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            1.

         

         I first heard about the book from Shyman.

         We were at the big annual book sale in the community college gymnasium on Lexington near Gramercy Park. Most book dealers specialized in an area of study: military history, revolutionary literature, modern first editions. I didn’t. I specialized in books that interested me and were profitable. I liked books that were beautiful, with unusual bindings or remarkable illustrations. I liked obscure topics, like lesser-known religions or forgotten corners of history. I liked books about art. I liked counterculture. On my table at the moment were a dozen books from the 1800s with forgettable words and good bindings priced at fifty bucks each; a few bird and butterfly guides from the same era with original lithographs priced at two hundred each; a travelogue written by a Russian visitor to Tibet in 1901 (the only copy I’d ever seen or heard of) for five hundred; a little stack of British pulp fiction from the forties and fifties; 2another stack of perverted and wonderful Olympia Press editions in green paper wrappers (no Nabokov or Miller, sadly, the gems of the run); a handful of gossipy out-of-print paperbacks about groupies and musicians I’d found in a thrift shop a few weeks before; a book on Haitian voodoo from the 1930s with remarkable photographs; and a series of letterpressed pamphlets on Southern cooking published by the Charleston Junior League from the 1930s through the 1960s. My most expensive book was fifteen hundred bucks, a rare and beautiful survey of a little-known Swedish artist named Hannah Kline. My cheapest, the British paperbacks, were twenty bucks each.

         Business was brisk. It was a week after Valentine’s Day. The fair itself was in the exact dead center of the business, in the middle between thrift-store dollar paperbacks and seven-figure rarities. It had slowed the week before, and we were all worried the slushy mess outside would slow down sales, but our worries weren’t justified. Now we worried about all the moisture ruining our books. Book people aren’t exactly silver-lining types.

         And then Shyman showed up at my table.

         “Hey, Lily,” he said. “I was looking for you.”

         “Hey,” I said. “How’s your day going? Selling anything?”

         Shyman himself looked like the exact dead center of most book dealers: a fifty-something man with an irregular hairline and patchy, unbecoming facial hair, clothes that were somehow too big and too small at the same time, and a look on his face like he could very easily be persuaded to sit down and never get up again. Like most book people, there was a shadow in his face, a hollow echo in his laugh, that let you know he’d rather be around books than people. Who could blame him? It was why so many of us were in 3this business. People had let us down. People had broken our hearts. We liked books and animals and messy rooms full of things that weren’t people.

         But you could also see, in better moments, the man Shyman used to be: handsome, erudite, a scholar with a beautiful wife and a promising career ahead of him. The promise of which, obviously, had not come true. Shyman was very good at what he did, which was sell books about military history. As far as I knew, he wasn’t really interested in anything else. He had come to the book world through a handful of failed PhD attempts. He ended up with no degree and no job but with a library of military books that had increased in value threefold since he began graduate school. He lived on Long Island somewhere. Not the fancy part.

         “Eh,” he said. “It’s OK. But listen. You know something called the Pretiosus Materia? Something like that?”

         I thought it was Italian and I thought he was mispronouncing it.

         “La Pretiosus Materia?” I said. Not that I spoke Italian. But I spoke a little French and a little Spanish, and figured it was something like The Precious Materials.

         “Latin,” he said. “Not Italian. The Precious Substance. You know about weird stuff. I thought you might’ve heard of it.”

         “I don’t think so,” I said.

         “Well, if you can find it,” he said, “I got someone offering six figures for it.”

         “Six figures?” I asked.

         “High six figures,” he said, “and I strongly suspect he would go to seven if he had to. He wants this book. Of course, if you can find it—” 4

         “If I find it,” I said, “we share.”

         “If you find it,” Shyman went on, as if I hadn’t spoken, “you or whoever finds it, I’m willing to give twenty percent. That’s fair.”

         “Fifty percent,” I said.

         “Twenty.”

         “Fifty.”

         “Twenty-five.”

         “Fifty.”

         “Twenty-five.”

         “OK,” I said. “Thirty-five.”

         “Let’s make it interesting,” said Shyman. “Thirty-three percent. If you find the book for me, I buy it for my client, I give you thirty-three percent of what I make from it. If I make anything.”

         “OK,” I said. “Deal.”

         We shook on it.

         I needed money.

         I started that night.
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         Before I could start looking for The Precious Substance, I had books to sell. I sold all my Olympia Press books to a man around my age, early forties, with an armful of thousand-dollar books I would have liked to spend the day with. I sold the butterfly books to a woman with a small tattoo of a heart on her cheek. We talked about butterfly guides for a while; she was an entomologist and a book collector.

         Then Lucas Markson approached my table. Lucas was a regular customer who had become an acquaintance, or maybe a friend. I still wasn’t quite sure which. Lucas was the head of the rare books department at a big university library uptown with a big acquisitions budget. I’d known him for more than five years but Lucas was still, in many ways, a mystery to me: He always seemed to have money and always looked decent—both rarities in the book world. He was close to six feet tall with an appealing face and a kind of charm that was unusual in book people. He was handsome, with a pleasantly 6prominent nose that added some character. He dressed well: tailored shirts, slim jackets, blue jeans worn just right. The only stain to mark him as a book person was a strange little nervousness that sometimes led him to make eye contact, or fail to, at unexpected moments. Other than that he was suspiciously normal.

         Lucas’s father had been some kind of wealthy finance person; he’d mentioned once that his father had never loved him or his mother, and that he was sure this lack of love was what had led both his parents to an early grave. Like many, he claimed to be native New Yorker, but was really from a wealthy part of Westchester. He’d moved to the city for college and never left.

         But as we kept running into each other at book fairs and auctions, I found out Lucas was more interesting than he first seemed. Lucas had an unexpected warmth that made him easy to spend time with, despite occasional awkwardness. He could form a little bubble of shared space that seemed both private and true with nearly anyone, almost instantly. From the first time we met, at a small reception for a rare book fair in Brooklyn, we had an easy rapport, even though we had almost nothing in common. Nothing except books. Lucas was arch and funny without ever being cruel. He was remarkably quick. I wasn’t sure if he was intelligent, but he was astoundingly clever. Maybe we liked each other because we could keep up with each other.

         Now he would call me looking for books for the library or I would get in touch when I had a book I thought he’d want for his collections. We had a nice little Venn diagram of shared areas of interest: counterculture, bibliographies, and books about books. If he was upstate, near the town where I lived, he’d come by and look 7at stock and usually buy a few titles. The area had become popular with tourists over the past few years; Lucas made regular visits in the summer and occasional ski trips in the winter. I lived in a small Victorian town a few miles east of the Hudson River, about a hundred and fifteen miles north of the city. Settled by the Dutch, stolen from the Iroquois. I owned about an acre and a half, which held a small house that we lived in and a large barn where I kept my books.

         I used to live in Manhattan. I used to live in Brooklyn. I used to live in Oakland. In Taos and Sedona and Phoenix. All that seemed like a lifetime ago.

         “Lily,” Lucas said. I stood up and he gave me a brief hug. He smelled good, like expensive, masculine soap: sandalwood, sage, clean laundry.

         “Good sale?” he asked.

         “Yes,” I said. “Very good. How about you? Buy anything?”

         He had bought plenty: a little sheaf of letters from Doris Lessing to her editor, a rare hardcover on the first European visit to Papua New Guinea, and a bibliography of illuminated manuscripts from Portugal.

         “Hey,” I asked, “have you ever heard of a book called The Precious Substance?”

         “No,” Lucas answered. “The Precious what?”

         “The Precious Substance,” I said.

         “What’s the substance?” Lucas asked.

         “I have no idea,” I said. “But the book is worth a lot of money if I can find it. You know Shyman? He’s looking for it.”

         “Huh,” Lucas said.

         “Yeah,” I said. 8

         A woman across the room was trying to get Lucas’s attention and finally he gave it to her. A dealer named Jenny Janes. She was holding up a long, slim book. I didn’t recognize it, but Lucas’s eyes grew wide at the sight of it.

         “I’ve gotta go,” Lucas said. “Think maybe I could help? With the book?”

         “Yeah,” I said. “Maybe.”

         Jenny gestured again.

         “Dinner tonight?” Lucas said.

         “OK,” I said.

         “Perfect,” he said. “I’ll text you.”

         He walked away. Another man approached, a tall, thin man with a sour face, and I went back to work.
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         At the end of the day I packed up my books, trusted the security guards to protect them from thieves and other dealers, and went to the apartment I was renting for the weekend in Chelsea, a few blocks crosstown from the fair, to shower and change before dinner. Books were a dirty job, one of the black arts, along with witchcraft and printing.

         I hadn’t planned on dinner so I hadn’t brought anything nice to wear. Also, I didn’t own anything nice to wear. I put on clean blue jeans and a clean denim button-down shirt. I looked in the mirror. I vaguely remembered that people used to enjoy looking at me. I took off the denim shirt and put on a dirty camisole I’d slept in the night before. Better. I put a cardigan, also dirty, over the camisole, put on a swipe of lipstick that would probably be worn off before I got to my entrée, put a big fat parka and wool hat over it all, and walked to the restaurant Lucas had picked out in the West Village. 10

         *

         It was dark. The sidewalk was wet and slushy, while the air was sharp and clear. Lucas had picked a jewel box of a restaurant on West Tenth Street. It was down a few steps. Lucas was waiting for me at a table by the window. A waitress was smiling as she took his drink order. They flirted a little.

         I went inside. It was warm and perfectly lit with warm yellow light. Lucas stood up to kiss me on the cheek. His own cheek was warm and dry. I knew he was paying for dinner, or his library was, and I ordered steak and good wine.

         “Lily,” he said. “You look beautiful.”

         I didn’t agree, but thanked him nonetheless. Over dinner we gossiped about the fair and the book world in general for a while before we got to talking about The Precious Substance. At the book fair, in between customers, I’d poked around online for the book. There was surprisingly little on the internet about it, and none of it useful. On a blog about rare books, The Precious Substance was on a list of books that may or may not be real. It was in a Reddit discussion on magical books that had ruined people’s lives, with no explanation given. I found out that its full, correct title was The Book of the Most Precious Substance: A Treatise of the Various Fluids and Their Uses, and that was about all.

         On one obscure occult forum called Dark Triad, there was a small discussion that included someone who claimed to have actually seen a copy.

         I happenn [sic] to know one of the richest men in the world. He swears, up and down, that his fortune os [also sic] due to the practices in a book called THE BOOK OF THE MOST PRECIOUS 11SUBSTANCE. But he will not share his copy with me. Does anyone know where I can find one? Or have one I can borrow?

         One response: Ha, yeah. It’s the rarest, most sought after book in the entire bibliography of the occult. So no, asshole, I don’t have one you can borrow.

         That in itself was strange. It was 2019. Generally, you could type the name of the rarest alchemical text into Google and download a PDF of it to your phone in about five minutes. Not this book.

         “I don’t think Shyman knows anything about it at all,” I said.

         “Doesn’t sound like anyone does,” Lucas said.

         Then I realized why Shyman had asked me, of all people, for help: I was a rare generalist in a world of specialists. If Shyman had known for sure that the book was about the occult, he could have called up Jonathan Fracker in Rhode Island. If he knew it was about ships, he could have called Sonya Rabinowitz in Bodega Bay.

         He had no idea what it was about. That was my outstanding quality as a bookseller: I was a dilettante.

         “I’ll ask at work,” Lucas said. “Poke around. Someone should know.”

         “Cool,” I said. “Call me if you find anything.”

         “I will,” he said. We paused for a minute before he asked: “So. How’s…? Is he…?”

         “The same,” I replied, as quickly as I could. “How about you? You seeing anyone?”

         Lucas said, “Yeah. I’m dating this woman at school. A professor.”

         I figured that meant Lucas would sleep with her a few times and then find an excuse to never speak to her again. As far as I could tell, that was how all his relationships went. When we first met I thought 12it was a phase he was going through. I knew he’d been married, briefly, long before we knew each other, and it hadn’t worked out. At the time, I’d thought he would soon be married again—he was handsome, bright, friendly, and somehow always seemed to have money. But now I knew all his relationships were brief. There was a fear of depth in Lucas, a resistance to real connection. In truth, that made him a little more attractive, to me and I suspect to the women he dated. All the fun, none of the vulnerability.

         “Cool,” I said. “What’s she teach?”

         “Math,” Lucas said. “Like weird math philosophy stuff.”

         “Cool,” I said again. “She must be smart.”

         “Yeah, incredibly smart,” Lucas said. “How’s upstate? Other than—”

         “OK,” I said. “I’m thinking about opening a store. The town is getting kind of fancy, as you know.”

         The waiter refilled our wine and brought our steaks. The steak was just how I like it: pink in the middle, a spot of red in the dead center, almost crisp on the outside. It was the best meal I’d had in ages. I felt the tension in me start to unwind a little.

         “Did you hear about May Baron?” Lucas asked. “Found a Gatsby in a thrift shop in Ohio.”

         “Oh, Jesus Christ,” I said. “May, of all people. How’s your steak?”

         “Excellent,” Lucas said.

         I guessed Lucas was a good cook. I’d sold him a few cookbooks over the years, and you could just see him in the kitchen, throwing together a little Italian-type meal—something green and bitter, some lean protein with lemon, something starchy with butter. Jazz on the hi-fi. A woman leaning against the counter drinking wine and eating 13an impromptu amuse-bouche. She’d be between thirty and forty and a catch: attractive, accomplished, sane, sense of humor, some free time, some money. Single. Childless. Ideally family-less altogether. It wouldn’t be as attractive if she were busy with the actual living of life—birth, death, children, old people, illness, bodily woes. Within ninety to three hundred days he’d be making up a reason to leave her.

         Lucas and I finished dinner and went outside together.

         “Cab?” Lucas said.

         “No thanks,” I said. “I’ll walk for a little— Oh, we forgot to talk about work.”

         “Oh, right,” Lucas said. “I’ll walk with you for a while, if that’s OK.”

         “Sure.”

         We walked north on Seventh Ave. It was slushy and cold. A typically unpleasant New York winter. The leftover snow was hanging around in dirty little dregs; the air was sharp and cold. Lucas walked close to me and brushed against me a few times as we walked, coat against coat. I couldn’t tell if it was intentional or not. Lucas had always been a little flirtatious with me. I figured he was like that with everyone. I would be too, if I were him. Why not open every door? Might get a lady. Might get a tiger.

         The first time I’d met Lucas, he told me he’d read everything I’d ever written—one book, six short stories, eight personal essays. I felt a little rush of something forgotten and valuable. Later, I learned that moment wasn’t as meaningful as I’d imagined: Lucas was extraordinarily well read. But at the time I’d felt pleased with myself, especially after Lucas and I talked for a while. I liked him: He was strange and funny and bright. 14

         Then that year’s girlfriend—a smart, interesting woman who worked in an art gallery—came over and put her arm around Lucas and, with perfect friendliness and charm, introduced herself to me. I liked her right away. I soon realized Lucas had a new girlfriend every eight or twelve months, and he soon realized that I didn’t really want to talk about my old life as a writer, and after that first conversation we stuck to rare books and book dealer gossip and got along very well.

         I would not have believed it, if you’d told me that night, when I met Lucas, that I wouldn’t publish anything again. That five years later, my life would be exactly the same.

         Intentional or not, the tiny points of contact between us as we walked down the street had a strong effect, fueling a little spark of desire in me, and an equal one of sadness. I moved away from Lucas and pushed both feelings away.

         “We’re looking to expand in bibliographies,” he said. “I’m pretty much buying everything I can in books about books. Also, a student pointed out to me that our travelogues are pitiful.”

         “What kind of travel?”

         “Firsts,” he said. “Early stuff.”

         I knew he didn’t mean first editions, but accounts of the first person from one place to visit another: first American in Nigeria, first Nigerian in France, and so on.

         “Nice,” I said. “Come by my booth tomorrow after the first hour or two. I have a few things—I’ll put them aside for you.”

         We talked some more about his wants and desires. When we reached the corner of the block where I was staying, Lucas thanked me and we said good night and kissed on the cheek. His face was warm and soft and forgiving. Maybe it was my imagination, but 15I was almost sure he hesitated for a sliver of a moment before he turned away. I chalked it up to awkwardness.

         “See you tomorrow,” I said brightly, and I turned and left before I felt anything else.

         I walked back to the apartment I’d rented. It was a little one-bedroom, pleasantly messy and comfortable, crowded with textiles and pillows and wall hangings from Asia and Central America. In the apartment I poured myself a glass from a bottle of good wine that likely was not intended for me to drink, changed into a T-shirt and pajama pants, and got into bed with the wine to watch a TV show about sex cops on my laptop.

         Before I fell asleep, I called home. Our nurse, Awe, answered.

         “Hey, Lily,” he said. He was from Nigeria and had a soft accent.

         “How is he?” I asked.

         “The same,” Awe said. “Very peaceful.”

         “You need anything?” I asked. “Can I do anything?”

         “Get a good night’s sleep,” Awe said. “Don’t worry about us.”

         After I talked to Awe I watched the cop show and drank more wine, usually a powerfully soporific combination, but that night I couldn’t fall asleep. I was thinking about the money I was going to get from the book—if we could find it. I imagined going to the ATM and seeing those numbers line up, zero after zero after zero. I imagined paying off every bill. Giving Awe a raise. Buying a few little gifts for myself—maybe a new face cream from a department store, not a drug store. A new reading chair for the living room.

         I never worked with other dealers. I never went chasing after ridiculous books. I never counted money before it was in hand. My life was practical and narrow and tightly confined. 16

         It was like the book already had me, and was leading me exactly where it wanted. 
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         Almost as soon as I got to the fair the next morning and started setting up my table, Jeremy Goodman, another book dealer, came over and asked if I’d heard about Shyman. I figured he’d found the book without me. No one ever talked about Shyman.

         “No,” I said. “Hear what?”

         “He was mugged last night,” Jeremy said. Jeremy had thinning hair and wore khaki pants and a pink button-down shirt. A good Upper East Side Ivy League boy gone to seed.

         “He’s OK?” I asked.

         “He’s dead,” Jeremy said. Jeremy specialized in New York history. Knew every inch of the city like his own hands. “Someone killed him. Right near the Weather Underground house. Eighteen West Eleventh Street.”

         “Oh, God,” I said. “Wow. Oh my God.”

         Jeremy looked like he’d been crying. I wasn’t crying. I was 18unhappy. I was not happy to hear Shyman was dead. But I’d spoken to him only about a dozen times. It was sad in the abstract but there was no need to pretend I was devastated over it. I wasn’t going to suffer from the lack of Shyman’s presence in my life.

         “His sister got his books,” Jeremy said, teary-eyed. “I heard she’s going to try to sell them as a lot. If you want to bid.”

         He pulled a napkin from his pocket and blew his nose.

         “Well, I’ll think about it,” I said. “Probably not really my area.”

         “OK,” Jeremy said. “Be well. Take care of yourself. It’s hard on all of us.”

         An hour later Lucas came by my table. He already knew. After we said hello and what a horrible, shocking shame it was about Shyman, neither of us spoke for a moment.

         “Goodman is already ready to bid on his inventory,” I said.

         “Jesus,” Lucas said.

         Neither of us spoke for another moment. Then I said, “I wonder who his buyer was for that book?”

         There was another silent moment. Then Lucas looked away and said, “Didn’t Shyman have a girl who worked for him sometimes?”

         “I think she did his books,” I said. “I mean his financials. His bookkeeping. I don’t know if she actually handled books.”

         “Still,” Lucas said.

         “Huh,” I said. “She might know something.”

         “She might,” Lucas agreed.

         Lucas went back to shopping for his library and I went back to working. I sold a good two-hundred-dollar hardcover about ships to a man I’d known for years, a collector named Al. Al wore shabby clothes and had hair that stuck out at the least appealing angles 19possible and wore big dirty glasses and always, always, had a big wad of cash in the pocket of his wrinkled, stained pants, usually ten grand or more. Transportation collectors were a type.

         Around lunchtime Lucas came back to my table with four chicken tacos from a truck parked down the street, two for each of us. The taco truck was a book fair tradition; all the booksellers ate lunch there, and sometimes breakfast and dinner. Most of them, like me, lived in cheaper places, and meals in New York City could kill your weekend profits.

         It was too cold to eat outside, so we ate in the lobby of the community college. It was crowded and loud, the linoleum floor doubling the footsteps and chatter.

         “You know,” Lucas said as we were finishing the last tacos, “we might as well keep looking for it. The book. Without Shyman.”

         Of course I’d been thinking the same. High six figures. Maybe seven. A million dollars on the table.

         “Well, we’d have to find the client,” I said. “And the book.”

         “True,” Lucas said. “I think we can, though.”

         I thought about it. A million dollars. A million dollars and, maybe more enticing, something to do.

         Once life had been fun and adventurous and full of surprises. I’d had money, but I never cared about the money. Not for its own sake. What I’d loved was what money could make happen. Money could buy you things, but more so, buy you time: time to travel, to write, to read, to walk, to have sex.

         That was a long time ago. Lately it seemed like everything worthwhile was in short supply: time, money, sex, even books. I had thousands of books in my house and never found anything I wanted 20to read. I would stare at the shelves of books like a hungry person staring into an open refrigerator and wait for something to speak to me. But nothing ever spoke.

         “Yes, I think we can,” I said, and our fate was sealed. Five stupid words. Five stupid words said in haste, on impulse, with little thought behind them past This sounds fun. In the years to come I’d think of that moment often: the fluorescent lights, the loud room, the shiny linoleum tile, beige speckled with a different beige. Lucas, putting the last bite of a chicken taco in his mouth. Then he crumpled the paper that the taco had been wrapped in into a ball and tossed it into a trash can a few feet away. He made the shot. We looked at each other. He smiled, and I smiled back.

         Now I think of that moment, combing through it for insight, for thought, for an intelligent decision. But I never find any. Just a lonely woman unwilling to admit how lonely she was, grabbing at something bright and colorful as it floated by.

         And maybe if I looked closely, just around the corner, I would see a darker current, a stronger force, pulling agreement out of my mouth. Yes, I think we can.

         But that was all far in the future. Back at the book fair, Lucas and I were excited. We were going to find the book. First, or at least concurrently, we needed to find the buyer.

         And in order to find either of those, we had to find the girl who worked for Shyman. That turned out to be easy. That afternoon I saw a woman at Shyman’s table, packing his books into plastic milk crates. She was about thirty, hair in a long, thick, braid, with a Walmart-ish rural outfit on—badly-fitting jeans, awkward turtleneck, unfortunate sneakers. I went over to her. 21

         “Did you work for Shyman?” I asked.

         She nodded and tried to look sad.

         “Yes,” she said, in a slightly theatrical voice. “You know he’s dead.”

         “Yes,” I said. “I know. I heard. He was mugged?”

         “That’s what they say,” she said. “I mean, the police. They’re the they. They told his sister and she called me and asked me to come down here and get his stuff. It’s not what I usually do. I don’t work with books. I mean, I like books. I like spy novels. But I’m a bookkeeper. I’m like an accountant, but I’m not an accountant at all. I used to help him mail things, and keep track of orders. But there was no one else to get his things, so.”

         “Right,” I said. “Of course. How’s his sister holding up?”

         “Well, they weren’t close,” she said. “He also had two kids. Adults. They also weren’t close.”

         “Was he close to anyone?” I asked.

         The woman frowned. “Not that I know of. Just you guys.”

         “Us guys?” I asked.

         “The other book people,” the woman said. “That’s as close as he got to closeness.”

         “Well, he’d asked me for something before—before last night,” I said. “He asked me for help with a book yesterday morning.”

         She stuck a handful of books into a box. She was too rough with them. For a minute a streak of sadness rushed through me—the last hands to touch those books had been Shyman’s. Everything that was his was now no one’s; everything he’d seen and felt and knew was now gone.

         It passed.

         “He’d asked me to find this very expensive book,” I said. “And I’ve 22already started working on it. I would love to get it to the buyer if I can figure out who it is. Of course, his estate would get the lion’s share.”

         “His estate? ” the woman said. “That’s a grand way of putting it. The lion’s share would go to his estate. That’s fancy. Well, I’m sure his sister will be happy to hear it.”

         “I hope so,” I said. “It could be a lot of money for her. But I don’t know who the buyer was.”

         “Who?” the woman said.

         “The buyer of the book,” I said. “If you could help me figure out who wanted to buy it, we could all, um…” I was going to try to say fulfill Shyman’s last wishes but I knew I couldn’t sell it. “…profit from it.”

         “Well,” the woman said. “I don’t know anything about it. Here—”

         She tossed a little notebook at me. It was five by three, fat, spiral-bound, used, and a little dirty.

         I caught the notebook.

         “Are you sure his family won’t want this?” I asked.

         “Oh, yes,” the woman said. “No one else will want it. No one else will even know it’s gone.”
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         Back at my table, I flipped through Shyman’s notebook, but nothing jumped out at me—on each page were notes like “Carl at 3,” “Second/best ed,” “Philadelphia,” along with dates, phone numbers, and page notations. It was too much to figure out on the fly, and so I put it aside and spent the rest of the day selling books.

         Late in the day Lucas came by my table again. He had another dealer, Betty French, with him. The way he led her to my table reminded me of a cat bringing home a finch. Look what I found! We need this! Aren’t I clever!

         “Hey, Betty,” I said.

         “Lily,” she said. “Your table looks great. SO good.”

         Which was exactly what she would say, because Betty was elegant and sophisticated and attractive and dead inside. She’d been an art history professor for the first half of her adult life. At fifty she’d inherited a large collection of rare art books from her boyfriend—24Betty would probably say partner or lover—when he died of lung cancer. She started selling them because she needed the money and found out the work suited her and her heart was broken and she had nothing else and no one else to love. And here we were. She was still very kind.

         “Let me know if you see anything you like,” I said.

         “Everything,” she said, graciously, about my mediocre little collection. “Lucas said you were working on something with Shyman. It’s absolutely horrible. Do they know anything more about it?”

         “I don’t think so,” I said. “I mean, I think it was just, you know, a mugging. I’m not so sure there’s anything to know. But, yeah, I was looking for a book for him. We’d made all the arrangements except the important ones—I don’t know anything about the book.”

         “Well, I might be able to help you out,” Betty said. “We had lunch yesterday.”

         I was surprised by that—elegant Betty and shlumpy Shyman. Books made for strange bedfellows. Although loneliness was probably more to the heart of it than books. Loneliness was what linked us all: loneliness made you both a book person and a bedfellow. And a strange one.

         I made a noncommittal sound of encouragement like “Really?” or “Oh,” and she went on:

         “He told me about a new client he had. He was excited. He asked me about a couple of the titles he was looking for. I didn’t know any of them. Military stuff doesn’t interest me.”

         “Do you remember the titles?” I asked. “Was one of them something like The Precious Substance?”

         She shrugged. “Maybe?” she said, trying to be helpful. 25

         “Do you know who the client was?” Lucas asked.

         Betty cocked her head and frowned. “A man in Connecticut,” she said. “That was what came up about him. That he was a man, and he lived in Connecticut. And he had a lot of money to spend. Are you going to the funeral?”

         “Of course,” I said, because I now realized I’d dug a hole in which we were all friends. “If I can make it. Maybe I’ll see you there.”

         Betty and I exchanged a few more words of sadness and appreciation for Shyman and she returned to her own booth. Lucas and I went back to Shyman’s little notebook. None of it made any sense. Lucas asked if he could take it home to look for leads. I said sure.

         The fair ended that night. Lucas left at five. He had a little glint in his eye.

         “So we’ll talk soon?” he said, with a little smile that indicated something like fun. “We’ll find the book?”

         Suddenly it all seemed silly. Like something from a movie. A lost book, a dead bookseller, Lucas and his fake smiles and hidden awkwardness, his veneer of sophistication—ridiculous, all of it.

         “Sure,” I said. It was almost funny. “We’ll talk soon.”

         *

         After I closed up, I had dinner alone at an Indian restaurant in the East Village, the only remotely affordable restaurant I still knew of in the city. The restaurant was cheerful, with bright decorations hanging from every possible surface: tinsel, Christmas lights, fake flowers. It was also empty and lonely. I had two books with me and I didn’t read either of them; instead, I read dismal news on my phone.

         The next day I had nothing to do. I added up my totals and 26expenses from the book fair and delivered a few packages around town—books I’d promised to mail but might as well deliver myself as long as I was here. Then I went shopping. First I took the subway to the thrift shops on the Upper East Side, where I was almost certain to find a few modern firsts. Not glamorous, but potentially profitable, and relaxing. I liked skimming through the messy shelves and the satisfying feeling of finding something good. After a few hours I had a first edition of an early Louise Penny, two old illustrated medical books from the 1840s, and an armful of photography books: nice two-hundred-dollar surveys of Diane Arbus, Vivian Maier, and Helmut Newton.

         When I couldn’t carry a single book more, I stopped by a small bookstore on Seventy-Seventh Street for a break. The owner, Elena, was a friend. I walked in and checked my bags with a girl at the counter. My arms were rubbery and sore. I looked at Elena’s books, most of them in antique cases with glass doors on them, all the better to justify their insanely high prices. Only fair—Elena’s store was in the most expensive neighborhood in one of the most expensive cities in the world.

         Just then Elena came out of her office. She was unattractively tall—there was nothing wrong with her height, which was about six three, but she hunched her shoulders, which made her back look bent and put her face and neck at the worst possible angle—chin out, neck doubled, chest sagging. Her nose was big and matched by her forehead, with cheekbones and chin lagging far behind. But there was much that was appealing about Elena nonetheless; a happiness that shone out from a deep dark point inside. She wasn’t really a book person. She knew as much as any of us but she hadn’t chosen the business. 27She’d inherited the shop from her parents, along with the building it was in. She lived on the top floor, had the shop on the first, stored stock in the basement, and rented out the two middle floors for thousands and thousands of dollars. Elena was a real New Yorker. As long as she had her annual pass to the Natural History Museum and a monthly Metrocard, and her Gristedes stayed open, she was happy.

         “Look at you,” Elena said, affectionately. “How was the fair?”

         Elena was wearing a long, shapeless black velvet dress and thick black tights and silver and blue snow boots that looked like they were meant for walking on the moon. But when it came to everything other than herself she had beautiful taste. The store was elegant and warm and felt magical, like something from a Victorian novel, a place where Edith Wharton and Edgar Allan Poe might have browsed.

         We caught up on gossip and news.

         “I heard about Shyman,” she said. “Horrible. They take his wallet?”

         “I don’t know,” I said. “You know, before he died, he asked me to help him with something. With a book. It’s a real mystery, actually.”

         “Really?” Elena said, eyebrows raised. I knew she read mystery novels for fun—the kind that take place in Ye Olde New Amsterdaam, with Inspector Wittenbrier and a Lady Widemouth, who happen to run into a peculiar fellow named Benjamin Franklin.

         “Actually,” I said. “Actually. It’s a book I never heard of. I think it’s called The Book of the Most Precious Substance.”

         “Huh,” Elena said.

         “I was hoping to find it,” I said. “For his family. He said he had a seven-figure offer for it. Six or seven figures. But I don’t know what the book is and I don’t know who the buyer is.”

         I’d already figured out that his family didn’t know about the book 28and didn’t care about Shyman and there was no need to cut them in. I knew Lucas would feel the same way.

         Or, maybe, this: The book had already led me to believe that the wrong thing was right, and the right thing wrong.

         “Well, maybe I can help,” Elena said. “There’s not an infinite number of people out there willing to pay a million bucks for a book.”

         “But here’s what I can’t stop wondering,” I said. “If they’re really a book person, why ask Shyman?”

         “Mm,” Elena said. “Maybe the buyer didn’t know anyone else who sold expensive books. Maybe that was their only other interest—the kind of stuff Shyman sells. Sold.”

         “Good point,” I said.

         “Well, I don’t know the book,” Elena said. “But I bet Archie does.”

         Archie was Elena’s husband. He was retired from an academic job and also a native New Yorker, from a famously smart family of intellectuals and writers. Elena promised she would talk to Archie, who was out on a buying trip (one far more upscale than mine—visiting a collector with a vineyard in Sonoma), and would let me know if he had any information.

         We said our goodbyes and I got my bags and left the shop. I checked my phone. Lucas hadn’t texted. I couldn’t quite justify staying in the city any longer.

         It was time to go home.
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         I started the drive back home feeling a little excited about it all—Lucas’s attention, the money we might make, the book itself. I felt the excitement rise in myself, and I spent the rest of the ride back home pushing it back down. Lucas was only interested in making some money. Which we probably wouldn’t get anyway, because the odds of us finding the book, and then finding the buyer, were about zero in infinity. Then he’d drift away, all the excitement would be gone, and there I’d be again, in a cold farmhouse in upstate New York.

         I got home to my cold farmhouse. It wasn’t so cold. Awe was in the kitchen, making soup.

         “Hey, Lily,” he said. “How was your trip?”

         “OK,” I said. “Not bad. How is he?”

         “The same,” Awe said with a smile. “He’s in the garden, getting some sun.”

         I left my books in the car for now. I’d unpack tomorrow or the 30day after. Awe would offer to help and I wouldn’t let him, knowing his back was strained enough. I put down my bag and went out to the backyard.

         It was a sunny afternoon, warm for upstate in February, about fifty degrees. My husband, Abel, was in his wheelchair. He was clean and well dressed like always. Awe took excellent care of him. The sun was on Abel’s face, which was slack and expressionless.

         I pulled a lawn chair over to sit next to him.

         “Hi, honey,” I said.

         He didn’t say anything. He hadn’t said anything in years.

         “I’m back from New York.”

         His expression didn’t change.

         “It was a good sale,” I said. For no particular reason, I acted as if he not only could hear me and understand me, but that he cared about the idiotic, mundane details of life—details he’d never cared much about to begin with.

         I’d met Abel when I was thirty-two and he was thirty-eight. I was on the book tour for my first book, Beauty. San Francisco. I wrote the book when I was twenty-seven, twenty-eight, and twenty-nine and published it when I was thirty-one. I didn’t know if it was any good. I still didn’t. I knew I’d done my best and I couldn’t do any better.

         I was living in Brooklyn. I’d lived in a few cities by then. I didn’t have a home and I didn’t miss having one. I was from nowhere in particular in the Southwest. We moved every few years. Every time my father got fired for drinking, my parents blamed it on the town, somehow, and we would start packing: Bakersfield, Tucson, Scottsdale, Sedona, Taos. My mother would find the hippie neighborhood 31and sell the beaded jewelry we made, and whenever possible find work in a stable. She loved horses. My father did whatever the town’s shit job was—chicken processing, janitorial, medical waste—because that was what he could get by now. My father had been a composer and a piano player with a few semesters at Berklee under his belt. Getting kicked out of Berklee was the original step down, and there’d been another few steps down each year since. My father was a man with huge, unrealistic dreams and absolutely no acumen for everyday life. What he had in abundance was alcoholism, grandiosity, and maybe manic depression. My mother had studied English at Boston University before she looked for someone to ruin her life and found my father. My parents were both terrified of trying to improve our lives, long sapped of the strength for any more risk. But they approached failure with cheerful bravery, making every move and step down seem like a new adventure for as long as they could. My mother had a fatal heart attack during the year I was finishing Beauty. My father drank himself to death before the year was over.

         I’d gone to college in Los Angeles, left after two years to travel around the country with a boyfriend, dropped him in Portland, moved to Savannah, moved to Brooklyn, and written a book along the way. I thought I was dreaming when a big publisher with deep pockets wanted it. I’d been working at a coffee shop on Fifth Avenue in Brooklyn, making lattes—apparently not very good lattes, given the reaction—for assholes.

         The book was about a painting and a bunch of people who wanted it, fought over it, and sacrificed everything they had to get it. Book sales had started off strong when the tour began in New York. By the time I got to San Francisco, two weeks later, I had what 32I’d never imagined: success. The reviews were coming in and they were almost all strong. By San Francisco I was inching my way up the bestseller list. In New York, thirty people had come to see me read. In Chicago, seventy. In San Francisco, there was a crowd of more than a hundred at City Lights, and we added another night in the Ferry Building. Critics liked the book. Readers liked the book. Most surprisingly, other writers seemed to like it. Emails of praise came in every week and then every day, some from people I’d grown up reading.

         I loved every minute of it. I loved the travel, the attention, the people I met, the money I made. I loved knowing—or imagining, because I was wrong—that for the rest of my life I would make a living doing what I loved most: thinking, reading, and writing. I’d had enough shitty times to appreciate every minute of the good, and I took my good luck with gratitude and joy. I’d grown up in a house where food stamp day was cause for celebration, and a thrift-shop book was a major purchase.

         I read the first half of the first chapter to the crowd at City Lights in San Francisco and then took questions. The questions were always the same and they were never interesting. Then I signed books for an hour and some friends from college—Sophie and Mark, both of whom had graduated and had teaching jobs now—took me out to dinner with a few of their friends. One of those friends was Abel.

         Abel met us at an Italian restaurant on Columbus Avenue. He was there first, waiting outside, leaning on the wall near the door, reading a book called The Philosophy of Sex. I thought, That is the most attractive man I’ve ever seen. Abel was about five ten and had a face like a fighter—chiseled, sharp, but damaged, with a nose 33that had been broken twice (once in a fight, once in a motorcycle accident). His eyes were big and round and pale blue, and his hair was dark blond in the summer and light brown in the winter, thick and short. He wore a gray button-down shirt and black work pants under a tweedy overcoat, and he leaned against the wall as if he owned the world. He looked like James Dean or Cary Grant; a man you would see in black-and-white and think, They don’t make them like that anymore.

         I had no idea he knew Sophie and Mark. When I realized he was having dinner with us my stomach jumped.

         “I read your book,” Abel said over dinner. His voice was like honey over gravel, and I felt a pleasant rush of blood to my nether regions when he spoke. “I was surprised. It was good.”

         Abel was not exactly famous, but a highly renowned writer of academic theory and criticism and obscure histories. People said he was a genius. Later, after I read his books, I agreed.

         Over dinner we ignored Sophie and Mark, who were easy to ignore, and talked about things we loved—lost books, road trips across America. We shared a vision of life: adventure, experience, shutting nothing out and making everything real. We talked about roadside motels and Waffle Houses and buying mescaline in Utah and picking fruit in Florida. After dinner we went to a bar and got drunk on whiskey and ended the night making out in a corner of the bar like teenagers. His kisses were erotic and demanding, always asking for more, always unexpected, always surprising.

         San Francisco was the end of the book tour, for now. I had a flight booked for New York the next day. I rebooked it and spent the day with Abel instead. We ate Vietnamese food in Oakland’s 34Chinatown and then went to bookstores in Berkeley and then went to his place, a big loft in Oakland, and made love for the first time. The sex was good in every way. Being with Abel felt right. It felt like being under warm blankets on a cold morning. It felt like home. That night, he slept with his arms around me, and we fit together as perfectly as a jigsaw puzzle. I’d enjoyed sex before, but I’d never enjoyed actually sleeping with anyone before. We slept together like that nearly every night for the next five years.

         Soon the book would climb higher on the bestseller list and they’d put me back on the road. For now I had nothing to do and nowhere to go, so I moved my ticket again and stayed in Oakland for a few weeks with Abel. We would lie around his apartment and smoke and have sex and read. We would walk around San Francisco and Oakland for hours talking about art and books. Eat cheap delicious food, kill a bottle of wine, go home and have sex for hours. Once he made me come so hard I cried. I was convinced then, and still believe now, that those weeks were as good as life gets.

         Abel had done more in thirty-eight years than most people had done in lifetimes. He’d published two books: a biography of an Argentinian philosopher I’d never heard of and a book about the history of cars in American literature. He’d played guitar and been in four bands. He said he had no talent for music, and he was right, but he had enough passion and technical ability to make up for it. He’d traveled South America on a motorcycle; he’d gotten two PhDs; he’d been married twice; he taught at Berkeley in academic disciplines I didn’t understand (cultural studies, semiotics); and he was also a painter who’d occasionally shown work in upscale galleries. 35

         Abel was from upstate New York. His parents were in a small, strange religious movement similar to Quakers. They were decent people, but distant and odd. They loved everyone in the abstract. Individuals, less so. Abel rarely saw them, with years elapsing between visits. Like me, he had no siblings. He had six tattoos when I met him and got six more after.

         We’d each, finally, in a lifetime of being the odd one out, the overambitious one, the one who refused to be quiet, the one who aimed too high, too strange, found a best friend.

         All my friends loved him. All his friends loved me. A few months after we met, money was coming in. I’d sold so many books that my agent had gotten my publisher to cut me one check and then another months ahead of the royalty schedule. With my wealth I paid a mover to pack everything up in Brooklyn and I moved in to Abel’s loft in Oakland. It was a loft like people lived in in the seventies: huge, raw, messy, full of books and art and strange furniture. We had sex until we were both sore and then we’d wait a day and have sex again.

         We went to London together and interviewed each other at a conference. In Paris, Abel took me to a private club and introduced me to my favorite writer, an obscure experimental novelist named Lucien Roche, and we stayed up talking until morning. Lucien was wild like an elf or an imp, impenetrable and completely charming. In Marfa I bought Abel a painting and he bought me a pair of cowboy boots. In New Orleans we rented a car and drove until we hit the ocean, where he went down on me on the muddy beach as the sun came up. In Los Angeles we got in a fight on Sunset Boulevard about a friend of mine he didn’t like and made up on Venice Beach. 36

         We settled down to life in Oakland. I had money. I had Abel. I started my next book—Labyrinth. He was working on his third book, an analysis of the role of the CIA in twentieth-century entertainment. He would never finish it. Life was so good, I could hardly believe it was real. We both expected to become less passionate, to fight more, to take each other for granted as time went on. But we never did. We developed routines and schedules, but we continued to astound each other, and to amaze ourselves with our own ability to love. Neither of us had believed we had it in us, this capacity for rapturous, uncomplicated, unconditional love. As it turned out, we had everything we needed.

         We were people who thought all things were possible. We were sure we could do anything: write, paint, make art, spin gold from straw. Even fall in love and stay in love.

         And then, five years after we met, Abel mixed up the coffee and the tea.

         It was afternoon. If we were both home we always had coffee after lunch. We used an Italian stovetop espresso maker and good strong espresso from North Beach.

         I’d just finished a telephone interview with a French radio station and was about to get back into Labyrinth. Abel was grading papers. He made the coffee and brought me a cup.

         It was thin and light. I sniffed it.

         “Is this tea?” I said.

         What spooked me wasn’t the tea. What spooked me was his reaction. A blank, howling horror passed over his face, draining everything that I knew as Abel right out of it. I couldn’t imagine what he was feeling. I still can’t. The look passed. He went back to 37the espresso maker, unscrewed it all, and sure enough, he had put loose tea in instead of coffee.

         He looked in the coffee maker as if it were playing a trick on him. Again that haunted look passed over his face. I felt a chill up my spine.

         We both shook it off. He made coffee, correctly this time.

         Next was a burned chicken, left in the oven too long. A bath left running that flooded the bathroom and the loft downstairs. Then there was a missed class. Bills unpaid, or paid incorrectly. It was all so unthinkable. It just wasn’t possible, so we both kept pretending nothing was happening. We pretended and pretended until Abel got lost coming home from school.

         It was toward the end of the spring semester. His last class ended at three thirty. Usually he’d be home around four or five. Our life was not strictly regimented and metered. We came and went as we pleased. It was no big deal if he went for a meal or a walk or some shopping after class. But five came and went. Six, also. Then it was seven.

         We did as we pleased. But we called each other. We talked to each other. We didn’t let each other worry.

         At eight, Abel came through the door. His face scared me. There it was again. The blankness. The void. This time, a wide-eyed fear was added to it.
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