks toward her train’s departure, both characters are left
grappling with unspoken words and unmet desires, encapsulating the bittersweet
nature of their relationship and Alice’s reluctant return to her old world.



Chapter 28: Twenty-eight

The chapter opens with the wedding of Margery and Sven, a joyous occasion held in a
small Episcopalian church in Salt Lick. Despite Margery's initial reluctance to make a
public spectacle, Sven insists on a celebration with their friends, the library patrons,
and their daughter, Virginia. The reception at Fred’s house is filled with music,
dancing, and community warmth, though Margery struggles to reconcile her
happiness, confiding in Alice that such joy feels unfamiliar. The event marks a turning
point for Margery, who, despite her discomfort in formal attire, embraces the love and
support surrounding her.

Following the wedding, Margery and Sven settle into their new life, building a cabin
near her original home and adopting a dog. Verna McCullough, who cares for Virginia,
begins to reintegrate into the community, while her sister Neeta remains more
reclusive. The sisters move into a new cabin, leaving behind their dilapidated family
home, which slowly succumbs to nature. This symbolic decay reflects their liberation
from their troubled past, as they find stability and purpose in their roles within the
growing library community.

Alice and Fred’s marriage follows shortly after Margery’s, marked by quiet happiness
and mutual devotion. Alice thrives in her work at the library, her joy evident despite
criticism from some townsfolk about her unconventional appearance. Fred adores her
unconditionally, and their life together becomes a source of local amusement due to
their unabashed affection. Meanwhile, Bennett Van Cleve remarries without fuss, and
Alice’s annulment is handled discreetly, allowing her to move forward without scandal.

The chapter concludes with Sophia and William’s departure for Louisville, where
Sophia takes a job at the Colored Branch of the public library. Though her absence is
deeply felt by the librarians, they take pride in her achievements, framing her letters
and photos as reminders of their bond. Kathleen, meanwhile, remains unmarried,



focused on her work and uninterested in courtship. The chapter underscores themes of
love, community, and personal growth, as each character finds their own path to
fulfillment.


