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“Books are precious things.… They are the thread upon which it all hangs, and they can save us when all else is lost.”


—Louis L’Amour, Education of a Wandering Man















PROLOGUE


I DIDN’T GO BACK FOR THE BOOK…


I didn’t go back for the book, despite how many Harvard tour guides have suggested otherwise over the years.


Standing in front of the library bearing my name, the most imaginative student will picture my mother shivering in a lifeboat. Her body making space for me to sit beside her, her eyes pleading with me to ignore the strict rules for women and children to enter the dinghies first. They will stretch the romanticism of my death at only twenty-seven years of age, saying that according to the lore, I went back to my cabin to retrieve one of my most treasured books, never to be seen again.


As with any good story, there is both truth to what they say and there is fiction. And somewhere in between are the pages of my life.


I don’t get angry when I hear one of these guides share this exaggerated tale. In their crimson sweatshirts, their eyes glinting with intellect and possibility, they keep my spirit alive. Even nearly a century later, it’s wonderful to float above a group of prospective students, their youth exuding from every pore, and feel the emotion rising within them as they gaze upon the steps of the edifice that my mother built in my honor and view its dedication plaque inside:


HARRY ELKINS WIDENER


A GRADUATE OF THIS UNIVERSITY


BORN JANUARY 3, 1885


DIED AT SEA APRIL 15, 1912


UPON THE FOUNDERING


OF THE STEAMSHIP


TITANIC


The mothers in the crowd will look at this impressive structure, with its Corinthian pillars and marble halls, and their hearts will flicker with pain as they imagine the impossible loss of a child and the magnitude of grief that motivated a woman to build such a vast memorial to her fallen son. They will understand that for my mother, each individual brick laid represented a single word in her elegy to me. A eulogy written not in ink and paper, but in mortar and stone.


The love my mother felt for me will ripple through the crowd, regardless of age, when the tour guide tells an indisputable truth: at the center of the library, above the vast labyrinth of stacks where students have pulled countless texts from over the years, there is a special room created solely for me.


Step inside it and you will see my beloved home study re-created. Each oak panel imported from England. Every carved bookshelf, every leather spine placed with care.


This is my mother’s strength and sorrow, entwined yet again. She stood inside this room, weeks before the library’s unveiling, instructing the men exactly where to place my desk and how many inches across from it to put my chair.


She raised her elegant finger pointing to the wall above the carved mantel, and told them it was there they should hang my portrait.


This is the heart of the building.


The heart of this story.


Where love emerges out of grief.


The tour guides will mention this room with reverence. And all of these details, unlike the other legends, that they say to the crowds will be true.


At my mother’s request, fresh flowers are put on my desk each week, to conjure the sensation that I am just about to walk in, sit down, and begin to read.


This is where my ghost now lives.


This is where I wait for her.















CHAPTER ONE


Harvard College


1992


It had taken nearly all of Violet’s strength to get herself out of bed that morning, but she’d managed to pull on her jeans, slip on a sweatshirt, and tie back her mane of red hair.


Exiting her dorm, the world bristled against her and the sting of the crisp air awakened her senses. Violet had barely looked up from the ground as she walked the narrow path behind Dexter Gate toward Widener Library. As she entered the Yard, the still of morning had vanished and Harvard buzzed with life. Beneath the canopy of autumn foliage and against the stretch of carefully manicured green lawn, students congregated in groups, their heads tilted back in laughter. Athletes rode by on bicycles, and a lone couple kissed before parting for class. She adjusted the straps of her backpack and treaded up the building’s stone steps. Everything felt so heavy it hurt.


But as she entered the marble lobby, Violet’s mood shifted. The frenetic world of campus life slipped away and the quiet fell around her like snow. She closed her eyes and inhaled the smell she’d loved since she was a child, as if she were arriving now into a world of familiar friends. The fragrance of paper, glue, and leather. The scent of books.
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Her job as a library page for Harvard’s rare book and manuscript collection, was the only thing that had kept Violet grounded since the accident. When she applied for part-time work through the Student Employment Office, she had no way of knowing that the position she’d receive would provide more than the extra money she needed, but also a refuge. Upon learning about the job, Violet had assumed it would be mostly running rare books that were requested by students or scholars, shepherding them from the stacks, to the peaceful sanctuary of the Houghton Reading Room. Only later would she realize it was so much more.


Madeline Singer, the head of special programs and the librarian curator for the Harry Elkins Widener Collection, was the last person she met in the interview process.


“I’m so pleased to meet you.” Madeline gestured for her to sit down. “I’ve already gone over your application and heard many wonderful things about you from my colleagues.”


“It’s great to meet you too,” Violet said, as she settled into the spare chair. She glanced at the tower of papers on Madeline’s desk, the stacks of books with sticky notes peeking out, and the coffee mug that said in bold block letters: JUST ONE MORE CHAPTER. Her initial nervousness softened.


“I’ve met with my staff and we’re happy to be able to offer you a job as a page at the library. We have an amazing team of students working with us, every single one of them is a great lover of books. As you can imagine, we only offer this job to students who are extremely mindful of the precious nature of our collection.”


“Thank you,” Violet stressed the words, hoping to magnify her gratitude. She had wanted the job so much. “I know how priceless so many of these books are, Ms. Singer. I’ll be extremely careful.”


“Good. That’s what we want to hear.” Madeline pushed a strand of silver hair behind her ear.


“The majority of our rare books and manuscripts will be accessible when a request comes in. You’ll get an index card with the necessary information and call number to retrieve it,” she elaborated. “We trust our pages to put each book on a trolley and transfer them through the library tunnels and elevators that connect to Houghton’s reading room. All of that is quite straightforward. Later today, one of the other student pages will be sure to run through the protocol with you.


“The only exception is when you get a request for the Widener Memorial Collection. Those books are especially precious to Harvard. It wasn’t an accident that Mrs. Widener made sure that Harry’s collection was the central room of the library.”


It was true. From the moment one walked through the building’s entranceway, you could see Harry’s memorial room and his oil portrait above the fireplace emerging just beyond the top of the marble stairwell.


“I didn’t even know you could take his books out,” Violet admitted. The wooden bookshelves in Harry’s room ran from the floor to the ceiling, each one filled with precious leather volumes. But a protective glass covering shielded them. The collection had always appeared to Violet like a permanent museum exhibit. One could see his vast library, just not touch it.


“Yes. They’re available to read, but there’s an alarm code. So when a book needs to be taken out, you’ll need to find either me or another librarian to put in the code so you can retrieve the book from behind the glass casings with a key.”


Violet nodded and made a mental note.


“And while we’re on that subject, you might have read in last week’s Crimson that we’ve had some extremely unfortunate vandalization at Widener recently. Several books have been discovered slashed or with pages torn out.”


Violet had seen the report in the last issue of the school paper. She’d been so disturbed by the thought that anyone would purposefully destroy a book. “Yes, I did see that… it’s just awful!”


“It really is. And we have to be extra vigilant about our security now. I’m particularly concerned about the Widener collection and the Memorial Room. The staff has to take every precaution. We’ve even stopped putting a book from Harry’s collection on his desk because we need to keep every volume safe.”


“That’s understandable,” Violet said.


“The administration has asked that we only have library staff inside that room, not the independent custodial company we use, while the investigation is ongoing. So while I know it’s not in your job description, I’m wondering if for the next few weeks I could entrust you to just take a damp dust rag and wipe down Harry’s desk and the table in his room?”


“Of course.”


“Then there’s just one more thing…” Madeline leaned forward.


“I’m sure you know the Widener Memorial Room has had fresh flowers placed on Harry Widener’s desk each week since the inception of the library.”


“Yes,” Violet answered. She had remembered being very moved when her tour guide had stood outside the steps of the library and described how Mrs. Widener had asked for fresh flowers to be delivered weekly to Harry’s Memorial Room and that they be placed on his desk so it looked like her son might arrive at any moment and sit down and read.


“While a standing order with the florist is easy enough, I’ve always ordered the flowers myself in the past because I wanted to add a personal touch and honor Harry’s legacy. The curator before me did this as well. I remember her telling me that ordering the flowers helped her feel connected to Harry’s spirit. Madeline’s eyes softened. “I’ve always felt the same.”


“That’s a lovely sentiment,” Violet said. “And I’m sure if Eleanor Widener were alive, she’d be extremely touched that so many curators have taken her request to heart.”


“Yes. Absolutely. So you can imagine how annoyed I was with myself when I actually forgot to order them last week! I blame it on the investigation and the looming deadline for an article I’ve been working on.


“Anyway, I was thinking it might be smart to give the responsibility to a motivated student like yourself who can keep track of these things.” She folded her hands. “I don’t want to overburden you, but of course, we’d be paying you for the extra time you put in.”


“Honestly, that sounds great. I’d be happy to have a few extra hours of work.”


“Wonderful. I appreciate it so much.”


“This will allow me to keep focused on my research.” Madeline let out a deep sigh of relief. “I’m hoping to publish my paper this spring.”


“It’s a pleasure to help out.”


“Good. It will be one less thing for me to worry about, thank you. This paper’s been a passion project for me and I’m anxious to wrap it up.”


“Can I ask what it’s about?” Violet was naturally curious. She always liked hearing what professors or the faculty at Harvard were working on.


“I’m focusing on the booksellers who helped shape Harry’s early collecting, particularly A.S.W. Rosenbach.”


“The book dealer from Philadelphia?” Violet’s voice perked up.


Madeline was surprised. “You’re familiar with him?”


“Actually, I am.” Violet’s posture straightened with an unexpected surge of confidence. She could hardly believe she had something to contribute to the conversation. “I grew up in Philly. We visited the Rosenbach library for a school trip in high school. That was the first time I saw so many beautiful books under one roof.”


Madeline chuckled. “You’re in the right place then. I’m so pleased you’ll be working here. And if you’re interested in my research… I’ve been looking for a bright student to help transcribe some of the letters between the two men.”


“Really?” Violet was definitely interested in learning more about Philadelphia’s most famous bookseller. The memory of Rosenbach’s townhouse on Walnut Street and its antique and book-filled rooms had stayed with her. “I’d love to help you.”


“That’s music to my ears.” Madeline’s eyes twinkled behind her glasses. She shuffled through her papers and pulled out a photocopy of Rosenbach. Dressed in a tweed jacket, spectacled and scholarly in appearance, the image showed he possessed all of the distinguishing characteristics of a bibliophile.


“Rosenbach was the one who guided Harry as a young Harvard student in his first foray into book collecting. He not only helped purchase the majority of the books now in the collection here, he also knew why Harry would appreciate them in the first place.”


“Wow,” Violet said as she gazed at the image. “They definitely didn’t mention that at all on our school field trip.”


“I imagine they didn’t have time. Rosenbach had quite the full life. But of course, he lived to a ripe old age, unlike Mr. Widener. Only twenty-seven when he drowned.”


Violet’s expression changed.


Madeline studied her for a moment. “I should be completely transparent with you. I heard about what happened over the summer. Professor Gupta shared it with me when I was checking references for your work application.” She paused and considered her words. “I hope this job will help you heal.”


Violet stiffened. “Thank you. It’s been hard, but I’m trying to move forward.”


“I’m sure you know the history of this library. How it was born from grief.”


“Yes.”


“I don’t want to suggest that I chose your application over the others because of what happened to you. But I will say that I’m very conscious of the emotions that motivated the building of this library in the first place. Eleanor Widener created it not as a mausoleum to her son’s memory, but a celebration of his life and his love of books. I think that spirit remains essential to Widener.”


“I understand that connection completely,” Violet said. “My grandmother’s books were her legacy to me.”


“Then it’s another reason why you’re a great fit for this job. That and Professor Gupta saying that you were one of his most gifted students. He showed me your paper on Francis Bacon. It was quite inspired.


“Bacon,” Madeline added, “has a special place in Widener’s story, too.”


Violet’s mind rushed to recall any connection she might have come across during her research, but she could think of none. “I didn’t know that…”


“Yes, well,” Madeline quickly glanced at the clock on the wall. “It’s unfortunate I have to rush off to an appointment now. But consider today an amuse-bouche, then, in whetting your appetite for working here. I’ll save the Bacon story for another time.”


“I’ll look forward to that,” Violet said.


“You’ll be busy here at the library and I couldn’t be happier to have you with us.”


Madeline stood up from her desk and grabbed a folder, stuffing it into her leather satchel. “So, first things first. Order the flowers to be delivered on Wednesday. And then do the same weekly. Francine will walk you through the protocol of retrieving the books, and you and I can discuss my Rosenbach research next time we meet.”


Madeline reached into her bag, pulled out a pen and notepad, then scribbled down a phone number. “The florist certainly knows us well. Her family’s been providing the flowers here ever since the library first opened. It should cost forty-five dollars, including delivery. And whatever flowers you do select, just keep them within the palette Mrs. Widener always preferred. The colors of sunshine. Keep them bright.”















CHAPTER TWO


Two days later, Violet moved past the protective rope and walked into the Widener Memorial Room clasping a glass vase filled with yellow freesia and white roses. The bouquet had been ordered by Madeline a few days earlier, just before she’d handed over the responsibility to Violet. With all of the concern surrounding the book slasher, Madeline had specified that Violet be the one responsible for picking the flowers up at the main desk and bringing them up to the Memorial Room.


Violet had been happy to oblige. Now, as she placed the flowers down on the desk, she felt her body relax as she glanced at all the beautiful books that filled the space.


Violet had not felt well that morning, as she’d slept poorly yet again. She had stayed up late staring at her computer screen trying to finish a paper on the impact of Emily Dickinson and Feminist theory, only to spill coffee on it after she’d printed it out. She had to rush to print another copy early this morning at the science center, dropping it off at Professor Gupta’s office before racing to the library to make sure she would be able to retrieve the early-morning floral delivery and get the bouquet to Harry’s desk before Madeline arrived for work.


Violet felt something spiritual about entering the room. It wasn’t just the intimacy of being in a space that was created to evoke an Edwardian gentleman’s private reading room; it was all of the details that had been placed there with such consideration and care.


Behind the reflection of glass, the shelves were alight with different-colored leather bindings, a patterned rainbow of oxblood red, cognac, and pine green. Above the black marble fireplace hung an oil portrait of its namesake, Harry. Forever twenty-seven in his finely cut suit; his dark hair carefully parted in the middle; his gaze prescient and calm.


Framed by oak panels and decorated by a frieze of gilded laurel leaves with a female head at its crown, the painting was a focal point in the room. The artist, Gabriel Ferrer, had rendered Harry sitting in the comfort of a chair upholstered in claret-colored silk. One hand tipped to his cheek and the other held a book with a single finger between its pages, as if the painter had just caught him taking a momentary break from his current read.


Violet looked up at the portrait and a bittersweet feeling came over her. Here was yet another young life cut short. A tragic death, just like her Hugo’s. Every day she now spent at Harvard seemed like she was walking around without a key part of herself.


“A phantom limb,” her therapist had called the sensation. The way an amputee might feel after having lost a part of their physical self.


But, honestly, Violet felt she’d lost more than a limb. A missing appendage she could have dealt with, but losing Hugo was not an ancillary loss, it permeated her whole being. They had been inseparable. Gone were the conversations where she and Hugo argued who had the best rocky road—J.P. Licks on Charles Street or Emack & Bolio’s in the Square. She missed him pulling a melting ice-cream cone from her hand, helping her so it didn’t drip all over her cotton dress. She missed him sneaking glances at her while they studied in Lamont, the light flickering in his amber eyes. She missed his throaty laugh. The sound of his voice.


Violet and Hugo had been together since the fall of their freshman year. They had been as entwined as any two bodies could be. Even now, nearly three months after his death, Violet struggled to believe he was really gone. She’d lost track of how many times she’d been some place on campus, whether it be the leafy, overgrown Dudley Garden or outside the Athletic Center, and thought she’d seen the back of his head, his distinct mop of curly brown hair.


Although she knew she wasn’t meant to linger in the room, Violet stepped closer to the carved mantel and looked up at the portrait hanging above it. It was strange, almost as if her mind were playing tricks on her again. In the past, she’d heard other students mention that when they visited the Louvre in Paris, the eyes of the Mona Lisa felt as though they were gazing solely upon them. “You could move to another corner, take a step back or to the side, and you felt like her eyes always followed you,” one student had shared during her freshman art history class. Now Violet felt the same way about the eyes in Harry Widener’s portrait.


She was tired. That had to be the explanation. She wasn’t just dealing with her grief, but also the demands of her new classes and work obligations.


Violet tried to settle her nerves, but suddenly she was struck by another odd sensation. Cold air rippled through the room. She glanced to see if there was a window open somewhere nearby. But there were no windows in this interior space. Violet stood absolutely still, trying to find the source of the breeze.


Another gust of cold air soon hit her; this time she was certain it had come down through the fireplace. It traveled eerily through the study, moving across the room to Harry’s desk, where the vase of fresh flowers seemed to shiver. A few petals fell to the desk’s wooden surface.


Violet’s eyes traveled up once more toward the portrait of Harry. She knew it sounded absurd, but she felt as if he were looking right at her.















CHAPTER THREE


DEATH DID NOT SILENCE ME. IT DID NOT STIFLE MY ABILITY to feel or to love. It did not pull me forever into the depths of the great, dark sea and extinguish my spirit. I emerged after the boat’s sinking, no longer in my physical form, but limitless, light-filled, and transformed.


It would be wrong to think that the dead remain static. Our curiosity does not die with us. We seek knowledge. We crave empathy. A ghost is the greatest reader of all.


Over the years, I have turned countless pages while watching the lives of those I love unfold. In the case of my mother, I witnessed her unfathomable grief, followed by her ultimately discovering a new sense of purpose in building a library to ensure that my books had a permanent home.


I have witnessed births and deaths. Peaks of triumph and valleys of despair.


And I have my own memories that return to me. My mother, sitting in her Philadelphia drawing room, dressed in waves of blue silk, a book spread open on her lap.


“You will love it,” she informs me. She had just purchased a new translation of The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam. The verdant green cover, with its title pressed in gold foil, looked almost like a piece of jewelry as she lifted it up for me to see.


She always loved tales from distant lands. She was born with an explorer’s soul. Behind her dove gray eyes, a fiery inquisitiveness and desire to learn smoldered.


When she quoted one of the verses from this Persian poet, a smile rippled across her face, as if she were revealing a secret only the two of us shared.


It was my mother who revealed to me the world that existed in the inches between the reader and the writer, where two souls could mingle without ever touching. She believed a good book spoke through you. That is why she never collected books merely as display items. She instead had her menageries, her collections of French porcelain, her silver, and her jewels to fill her appetite for beauty. With books, she simply purchased what she loved to read.


That was my first lesson I learned from her about collecting. “Only buy what you love” was one of her favorite mottoes.


The men in my family, on the other hand, often bought prized pieces to elevate their reputation as connoisseurs. They wanted to rise above the adage that those with new money didn’t appreciate elegance and good taste. On the walls of Lynnewood Hall, my uncle and grandfather worked together to build one of the most enviable art collections in the country. The walls of our family’s estate were adorned with paintings by Rembrandt, Van Dyck, Titian, and Raphael. Grandfather commissioned the famous John Singer Sargent to paint his portrait and others in our family, hoping the outcome would be reminiscent of the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Flemish painters he so admired.


But there was always something deeper to the way grandfather collected. For beneath the facade of a shrewd businessman, he was particularly sensitive to the fragility of life.


He did not speak often about the two children my grandmother and he had lost in the early years of their marriage. I had been named after my uncle Harry who had died at the age of eleven, and the weight of that loss often returned to him.


“You’re still too young to know this,” he reminded me as we stood outside our family’s estate, Lynnewood Hall, in its final days of completion. Above the grand columns, inside the limestone pediment, Grandfather had commissioned a rather unusual design. In the center, above the small circular window was a carving of an hourglass. Flanking its sides were four figures: a mother, a father, and their two children.


“But the two most important things in this world are family and time,” he reminded me.


And while he didn’t say it aloud, I knew that as much as he loved to collect priceless works of art, my grandfather was sharing his wisdom with me. The most valuable things in the world could simply not be bought.















CHAPTER FOUR


Madeline lifted a large, thick folder from her desk. “Here are photocopies of the letters between Harry and A.S.W. Rosenbach that I’ll need you to transcribe.” She handed the bundle of papers to Violet. Around the folder, the collection was secured by a thin cord of string.


“I hope you find them as intriguing as I did. It was because of Harry’s friendship and business relations with Rosenbach that he was able to ask for an introduction to the famous British bookseller Bernard Alfred Quaritch shortly after he graduated from Harvard and began collecting for his library. Harry was traveling to Europe with his family in the spring of 1912, and Quaritch’s store was one of the last places he visited before he boarded the Titanic. Quaritch was actually the bookseller who sold him the famous ‘Little Bacon.’”


Violet raised an eyebrow. “So that’s the Bacon connection you mentioned at our first meeting.”


“Ah, yes,” Madeline smiled. “The Harvard tour guides never mention the priceless book that Harry allegedly ran back from the lifeboats to his room for, do they? It was Francis Bacon’s Essays. That was Harry’s last significant purchase, and it was clearly important to him.”


“I had no idea,” Violet said as she patted the top of the folder. “It’s interesting. We hear that ice cream is always served in the dining room because it was Harry’s favorite dessert, and that all freshmen have to take a swimming test because he drowned. But this is the first time I’ve ever heard about Quaritch or the ‘Little Bacon.’”


Madeline nodded. “But the story about Harry running back inside to get the Bacon has always seemed apocryphal to me. The volume was so small, he could have just kept it in his pocket.” She pointed to the folder. “There’s actually a letter he wrote to Rosenbach shortly after acquiring it in London where he states that he’s never taking it off his body. So if he intended to carry it with him everywhere, I don’t see why he would have had to run back to his cabin to retrieve it.”


She focused her gaze on Violet. “I have a sixth sense that there’s something very special hidden in those letters. That there’s another story about what happened while Harry was in London arranging his big book purchase that goes well beyond the Bacon alone.” She reached over her desk and grabbed a tissue and blotted her nose. “Well, that’s a conversation for another time.” She shoved a second folder into her leather briefcase. “As usual, I’m late for a meeting.”


“I’ll start typing them up this afternoon,” Violet promised.


“Wonderful, it will be very helpful to have a transcription. As you begin working, try to create what we like to call a “miniscula,” a chart of how Harry’s wrote his lowercase and capital letters so we can include it in the archives to make things easier for future scholars who want to read the originals.” She smiled. “Perhaps begin reading the letters somewhere in Widener. I think hearing his voice within the walls of the library will inspire you.”
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Violet longed to sit down in Harry’s study to read the letters, but despite the two wooden tables with chairs that were inside the memorial room, she knew that it was prohibited. So, instead, she settled on the reading room near the front entrance. There, at one of the desks, she opened the folder and pulled out the letters Madeline had photocopied when she’d visited the Rosenbach archives down in Pennsylvania. Violet had been doing a little digging of her own in order to familiarize herself with some of the main players in Madeline’s research. What she learned felt almost like she was reading about the characters in a novel.


Harry was the middle child of George and Eleanor Widener. His parents both came from great wealth and privilege. But his grandfather, P.A.B. Widener, had far humbler roots. A butcher with an extraordinary entrepreneurial spirit, P.A.B. made his fortune selling mutton to federal troops during the Civil War. He then expanded his business into Philadelphia’s rapidly growing trolley car industry with his close friend William Elkins, who was Eleanor’s father and Harry’s grandfather. The two men would go on to invest in Standard Oil, U.S. Steel, and the American Tobacco Company, making both families extraordinarily rich.


Harry’s maternal grandfather started collecting books around the same time as other magnates like J.P. Morgan and Henry Huntington, who supposedly said that “the ownership of a fine library is the surest and swiftest way to immortality.” And while still here on earth, nothing gave off the whiff of old money like a library full of antiquarian volumes and rare manuscripts. The man who helped these titans of industry build their personal collections was the famed American bookseller George D. Smith, whose impressive client list would secure him tremendous success at all of the competitive book auctions.


But the young Harry discovered his own primary contact as his book-buying impulses emerged. Shortly before his twenty-first birthday, while home during Christmas break from his junior year at Harvard, he was introduced by a family friend, Clarence Bement, to the fledgling bookseller Abraham Simon Wolf Rosenbach.
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Looking up from the letters, it was easy for Violet to envision the young and handsome Harry on that cold December day stepping into “Rosenbach and Company,” the elegant store on Walnut Street that A.S.W. Rosenbach and his brother hoped would cater to the collecting needs of Philadelphia’s elite. She already knew the building from her field trip, but now she imagined the snowdrifts outside, and Harry’s hands pushing into his pockets and perhaps clutching a Christmas shopping list for his family. But rather than looking for a gift for his mother or sister, though, had he instead really gone inside to take a peek at what this new player on the antiquarian books scene might have hidden away in the back for him?


Madeline had paperclipped the copy of the black-and-white photograph of Rosenbach on top of the letters. Wire spectacles, wavy black hair, and a stickpin in his cravat. Violet looked at his birth and death dates on the back. If Harry had met him in late 1905 when he was almost twenty-one and the bookseller was still quite young himself at a mere twenty-nine, then they were both just starting out at the same time and had much to gain from each other. Rosenbach would see the possibility of getting attached to a burgeoning bibliophile with the desire to build his own library and ample funds at his fingertips. And Harry would see a fellow young man who shared the same passion for books and who was perhaps willing to mentor him.


Violet took out the first letter in the stack and gazed at the careful, scrolling penmanship. The letter was from December 1911, six years into Harry and Rosenbach’s friendship and business relationship and only a few months before Harry would board the Titanic. Violet did some rough math in her head. If, at the time of Harry’s death, he had amassed well over two thousand books with Rosenbach’s help, the two men were now deeply connected by that point.








December 10, 1911




Dear Dr. Rosenbach,





Today’s snowfall brought the air of Christmas with it! I was overjoyed you were able to secure the Pierre-Joseph Redouté volumes for my mother’s holiday present. I can’t wait to see her unwrap it underneath the tree!


And I have some other good news to share. You know better than anyone just how disappointed I was to have to cancel my trip to London last year when the appendicitis ruined my plans. Yesterday, I learned that my parents are planning a trip to Europe this spring. Mother needs to purchase items for my sister’s upcoming wedding and some additional furnishings for the new house in Newport. And, of course, Father is always happy for any excuse to do more business abroad. The best part of all is that I’ll have the opportunity to travel with them.


We are hoping to spend a few days in London, and it will be wonderful to visit Bernard Alfred Quaritch and his bookshop when I’m there. I’m still indebted to you for writing that first letter of introduction for me when I was just starting to collect. It’s hard to believe that’s been five years now!


Let’s try to meet soon and have a brandy. I’m still steaming about some of the books I failed to get at the Huth sale. No matter how much I try and budget for these things, I never seem to have enough funds to get all the books I want!




Yours very truly,


H.E.W.








Violet read each of Harry’s words carefully; strangely, it was almost as though she could hear the soft lull of a man’s voice speaking directly into her ear. She could feel the spirit of Christmas approaching, the excitement of his coming trip, and his deep passion for his books. Madeleine was right: there was something special about working in his library. It was as if Harry’s ghost were all around her.















CHAPTER FIVE


Violet shuffled the letters and the paper in which she’d begun creating the “miniscula” handwriting chart back into the folder and glanced at her watch. She had fifteen minutes to get to Robinson Hall for her history seminar. As she exited the library, the crisp New England air pulled her out of 1911 and back to reality.


Walking into the yard, she nearly collided with Theo.


“Hey!” His bicycle came to an abrupt stop as his long legs fell from the pedals to the pavement. He shook his sandy-brown hair from his eyes and smiled. Two small dimples formed on either side of his cheeks. “Violet, how are you?”


“I’m good,” she lied. She had tried to avoid Hugo’s rowing friends from the moment she’d returned to campus that fall. She didn’t want to have any conversations just like this, where one of his crew buddies would ask her how she was and she’d be forced to say she was just fine.


With now only twelve minutes left to get to her class, she wasn’t going to tell him that every day felt like triage for her. That it was a miracle she was able to get herself out of bed. She didn’t have time to tell him that, and he didn’t have time to listen to it.


“I’ve been looking for you ever since we got back from summer break. But I haven’t seen you around anywhere.” Theo gripped the handlebars tighter, his knuckles whitening. “It’s so hard to believe he isn’t here anymore.”


“It is.” She looked down and hoisted her backpack a little higher on her shoulders. She absolutely didn’t want to have this conversation with him right here in the yard. “I really need to get to class.”


“I get it, but the Owl’s having a party this Saturday. Maybe try and come? It would be good to hang out. I miss him too, you know.”


“Sounds good.” Violet blinked back tears. “I’ll try to make it,” she promised before Theo rode off.


Theo had always been a good guy, someone that Hugo liked to call “solid.” And now a small part of her regretted she’d just been curt with him. He’d been one of the few members on Hugo’s rowing team that Violet enjoyed hanging out with in the past. The summer after their freshman year, she and Hugo had made a road trip to visit him in Delaware. She remembered his family’s stone house with tall pillars and sweeping porch felt like it was straight out of a movie. That weekend, she and Hugo visited the Brandywine Museum of Art with its Pre-Raphaelite paintings, and kissed in front of Gabriel Dante Rossetti’s portrait of a red-haired Lilith. Hugo whispered that had she been born a hundred years before, the artist would have wanted to paint her too.


At night, as the heat from the makeshift campfire warmed them, the three of them sat on Adirondack chairs overlooking the creek, drank bottles of Molson, and played Van Morrison CDs and Grateful Dead bootleg tapes long into the night. It always seemed strange to her that boys like Hugo and Theo, so casual in their worn Henley T-shirts and frayed khaki shorts, preferred to look like they couldn’t afford a fresh pair of clothes. Her mother would never have wanted her to walk around with strings hanging from her cutoff shorts or holes in her shirts. There was no glamor in looking like you were struggling to make ends meet, like her family.


The first time Hugo introduced her to his parents, it was Head of the Charles weekend their sophomore year. His parents had come up from Connecticut to watch him in the famed regatta, and his varsity lightweight boat was rowing their first race of the year. She knew that his father, who himself had rowed for Harvard thirty years earlier, was immensely proud that Hugo had been selected as one of the boat’s eight rowers.


Violet hadn’t been given advance notice that she was included in their dinner at Grendel’s after the race, as she hadn’t been sure he’d told them that they’d been dating. Violet reacted to the invitation with a mixture of emotions. On the one hand she was happy that Hugo thought their relationship was serious enough to introduce her to his family. But on the other hand, the meeting also gave her a certain amount of dread. Violet was filled with worry that his posh, super-educated parents, whose perfect smiles were often photographed at charity events and appeared in New York society pages, were going to think he was slumming it with a girl from the wrong side of Philly.


Her parents had not attended college. Her father repaired telephone poles for the Pennsylvania Power Authority and her mother was a homemaker. As proud as she was of her parents and as much as she loved them, she was sure of one thing: Chip and Ginny Sayles were not going to be impressed.
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That evening, she’d worn the best outfit she owned, eschewing the inexpensive floral cotton dresses she liked to purchase from thrift stores at home, for her one black dress from Banana Republic that she hoped gave her an air of sophistication. Unlike Theo and Hugo, she wasn’t trying to appear like she didn’t have any money. She just didn’t. Through the glint of the silverware and wine glasses, she’d seen his mother look over at her, a tight smile on her lineless face. Hugo’s father, effortlessly charming, with the same dark brown eyes and sandy hair as Hugo, knew how to draw her out. He asked her what classes she was taking and what house she lived in. When she answered “Lowell House,” the elegant brick and white column dorm on Mount Auburn Street, Hugo’s mother softened, as if Violet was finally uttering something worth mentioning.


Violet wasn’t ashamed of her blue-collar background, but there was an obvious outsidership at Harvard that came along with it. Wealth was a given for so many of her peers. Not necessarily the kind of wealth the Wideners had, with their mansions, Lynnewood Hall in Elkins Park, Pennsylvania, and Miramar in Newport, Rhode Island; sprawling estates created by Horace Trumbauer, the same architect who later created Harry’s memorial library. But it was, without exception, most students at Harvard had far more affluence than her own humbler roots.


Her grandmother Helen, who Violet felt so close to her whole life and had only passed away the year before, didn’t even know her true origins. She had been given up for adoption at birth and the arrangements made through the historic St. Joseph’s Orphan’s Asylum on the corner of Seventh and Spruce Street in Philadelphia.


Grandma Helen had no idea who her family was or why they had chosen to give her up. “Imagine I could be French or even Italian?” she would often joke. But Violet knew her grandmother longed to know more about her background.


Grandma Helen was the only person Violet knew who loved to read as much as she did. When Violet would visit her apartment in North Philly, she would walk into the dimly lit living room, the smell of Lipton tea fragrancing the air, and almost always find her white-haired grandmother sitting in her pink flowered reading chair, a standing brass lamp illuminating her from behind, and a book between her papery hands.


Helen used to tell Violet that sometimes when she was reading a book, she’d search the storyline for something that might explain why her biological parents had given her up. Novels always offered plenty of possible reasons. Her parents couldn’t afford another mouth to feed. Her mother was a naive woman who had gotten herself in trouble with a married man. Or the other options that Helen shuddered to think about, that someone had taken advantage of her mother and left her in a situation where she was desperate and alone.


One afternoon about a year before Grandma Helen died, Violet was sitting on the ottoman beside her. She’d brought a brown paper shopping bag filled with books she’d gotten from her local library’s fund-raising sale that she thought her grandmother might like. She pulled one from the bag, delight sweeping across her face.


“I bet you’ll love this one,” she offered. “It’s written from the perspective of Gretel from ‘Hansel and Gretel,’ but now she’s an old woman and she’s finally getting the chance to tell her version of the story.” Violet’s free hand reached for her grandmother’s. “I know how you’ve always had a special place in your heart for fairy tales.”


“Yes,” Grandma Helen replied, pulling the crocheted afghan over her lap. “I always have.”


Violet’s earliest memories did not involve sitting on her mother’s lap being read to, but instead being perched on that pink flowered chair with her grandmother.


“Remember that book you used to read to me from? The Happy Fairy’s Storybook?”


Violet could still picture the cover: a fairy dressed in a bright red robe, the letters of the title drawn to look like tree branches.


“How could I forget?” Her grandmother’s expression drifted far away.


“Where is that one now, anyway?” Violet asked as she put down the book she’d brought from the library sale, and scanned the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves crammed with hardcovers and paperbacks with worn, yellowed pages that Helen had bought at garage sales over the years.


“It’s on the top shelf, all the way to the right.” Her grandmother didn’t even need to look. She knew exactly where it was.


Helen’s fingers twitched over the edge of her blanket. “Bring it to me please, honey,” she asked softly. “I might as well tell you the story behind it now.”


Violet pushed the ottoman toward the bookcase and stood on her tiptoes, pulling the old book down from the top shelf. The dust jacket was torn in places and several water stains speckled its cover, its picture of the girl’s red dress having faded to coral.


With the book now in her hands, memories of being with her grandmother as a child came flooding back to her.


Violet put it in her grandmother’s lap. “Here you go, Gran.”


“There’s a story that isn’t found in its pages,” Helen confided. “You know how I always told you how lucky you were that you knew where you came from?”


“Yes,” Violet nodded. “I remember.”


“Well, that book is the one thing that came with me when I was adopted.” She took a deep swallow, her chest rising and falling beneath her floral housecoat.


“I suppose I should be grateful that my parents even told me I was adopted. So many chose not to tell their children during that time. But my father believed in telling the truth about everything, and he’s the one who told me the book was tucked inside a bag full of cloth diapers and a bible when they came to pick me up.” Helen ran her palm over the book’s fragile cover.


Violet could barely stand to hear her grandmother force out another sentence. It was upsetting watching Helen straining to tell her the painful story behind this book.


“I never found out anything else about my biological parents, you know that,” she said. “This book is the only thing I have from them.”


She smoothed over the cover with her hand.


“I had to ask your mother to put it on the top shelf a couple years back, shortly after your granddad died, because I’d read it over and over again on all the nights I was here by myself.”


Violet knew why her grandmother kept returning to it. She still was looking for a message about why she’d been given up. Even at eighty years old, she kept searching for clues.















CHAPTER SIX








December 26, 1911




Dear Dr. Rosenbach,





Christmas was quite a success! What a wonderful surprise to find the Tennysons wrapped beneath the tree. They’re even more beautiful than I imagined, and you and Mother certainly outdid yourselves in keeping the secret from me. And as you probably have already heard from her, she loved Redouté’s botanical illustrations. He really is a master of precision, isn’t he? She said she could almost feel the flowers lifting off the page.


Your note yesterday was much appreciated, and I’m indebted to you for helping me refine my list for Quaritch. I can’t thank you enough for discussing which books would benefit my collection. And you know how much I value your opinion.


Despite having stacked the house with mountains of presents over the holidays, Mother is quite coyly using our trip as an excuse to make several shopping excursions to New York and Philadelphia before we go. It seems as if she needs two months to prepare herself for English society, and of course, only the best gowns and jewels will suffice. But I want to keep my valises completely empty so I’ll have more room to bring home as many books as possible!


I anxiously wait for Mr. Quaritch’s response.




Kind regards,


Harry E. Widener














December 29, 1911




Dear Mr. Widener,





I am delighted to hear you were pleased with the Tennyson volumes. Your mother knew you coveted them and she was elated when I told her I’d made the winning bid for them.


Her excitement reminded me of how giddy she was when I told her I’d won the first Shakespeare Folio at the William Van Antwerp auction for you and I was grateful for Quaritch’s help that time in securing it. I’m glad you’ll be able to see each other when you’re in London, and I can’t wait to hear what other editions you’re able to add to your flourishing library.


On a side note, some fine new volumes have come into my possession this week, including a wonderful selection of illustrated works by George Cruikshank that I think will be of great interest to you. Let us find a time to meet and discuss.




Kindly,


A.S.W.














January 2, 1912




Dear Dr. Rosenbach,





Good news has arrived! Today, I received another letter from Quaritch. He is on the hunt for several of the books I listed in my last letter. The letter indicates that I am to write directly to Miss Ada Lippoldt, his new assistant, with any further requests, as she’ll be able to get to them more quickly. Have you dealt with her at all? It appears his schedule has become quite hectic after the Robert Hoe sale. Still, I’m over the moon with excitement!




My very warmest regards,


Harry E. Widener





















CHAPTER SEVEN


VIOLET. IT FELT LIKE I HAD BEEN WAITING FOR HER FOREVER. It was she who I wanted to learn my story. Not the apocryphal version that had morphed over the years, embellished by countless Harvard tour guides with their overly sentimental and romantic notes. But, rather, my true history, unadulterated and as pure as I had lived it. A life connected to a secret that had been buried for far too long.


And now, Violet had finally arrived in my library with her student job and her research. Violet. Even her name brought me joy. That tiny purple flower has so much power attached to its fragile petals. Delicate in appearance, yet sturdy at its roots, it symbolizes faith, mystical awareness, and inspiration. There was something innately perfect that her name was entwined with the blossom.


I felt joy watching Violet read my letters to my old friend and mentor Rosenbach after all these years. Her bright eyes focused on the transcriptions, her youth as crisp and as clean as a new, white manuscript’s page.


I sensed her pause when she first read Ada’s name. Was it because it is the only time Ada is mentioned in all of my correspondence with Rosenbach? Or was it because Violet is now so young herself, and the name of another young woman from nearly a century ago stood out in high relief for her? Whatever it was I cannot say. But I do know that when I myself saw Ada’s name there again in print, it made my old ghostly soul ache in a way that not only pained me with longing, but also made me feel exquisitely alive.


Ada. You will not find my other letters to her in my memorial library. Nor are they now stored in the Rosenbach archives or in Quaritch’s bookshop, which still exists in London to this day. They are somewhere else, tucked away from prying eyes. But I can still recite them. Those letters are a part of me.








January 2, 1912




Dear Mr. Widener,





My name is Ada Lippoldt and I have recently begun assisting Mr. Quaritch with the rare book and manuscript collections within our shop. As he mentioned in his letter to you, he has asked me personally to offer any assistance you might need before you arrive in London this spring. We have several new books that might be of interest to you, especially in light of the recent acquisitions from the Robert Hoe Library.


I realize you have an established relationship with Mr. Quaritch and the store, but I’m very much looking forward to being of assistance to you. Any guidance regarding your likes and dislikes that you’d be willing to share would be most helpful as I try to curate a list of books for your inspection.




Respectfully yours,


Ada Lippoldt








It was a pleasure that winter to write back to Ada and share with her the kinds of books I would be interested in seeing when I arrived in England.








January 5, 1912




Dear Miss Lippoldt,





I am indebted that Mr. Quaritch has suggested you contact me. What a joy it is to describe the focus of my nascent collection. While I have a penchant for the great English writers, Dickens, Shakespeare, and Robert Louis Stevenson, I am also open to acquiring the works of other authors from most anywhere, as for me, the “hunt” is nearly as captivating as gazing upon what I ultimately have to display. My greatest desire is to create a library where my editions are in exemplary condition. Tracking down a first edition of Poems by Robert Browning, as well as acquiring a perfect and complete Shakespeare Folio, has been a highlight of my young collecting life.


I often find that a book’s provenance is as intriguing to me as is its authorship. What is the story behind this particular edition’s journey? Whose hands has it traveled to over the years before it comes into my own? I particularly like books that have been coveted by other authors, that have inspired them or that they chose to give on to those whom they love and adore.


But like any bibliophile, I love books with old bindings, beautiful illustrations, and things that make them uniquely their own.


I look forward to reading the list you send to me.




Cordially yours,


Harry E. Widener














January 17, 1912




Dear Mr. Widener,





I was delighted to receive your letter. I smiled when I read what inspires you to purchase a particular book. I was happy to hear you are motivated by what I like to refer to as the book’s soul. I must admit your letter stands out amongst the sea of others that arrive for Mr. Quaritch. Many collectors don’t speak of the inherent life behind a rare edition. They often see it as a mere commodity, an investment piece that can be bought or sold, like a share in the stock market. I far prefer your approach.


As promised, I will speak to Mr. Quaritch about your particular proclivities, and we will access our collection and make sure we have several rare editions for your perusal when you arrive this spring.




With warm regards,


Ada Lippoldt








Even now, nearly eighty years later, when I think back to Ada’s first letter, I see the word that connected me to her. The evocation of the word “soul.” It was not a word that floated freely off the Edwardian man’s or woman’s lips back then. But for as long as I could remember, book collecting felt like a spiritual endeavor for me. I sought to build something from the outside that looked inward. I wanted a library that reflected who I was. Whether it was my first edition of Treasure Island that commemorated my boyish love for travel and adventure, or an epic Dickens novel that pondered the missed opportunities, failures, and misunderstandings of life, I loved them all.
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