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		For Mama, who always said I should write
            



	

    
	
		 

 

 

 

 


Where is human nature so weak as in the bookstore?

—Henry Ward Beecher




For Connie had adopted the standard of the young: what there was in the moment was everything. And moments followed one another without necessarily belonging to one another.

—D. H. Lawrence, Lady Chatterley’s Lover
            




	

    
	
		
Chapter One

To Make You Essential to Me


Love finds for us what we do not know we want.

—Henry





Books don’t change people’s lives, not like everyone thinks they do. Reading The Razor’s Edge while flying in first class to a meditation resort or The Sheltering Sky on a postdivorce hike to see what’s left of the snows of Kilimanjaro won’t make you any more enlightened than spinning in the teacups at Disneyland. I’m sorry, but that’s the truth of it. And the used books here at the Dragonfly aren’t infused with any more wisdom than the virginal new ones at Apollo Books & Music. Our books are just cheaper and more tattered. But people keep coming. They keep asking me for elixirs of paper and words to soothe their disappointments and revive their smothered passions. They come because they believe a book transformed my life. Not one of them understands. It wasn’t the book that did it.
         

Looking back, it’s hard for me to pinpoint the moment it all began. I could say it was the day I was laid off by ArGoNet Software, or when I first met Hugo, or even further back when I left South Carolina for Silicon Valley. But I guess the bare truth of it is that everything started on that Friday afternoon with me and Hugo sitting on those two springless armchairs on that creaky wood platform in the front window of Dragonfly Used Books, on Castro Street in Mountain View, the heart of Silicon Valley. The passersby, dressed in shirts with dangling Google, Yahoo!, and Intuit badges attached, saw Hugo, balding and with a long ponytail in back, reading a threadbare copy of the first Waverley novel, next to me, a thirty-four-year-old in terrible need of having her roots done, wearing an ex-boyfriend’s holey Rush T-shirt over a pair of jeans that had become too tight with unemployment pounds. It was an odd place to sit, right there on display in front of God and everybody. But it was also the only place in the Dragonfly with enough floor space to fit a couple of chairs. Everywhere else, Lord help us, there were only books.

In Silicon Valley, that summer of 2009 wasn’t like the one of 2001, when moaning zombies of dead dot-coms roamed the land. This time, companies didn’t fail. They just laid off half their employees, offering “involuntary separation from payroll” to give everyone the chance to “pursue new opportunities.” Me, I was hiding in Dragonfly Used Books reading historical romance novels and waiting for the Next Big Thing. I’d been through this before.

But it’d been six months since ArGoNet Software shipped my job to India. I’d given up pedicures, eating out, and, finally, cable TV. Hugo told me I was listening for the universe to present me with adventures I could never have imagined. My mother told me I was loafing.

I was reading The Defiant, just one of the romances I’d harvested off the Dragonfly’s stacks that week. There had also been The Redemption, The Bandit, and The Pirate Queen’s Deceit. No chick-litty books with cocktails and spiked heels on the cover for me. I wanted swashbucklers, with their virile chests and bursting bodices. I guess I was just old-fashioned that way.
         

When I’d arrived that morning, I’d picked up The Defiant out of a cardboard box full of books by the front counter. ROMANCE, $2 A BAG, read the sign. The cover showcased a stunning redhead with cleavage brimming over the top of an Elizabethan dress. A shirtless man with an ’86 Bon Jovi hairdo stood in the distance and glared at her menacingly. Or was it passionately? I swear I just couldn’t tell sometimes.
         

Sure, I read other kinds of books. Lots of them in just about every genre you can imagine. But I loved romances. There was something so comforting about knowing the whole story just from looking at the front cover. First, a political intrigue to keep the hero and heroine apart. Next, conflicting loyalties, hardened hearts, and possibly a forced engagement to an economically advantageous but physically and morally repulsive suitor. Several interrupted encounters, until finally they find themselves trapped in a cave, a barn, or a shepherd’s cottage during a violent rainstorm, and then you’d have your general bulging breeches, pink-tipped breasts, and primal rhythm as old as love. It wasn’t Shakespeare, but it sure beat LinkedIn as a way to kill an afternoon.

I’d gotten to a climatic duel when I saw the owner of the card shop a block away stop in front of the Dragonfly’s window. She beamed at Hugo and knocked on the glass, but he didn’t move. I nudged him. He noticed Card Shop Lady, smiled, and blew her a kiss.

“Does she know you’re cooking Squid à la Hugo tonight for that real estate agent who was in here earlier?” I asked.

“Maggie, when you reach our age, you’ll find that ignorance is often liberating,” he said as he returned to the dramas of Sir Walter Scott, balanced on the soft pudge above the belt he’d loosened after a dim sum lunch. I’d never seen him in anything other than jeans and worn cotton shirts rolled up at the sleeves. In his late fifties, he peered through black-rimmed reading glasses that made him look like the headmaster at some faraway boarding school where children in English novels are sent. Mr. Chips in Birkenstocks.

I returned to The Defiant. The Dragonfly was an eager dealer for my romance novel habit. I found them everywhere: wedged between an owner’s manual for a ’61 Valiant and a guide to tantric sex. Under the front counter next to the wooden recipe box where Hugo kept index cards to keep track of customers’ accounts for books they’d traded in. In a paperback landslide created by Grendel, the Dragonfly’s cat, who didn’t maneuver between the shelves as deftly as he once did. The Dragonfly’s stacks were a labyrinth of L-shaped sections that curled in on themselves like the shells I used to hunt on the Carolina beaches as a child. You could spend hours, even days, searching the stacks trying to find the one specific book you were looking for. Generally, it was much easier to take what you found rather than to try to find what you wanted.
         

I could knock out two or three of these romances a day. Reaching the half-blank last page gave me that little meth-y thrill that’s the Holy Grail every software coder wants their user to feel, like killing it on “Sudden Death” in Guitar Hero or earning the strawberry cow in FarmVille. “At last,” your inner addict says, “I did it. I can stop now and spend my hours solving world hunger.” But you don’t. There’re more fake guitars to play or a neon henhouse to buy or, in my case, a pirate to seduce, and what in the real world can compete with that?

My habit drove my last boyfriend crazy. To Bryan, an iOS coder who wrote a barcode image-processing library that uploaded the nutritional info for packaged food that he sold to a bunch of different diet apps for a truckload of money, romance novels made about as much sense as a PlayStation did to a hummingbird. “You’ve got to make success a daily habit,” he’d say to me. “Finding a job is your new job.” That made it hard for me to tell him I was playing hooky from my “new job” at the Dragonfly. So I didn’t. Then we’d have sex. It’s near impossible for a man to concentrate enough to point out the inefficiencies in your time management when the two of you are going down the horizontal ski jump. We were together two years, until he moved to Austin a couple of months ago without ever bringing up me going with him. He was a nice guy. They’re always nice guys. But no one comes to Silicon Valley to fall in love.

I was getting on to my duel when I felt a kick in the back of my chair. I turned around the side to glare at Jason, his black Babylon 5 T-shirt billowing around his toothpick arms, his finger holding his place in a paperback the size of a hay bale with futuristic knights on the cover. He seemed colorless to me—dark wiry hair, skin like the underbelly of a catfish—and his head looked as though it had been pressed by a vise. Barely five feet tall with a slight limp, his appendages sticking out at odd angles, he had the look of someone who’d been half-trampled by a runaway horse and buggy.
         

“Done yet?” Jason asked.

“What?”

“Chair. Are you done with the chair?” He overenunciated each word, letting me know exactly how much of a twit he considered me. There were only two chairs in the Dragonfly: the pea-green relic with the fabric worn through in spots on the arms that I sat in, and its partner, Hugo’s blue wingchair whose dropped bits of stuffing had become a part of the carpet.

“Three more pages in this chapter.” I turned back to my duel.

Jason came around the chair and hunched over me like a gargoyle.

“You’ve been here all day.”

I looked around him at Hugo, who sat focused on his book, pretending we weren’t in the same room.

“I’m a customer,” I said to Jason.

“Bullshit. You’ve got to buy something to be a customer.”

He had me there. Hugo let me sit around the Dragonfly all day without ever expecting me to buy anything. As my landlord in the small duplex a few blocks from the Dragonfly where we both lived, he had a right to worry that I’d traded in my job search for romance novels. Rent didn’t just pop out of pantaloons. But he never brought it up. All that might change after the first of the month if I couldn’t stretch out the last of my savings, and if this week’s unemployment check from the bankrupt state of California was late again.

“I’ll be done in a minute,” I told Jason and turned back to the duel I was enjoying at no charge.

Jason yanked The Defiant out of my hand, stomped over to the front counter, and held it out to a woman digging through the $2-a-bag Romance box.
         

“Got this one, Gloria?” he asked her.

Gloria pressed her armload of finds against the appliquéd cat on her sweatshirt while she read the back cover of my book.

I leaped from my chair and swung around the railing like Captain Blood on a masthead.

“You don’t want to read that,” I said, landing in front of Gloria. “Seriously, the heroine’s got acne and the hero’s short. The villain is only mildly disagreeable. I’d say just a bit grumpy really. Doesn’t make for a good read. Let me find you something in a surly Irish rebel who’s trying to avenge his father’s murder while resisting the temptation of his enemy’s beautiful daughter.”

She blinked at me, while Jason rushed past me and plopped into my chair. I turned back to Gloria in time to see her stuff The Defiant in an NPR tote bag already overflowing with other books. She slapped two dollars in dimes on the counter and trudged out the door onto Castro Street.
         

Hugo hoisted himself out of his chair and gave me a have-patience-and-the-universe-will-provide pat on my shoulder before heading to the counter to add Gloria’s change to the till. I grabbed A Devil’s Heart from the bargain box and scurried over to his vacant chair.
         

*  *  *


I’d gotten about fifty pages into A Devil’s Heart when my iPhone began to scream, “It’s judgment day! Sinners repent!” I slid the phone out of my pocket and saw Dizzy’s picture. The name over the picture was “God.” I kept forgetting to password-protect my phone when Dizzy was around.
         

“I’m not saying anything,” Hugo said. Having lost his chair, he was sorting through a box of thrillers a customer had brought in for trade that morning.

“Telling me you’re not saying something about the government listening in on my cell phone conversations is exactly the same as saying something.” I tapped the Sleep button on top of the phone to send Dizzy to voice mail.

“Actually,” Hugo said, “I was going to mention the brain cancer.”

“It’s judgment day! Sinners repent!” my phone screamed again. Dizzy wasn’t going to be ignored. Jason jabbed a finger in the direction of a sign he’d written and hung above the front counter:

YOUR CELL PHONES ARE EVIL AND WILL EAT YOUR BRAINS! TURN THEM OFF AND READ BOOKS!
            


Below those lines, Hugo had added in block letters:

NAMASTE—YOUR FRIENDS IN LOVE AND PEACE AT THE DRAGONFLY
            


I went outside to the sidewalk and growled to myself before I answered the phone.

“You’re at home, right? Drilling for jobs?” Dizzy asked.

I jumped out of the way of a skateboarder headed next door to Cuppa Joe. He popped the board into his hand and joined the Overly Tattooed & Pierced at the sidewalk tables.

“Yep,” I said. “Plugging away.”

“Snot waffle.”

“Puss bucket.”

Dizzy was my best friend. We’d grown up together in the lowlands of South Carolina. He was the youngest of five boys, the gay math genius son of a pig farmer. I was an only child, the chubby, freckled daughter of a beauty queen. We really had no other choice.

“According to Foursquare, you checked into Dragonfly Used Books two hours ago. Why are you the Mayor of Dragonfly Used Books?” he said. “Look across the street, sugarbritches.”

I turned my eyes to the café right outside Apollo Books & Music, where Dizzy sat with his phone to his ear, lifting a wineglass to toast me. Built like a fireplug with shaggy red hair down to his shoulders, he was a little shorter than my five foot six, though no one could ever get him to admit by how much. Today, he was wearing long cargo shorts—which on his stubby legs came halfway down his calves—and a Red Elvises T-shirt. He pointed to a tall coffee drink on the hubcap-size table where he sat.

“That better be a triple shot latte,” I said.

“With extra foam,” he purred into the phone.

I waited for a break in the slow-moving traffic down Castro Street and then scurried across to join him. For years, this Mexican-tiled courtyard led into an abandoned movie theater, but now it was the mandatory café that came with the chain bookstore. The town had gone all cattywampus when Apollo wanted to convert the closed theater to one of its stores, but all that fussing soon died down as Apollo won everyone over with its wide, well-lit aisles, where people in matching polo shirts looked up inventory and escorted you to your book like liverymen in a fairy tale. Hugo imagined himself to be in competition with Apollo, but I wondered if Apollo Books & Music even knew Hugo’s store existed. The Dragonfly had no advertising, no displays, and hardly even a sign to speak of. It would be fair to call it just a great big pile of books and a cash register. Yet Hugo insisted it was on the good side of the fight for the soul of a community that had no idea it was in peril. So we inhabitants of the Dragonfly stepped foot in Apollo only when in dire need, such as when the Dragonfly’s plumbing wasn’t working or when a friend had already paid for a latte. But I had to admit I wasn’t immune to Apollo’s appeal. I found a certain corporate comfort in the bags and mugs imprinted with the store’s name. They dovetailed nicely with my collection of clothes embroidered with logos of software from all the companies I’d worked for, companies with products that didn’t actually exist that were being sold to people who did not actually have money to buy them.

“I was so looking at jobs. I needed a break,” I said, punching Dizzy in the arm. Dizzy worked more than eighty hours a week. His hobbies were developing open source software, trying to get his car to run on French fry grease, and providing tech support for a group of astronomy students in Brazil who thought they’d discovered a comet. For Dizzy, time was a unit to be traded in for output. Not using it efficiently didn’t make a whole lot of sense to a software engineer whose job it was to make things faster with fewer resources.

“But you looked this morning, right? Did you see that Martin Wong gave you a recommendation on LinkedIn? He just landed at WebEx.”

I hadn’t seen it because I’d been too busy reading about tawny lasses and virile lads. What could Martin, a sales rep at ArGoNet I’d worked with for two seconds last year, have to say about me?

As I fired up the LinkedIn app on my phone, Dizzy reached into a canvas Apollo bag stuffed with technical books with pencil drawings of animals on the front covers: a baby elk for HTML 5, a fox for iOS. I also saw World War II: The Definitive Visual History. Once, at an ArGoNet company meeting, Dizzy had screened the first twenty minutes of Saving Private Ryan to inspire the troops. “Beachheads!” he screamed. “We need beachheads!” Everyone put their heads between their knees to keep from throwing up. Dizzy said it was the best quarterly meeting we’d ever had.
         

The book he pulled out of the bag, though, was a novel, a trade paperback in earthy tones with sharp corners and a stiff, steady spine. I could even smell it from where I sat, the pine bark scent of freshly cut paper. My fingertips tingled, thinking of the unblemished cover. It was a small, delicate thing, a newly hatched bird. Unlike the books that lived in the Dragonfly, it was unweathered by overstuffed purses, spills from morning coffees, and teething puppies. It was Lady Chatterley’s Lover.
         

“You’ve read it, haven’t you?” Dizzy asked. “I mean they don’t give you an English degree unless you’ve read D. H. Lawrence, right?”

“Yeah, I’ve read it. Our freshman English lit survey. You were in the same class.”

“Well, who the fuck remembers? Listen, I’ve got pure gold for you. We’re getting another round of funding from Wander Fish. Remember Avi Narayan?”

“Sure.” I didn’t really, but it was easier to just pretend.

“She’s got this book club and wants the two of us to saddle up,” Dizzy said, holding up another copy of the novel. “We’re all supposed to have the same edition.”

“I don’t do book clubs. My mother’s in a book club.”

“Yeah, the same one as mine. But we’re doing this book club. Silicon Valley Lesbians with Advanced Degrees or some shit like that.”
         

“We’re not lesbians, jackass.”

“I’m texting you the URL for their blog.”

Christ on a cracker. Mama’s book club couldn’t even agree on how much sugar to put in the iced tea, but this group had a blog? I opened the text message and tapped on the link. Silicon Valley Women Executives Association Book Club, the SVWEABC for short. They had a logo.

“Uh, Dizz, you’re not a woman.”

“Yeah, I know. They’re expanding, just haven’t rebranded yet. I’m their first dude.”

“They’re starting with you?”

“Yeah, can you believe it? I’m totally saving her ass. I’m in her office today and she’s got this Lady Chatterley’s Lover on her desk, and she starts telling me about this book club like I give a fuck and how two people just dropped out and there’s only eighteen of them now. So anyway, I saddle up for this thing. Then I remind her of you. How you were this hotshot English lit major and how she should invite you to her jamboree. They meet up at Avi’s place in Woodside. We’ll probably need a sherpa to get up there. They do this every month. Nothing modern. Only dead writers.”
         

“Dead?”

“Yeah, that’s their criteria. That and your shit can’t stink.”

“Why am I supposed to want to do this?”

“I’m not jumping ship anytime soon, Mags. We’ve got a chance at ArGoNet with the new funding. And Avi’s on the board now. She can bring you back in.”

We’d been through this before, me and Dizz, since that day ten years ago when we skipped grad school commencement and drove his ’86 CRX from Columbia to Palo Alto. It was the late nineties, Dizzy wanted to tap into the vein of Internet gold before it dried up, and I wanted to be with Dizzy. So we packed up our freshly minted master’s degrees—his in computer science, mine in library science—and headed to Silicon Valley. I figured I could work in a coffee shop while I looked for a library job. But Dizzy got me in at his first start-up company as the admin at a ridiculously high salary, twice what I’d make as a librarian. And in start-ups you’re never just one thing. The next thing I knew, I was in front of a customer being introduced as the head of Professional Services. I didn’t write code, but I understood how information fit together and how to make it pretty. Engineers loved me because I made them look good. The execs loved me because I could make the tech talk sound like The Velveteen Rabbit. I felt like a comic book orphan who’d just learned that all of her oddities were really signs of her superpowers and that there was a bunk reserved for her at the Hall of Justice. Then the tech bubble burst and planes flew into buildings. The bottom fell out of everything. Dizzy and I took a hit, but we sucked it up for a couple of years at the only companies that were hiring. Then the next wave came and it was called social media. VC funding bounced around the valley again, like a pinball lighting up little companies all over the San Francisco peninsula. Dizzy met some angel funders at a Meetup for entrepreneurs and came up with the idea for ArGoNet.
         

You could think of ArGoNet as Facebook and Twitter meets corporate intranet. The idea was that we would create a secure hosted environment where employees could communicate and connect with one another and the company could serve up internal communications to everyone, safe and secure from the outside world. Dizzy and I cashed out everything, hired a Stanford MBA as our CEO, then rented a six-hundred-square-foot windowless office space over a Chinese travel agency just down the block on Castro Street. Four years, six hundred hires, three CEOs, and five rounds of layoffs later, the board sent my position to India. On TV, people tearfully leave a job with hugs and good-byes, carrying a box with a plant sticking out of it. In reality, you show up one morning to find a check for two weeks’ salary with your name spelled wrong and a security guard waiting to inspect your purse on the way out.

“Are you serious about getting me back in?” I asked.

“Was Erwin Rommel the Desert Fox?”

I had no idea, but I figured that was a “yes” because he didn’t look at me when he said it. That usually meant he was serious. And worried. We were in uncharted waters. We knew what to do at ArGoNet, where to sit and who to talk to when we needed something. I knew the code Dizzy and his team had written as if it were a book I’d read so many times the cover would fan open whenever I laid it on the table. I understood the logic and illogic of it, the quirky behaviors that frustrated and delighted me, the little workarounds I’d discovered that made it do things even Dizzy didn’t know about.

“You can do this,” Dizzy said. “You show, you wear something nice, you say something brilliant. Bam! You’re back in the game, sugarbritches.”

“When is the book club meeting?” I asked.

“Tomorrow afternoon.”

I unfurled copious amounts of curse words.

“You’ll be fine,” Dizzy said. “You can talk the flowers down off wallpaper when you want to.”

I pictured my copy of The Defiant sitting on Gloria’s countertop, probably next to a bag of fat-free cookies and last month’s Redbook with the Lifetime network playing in the background. There was a chance I may have lost my touch.
         

“Wait, weren’t you going to Napa with that Apple hardware engineer tomorrow?”

“Nah, we broke up at that sushi place in Cupertino night before last. Didn’t you read my Yelp review?”

Reviews were Dizzy’s personal diary. Reviews of movies, restaurants, crap he bought on Amazon. And Dizzy didn’t just leave his thoughts on the thing he was reviewing, but wrote long narratives about what happened at the place or with the thing and why it happened and who it happened with. I used to love reading Dizzy’s reviews. Sometimes I’d comment on them, pretending like I didn’t know him but hated what he had to say, and we’d get into a fake rant that usually got us escorted out of whatever site we were on, like kids ramming too hard on the bumper cars. I hadn’t looked at his reviews for a long time. It wasn’t as much fun when I didn’t have the money to share in whatever he was evaluating.

Dizzy downed the rest of his wine, looking like it was causing him pain. Then he held the glass away from him, examining its emptiness. “Bear piss,” he said. He grabbed the back of my head and kissed me on the part in my hair. “Gotta run. I’m meeting the code monkeys down the street at Finnegans Wake for drinks. Wanna come? I’m buying.”

Dizzy always paid for the drinks. It was his best leadership quality.

Finnegans Wake was a faux Irish pub that was big with the Orson Scott Card and Red Dwarf crowds. I truly used to love going to the FW with the gang from work after another fourteen-hour day. We’d eat jalapeño poppers, drink Guinness, and quote Real Genius into the early hours of the morning. Then I’d stumble the few blocks home, sleep a couple of hours, then get up and do it all over again. It was my place of triumph, my reward for turning bellowing customers into fluffy bunny rabbits. If things were still the same as they were this time last year, I’d be the person everyone would order drinks for, the one they all wanted to talk to. But tonight I would just be the boss’s unemployed friend.
         

“Homework,” I said, holding up Lady Chatterley’s Lover. And with that he left me, on my own, with only three hundred pages of post-Victorian literature standing between me and gainful employment.
         

“I see you have a new book,” Hugo said when I went back to the Dragonfly to collect my things.

“Don’t freak out. I can explain.” I told him about the book club while I zipped up Lady Chatterley’s Lover in my leather backpack with the ArGoNet logo. I also threw in my unfinished A Devil’s Heart along with The Fortune Hunter and Daughter of the Game just for grins.
         

“I’m sure we could find you a copy here,” Hugo said, scurrying toward the stacks. “I think I remember seeing one just the other day.”

The Dragonfly was about as neat as a trailer park after a tornado. I’d be there all night waiting for him to find the book he thought he remembered.

“I think I saw one in Sports and Recreation!” Jason shouted after him. A lady looking through coffee table books glared at him and put her finger to her lips. “What!? It’s a bookstore, not a library.”

“Hugo!” I called. “I think we’re supposed to all read the same edition!”

“Fascists!” I heard him yell as I walked out the door.

*  *  *


If you thought of your hand as the peninsula, San Francisco at the tip of your middle finger and San Jose at your wrist, Mountain View would be in the center of your palm. Unlike San Francisco, we didn’t have hipsters in granny glasses and turtlenecks coding in refurbished warehouses. And even with Google as a resident, the Mountain View address didn’t carry the same cachet as Palo Alto or Menlo Park. If Silicon Valley brimmed with carpet or paper mills instead of computer companies, Mountain View would be where all the line workers and their middle managers lived. Only the 1,500-square-foot houses from the fifties had solar panels and structured wiring and went for just over a million.

Despite the cost of living, I loved many things about Mountain View, like the old-fashioned iron lamps that lined the streets. They were right out of Dickens, except for the electricity and all, and allowed me to read on my walk home. It usually took me between seven and eight pages to get home from the Dragonfly, which was two less than it took to get a Savage Hammerhead Mocha at Cuppa Joe and three more than it took to get a to-go order of moo shu pork from the cheap Chinese place around the corner. And the walk home was quiet, uninterrupted reading time when I didn’t have to fight Jason for a chair. The only sounds on the tree-lined streets were of families tucking themselves in for the night: the clinking of dishes in the sink, the missed piano notes from one more practice round of “On Top of Old Smoky,” the unmistakable fit of giggles that can come only from a toddler being tickled.

I’d spent most of the last three hours at Cuppa Joe determined to conquer Lady Chatterley’s Lover. I was just going to finish my chapter in The Devil’s Heart before getting to it. But when I left Cuppa Joe, I was done with The Devil’s Heart and sixty pages into The Fortune Hunter. For once, Lady Chatterley was going home untouched.
         

With the twenty-dollar bill I had to get me through the weekend, I stopped by the Asian grocery for a couple of packs of soup and a lottery ticket. Then it was just a few blocks to the duplex Hugo and I shared. The smell of a backyard grill made my stomach rumble. Hugo’s dinner date appeared to have turned into a party. I could hear laughter from behind our duplex and the rubber-fingered guitar chords of a Fleetwood Mac song.

I clomped up the four steps to the porch that connected my apartment with Hugo’s and saw that my screen door was ajar. Between it and my front door, I found a paper plate covered in tin foil with a note taped to the top.


Asparagus wrapped in prosciutto. And I found your book for you. Come join the party.
            

Yours,
            

Hugo
            



I looked down again in the dark corner behind the screen door. There was indeed what could be described as a book. It was not a twin of the book Dizzy had given me. This one looked like it’d been kicked into doomsday and spit back out again. The spine was missing its cover, exposing open weave and glue beneath. Waxy cloth, frayed at the corners and stiff from the sun, stretched over boards warped with water damage. The yellowed pages creaked when I turned them, like they were registering complaints at having to move in their decrepit condition. It was the book version of the rusted-out ’62 Rambler that Dizzy used to drive in high school, the one I refused to ride in out of fear for my life. It wouldn’t have surprised me if the book, too, belched black clouds of exhaust. I took the poor thing inside. If I could have given it warm milk and a bed of its own, I would have.

My apartment was not a mirror image of Hugo’s two-bedroom palace on the other side of the wall, but rather a one-bedroom add-on, an afterthought with a small breakfast bar that separated the suggestion of a kitchen from a living room that was just big enough for a love seat, a papasan chair, a forty-seven-inch flat-screen, and five Ikea bookcases, stuffed with the books that chronicled my life. The Great Gatsby that suffered a Dr Pepper explosion. A Pride and Prejudice that never recovered from a nosedive into a puddle. And the only book my mother ever gave me: a B. Dalton edition of Hans Christian Andersen’s fairy tales, the one with the Little Mermaid on the cover, its pages brown and crisp and fragile with wear.
         

I loved that book and its terrible stories. For an entire summer, I read and reread the horrors that happened within. While my friends plunged into childhood fascinations with Dracula, Frankenstein, and Sweet Valley High, I delved into the severed lives and unhappy endings of those fairy tales. In the pages, I found the story of a mermaid who sacrificed her voice for legs and slept on the doorstep of the prince she loved. While each step felt like knives slicing into her feet, she danced for him whenever he asked. In the end, he married someone else and the Little Mermaid drowned herself in the sea. My mother loved the singing crab and the dancing fish in the movie. But it was the original mermaid I loved.
         

I’d always wanted to be the girl whose mother bought her lots of books. I imagined her patting me on the head and writing a blank check so I could order from the Weekly Reader at school. I imagined my walls covered floor to ceiling in brimming bookshelves with a shelf ladder on wheels that I could climb up and propel myself back and forth, stopping where I liked to inhabit whatever magical world seemed perfect for that day. Our house did have lots of books, untouched Harvard Classics from Twice-Told Tales to The Sun Also Rises that stood like centurions in my mother’s living room. The coffee table books—reverent photographs of Southern farmlands or South Carolina football—were always polished and clean of fingerprints. And in her kitchen were cookbooks as neat as the day Mama excavated them from the Southern Living shipping box. No White Fang or Treasure Island or The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. Those, I found on my own at the library.
         

When I was eight, my mother was horrified when I told her I wanted to be a librarian. I could see how she pictured me, a matronly stack-dweller with comfortable shoes and hair in a bun looking over her glasses at people with a dour expression full of contempt for past-due fines. Nothing I said could convince her that her vision was not my future. The librarians I knew were superheroes of data. Like the Old World explorers, they navigated uncharted oceans of information, drawing maps to get anyone anywhere. And they were the keepers of things other people forgot, archiving the incidents of life and piecing them together.

In high school, I’d started volunteering in our town’s library, a small yellow house close to the square. My parents’ house had endless quiet rooms where an only child could hide away with a book, but the quiet of the library quivered with life, those searching for what they needed and wanted. And I could help them find it. I pushed carts of books up and down the aisles, the wheels squeaking under the weight of words. I pounded due date stamps on lined cards I slipped into books’ paper pockets. And after my shift was over, I stayed and crouched on a Kik-Step stool in the distant corner of the Reference section and read books my mother would never have let me bring in the house—Judy Blume’s Forever…, Song of Solomon, and lots and lots of historical romances with wind-swept hair and overflowing bodices on the covers.
         

As an undergrad at the University of South Carolina, I learned from the librarians how to understand what people wanted and how to navigate their way to what they needed. All the skills I needed to land at Internet start-ups, like building content management systems and the interfaces that drove them, I learned in a library. I understood that every pile of information has a pattern, a thread that runs through each nugget. Give it a tug and everything falls into place. “The knowledge imposes a pattern, and falsifies,” T. S. Eliot wrote in Four Quartets. “For the pattern is new in every moment.”
         

I still paid my grunt dues shelving books at the college library, the 8 p.m. to midnight shift, bowing to the dictates of the Library of Congress’s numbering system. It was meditative, scanning the spines along the shelves and finding just the right spot for a book. And each night, as I pushed my cart of books down the rows, returning what had been borrowed to their home, I’d come across a pair of lovers in one form of embrace or another. Sometimes it was simply leaning into each other against a wall while reading or catching a nap. And other times, from the other side of the shelves I could hear a couple in the throes of passion that only people without their own rooms could conjure. At night, the stacks were like the forest in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, with mischief and passion hanging in the shadows.
         

I set Hugo’s Chatterley down on the breakfast bar and opened it to the title page. At the top, someone had written a date—April, 1961. And then my eye traveled down the rest of the page, resting on what wasn’t supposed to be there. The entire title page was a patchwork of handwriting.
         

I turned on the lamp above the bar and looked more closely. It looked like a man’s handwriting, a mixture of script and print, utilitarian but with an elongated elegance. The t’s were crossed with bold strokes and the i dotted with a short upward dash, like the flame on a candle.
         

Love finds for us what we do not know we want.


And under that was a second bit of writing in a different hand, the letters full and looped together, flowing and feminine, and I thought of summer green grass and swirling skirts.

And I have found you here.


I picked up the book, holding it tight to keep it together, but my grip was too much and the pages exploded all over the counter. As I scooped them into a pile, I thought about how much I loved Hugo. I loved how he thought I could take a book like this with me to the meeting tomorrow. He reminded me of my great-aunt Trudy, who always carried half a grapefruit in her purse and never understood why you didn’t want to share it.

I munched on the asparagus and then settled into the papasan chair I kept by the window, cracking open the spine of the unblemished Lady Chatterley’s Lover Dizzy had given me. I was ready. This was going to be good. I was going to will it into being good. I turned to the title page, the crisp, unwritten-on title page, but my eyes drifted back to the pile of pages on my breakfast bar.
         

Love finds for us what we do not know we want.


I turned back to the book in my hand. Chapter 1, page 1. I forced myself to concentrate. I was going to finish this book tonight, and tomorrow at this book club, socks would be blown clean off and into the dryer. At page two, I felt an uncontrollable urge for a Diet Coke and some Pirate’s Booty.

A few minutes later, crunching down on a piece of cheese-powdered puffed rice, I found myself gazing again at the pieces of Hugo’s book. Nearly every page was tattooed with notes in the margins, written in the same two hands as the scrawls on the title page. I angled the book toward the lamplight. At the beginning of chapter one, I found this:

Hello? I am Henry. Who is there?
            


Hello, Henry, it is Catherine.
            


Catherine, thank you for writing. I grow curiouser and curiouser. —Henry
            


No more than I. Why Lady Chatterley’s Lover? Why start writing in this book? —Catherine
            


I don’t know really. I just saw this poor, ravaged book, felt sorry for it, I suppose. I thought I might keep it company. I’ve always liked the novel. Did you know the original title was Tenderness? I love the gentleness of their love. Especially Mellors’s letter in the end. ‘If I could sleep with my arms around you, the ink could stay in the bottle.’ —Henry
            


I sat there—Pirate’s Booty halfway to my lips—wondering what the hell was going on. I picked up another random page from the pile. Page 156.


Catherine—
            

You haunt me, tempt me, prickle my senses. I want to breathe you in and carry you around in my lungs, to make you essential to me. I want you to know what it is to feel my hands on you and to hear my voice say your name.
            

—Henry
            



I looked down at the paper that was now scattered all over my kitchen. Of all the questions that buzzed in the hive of my brain, this is the one I heard the loudest. What the hell had happened between “thank you for writing” and “to make you essential to me”?

I shoved the loose pages aside, trying to find a note on a later page. 389, nothing. 335, nothing. Even in the high 200s, there wasn’t any correspondence. But then, at last, I turned to page 249.

Sunday is the first day of summer. Meet me in Pioneer Park, by the fountain, noon. —Henry
            


I felt like I’d arrived home from a trip to find I’d picked up someone else’s suitcase at baggage claim. I scanned the sheets in front of me. Words seemed to expand and contract in Henry’s and Catherine’s writing, words I’d seen all day long in the romances I’d been reading at the Dragonfly. Embrace, desire, longing. They were words from books, not real words that real people used, not anymore. They were meant for parchment and quills and pots of ink, to be sealed off with wax and hand delivered by men riding desperately through the night. Yet there they were, looping characters written in ballpoint in the margins of Lady Chatterley’s Lover.
         

I gathered the explosion of pages toward me, tenderly returning them to where they belonged. Whoever Henry and Catherine were, they were in my care. I don’t remember how long it took for me to go through and reorder all those pages. I only remember the sounds of Hugo’s party seeping in through the closed window, and how I tried to ignore them as if they were the sounds of lovers in the next room.
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“Shelly King is among my all-time favorite writers. Her prose brims
with beauty, and her plots always pack a well-earned punch.”
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—LOLLY WINSTON, author of Good Grief
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