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Introduction



The first great bookstore in my life wasn’t really even a bookstore. Alvord and Smith was located on North Main Street in Gloversville, New York, and if memory serves, they referred to themselves as stationers. I don’t remember the place being air-conditioned, but it was always dark and cool inside, even on the most sweltering summer days. In addition to a very small selection of books, the store sold boxed stationery, diaries, journals, and high-end fountain and ballpoint-pen sets, as well as drafting and art supplies: brushes, rulers, compasses, slide rules, sketch pads, canvas, and tubes of paint. The shelves went up and up the walls, all the way to the high ceiling, and I remember wondering what was in the cardboard boxes so far beyond my reach. The same things that were on the shelves below? Other, undreamed-of wonders? Alvord and Smith was a store for people who—though I couldn’t have articulated it at the time—had aspirations beyond life in a grungy mill town. It was never busy.


Because she worked all week, my mother and I ran our weekly errands on Saturday mornings, and Alvord and Smith was usually our first stop. There, I’d plop down on the floor in front of the bottom two shelves where the children’s books were displayed: long, uniform phalanxes of the Hardy Boys and Nancy Drew mysteries as well as the lesser-known but, to my mind, far superior Ken Holt and Rick Brandt series. I can still remember the incomparable thrill of coming upon that elusive number eleven or seventeen in my favorite series, the one I’d been searching for for years, now magically there, where it hadn’t been the week before, filling me with wonder at the way the world worked, how you had to wait to the point of almost unbearable longing for the good stuff in life. (It would take five decades and the emergence of Amazon.com, with its point-and-click, to vanquish that primal wonder.) Just as mysterious as the appearance of the books themselves was where the money to pay for them came from. My mother was forever reminding me that money didn’t grow on trees, at least not on ours, and if I had my eye on some toy gun at Woolworth, she’d say that this was what my allowance, which I saved dutifully, was for. Otherwise, I’d have to wait for my birthday or Christmas. But if I was a dollar short for a book, she’d always find one in her purse (how? where?) so I wouldn’t have to wait the extra week, during which time some other boy might buy it.


Coming out of Alvord and Smith, blinking in the bright sunlight, you could see all the way down Main Street, past the Four Corners, to South Main, where the gin mills and pool hall were. Outside these stood dusky, shiftless, idle men, flexing at the knees and whistling at the pretty women who passed by. Occasionally my father was among them. Much later, when I turned 18, legal drinking age in New York back then, I would join him in those same dives. Like the stationery store, they were cool and dark and mysterious, and for a while I preferred them, though I never really belonged. That’s what I’d felt as a boy, sitting on the floor at Alvord and Smith, touching, lovingly, the spines of books: Here was a place I belonged.


Fast-forward twenty years. I’m now an assistant professor of English, married, with two small daughters, living in New Haven, Connecticut, teaching full-time and trying desperately to become a writer. My wife and I are nearly as poor as my mother and I had been back in Gloversville. We live in an apartment in a neighborhood where experience has taught me to put a sign in both the front and rear windows of our old beater, telling the neighborhood thieves the car is unlocked so they won’t smash the windows. There is nothing of value inside, I write, the radio and speakers having been boosted long ago. But of course, that’s a lie. A university professor, I forget books in the car all the time. Sometimes when I come out in the morning, it’s clear that someone’s been in the car, but the books are right where I left them. No takers.


Once a month or so, on a Saturday night, if we’ve managed to save up, my wife and I go down to Wooster Street and have an inexpensive—though expensive to us—meal in an Italian restaurant. On the way home we always stop at Atticus Bookstore, where, miraculously, the early-morning edition of the Sunday Times awaits us. How can this be? Tomorrow’s newspaper, today. Atticus is a clean, well-lighted place, one of the first bookstores in the country to understand that books and good coffee go together. It’s stretching our budget after splurging on a restaurant meal, but we buy coffees and find a tiny bistro table and take books down off nearby shelves to examine. Books. By this time I’ve published a few short stories, but nothing so grand as a book. From where we sit I can see the R’s, the exact spot where my book will sit if I ever publish one. I may, one day, rub spines with Philip Roth. In a way, it’s almost too much to contemplate. In another, well, I can’t help feeling I belong here, just as I did on the floor of Alvord’s in Gloversville.


Many people love good bookstores, but writers? We completely lose our heads over them. We tell each other stories about them. We form lifelong, irrational attachments to our favorites. We take every independent bookstore’s failure personally. Surely there’s something we might have done. We do not hate e-books purchased online—well, OK, some of us do—but we owe our careers, at least my generation of writers does, to the great independents, so many of them long gone now. Those that remain gamely continue to fight the good fight, even as customers increasingly use their stores as showrooms, their employees for their expertise, and their sales-tax dollars to fund their schools, but then go home and surrender to the online retailer’s chilly embrace. They point and click, and in this simple act, without meaning to, undermine the future of the next generation of writers and the one after that. Because it’s independent booksellers who always get the word out (as they did for me). With their help, if they’re still around, great young writers you don’t know about yet will take their place on shelves next to their heroes, from Margaret Atwood to Emile Zola, just as I have somehow managed to do. Without them, well, I shudder to think.


I’m an old fart, of course, more at home with paper and print than touch screens, and yes, I agree with those who argue that in the end it’s more about the message of books than the medium of their delivery. A good book read on an electronic device is better than a bad one between hard covers. But to me, bookstores, like my first one, remain places of genuine wonder. They fill me with both pride and humility when I come upon my own books in them. Bookstores, like libraries, are the physical manifestation of the wide world’s longest, best, most thrilling conversation. The people who work in them will tell you who’s saying what. If you ask, they’ll tell you what Richard Russo’s up to in his new one, but more important, they’ll put in your hand something you just have to read, by someone you’ve never heard of, someone just now entering the conversation, who wants to talk to you about things that matter.


If you haven’t been in a good bookstore in a while, the book you now hold in your hand will welcome you, lovingly, home.


Richard Russo, 2012
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Martha Ackmann



The Odyssey Bookshop, SOUTH HADLEY, MASSACHUSETTS


When I moved from Missouri to western Massachusetts in 1979, everyone I met had the same two recommendations: You have to try the carrot cake at Chanticleer’s, and you have to open an account at the Odyssey Bookshop.


They were right. Chanticleer’s carrot cake was delicious—just the right combination of sweet and spicy. I wish that unpretentious coffee shop was still around, but—like so many things—it dissolved into a procession of dull establishments whose names no one could remember.


But the Odyssey?


The Odyssey flourished.


Thank goodness.


The two-story white frame building is the heart and soul of South Hadley, Massachusetts, and a survivor to boot. Not only has the bookstore stood the test of time and marketplace, but it also persevered through two catastrophes that nearly killed it.


I came to western Massachusetts to study Emily Dickinson and attend graduate school in the region’s lovely Pioneer Valley—home to Amherst, Smith, Hampshire, and Mount Holyoke colleges and the University of Massachusetts. I bought books at the Odyssey for my literature classes and found myself spending Saturday afternoons in the shop’s lower level, sitting on the floor next to shelves of Victorian novels. Back then the Odyssey arranged its books by publisher—an eccentric system, but not unlike bookstores in the United Kingdom. Many of the books I was reading were published by Penguin—all in inexpensive editions with distinctive orange spines. As a marketing device, Penguin color-coded its editions: green for mystery, blue for biography, red for drama, orange for fiction. I loved the Odyssey’s oddball organizing scheme. It made me feel like an insider when I cracked the code and descended into the lower level in pursuit of all those orange spines.


But nothing made a book lover feel more like an Odyssey insider than getting to know Romeo Grenier. Romeo, as everyone called him, was the bookshop’s owner—a formal-looking gentleman who spoke in low, precise tones and wore a cravat. The book-organizing scheme was his idea and perhaps a nod to all things British. Romeo was an Anglophile through and through: He took tea at four o’clock and thought Middlemarch was the best book ever written. Some store patrons even mistakenly thought Romeo was British; he seemed so proper and—well—starched. But nothing could have been further from the truth.


Romeo came from a family of lumberjacks in the backwoods of Quebec. In 1923, he immigrated to the United States, settled in Holyoke, Massachusetts, and found a job cleaning out the cellar of a local pharmacist. Working for Simon Flynn was a stroke of luck. Over the years, Romeo moved up—literally from the cellar. He helped out in the store, learned the pharmacy trade, and studied for his license. He also took a liking to the boss’s daughter. Ten days after Pearl Harbor, Betty Flynn and Romeo Grenier eloped and eventually bought Glesmann’s pharmacy in nearby South Hadley. Romeo and Betty sold toothbrushes and shampoo and added a small shelf of books at the front of the store. Romeo couldn’t help himself with the books; he already had a personal habit of buying a book a week. As Glessie’s book space expanded, more shelves were added, and soon the copies of Thackeray overtook emery boards and Old Spice. Although a pharmacy by name, Glesmann’s became the town’s literary gathering place. Students and faculty from across the street at Mount Holyoke College congregated at the pharmacy’s round table and booths for lively discussions about art, politics, and literature. The College community became so fond of Glessie’s that at reunion time, students swung by as if to visit their favorite nook in the library. Romeo Grenier, one professor observed, “resolved to be the most cultivated apothecary since John Keats.”


In 1963, the inevitable came to pass. The cough syrup lost and books won. At the urging of Mount Holyoke, Romeo opened the Odyssey Bookshop, a few doors down from Glesmann’s. Students and faculty helped pack the pharmacy’s stock of books and carry them down the sidewalk to the new shop. For two decades, Romeo, Betty, and the shop’s dedicated and knowledgeable staff ran the Odyssey Bookshop, making it not only a popular bookstore but a tourist destination as well. Vacationers who stopped in nearby Amherst during foliage season or parents who visited children at the local colleges came by the Odyssey for a chat with Romeo. Customers loved it when staffers hand-selected books for them and explained why they thought the choice was a good fit. For a region that claimed Emily Dickinson, Robert Frost, and Richard Wilbur as locals, the Odyssey was the very embodiment of what residents valued: Literature was as important as breathing.


That’s why it hurt so badly when the unthinkable happened.


In 1985, Joan Grenier, Romeo and Betty’s daughter, was in the final months of finishing her degree in history at the University of Massachusetts. With graduate school in mind, Joan sat in an auditorium that December morning with hundreds of other students poring over entrance exams. She was so concentrated on her work that she jumped when an exam official called her name at the end of the testing session. There was an urgent message. A friend, who didn’t want Joan to drive home alone past the store, waited at the door. The Odyssey was on fire.


For the next months, Joan worked alongside her 75-year-old father to reopen the bookshop near the spot of the original Glesmann’s. The College pitched in too. The theater department offered their set-design talents to decorate the store. Students and faculty filled out stock cards for incoming books. Grateful customers found themselves using the phrase “phoenix rising” to praise the Odyssey’s remarkable recovery. But five months later, just as the tulip trees were beginning to bud around campus, a second fire consumed the store and the shops around it. Romeo didn’t think he could go through the ordeal of salvaging and reopening another bookstore. Joan stepped in. “I probably didn’t know what I was getting into,” she admitted. Graduate school went out the window, and over the next year, Joan, the shell-shocked Odyssey staff, and the Mount Holyoke community once again worked to reopen the shop, this time in the hall of the nearby South Hadley Congregational Church. Months later, when a new shopping complex rose from the ashes of the second fire, the Odyssey was the first business to open its doors in the Village Commons opposite the college.


Joan took advantage of the unenviable clean slate before her. She expanded the retail space to nearly 4,000 square feet, organized author readings, instituted a First Editions Club, a Shakespeare Club, and a children’s book club. The Odyssey became the spot not only for new books, but also for used and bargain books, and for unique gifts for bibliophiles. When social media became a powerful force in business, the Odyssey created a full-service website for customers to order physical books and e-books. Now the largest independent bookstore in western Massachusetts, the Odyssey hosts over 120 literary and cultural events a year, from Rachel Maddow to Alexander McCall Smith and Stephen King to Rosalynn Carter.


Betty Grenier died in 1989, and Romeo, the “most cultivated apothecary,” followed a decade later in 1997. Romeo’s portrait hangs prominently on the Odyssey’s wall, along with photographs of Glessie’s and the store’s two fires—a reminder of the indomitable shop’s past.


As for me, I finally read all those orange-spined Penguin novels and got up off the Odyssey floor. Like my friend, Joan, my career took a turn that I wasn’t quite expecting. After years of teaching at that college across the street, I turned to writing narrative nonfiction books. There’s nothing I love more than spending time in archives or traveling to a town where I’ve never been and interviewing someone I’ve never met before. When my first book was published, The Mercury 13: The True Story of Thirteen Women and the Dream of Space Flight, Joan called me with ideas for the book launch. I’ll never forget the night of my first reading. C-Span and my entire softball team showed up, a reader presented me with a baseball cap from Sally Ride’s inaugural flight, and Joan introduced me, making friendly jokes about our mutual age and my peripatetic career from Emily Dickinson scholar to space chronicler.


Later that evening, after the wine and those wonderful pastries that always seem to show up at Odyssey events, Joan helped us load the car for the trip back home. It was nearly ten o’clock, practically everyone was long gone, and the Odyssey—still all lit up—looked like a beacon against the dark New England mountains. When I looked back at the store, I couldn’t help thinking about Romeo’s beloved books crowding out the Old Spice, and I couldn’t help feeling grateful for how this wonderful shop has enriched my life. As Joan grabbed a box of party supplies and carried them to the curb, she yelled back at the lone shopper still browsing the new fiction shelves. “Could you watch the store for a minute?” she asked. As the former grad student who loved sitting among the Odyssey shelves, I relished the joy in the customer’s reply. “I’d be happy to,” she said. “I’ve been waiting my whole life to be surrounded by books.”


MARTHA ACKMANN is a journalist and author who writes about women who’ve changed America. Her books include The Mercury 13 and Curveball: The Remarkable Story of Toni Stone, First Woman to Play Professional Baseball in the Negro League.
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Isabel Allende



Book Passage, CORTE MADERA, CALIFORNIA


I am old-fashioned. I believe that one should have a personal doctor, a dentist, a hairdresser, and, of course, a trusted bookstore. I wouldn’t think of buying books at random, without my bookseller’s recommendation, no matter how good the reviews may be. Fortunately, when I immigrated to the United States twenty-five years ago—because I fell in lust with a guy whom I eventually forced into marriage—I ended up living in Marin County, California. Almost immediately, I found the perfect bookstore. However, to find the proper doctor, dentist, and hairdresser took some time. Book Passage, an independent bookstore in Corte Madera, is only ten minutes away from my home, and it rapidly became my refuge and the extension of my office. The owners, Elaine and Bill Petrocelli, welcomed me with open arms; not because I was a writer, but because I was a neighbor.


Since l987 I’ve started the tours for each of my books at Book Passage, the favorite place for authors on tour because they get an enthusiastic audience and are treated like celebrities, even when they are not. I have had the opportunity to attend readings by great writers, politicians, scientists, stars, gurus, and many more whom I would never have met elsewhere. I have enjoyed fabulous meals at the Cooks with Books events organized by the store in classy restaurants. Due to the requirements of my job, I am a nomadic traveler. Before any journey I visit the store’s great travel section, where I get maps and information, including, for example, where to buy beads in Morocco or where to get the best pasta in Florence.


Book Passage is much more than a store for me: It’s the place where I meet friends, journalists, students, readers, and fellow writers; it’s where I have my mailbox and an open account for me and my family to buy and to order all our books. As soon as my grandchildren learned to dial a phone they would call the store to order kids’ books and then call again if they didn’t get them the next day. For years, they were present every Sunday at story hour, and they were the first ones in line, wearing the appropriate outfits, for the fun midnight Harry Potter parties.


Willie Gordon, my husband (yes, the same guy I met a quarter of a century ago), retired as a lawyer and decided to become a writer. I couldn’t believe that he intended to compete with me but he persisted. At Book Passage he attended the Annual Mystery Writers Conference and opted for crime novels as the most appropriate genre for him, not because he has a particularly mean streak, but because he knows a lot about law and forensics. He took writing classes and read the books suggested by the staff. To my dismay, Willie has written five novels in the last few years, translated into several languages. Nothing pleases Elaine Petrocelli so much as to see a student at her conferences return a couple of years later to teach as a published author. Willie is just one of many cases. Elaine is the first person to read Willie’s manuscripts and review them. Bill helped Willie to publish in the States.


The buyer at Book Passage selects novels, audiobooks, and reader’s copies for me. I don’t even bother to choose my own reading material! She gave me The Kite Runner by Khaled Hosseini and The Madonnas of Leningrad by Debra Dean and Cutting for Stone by Abraham Verghese in manuscript, long before they were published. With the help of the store’s knowledgeable staff I have researched sixteen books, including several historical novels and—go figure!—a treatise about aphrodisiacs. Before writing a trilogy for young adults I attended the store’s Children’s Writers Conference, and later, so that I could learn what kids really like to read, they organized a yearlong kids’ book club.


This bookstore is the cultural soul of a large community. It’s the place to take writing classes, learn languages, attend conferences, participate in book clubs and speakers’ series, and, if you are a teenager, Twitter-talk (whatever that is). Elaine and Bill Petrocelli work with schools, community organizations, and restaurants, they do fund-raising for many causes, and they have a partnership with Dominican University so that students can receive credit for classes and conferences. Their clientele is so loyal that Amazon and the chains have not been able to put them out of business, and, let me tell you, they have tried.


The only place as comforting as a friendly bookstore is probably your grandmother’s kitchen. The sight of shelves packed with books of all kinds, the smell of printed paper and coffee, and the secret rustle of the characters that live in the pages warm up any heart. I go to Book Passage to pass the time, to read, to gossip, and to lift my spirit. But I have also gone there to share my sorrow, as I did when I was grieving for my daughter’s death. At the store, amidst all those books, many of which were painful memoirs, I realized that I had to write Paula’s story, as others had written about their broken hearts before me. During that terrible year of mourning I spent many hours at Book Passage writing by hand, sipping tea, and wiping my tears, supported by my friends at the store who kept me company while respecting my privacy.


Sometimes, when I have a fight with Willie, or when I feel particularly nostalgic, I fantasize about going back to live in Chile, but I know it will never happen—because my dog can’t travel so far, and I am not willing to lose Book Passage.


ISABEL ALLENDE is the best-selling author of nine novels including The House of the Spirits, Inés of My Soul, Portrait in Sepia, and Daughter of Fortune.
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Rick Atkinson



Politics & Prose Bookstore, WASHINGTON, D.C.


Sometimes in our lives habit becomes ritual, and ritual then becomes superstition. For me, such a transmutation began in October 1988, when I typed the last line to my first book, a group portrait of the U.S. Military Academy class of 1966. The final scene is set in the West Point cemetery, where so many of those killed in Vietnam are buried, and the book ends with the academy chaplain reflecting: I loved these men. I loved these men with all my heart.


Now what? I asked myself. What do authors do when they complete a manuscript? I pushed away from my writing desk, tugged on a pair of sneakers, and headed down Utah Street before turning right on Nebraska Avenue to cross Connecticut Avenue. There in a drab retail building was a hole-in-the-wall shop that showed promise of becoming a neighborhood institution in Washington, D.C.—Politics & Prose Bookstore. This, I thought, is what writers should do when they finish writing: They should seek the company of other writers, at least through the books they have written. And what extraordinary new writings could be found at Politics & Prose that fall—Gabriel García Marquéz’s Love in the Time of Cholera, Stephen W. Hawking’s A Brief History of Time, Tom Wolfe’s The Bonfire of the Vanities.


I would repeat that homely routine by trotting down to Politics & Prose upon finishing my second book in the fall of 1992. Then, fearful of jinxing myself by deviating from the ritual, I did it again, in 2000, and in 2003, and in 2006, and, most recently, on February 3, 2012. For me, a book feels incomplete without that capstone visit to the bookstore. Browsing among the shelves is the equivalent of typing The End on the last page, and less trite.


My family and I had moved into Washington’s Chevy Chase neighborhood not long after Politics & Prose arrived. A remarkable woman named Carla Cohen opened the shop in the fall of 1984, selling the season’s big books—Robert Ludlum’s The Aquitaine Progression and an eponymously titled memoir by automobile executive Lee Iacocca—but also Barbara W. Tuchman’s The March of Folly, Eudora Welty’s One Writer’s Beginnings, and a curious biography by local author Bob Woodward titled Wired: The Short Life & Fast Times of John Belushi. A Baltimore native who had worked as a city planner and a federal housing official, Carla was savvy, gregarious, and forceful, with avowed ambitions of running “the sort of bookstore in which I liked to spend time.” Another local writer and store patron, Ron Suskind, later observed, “There are hundreds of writers who imagined Carla as their ideal reader. She is a tribal leader, like Abraham.”


Carla had placed a newspaper ad for a store manager and instead found a business partner in Barbara Meade, who had returned to Washington after several years on the West Coast. Barbara knew books, and she knew retail. The two women, both voracious reading mothers soon to turn 50, complemented one another perfectly: the effusive, opinionated Cohen and the reserved, meticulous Meade. Barbara later described their collaboration: “I, the cat, walk unobtrusively into a room and sit quietly on the periphery, intently watching everything that is going on. Carla, the dog, joyfully bounds in and jumps on everyone.” Among their few business disagreements was the name of the store, conceived by Carla as somehow emblematic of Washington. “I think that’s a terrible mistake,” Barbara told her, but the name stuck.
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For the first few months, the staff consisted of the two owners and a part-time clerk. Within a year, a second sales associate was added, and by 1989 Politics & Prose had a half-dozen employees. That summer the store moved across the street to more spacious digs with a wider show window. A policeman tamed the traffic on Connecticut Avenue as neighbors mustered to carry 15,000 books from the old shop to the new. I was among them, hauling cartons of that season’s big sellers: Salman Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses, John Irving’s A Prayer for Owen Meany, David Halberstam’s Summer of ’49, A. Scott Berg’s Goldwyn, Simon Schama’s Citizens. For many of us, the experience of lugging best sellers and backlist titles, obscure poetry anthologies and must-read classics that somehow we’d never read, embodied the store’s slogan, printed on tote bags and T-shirts: “So many books, so little time.”


In keeping with the owners’ concept of a bookshop as both a community center and a tabernacle of ideas, Politics & Prose had been among the first stores in Washington to sponsor author events, nurturing personal and, usually, amiable conversations between writers and readers. The store had started with about five events each month, often using D.C. journalists and other hometown scribblers to draw a crowd; by 1989, that had doubled to ten a month. The store became, as The New York Times observed, “a virtually mandatory stop on the book tours of authors who write about politics.” In truth, an affluent, educated clientele with catholic interests seemed keen to support all substantive genres, from literary fiction and poetry to narrative nonfiction and topical journalism. “Like the children of Lake Wobegon,” the Politics and Prose staff liked to say, “all of our customers are above average.”


Soon nearly every night of the calendar was booked with events, along with many afternoons. For each author given the podium at P&P—whether a Nobel laureate or a first-time local novelist—three or four others were necessarily turned away. For writers like me who have been lucky enough to speak at the bookstore repeatedly, the encounter with an inquisitive, mettlesome audience can be revelatory, deepening an author’s understanding of his own work and giving new meaning to that old aphorism, “I write so I know what I think.”


The store would expand again, spreading its wings and adding a coffee shop and a bigger children’s section. Threats to the business came and went, including Crown Books and Borders. Other threats came and lingered: Barnes & Noble, Amazon.com, Costco pallets, the digital book. Several fine local competitors vanished, including the likes of Olsson’s Books and Records. The existential struggle faced by independents around the country seemed ever more dire.


Still, knock wood, P&P continues to thrive by dint of a smart, enthusiastic staff and fiercely loyal customers. In the summer of 2010, Carla and Barbara, then both 74, announced an intent to sell the store after more than a quarter-century in business together, not least because Carla was sick; she died of cancer that October. Her surviving spouse, David Cohen, and her surviving partner, Barbara, could not have chosen better, more committed new owners, Bradley Graham and Lissa Muscatine, both old friends and colleagues of mine from our days as young reporters at The Washington Post.


Even as Brad and Lissa adapt to the new world of e-books and e-readers, Politics & Prose remains nothing less than the bricks-and-mortar incarnation of traits we cherish in Western civilization: learning, tolerance, diversity, civility, discourse, inquiry, lyricism. For those of us lucky enough to live down the street or around the corner, it’s a port in the storm, a daydreaming hive, a bastion. How fortunate we are to be patrons, browsers, espresso sippers, guest speakers, neighbors. And when you finally finish that novel or memoir or meditation on the body politic, wander in for a little self-indulgent browsing. If you love words, it’s the place to be.


RICK ATKINSON is the author of six books of narrative military history, including The Long Gray Line, An Army at Dawn, and The Day of Battle.
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Jo Ann Beard



Oblong Books & Music, MILLERTON AND RHINEBECK, NEW YORK


Approximately four in the afternoon, Rhinebeck, New York, dentist’s office, me in the chair trying to manually control my gag reflex. So far he couldn’t even look in there with his mirrored stick. I tried all the things I had learned to do over the years in order to get my teeth worked on, from breathing through my nose (useless) to touching the tips of my fingers to each other (thumb to thumb, index to index, etc.) to making an orb shape (more interesting than breathing through the nose, but still useless) to holding one leg straight up in the air (difficult) and finally the other leg too (exceedingly difficult and thereby helpful, except disconcerting to the dentist, who asked me not to). Once when I was about eight a hygienist ignored the gagging and wound up thrown up on, though most of it went on me. When I told the Rhinebeck dentist this, he left the room and came back with something that had never been tried on me before: nitrous oxide.


Reader, it worked.


When I first moved to Rhinebeck it had a new age bookstore that also sold pendants and amulets, oil by the vial, and handmade instruments. Across the street was another bookstore that sold potboilers and Christian literature. They sat facing each other for a number of years until one became a real estate company and the other became a real estate company. If you wanted a book, you had to drive to another town.


On fine upstate weekends, you could even drive the twenty miles over to Oblong Books in Millerton—an airy, wide-windowed Main Street shop with a cunning indoor walkway that led across a backyard and into the children’s department, which had extended into the next building, around the corner. I fell in love there, not just with the store, but with the fellow who took me to see it and bought me a book about the Hudson Valley.


Reader, I fell in love with all three.


Although I once lived in a house where whippets were kept on hand the way others might keep Band-Aids, I was so tethered to my own anxious reality that I had never experienced nitrous before. No need to belabor it here, but suffice to say I finally understood those long-ago friends sitting on our hoary old cat-scratched sofa responding to Gilligan’s Island like it was Fellini. When the dentist pulled his tools out of my mouth, I kept the clip in my nose, inhaling the gas until he finished puttering and rolled the tank backward out of the room. Apparently I was the last appointment of the day; the lively flamenco guitar that had been playing over the buzzing drill was nowhere to be heard and it seemed that lights were being switched off. At which point the hygienist stuck her head in and said, “You’re okay to go, right?”


Reader, I was not.


So instead of pelting along the side streets, the way I usually did, I drove in a stately manner right down the main thoroughfare in Rhinebeck, feeling as though I was holding on to the steering wheel (I was) while the rest of my body bobbed gently against the ceiling of the car, like a Mylar balloon. According to the speedometer, I was going seven in a thirty. Thus the honking.


Weekenders from the city have overtaken Rhinebeck in their migration up the Hudson, bringing with them a CVS to replace the local drugstore, where the pharmacist had kept a checkerboard set up for the old-timers who wanted somewhere to go and gripe in the afternoons. The village also lost its rambling, slope-floored hardware store and its low-ceilinged IGA grocery, and the local diner had upped their breakfasts to dinner prices. We suddenly had our own spa, a shop that sold only things that were chile-pepper-related, and another that sold nothing but one kind of candle in different sizes and colors. The colors changed with the season, of which there ended up being three before it closed. For a while we had a shop that sold only things made by bees.
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I lived either twelve miles on the other side of town and it usually took me six minutes to get there, or I lived six miles and it usually took me twelve. If you aren’t sure which, you aren’t fit to drive, and should make a spontaneous right-hand turn into the parking lot of a store that wasn’t there a week ago.


Reader, you guessed it.


There’s possibly no better place for a stoned writer to find herself than a bookstore, if you don’t count eating establishments, and I made my way through the aisles for what—in bookstore time—must have seemed like hours. When the owner asked if he could help me, I thought for a long time about it while he straightened shelves.


“Not really,” I finally said.


Others came and went, conversations were had, purchases were rung up, it’s possible glances were exchanged. But they let me sit there, my new local bookstore—a regular-sized woman on a child-sized chair, with an incomprehensible picture book on her lap.


Reader, it had to do with rabbits.
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So, just when everyone needed something good to happen—it was September of 2001—Oblong Books & Music extended their reach from Millerton and opened a smart, creative, and ambitious business in our boomtown. It was smaller then than it is now, the children’s department once again claiming enough space that the back was extended to accommodate it and to create room for the readings that are held each week. Instead of packing the aisles to listen, the crowds now have space for everyone to sit, and to enjoy reading-wine and reading-cheese afterwards. Dick Hermans, the owner, handed it over to his daughter, Suzanna Hermans, in 2007, and it was she who expanded the store and its reach into the community of local writers and readers.


Dick Hermans was the one who, right around the time both the nitrous and the Novocain were wearing off, asked me again if he could help me find anything. I was wandering in the music section, flipping through CDs and listening to them click in that satisfying way, something I hadn’t done since Tower Records folded. Flamenco guitar music? I asked.


Reader, he had it.


JO ANN BEARD is an essayist and fiction writer. She is author of the novel In Zanesville and of The Boys of My Youth, a collection of autobiographical essays, as well as essays and articles published in magazines, journals, and anthologies. She has been the recipient of a Whiting Award and a Guggenheim Fellowship.
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Wendell Berry



Carmichael’s Bookstore, LOUISVILLE, KENTUCKY


I am hardly a materialist, but I am not an immaterialist either. The material, tangible presence of the things of this world is important to me, and I understand its worth increasingly as human experience becomes increasingly immaterial. A “text” existing only on a screen and in the mind is not, to me, a book. To me, it is not enough that a book is thought realized in language; it must also be language further realized in print on paper pages bound between covers. It is a material artifact, a thing made not only to be seen but also to be held and smelled, containing language that can be touched, and underlined with an actual pencil, with margins that can be actually written on. And so a book, a real book, language incarnate, becomes a part of one’s bodily life.


One’s bodily life, furthermore, is necessarily local and economic. And so to the life embodied in books must be added the life of bookstores. One can order a book from some distant place and receive it by mail. I confess that I sometimes do that, and so I know by experience that to do so is to forsake one of the most decent and significant literary pleasures, and it is to subtract from the purchased book what may be one of the best parts of its own life. I still own books that have remained alive and dear in my thoughts since I was a boy, and a part of the life of each one is my memory of the bookstore where I bought it and of the bookseller who sold it to me.


Also, to order a book is to “buy a pig in a poke”—and so to submit oneself to the possibility of a bad deal. The book one receives may be so poorly made and so ugly as to be overpriced even as a bargain. If you are a book lover, if you care about the quality of books as made things, the value of your life is reduced by such a book.


And so when I am in Louisville, Kentucky, I like to visit Carmichael’s Bookstore. Sometimes I go to buy a certain book. Sometimes I go with no purpose but to see what books may be there and to visit a little while with the people who work there. The place has the quietness, the friendliness, the smell, and the tangibility that a bookstore ought to have. It is a fair incarnation of the manifold life of books. To go there and find a book I didn’t expect or didn’t expect to want, to decide I want it, to buy it as a treasure to take home, to conduct the whole transaction in a passage of friendly conversation—that is in every way a pleasure. A part of my economic life thus becomes a part of my social life. For that I need actual people in an actual place in the actual world.


Long live tangibility! Long live slow communication!


WENDELL BERRY is the author of more than 50 works of fiction, nonfiction, and poetry and has been the recipient of numerous awards and honors, including the National Humanities Medal. Berry’s latest works include New Collected Poems and A Place in Time, the newest addition to the Port William series since 2006.


















[image: image]








Jeanne Birdsall



Broadside Bookshop, NORTHAMPTON, MASSACHUSETTS


Every writer needs her own personal bookstore. When our struggles with sentences make us lonely and cranky, where better to spread the gloom than a place dedicated to a product we may or may not ever finish, especially if we keep leaving the house when we should be working? Besides, reading is the best excuse for not writing—thus we are always in dire need of books, lots and lots, piles and more piles. There can never be too many books.


To get to my own bookstore, I walk down my street, cross two parking lots, and slip around the corner. And there it is—Broadside Bookshop, with a striped awning outside, and inside floor-to-ceiling shelves on every wall plus extra shelves placed enticingly here and there, full of books that pull at me like sirens on the rocks, if one can think of essay collections as sirens. Yes, I say, as long as they are written by the likes of E.B. White and Anne Fadiman. Or the mysteries across the aisle from the essays—these are certainly sirens, particularly the British ones. Reginald Hill! Sophie Hannah! Or the biographies cheek-to-cheek with the mysteries, or the NYRB Classics tucked in behind the essays, or the fiction section, naturally, because who isn’t in thrall to fiction?


When I manage to survive all that, there is still the wild allure of Broadside’s children’s section. Copies of my own books are there to be admired—one never tires of that—or to console for lingering too long on the shelves, sad and unsold. On my more shameless days, I sit on the floor to sign my books, hoping that a curious child or its parent will ask if I’m the author and I can answer yes, I am, then bask in the sunlight of their amazed praise. Unless the praise isn’t lavish enough or, worse, they confess to preferring Kate DiCamillo’s books to mine, and then I wish I’d stayed home to watch old episodes of Buffy the Vampire Slayer.


The people who keep Broadside running smoothly are a brilliant and charming bunch, all of whom know a great deal about books, and just as much about handling the local writers who wander in too often. They do a lovely job of tolerating me and for that I adore them, especially… but no, I can’t pick and choose. Let me say, however, that a certain employee—I’ll call him Steve—once sang “Putting It Together” to me from behind the register, and for that I’ll always be grateful. Thank you, Steve.


And thank you, Broadside Bookshop, for being my very own. Here’s to books, forever and always. Amen.


JEANNE BIRDSALL writes for children. Her New York Times best-selling novels about the Penderwick family have collected many honors, including the National Book Award for Young People’s Literature, and have been translated into 22 languages. She lives in Northampton, Massachusetts, and spends too much time at Broadside Bookshop, around the corner from her home.
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Rick Bragg



The Alabama Booksmith, BIRMINGHAM, ALABAMA


First, before I proceed, this has to be said. There are no cats here, and I am so grateful for this I could just bust. No tabbies, no blue-eyed Himalayans or snooty Siamese or butt-naked Egyptians. I do not mind cats in the wider world and appreciate their contributions in rodent eradication, and have even tolerated them on my lap for long seconds at a time, because women love cats like peach ice cream. I just do not believe cat detritus and paper products are good things to have in proximity to each other, and anyone who has ever tried to read a Cannery Row or Lonesome Dove that smelled of a neglected litter box would agree with me, unless of course their wife was a cat person and then they would almost certainly lie about it like, well, a dog. The hard truth is books absorb cats, but there are no cats in the Alabama Booksmith in Homewood, Alabama, and that is almost enough, in a literary world lousy with people who think having a damn cat in the stacks or on the counter or lolling in the window is somehow quaint and almost by God required, to proclaim it a great bookstore, at least until someone lets in a calico. I do not think that will happen. Everybody who knows proprietor Jake Reiss knows he don’t have no time for cats, and usually even for lunch. Now that I have that off my chest, we can move on.…
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He has the whole world pretty well fooled.


Listen to this description of Jake Reiss, from his local paper, The Birmingham News:


“Now, a big night for the proprietor… is going home to his Southside townhouse, popping a frozen Lean Cuisine in the microwave, pouring himself a glass of cabernet sauvignon and sitting down at the kitchen table to read one of the 200 or so books he will devour over the course of a year.”


The fact is, while he would not want the whole world to know it, the man likes to shoot some dice.


Some men hunt. Some men fish. Some men buy million-dollar motor homes with horns that play the first bars of “Rammer-Jammer, Yellowhammer.” Some men, though none I know, attend the opera. Jake Reiss, for relaxation, likes to feel them rattling bones, and let ’em go.


Who else but a gambler would turn his attentions from a lifetime success in the tailoring business and, in his fifties, without even shouting, “Come on, baby needs a new pair of shoes,” open a bookstore?


The odd thing is, he won. He won, in this time of woe, in this age in which children seem mostly interested in playing games with their thumbs, when reading is a quaint notion from the dusty halls of antiquity, when public funding for libraries is being scraped to the white bone, Jake Reiss is winning, because he is making a dollar by making good books and authors available to people who love to read and love the people who make it a pleasure, and because, late in his own life, he fell in love with books himself. He really is a voracious reader—all kinds of good stories—and, in part because so many people said it couldn’t be done, found a way to make the old-fashioned notion of it all, of books on paper, pay the light bill and a damn sight more. Maybe the reason I say Alabama Booksmith is my favorite is because Jake Reiss gives me hope that my craft will endure. I guess that is as good a reason as any, and more poignant than that stuff about cats.


Some people here in suburban Homewood, people with no gray in their hair and no concept of a world without smartphones, think Jake has always been in the book business, has always been a kind of free-spirited bibliophile with two inches of gray ponytail jutting from the back of his head, who sits surrounded by signed first editions of Pat Conroy and has Salman Rushdie on speed dial. But he used to be respectable. He used to run a tailoring house for some of the most influential people in the South, men who had to at least look respectable, CEOs and government men and high priests (football coaches). He made suits for Bob Hope, and for senators. He still likes to tell me, “I could build a suit that would even make you look good.”


I guess the reason I have wasted so much time talking about the proprietor instead of his shop, his wares, is because Jake Reiss is the store. He does his own heavy lifting. He flings book cartons around like a young man. He hauls a thousand pounds at a time to readings and book events in his somewhat worn, magenta-colored Chevy van from the Reagan administration (the first one, before he and Nancy were regularly consulting the spirit world), always taking twice as many as any sane person would think he would need. But Jake is a gambler, and you never know when someone will need an extra 700 copies of a book in an auditorium that seats 215.


The bookstore itself, at the risk of hurting his delicate feelings, looks a little bit like the place in Piedmont, Alabama, where my mama used to go have her fortune told. Let us just say the Homewood Historic Commission will never come knocking at his door. Overhead, for Jake, is the moon and stars above. He has prospered in the book business for more than two decades, moving from a place in the somewhat tonier Highland Avenue section of Birmingham to this current location, this unassuming (a kinder word) wood-frame building off the highway that is a little tricky to find even on your third trip here. It is a throwback to an older time, or at least that is how it first appears. The ceiling is low, even on a short man, and the floor gives a bit. The shelves are made of honest wood and go floor to ceiling with history, the classics, poetry, mystery.


I feel at home here, and I am honored that my books are on these shelves, but as I sat down to describe why I liked the place, I found myself not with a list of things it is but things that it is not. It does not have comfy chairs, or cozy reading areas, but nor do I have to try and think over the roar of construction of a double-chocolate frappacin… frabucin… oh, to hell with it. There are, as near I can tell, no charging stations or other portals for laptops, though I am sure there is a drop or two somewhere around. I am pretty sure there is no Wifi… Wyfy… you know what I mean. You do not bring a laptop to Jake’s, though you can read a newspaper, standing up.


Nor is he working hard to be quaint. There is not a single rocker here, unless he has one in the back for naps. But then I do not think the man even sleeps. There are just books, in a store where you are more likely to find Henry Louis Gates, Jr., than a pop-up book about some monkeys jumping on a bed (though, for the record, I have that one).


But what you do not see, at least at first glance, is the secret to its survival. “We’ve pretty much converted this joint to all signed copies,” Jake told me, “and every year has been bigger than the last for twenty-two years. Our Signed First Editions Club is one of the largest, if not the largest in America, and we’ve been fortunate enough to have Philip Roth, John Updike, Richard Russo, Salman Rushdie, Geraldine Brooks, and so forth sign for our members… customers in all fifty states and fourteen foreign countries. We’ve hosted President Jimmy Carter, David Sedaris, Anne Rice, Christopher Hitchens, Ken Burns, Wendell Berry, and hundreds of others.” He does not mean to sound like a salesman, like a man working it, he just can’t really help it. When he made pants, he wanted to make good pants and sell them for as much as he could get and then sell some more. He sees no reason why the book business cannot be conducted in a similar fashion, without apology. I do not know where he finds the energy. When I am his age, I will look for a soft place to lie down.


He is so enthusiastic about his new business, he gets carried away. Introducing me, once, at a book event, he described in passionate detail how I bodily carried an elderly woman and her wheelchair into a crowded auditorium. I remembered it as a lovely young woman in one of those inflatable ankle casts. There was, however, carrying involved.


The people who make the money decisions in this craft recognize that enthusiasm and send people down here on more than just promises. They sell books at his store—lots of books. “When we request that big-time writers visit and New York publicists are a little reluctant about sending their superstars here, we remind them that Alabama not only produces the magnificent Mercedes and rockets that go to the moon, but author events that are out of this world, also. We usually partner with one of the city’s nonprofits like Children’s of Alabama, The Literacy Council, local NPR and public television.… We regularly produce sales that are tops on each author’s tour.”


I do not have the heart to tell Jake that we here in Alabama have not actually helped heave anyone to the moon in quite some time, but he is just so damn happy about it I hate to smudge up another good lie.


I think he is good for this craft, and his store is good for it. There are plenty of other places to sit in an old chair and sip some designer coffee and peruse the Oxford American or recharge your I-Whatever or check your email or pet a damn cat.


RICK BRAGG is the best-selling author of works of nonfiction, including All Over But The Shoutin’ and Ava’s Man and Prince of Frogtown, and winner of the Pulitzer Prize. He is a Harvard University Nieman Fellow, and Professor of Writing at the University of Alabama. He is also a winner of the James Beard Award and many other national writing awards.
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Charles Brandt



Chapter One Bookstore, KETCHUM, IDAHO


Ernest Hemingway returned to live in Ketchum, Idaho, in 1959 with an unsettled heart. His beloved home in Cuba, his private paradise where he lived when he won the 1954 Nobel Prize, was soon to be confiscated by Castro.


So here he was, compelled to live in his second-favorite paradise on earth, compelled to live in a house on a hill on a bench above the Big Wood River in the high desert mountains, endless mountains with near-constant blue skies, invisible healing air, and world-class skiing in the adjacent celebrity magnet of the Sun Valley resort. It was in that resort’s Lodge twenty years earlier in suite 206 that he had worked on For Whom the Bell Tolls, with his Silver Creek fishing buddy Gary Cooper in mind to play the hero. And it was in that house on the bench above the river where, in rapidly failing health, he felt compelled to live no longer and took his life with a shotgun in July 1961.


The Hemingway tradition flourishes in Ketchum with suite 206 still for rent in the Lodge, with the famous photo of Hemingway sitting in suite 206 at his typewriter blown up and hanging in the tourist office, with his marked grave alongside his wife Mary’s at the Ketchum Cemetery, with a memorial bust in Trail Creek and an annual Hemingway conference, and with locals who knew him, like Rob the computer guy, who, at 4, was hoisted up by the great man for a hug.


Hemingway’s granddaughter, the actress Mariel, isn’t the only celebrity to make a home in Ketchum. If you know what you’re looking for you can spot a celebrity pumping gas, shopping for groceries, or dining out. But the celebrities who live here value their privacy, and locals and tourists alike obey an off-limits energy field.


There is one special place, however, where you’re likely to encounter a relaxed celebrity chatting amiably, with that off-limits energy field temporarily shut down. It is in Ketchum’s oldest bookstore, Chapter One. As local architect Dale Bates puts it: “There is no community without a common resource.”


I’ve hung out in lots of bookstores in my 70 years, including the unique Chartwell Booksellers off Madison Avenue in New York City, dedicated to Winston Churchill, jazz, and baseball; and the well-mourned Madison Avenue Bookshop, where one was apt to see Sam Shepherd getting advice from Gary the manager, and Barbara Walters on the cashier’s line loaded with volumes of pleasure and enlightenment, asking if John Updike is really any good. But until I first set foot in Ketchum in 1985 I had never seen a bookstore so crucial to the well-being of a community as Chapter One. And our community itself knows that its “common resource,” more than the store itself, is the store’s owner and manager, Cheryl Thomas, a spiritual icon for decades in our valley.


Cheryl and her right hand, Meg, who both read voraciously, can help you find the perfect book, including a first edition of A Farewell to Arms, even if all you want to do is hold it in your hands. At the same time, Cheryl can help you find the perfect dog from one of her sweet causes, the Animal Shelter. She not only fund-raises for the Hunger Coalition, but she tries to see to it that those in need have money for dog and cat food. She can help you locate a ticket to the usually sold-out Sun Valley Writers’ Conference, where visiting writers like David McCullough will stop by the store for a chat. Cheryl works tirelessly on the Hemingway Elementary School Used Book Fair and at the annual Sun Valley Wellness Festival. Her collection of cutting-edge healing and energy books is unrivaled. Cheryl promotes and encourages local authors, whether self-published or well published. And yes, local authors are part of the celebrity world of Ketchum, a town of 2,700 residents.


One winter evening a few years past I came in the back door and headed to the front, where I could see in an aisle the back of a large man chatting amiably about Kosovo. I hung back and listened. He seemed to know what he was talking about. When his chat ended I could see it was ambassador and author Richard Holbrooke, who definitely knew a thing or two about the Balkans. On any Sunday a local such as singer-songwriter Carole King might be doing a signing of her memoir. The next Sunday it just might be a local ski legend.


Cheryl has got me delivering inscriptions like Domino’s delivers pizza. If she has a customer who wants to buy one of my books, she’ll call and ask me to stroll over and do a personal signing and chat a spell. Once, on call, I arrived to chat with a married couple. Kathleen Chamales had seen me speak at the Sun Valley Writers’ Conference and wanted a book for their son. Her husband, Jerry, is an Entrepreneur of the Year recipient who had sold his business and was looking for something new to do. They owned the old Steve McQueen property. As we chatted I learned they were friends of Hollywood power lawyer Jake Bloom, who also has a home in our valley. We hit it off right there at Chapter One, and soon they bought an option on my book I Heard You Paint Houses (mafia-speak for murder), which is now in development at Paramount in a deal handled by Jake Bloom for a movie to be called The Irishman, to be directed by Martin Scorsese, starring Robert DeNiro, produced by their production companies and with a cast including Al Pacino and Joe Pesci. Oh, did I mention Cheryl is a matchmaker?


In his acceptance of the Nobel Prize, Hemingway famously observed that “Writing, at its best, is a lonely life.” If Hemingway were alive, Cheryl would make sure that he came by the store, if only to chat a spell. It would be good for him.


CHARLES BRANDT is the author of the true crime bestseller, I Heard You Paint Houses and a novel based on major crimes he solved through interrogation, The Right to Remain Silent. He lives in Lewes, Delaware and Sun Valley, Idaho, with his wife, Nancy, and has three grown children.
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