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To anyone who’s ever loved a bookstore.












One
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Jo Waterstone picked her way through the streets of downtown Portland. A promising sliver of sunshine peeked through the clouds, chasing away the previous night’s rain shower.


Monday was her favorite day of the week. So many good things awaited her. A tidy checklist of such things was tucked into her I’m All Booked Up tote bag. Her hand patted the canvas exterior for reassurance as she walked. Glancing at the time on her phone, she lengthened her stride.


If nothing else, Jo liked to keep a routine. She counted on it.


And yet when she’d woken up that morning, she couldn’t help but notice a strange nagging that something just wasn’t right. It tugged at the edges of her brain when her feet hovered over the side of the bed, and then again when she poured her first cup of tea. She couldn’t quite place her finger on it, but something felt amiss. It was like leaving the house and carrying the sense of dread over whether the oven was properly turned off. This feeling almost took her off track, causing a wrinkle in her morning routine. She’d already lost fifteen minutes cradling her mug and staring into the middle distance, trying to place the thought. In the end, she’d brushed the concern aside. Turning fifty (was she really fifty?) a few months earlier had suddenly set her normally even emotions on an irritating pattern of unpredictability.


It’s nothing, she told herself as she wove her way downtown. There was far too much to do at the bookstore to bother about some inconvenient twinge in her belly.


As she rounded the corner, the smell of sugary warm muffins floated in the breeze. Jo’s mouth watered. Hopefully, one of her staff remembered to pick up the breakfast order for the morning meeting.


Her sight fixed on the three-story brick building that was now up ahead. As always, a familiar flutter filled Jo’s chest as the large, cheerful marquee beckoned her closer. To Jo, this was the best sight in the city. Glancing up, she noted the sign’s pleasing black lettering in extra-large font: BRUEBAKER’S BOOKS. NEW AND USED. COME INSIDE AND DISCOVER YOUR NEW FAVORITE READ.


It was a reassuring sight, instantly comforting her.


There was no place else Jo would rather be on a damp Monday morning. This place had been her North Star for two decades. More than that, it was her life.


Fishing out her keys, she turned the lock and then slipped through the set of glass doors. Once inside, the soothing hush of a hundred stacks welcomed her. There were books as far as the eye could see. Jo paused to inhale, and her shoulders dropped. There was nothing more satisfying than the sight of so many rows of books—their spines turned out, a rainbow of colors arranged in an endless array, just waiting for the right reader to come and pluck a new armchair adventure.


Jo should know. She was the gatekeeper to this bookish corner of the world.


“Good morning!” Her shift manager, Anna Singer, rushed over and briskly locked the double doors behind her.


“Morning.” Jo eyed the glowing iPad in her hand.


“Busy day.” Anna’s smile was tight and all business.


This was typical Anna. She was very much a Hermione Granger, clever and helpful in the best of ways. Somehow, Anna balanced both school and work with smooth precision. Jo admired this about her coworker.


But she knew better than to label Anna by her book personality out loud. While most customers seemed to enjoy this quirk in Jo’s personality, Anna did not.


Jo was known for identifying people with their matching book character. Whether she was trying or not, she habitually cataloged people by protagonist or book type. Maybe other book enthusiasts were the same. Jo wasn’t ever quite sure.


“There’s no one like you, Jo,” people often commented.


Jo would force a smile and try to laugh along. She wasn’t sure if this was a compliment or not.


Over the years, as patrons streamed in and out of the store, Jo honed her ability to suggest titles. Each person came in searching for something, only they weren’t always sure what. Oftentimes Jo suspected what they wanted even before they had a chance to open their mouth. She just had a hunch, like how one knows after witnessing a shift in the clouds what the weather might be.


It was in the way customers carried themselves, the way their expectant faces searched the aisles in a slow-building pursuit. By the time they encountered Jo—who was available from opening to closing five days a week, every week without fail—she’d already determined where to guide them for their next choice read. She took pleasure in the beam of happiness that illuminated their faces as they paid the cashier and strode toward the exit, confidently carting a reusable bag brimming with paperbacks.


“Thank you,” they’d all say to her as they passed.


“Happy reading,” she’d answer back.


Some people told Jo this practice of hers was a skill, a talent. Others even teased it was a superpower. She always shrugged it off. She didn’t consider it so special.


She watched now as Anna rechecked the door lock.


“Feeling worrisome?” There was something tense hanging in the air. The way Anna’s brows dipped between her eyes troubled Jo.


Anna shrugged. “Can’t be too careful.”


Anna was right, Jo supposed. Just a week prior, an inebriated man pushed his way into the store minutes before opening. Filling the lower level with a sour smell, he proceeded to urinate behind the souvenir section. It took three determined employees to corral the disoriented man and deliver him back onto the street with a stern warning. But the damage had been done. Portland could be tricky that way. The streets held every walk of life, from the artistic to the odd, the destitute to the well-off. That’s just how it went. It all added to the flavor of what “kept Portland weird.”


Jo took a moment to peel off her jacket. It would be the only still part of her day, before the OPEN sign glowed red, before the throng of bibliophiles, tourists, and regulars packed the rooms.


As she took in the front room, the scent of leather, dust, paper, and something uniquely woody filled her nostrils. It was what customers often referred to as being “smellbound.” People entered the store and were transfixed, as if held under a spell by the alluring aroma of new and gently used literature. Jo understood just what these dreamy readers meant. The store, with nine different rooms named after various iconic authors (Shakespeare, Twain, Hemingway, Austen, Shelley, Morrison, Kesey, and so forth), was every booklover’s fantasy. Shelves and shelves of reading material were neatly organized in wooden cases, touting every subject and storyline imaginable. There were staff picks, new releases, used treasures, and rare editions housed under one roof.


It was pure heaven.


Jo followed Anna to the back of the store and wondered if she might be irritated by something else. The way she scurried along appeared more urgent than usual.


“Hello, everyone,” Jo called as she made her way into the break room. Before her was a large rectangular table displaying various bottles of pressed green juice, a basket of fruit, and a full platter of muffins. Despite the well-organized preparation for the meeting, only half of her normal employees were present. A flicker of concern passed through her. Something was definitely off.


“Hey, Jo.”


“Morning, Jo.”


“Not everyone’s here yet, boss.”


“I see that.” She frowned. “Where’s everyone else? They haven’t called in sick, I hope. We still have boxes of Easter books to unpack in the Beatrix Potter room, and the nature writer from Bend is due to arrive this afternoon to do his signing.”


A few employees exchanged dubious glances.


“That guy canceled an hour ago.”


“What?” Jo placed her hands on her hips. It was poor form to cancel a book signing at the last minute, especially at Bruebaker’s. Those events were coveted spots. Now they were going to have to return inventory that wouldn’t be signed. “Why? Because of the storm? The weather center already announced the worst has passed. This is the Pacific Northwest, for goodness’ sake. Everyone knows it rains.”


“That was last night’s news,” Adam responded. Jo noticed his eyes shift to the others.


“So?”


“So, there was a gnarly accident that closed the bridge, and this next storm’s supposed to be intense. They’re calling it an atmospheric river. I think it’s already delayed flights.” Adam rubbed at his jaw. His shoulder-length hair was still slick from showering. Jo had the urge to tell him he should have combed it before shoving it into a ponytail, but she bit her tongue.


Adam was a reader of revolutionists and adventurers. He was a fan of titles like Che Guevara’s The Motorcycle Diaries and Cheryl Strayed’s Wild. Anything about a young person striking out on his or her own, traveling the land, or seeking out social injustice interested him. He was a young man with a blooming passion.


Adam was twenty-seven, and Jo was fifty. In his eyes, she was likely ancient. Sometimes she got the sense he needed to overexplain current events to her. This morning was no exception.


Jo shook her head and looked past Adam. The store would be opening soon, and they were wasting time. “Can someone try contacting the rest of our staff, please?”


Jade, from the morning inventory team, spoke up. Not one to normally talk in a group setting, her round face flushed. “Also, Regina Anderson has been trying to reach you. She’s called the store more than once this morning.”


Something hard and pebble-like lodged itself in Jo’s throat. She wasn’t exactly sure what this meant, but the implication was enough to fill her with anxiety. The company’s unfriendly CEO normally only liked to communicate via email. “Regina’s been calling for me? Did she say why?”


Jade shook her head, her long bangs falling into her eyes. “She said something’s happened with Mr. Bruebaker.”


“What?” The pebble in her throat calcified.


“She didn’t say anything else. She said she tried your cell, but you weren’t answering.”


Jo cursed herself for not turning on her ringer earlier. She knew better. With jumpy fingers, she searched her pockets. Everyone stood around the break room in silence, waiting for her to react. Her hand seized the cold device just as it buzzed.


“Hello?”


“Jo!” A strained voice came over the line. “Oh, thank goodness you’re there.”


I’m always here, Jo thought. Except she hadn’t been that morning. She turned her back to the roomful of faces and pressed her phone closer to her ear. Regina sounded like she was someplace public; a cacophony of voices droned on loudly in the background. Jo’s mind raced, trying to determine where she might be calling from.


“Is everything all right?” Jo asked.


“Just a minute, I need to step into the hallway.” There was a muffled sound while Regina pulled the phone from her ear.


What’s happened with Mr. B? Jo’s feet paced in a small circle while she waited. Usually she knew everything that had to do with her boss and his store.


You’re my right hand, he’d told her more than once. I tell you more than I tell my own children. She squeezed her eyes shut and pictured the last time he told her this. It had been over steaming cups of Earl Grey in the cramped break room after an author event. The remark was punctuated by his signature wink as he blew into his tea. Jo never tired of that wink and the sense of confidence that came with it.


She’d been faithfully reporting to work for twenty-two years. Well before Regina came onto the scene, Jo was there getting things done. She was the longest-standing store manager employed in the bookstore’s history.


And Jo’s personal relationship with the store’s founder, Arnold Bruebaker, had also grown over the years. What began as a mentor-mentee rapport slowly turned into something more familial. Jo liked to think of Mr. Bruebaker as a kind of father figure, seeing as she didn’t have a living parent of her own. Secretly, she knew Mr. B had similar feelings. He was a good and generous man. Her true boss had retired—or so he claimed—a few years back, leaving the business of things mainly to Regina.


Regina, Jo thought as she rolled her eyes. The store’s CEO might be hardworking, but she was mostly absent. She didn’t know the store like Jo did—not even close.


“Listen, Jo,” Regina breathed heavily into the phone. Jo could almost smell the familiar French roast on her breath. “We’ve got a real problem.”


“Okay?”


“I don’t want to scare you, but Arnold has suffered a stroke.”


A stroke?


“What? When?” Jo’s knees weakened. She reached for the back of a nearby chair.


“Yesterday.”


“Oh no.” Her intuition had been right. Something had gone wrong. Only she hadn’t known it at the time. She was woozy just thinking about her beloved boss in a fragile state or worse.


“I’m at the hospital now,” Regina continued. “I’m waiting for Arnold’s daughters to arrive. Their flights have been delayed. I’ve been talking to his doctors and relaying the information in their absence. It’s not good, Jo. He’s in bad shape.”


“He is?” She tried swallowing, but the calcified pebble expanded in her throat. A million questions ran through her head, and yet her lips were numb. How could this be happening? She’d just chatted with Mr. B not more than a week ago. He’d been fine. In fact, for an eighty-six-year-old man he was in surprisingly good shape. Jo knew he didn’t eat very well, the food in his refrigerator always balancing on the edge of what she’d considered hazardous expiration dates, but he also liked to come downtown to “stretch his legs” for exercise on a regular basis. Considering his age, he was still quite active.


“I’m sorry you have to find out this way. It all happened so fast. Anyway, he’s in the ICU at the moment. The doctors are monitoring him.”


“Oh my gosh.” Jo felt her eyes brimming over. “Can I come see him?”


“No. I’m sorry, but they don’t want visitors. It’s family only. I’m just a stand-in until Suzanne and Jane arrive.”


“Oh.” Jo was trying very hard not to cry over the phone. She wasn’t even allowed to visit. “What can I do, then?”


There was an uncomfortable pause. “Close up the store.”


Jo blinked. She couldn’t have heard correctly. Clearly she was in shock. “I’m sorry, what did you say?”


“Jo.” Regina’s voice suddenly had an edge. This was more like the Regina that Jo knew, the woman who could be found skimming Lean In, by Sheryl Sandberg, in the business aisle while she waited for Jo to update her on numbers. “It shouldn’t be any surprise that Arnold’s daughters have wanted their father to sell the store for years now. It’s just not profitable, and he’s supposed to be retired. It’s been a drain on them in many aspects. The lease is up for renewal, and the price will be increased to a crushing amount. You know that as well as I do.”


“I do?” Jo did know this on some level. The city owned the historic building, and she’d heard prices downtown were sky rocketing. Still, Bruebaker’s Books was a fixture. It was also Mr. Bruebaker’s dream. He wouldn’t think of shutting it down. The bookstore was woven into the very fabric of Portland life. Everyone knew that, even Regina.


Bruebaker’s was the most popular establishment in all of Oregon, maybe even in all of the Pacific Northwest. Not too far back, it had been heralded as the Eiffel Tower of the Pacific Northwest. It wasn’t any wonder that Mr. B felt the need to check in every once in a while, even after he had “retired.” His baby had grown into a massive institution, and it was vital to the community, and beyond that, it ran like a well-oiled machine.


This doesn’t make any sense. Jo felt her limbs giving way and wondered if this was what it was like to have an out-of-body experience.


“Come on, Jo. Don’t play dumb,” Regina said. “This isn’t the first time you’ve heard this. Besides, his daughters can get power of attorney if they really want to. Right now, Suzanne and Jane need to focus on their father’s health, not his struggling business. They’ve asked me to close up the store. Effective immediately. They want to be done with the space and move on before the estate hemorrhages any more money. They’ll be facing mounting costs with their father’s care. It’s all too much. I’ve agreed to follow through with their wishes.”


And just what are you getting out of this deal? Jo envisioned a hefty severance as she squeezed the phone in her hand. An acrid mixture of anger and fear churned inside of her. This wasn’t at all what Mr. B would want. He loved the bookstore more than life itself. He always had.


How dare Regina? How dare Suzanne and Jane? Were they really that laser focused on the money? That wasn’t even the point of the store. It was never about the money. It was about the literary community—and so much more. But the minute Mr. Bruebaker is rushed to the hospital, all they can think about is closing up his business? Without his consent? It was absurd. Jo knew there was more than enough money tied up in his big house to make matters comfortable.


What were Regina and Mr. Bruebaker’s daughters really after?


“Even if I were to agree and do as you say,” Jo asked through a clenched jaw, “what do you propose I do about all of our customers? About the staff? About the slate of upcoming author events?” Jo glanced over her shoulder, feeling the weight of a dozen sets of eyes bearing down on her. Surely Regina would come to her senses and realize closing up the store was far more complicated than she’d anticipated. Wouldn’t she?


“I’ll deal with the logistics.” Regina’s tone turned prickly. She clearly did not like to be challenged. “We’ll get a statement drafted as soon as possible. For now, why don’t you post a brief something on social media about the store closing for a family emergency? Don’t give specifics yet. Employee compensation and your, er, severance will be discussed at a later date. For now, my obligation is to follow the wishes of Mr. Bruebaker’s daughters. Your obligation is to close the store. You have two hours. We’ll chat later. I have to go.”


The line went dead.












Two
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“Two hours?” Jo asked aloud. Her stomach hollowed as if she’d been punched with a firm fist. She collapsed into a metal folding chair, her head spinning. What Regina was suggesting was impossible, unimaginable. A kind of tunnel vision set in. Was she dreaming? It was like she’d shown up to work that morning and instead tumbled into some kind of alternate universe.


Several bodies were suddenly at her side, bent over and peering into her perspiring face. It was only then that she was aware of the questions coming at her.


“What’s going on?”


“What did she say?”


“Is everything all right?”


Still dazed, Jo looked up at the cluster of nervous faces and felt her color drain away. She was going to have to tell them the truth. They deserved that much. “No,” she said. “Things aren’t okay. Mr. Bruebaker is in the hospital, and it appears we have to shut down the store. Immediately.”


The room filled with white noise as she sat in her chair and reverberated from the shock. Bruebaker’s was closing its doors.


“Close the store?” Adam peered closer. “What does that even mean? And what about the author events and customers and, you know, us?”


“I . . . I don’t know.” Jo swallowed. He was right.


She wrung her hands and fretted over where to even begin. With a long to-do list, she didn’t have the luxury to speculate what may or may not result from the store’s closing. The empty feeling of walking through the Beatrix Potter room on the second floor and not finding the rug covered with tiny bodies gathered for the usual Shel Silverstein reading must be ignored. The awful disappointment over canceling so many expectant authors and their book signings must be accepted. And any grieving for the hundreds of would-be faces entering the bookstore for the first time would have to wait—maybe forever.


On top of the overwhelming sense of loss, closing for even one day was going to be a blow to the community. Surely Mr. Bruebaker’s daughters were overreacting to his stroke. They hadn’t even considered what the news of the store closing might do to him once he recovered. Had they? With any luck, Jo told herself, the whole event would blow over and they’d come to their senses. Surely this wasn’t a forever decision.


It couldn’t be.


For now, she and her team needed to focus on turning away customers, postponing author events, trying to pause shipments of new inventory, and a whole slew of other logistics she couldn’t yet wrap her mind around. She tugged at her woolly crewneck sweater, its collar suddenly giving her a choking sensation. How on earth would they be able to get the word out on social media, to their distribution channels, and to the long list of employees, who were now apparently out of a job?


Oh God. Her employees. This was a disaster.


“What are we gonna do for work?” Grayson, a wiry stock boy in a Pabst Blue Ribbon T-shirt, wondered aloud. His eyes skittered around the room, searching for answers. “My roommate just moved out, and my rent is due, like, tomorrow. I’m screwed enough as it is. I can’t afford to lose my job.”


“That’s rough.” Adam shook his head.


Grayson sagged. “Tell me about it.”


“I’m sure Mr. Bruebaker’s family will figure something out.” Jo reached over to pat his bony shoulder. Physical interaction with the staff wasn’t something she normally practiced, but this poor kid looked as if he needed it. He was so thin she wondered if he was too strapped for cash to buy proper groceries. It was then that she realized her fingers were trembling. Swiftly, she dropped her hand and walked away before anyone noticed. The truth was, she had no idea what anyone would do. This whole crisis came on without any warning. Other than pay employees for work that day, she wasn’t sure what else the store would cover.


“Does this mean I’m going to lose my benefits?” another voice asked.


A low murmur rippled through the group.


Jo placed her hands on the end of the table and hushed them. “Calm down, you guys. Sick or not, Mr. Bruebaker is expecting us to take care of the store. Let’s just focus on our job and get this place closed down like we’ve been asked. One step at a time for now. Okay?”


The group grew silent.


Adam scratched his head, looking unconvinced. “But we’ve never closed. This place is open 365 days a year. It’s a staple. Even on holidays. People count on us.”


Jo watched, the buzz of injustice growing infectious. Her own nerves zinged in reaction.


“Yeah!” Grayson said.


“Yeah, he’s right. This place is iconic.”


“Totally.”


“What’re you gonna do, Jo?”


Jo winced. The onslaught of responses came at her like hot arrows, each one with surprising swiftness that left a sharp sting. The staff had a point.


“I don’t know,” she muttered, getting up to wander from the break room. She made her way to the nearby row of registers at the front of the store. “I need to think.”


There simply wasn’t time to be upset, not yet anyway. Jo would follow through with Regina’s orders for now. With any hope, she could find a way to convince the three women they were making a big mistake, and they would reopen the store in a day or two. In the meantime, she shuddered to think of the potential loss of sales for even just one afternoon.


Stretched before her, on the main level of the store, stood neat display tables containing a rainbow of journals, postcards, pen sets, and other gifts. Along each of the four walls were floor-to-ceiling bookcases, all labeled and organized by genre. In the center, long linear partitions created snaking checkout lines, waiting to be filled with happy customers cradling their treasured merchandise. Jo’s heart grew heavy as she looked around. Today there wouldn’t be any customers, nor the following day or possibly even the next. Her beautiful store currently had no future.


And without a store, Jo didn’t have much of a future either. Just the thought of it made her seize up. Before she could control it, a guttural sound escaped from somewhere deep within. To keep herself from crumbling entirely, she clung to a rack of bookmarks and held tight. She tried to catch her breath before the others saw.


This can’t be happening.


The sudden banging of a side door caught her attention. Jo whirled around just in time to see the building’s maintenance man enter wearing a somber smile.


“Hey there, Jo.” Truman tipped his head in her direction. His khaki-colored pants rode low on his waist as he strode over to where she stood. As always, he carried with him a tool belt and the faint whiff of sawdust. He was always in the building, repairing a bookshelf or gluing a display case back together. As busy as Bruebaker’s was, it wasn’t necessarily prosperous. Jo once overheard Regina refer to the bookstore maintenance budget as nothing more than string and duct tape. The store took on a lot of wear and tear.


The woman wasn’t too far off with her observation.


“Hey, Truman. Why are you here so early? Did Regina call you?”


“She did.” He sagged.


What was on his agenda? By the way flecks of day-old salt-and-pepper stubble dotted his jawline, he’d obviously skipped shaving and instead rushed over as soon as he got the call. It was still very early in the morning, after all. And Truman didn’t usually show up until late afternoon.


Truman had been around Bruebaker’s for nearly as long as Jo. He’d become a kind of friend over the years, often stopping by the break room to shoot the breeze over a cup of black coffee or to deliver bags of apples picked from his tree at home. Jo saw how the employees were collectively fond of him, with his relaxed, even nature. She liked the way he listened to the stories of the younger employees, always patient and thoughtful with a response. Perhaps it was why much of the twentysomething staff viewed Truman—who, like her, was in his early fifties—as a kind of surrogate uncle.


“It’s a shame about Mr. B,” Truman said, his voice soft.


Jo drooped. Hearing Truman use Mr. Bruebaker’s nickname made it feel more real. “I know.”


“The boss wants me to help you shut the place down,” Truman said. He glanced around anxiously, his hands jingling the loose change in his pockets. “She said something about nailing boards over the front doors and posting up some kind of permanent sign.”


Jo shuddered. Nailing boards? A sign? It all sounded so over-the-top and ominous. “Good grief. It’s like we’re condemned or something.”


Truman shrugged. “Kinda sounds like it. Doesn’t it?”


“Do you agree with such drastic measures? Do you think we really need to shutter the place just because Bruebaker’s daughters want it gone?”


Truman rocked on his heels. His jaw moved back and forth, as if he was mulling over the facts. “I don’t really know. Mr. B sounds pretty sick. Seems like his daughters don’t think they have much of a choice. Regina said it’s a financial thing. She made it sound like things are dire. Know what I mean?”


Jo nodded. She did know. The store had not been profitable for some time. Still, the growing queasiness in her stomach made her feel as if what they were about to do was wrong. Family wishes or not, giving up on the store just didn’t feel right.


Plus, her loyalty was to Mr. B, not Regina or his daughters. Truman didn’t have the same relationship with him as she did. This was her mentor, her friend they were talking about. Jo’s eyes pricked at the memory of sitting at Mr. B’s kitchen table just a month earlier, eating saltines and tomato soup while they discussed the state of the publishing industry. Those regular lunches with Mr. Bruebaker were one of her most cherished pastimes. It was as close to having a family meal as she could get. The thought of him now lying in a hospital bed, with no one but Regina to look after him, made her fist clench.


“Regina says no visitors are allowed, but maybe I should just go over there anyway. Maybe I can talk some sense into her and let Mr. B know what’s going on.” Her voice trailed off as she pictured her plan.


Truman shook his head. “Have you ever been in the ICU?” he asked.


“Not really.”


“Well, I have, and it doesn’t work like that. You have to be family to get inside. Even then, most patients are out of it or unconscious in there. It’s not a place to have a business meeting.”


Jo nodded and sniffed. Of course, on some level she did know this. She supposed she was in denial. It was all she could do to hold back the tears.


In an effort to keep busy, she wandered over to the cash registers and opened each one to check the contents inside. Truman leaned up against the counter and waited. Her hands dove into each drawer, making sure there wasn’t anything left over from the night before. She glanced up once. Truman looked on quietly. Self-consciously, she moved faster. She hoped he didn’t notice her trembling.


In all her years, she’d never been asked to shut down the store. Sure, there were contingency plans in place for natural disasters, active shooters, and even a robbery. But those were all hypotheticals. None of them actually ever happened. As far as she was concerned, Bruebaker’s would last a lifetime. And now she was fully unprepared for handling such a bewildering turn of events, especially since it threatened to end everything she’d ever known.


Slamming the drawer of the final register, she felt her eyes water.


“Truman,” she whispered, “I don’t know how to do this.”


Deep lines hugged his temples. His face rearranged into an empathetic smile. “I know what you mean. We’ve been coming into this place almost every day for nearly two decades. It’s like a second home to me. Hell, it’s like a second home to a lot of us. To tell you the truth, I was kinda hoping that when I showed up to board the entrance, you’d talk me out of it.”


Jo dabbed at her eyes, confused. “You were?”


He nodded.


Her chest squeezed. The way Truman talked, he made it seem as if she had a choice in the matter. She didn’t. Regina had made her position clear. And, apparently, so had Mr. Bruebaker’s daughters. Just what did Truman expect her to do? Wave a magic wand and make the whole thing better? Open the doors and let the customers inside despite it all?


A dozen scenarios ran around in her head. None of them stopped the trembling. There didn’t seem to be any way around closing the store.


“Truman, I can’t—” She was interrupted before she could continue.


Adam peered into the room, his eyes shining with enthusiasm. He had an almost electric quality to the way he now carried himself, and it felt a bit suspicious. Adam was known for stirring the pot.


Most of her staff members were right on his heels, their faces expectant.


“Hey, Jo. I need to talk to you.”


“Okay.” Jo frowned. She didn’t know what Adam was up to, but the last time Adam looked this way, she’d discovered he’d taken it upon himself to assemble displays at each of the endcaps in the Ken Kesey room. He had erected chalkboard signs posing rather controversial and intrusive questions to patrons. He claimed he’d been inspired by stories penned by the Oregon author and wanted customers to feel equally stimulated. The plan backfired. It took no time at all for the complaints to reach Jo, who’d been working with a new sales employee on another floor. Adam was swiftly reprimanded and asked to disassemble his project.


Jo studied him and wondered if he was planning to resurrect his old signs for the store’s closing. Maybe he had a new way to alert customers of this unhappy development.


“What is it?” Jo stopped what she was doing and crossed her arms.


“So I know Mr. Bruebaker’s family wants us to lock up and go home and all. And that Regina supposedly thinks everything in here”—he waved his arms around—“should be sold off or destroyed or whatever. But I don’t want to see that happen. This place is an institution. And what they’re saying is all very Fahrenheit 451 if you know what I mean.”


Jo sighed. He was being rather dramatic. “Adam, calm down. No one is talking about burning any books.”


“You say that, but you can’t be sure. Can you? Don’t you remember when the mayor closed down The Arcadery on the east side after those two girls OD’d? That place was iconic, and people begged to have it reopen. But rather than work with the owner to turn things around, he just erased it off the map. Who’s to say that won’t happen here?”


She ran a hand over her face. Her gut gave a sickening twist. He wasn’t wrong. Still, she needed to get control of this situation. Adam’s rebellious nature sometimes had a tendency to become infectious.


“Okay, so what exactly are you proposing? That we protest?” Jo measured her words, unsure if she wanted to hear his answer.


Adam brightened. “Yes. Why not? I think we should refuse to go.”


“What?” Jo felt her eyes grow wide. He couldn’t be serious. Maybe her ears weren’t working properly under the stress, but she could’ve sworn Adam just suggested she disobey Regina’s orders to leave.


Jo dropped her head into her hands. What was the best way to honor her beloved boss? Surely he’d want the store to go on, with or without him. Jo knew this in her core. Yet the idea of sheltering inside the building for any amount of time seemed crazy. It was a bookstore, for goodness’ sake, not a hotel.


But still . . . a small part of her also knew that Adam’s idea of defying Regina’s orders might be their best chance to force the daughters’ hands. If the public got wind of what was going on, they might rally behind the bookstore employees. Something good might come of it. She honestly had no way of really knowing. But what she did know was that if the store had a fighting chance of reopening, then Jo and her staff would once again have jobs.


And the life that I love could resume, she thought.


Truman, who’d been listening, let out a low grunt. Jo shot him a questioning look. By the way he had his elbows propped behind him and wore a sideways grin on his face, she couldn’t tell if he was amused or impressed with Adam’s outburst.


Jo cleared her throat. It was important Truman didn’t egg on Adam’s impetuousness.


“I don’t think it’s okay to write this place off. It’s the easy way out,” Adam said.


Jo pushed air through her nose. He was looking at this through the lens of a willful child, refusing to pick up his toys and go home. “Adam, this is serious. Regina made it crystal clear. The family is worried about Mr. Bruebaker’s health and the financial instability of the business. We don’t have permission to do as we please. We don’t own the place. And I’m pretty sure we don’t even officially work here after today. Do you understand?”


“Yes.” Adam stood taller, the fabric of his faded denim shirt pushing out. The edges of his determined face hardened. She looked beyond him to the half dozen staff members who stood behind him with similar expressions.


Her heart sank.


“So, knowing all of that, you still don’t want me to shut the store down?” Jo asked.


Anna stepped forward. She reached out and placed a hand on Adam’s arm, signaling she’d take it from there. “We understand the store needs to be closed to the public for now. We obviously don’t want to put the business at risk. But it’s important to show how strongly we feel about keeping Bruebaker’s alive, despite what Mr. B’s daughters think is right. What Adam means is that some of us hope to stay and see if the store can be saved somehow. Personally speaking, I can’t imagine letting the first editions in the rare-books room go. We all know Regina doesn’t care about stuff like that. I mean, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I didn’t at least try.”


A long, uncomfortable stillness filled the space between them.


Jo’s mouth went dry. Anna had a point. It was one thing for such an outlandish proclamation to come from Adam. But now Anna, perhaps her most levelheaded employee, was on board with this idea as well. This gave her pause.


“I will consider staying and seeing if I can convince Mr. B’s daughters to let the store reopen. But I’m going to have to do it alone. I don’t have any intention of getting you—the staff—into trouble. It’s not your burden to bear. Do you understand?” Jo scanned the room, trying to gauge their reaction.


“No.” Adam didn’t skip a beat. “We don’t understand. Some of us really want to stay as well. We’re just as passionate about the place as you are.”


Jo’s stomach dropped.


Truman lifted himself from his position at the counter. “Sounds to me”—he tipped his head in Jo’s direction—“like you’ve got a bit of a revolution on your hands.”


Adam shot a balled fist high into the air above his head. “Hell yeah we do!”


“Occupy Bruebaker’s!” another voice shouted.


“We’re not taking no for an answer!”


Someone in the back let out a whoop.


Anna met Jo’s stunned gaze with a jutted chin. They were dead serious.


A rush of heat swept over Jo’s rigid body. It appeared they were taking over the store. The question was, to what end?












Three
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Two hours had come and gone, and Jo was still nowhere close to forming a solid plan. At the urging of the others, she’d phoned Regina and asked for more time. There was too much to do, she claimed. She was given until noon.


It appeared time was the primary concern for others too. A surprising text from Suzanne Bruebaker popped onto Jo’s screen.




Suzanne: Hello Joanna. Any problems closing up the store?


Jo: No, just needed more time to tie up some loose ends. Working on it with my staff right now.


Suzanne: Good. Please expedite.





Jo couldn’t help but snort. Suzanne was an Olive Kitteridge all the way: a woman without apology. Jo wanted to inquire after Mr. Bruebaker’s well-being, but the three dots on her screen disappeared, letting her know Suzanne was done with the conversation.


Three other workers quickly ran off when Adam began marching around the sales floor chanting, “Power to the people!” Jo knew he was joking, but she didn’t find it funny. A sales associate named Jimmy and his counterpart from one level above both rolled their eyes and muttered that they didn’t exactly share Adam’s unbridled social activism tendencies. After swapping a few whispered concerns, the two collected their things and said goodbye. Right behind them was a quiet librarian type named Fiona.


“Um, Jo?” she asked.


“Yes?”


“While I love the store and hate to see it close, I have my mother to think of. She’s sick and—”


“Say no more,” Jo responded. This poor girl had no obligation to stay. After all, their plan wasn’t really a plan at all—more like a wild hair.


Other than Anna and herself, the rest of the group included Adam, Grayson, Jade, and two others from Jade’s morning inventory team who seemed to be quietly arguing among themselves. Then there was Wendy, a woman from the café who remained silent as she twisted the loops of her crocheted scarf around her fingers with nervous expectation. Wendy was one of the many female employees who had a predilection for all things Jane Austen. Jo just wondered if Wendy had it in her to follow through with their radical plan.


The last were Jack and Leo, two rather unknown staff members from the upstairs Hemingway room. If these two read anything at all, Jo believed they were likely fans of stories in which characters sought utopian settings where conventional rules did not apply. The Beach by Alex Garland came instantly to mind. Both Jack and Leo had the look of what she called “fun seekers,” young men eager to engage in something exciting and possibly dangerous. It was obvious in their goofy grins.


Jo chewed on the end of her reading glasses and studied each of their faces, determining who else would go. They should all go and leave me to try this on my own, she thought. But she also understood there was no deterring some of them.


“Um.” One of the women from the inventory team met Jo’s quizzical stare. “So, we’ve been talking and . . . well, I think we’re gonna go.”


“What? No, really?” Adam groaned. “Why?”


The woman’s face colored as she shrank back in her chair. “Well, it’s just that this all kind of is happening so fast, and we’re not sure it’s, um, wise. And, you know, we’ve got our families and partners and people who will be pretty concerned about us. You know?”


Adam opened his mouth, but Jo cut him off. “Yes, we do understand. This is a very big thing that we’re suggesting. It’s perfectly understandable; in fact, it’s very smart of you to bow out now before it gets more complicated. Your job at Bruebaker’s does not include any of this.” Jo opened her arms and gestured around the room. “Thank you for your honesty. Feel free to head on out through the side door. Truman hasn’t locked that up yet.”


They uttered thank-yous and scurried out of the room. Adam audibly deflated at their departure. His band of rebels was shrinking.


Wendy’s phone buzzed, and she turned away from the group to answer. Everyone exchanged quick glances. It didn’t appear any of them knew her very well. Was she an asset in their predicament?


A series of low murmurs and head nods later, Wendy snatched up her bag and wished them well. The group watched her scarf trail behind her as she swiftly exited the building.
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Jo and her team—or what was left of it—sat around the table in the break room and blinked. Of the twelve staff members who clocked in to work earlier that morning, only seven remained. Truman, bless his patient soul, was also hanging back to finish boarding up the entrance. Jo also suspected he wanted to lend a bit of moral support. He didn’t say as much, but Jo got the sense he didn’t want to leave the building until she did.


A pang of gratitude shot through her.


“Everyone moving forward with the revolution?” He poked his head around the corner, a hammer and nails in one hand.


Jo sighed and shrugged in his direction.


Adam, of course, beamed. Somehow Truman’s willingness to treat the cause seriously gave him the credibility he was seeking. “Hey, man, thanks for the support.”


Truman held out the palm of his free hand. “I’m remaining neutral on this one. Just want to make sure everyone is doing okay, that’s all.”


“We’re trying,” Jo said. She intended to ask Truman just how neutral he really was once he was finished with his tasks. He was the only other middle-aged person in the room; she needed perspective from someone with her level of maturity. She secretly wished Truman would pull her aside, tell her how crazy and dangerous it was to even entertain Adam’s ideas, anything to talk her out of being there one minute longer. But he didn’t. Truman held a poker face.


Truman cocked his head.


Jo met his gaze. “At the moment, we’re doing our best to land on some sort of compromise.”


Adam folded his arms across his chest and leaned back in his chair. The way his lips pressed tightly together, Jo could tell he had no intention of compromising anything. This was his stance, and he was sticking to it.


“Ahh.” Truman wandered off again to finish his job.


Seeing that her number one protester wasn’t budging at his end of the table, Jo decided to see if she might convince the others to go home. She turned in her chair to face Grayson, who was busy eating his way through the fruit bowl. This kid really needed a proper meal.


“Grayson, what about you?” Jo asked. She studied him. Were Grayson’s reasons for sheltering in the store more about his inability to pay rent and buy groceries, rather than standing up for the salvation of the business?


Caught off guard, he shifted a lump of banana to the side of his cheek with a raised brow. “Me?”


“Yes, you,” Jo said. “What are your motives for staying? Are you really prepared to take on the bookstore’s owners and possibly get into trouble? You may risk losing some kind of severance pay if you agree with Adam’s little campaign. Plus,” she said, addressing the room, “who’s to say Regina or Mr. Bruebaker’s daughters will even take this thing seriously right now? They’re preoccupied at the hospital. We might wind up spending the night in here, for all I know.”


Just acknowledging this out loud made her stomach queasy. The building was massive, and it was no place to sleep over as a form of makeshift protest. Jo found herself equal parts devastated and daunted over the very notion.


Grayson worked the large bite around in his mouth, his Adam’s apple protruding as the food went down.


“Uh, yeah, that sounds like a risk for sure. But, like, it’s the only job I have right now, and I really can’t afford to lose it. Plus”— he sent Jo a sheepish grin—“I’m pretty sure I’m about to be evicted. So there’s that.”


“Uh-huh.” Just as Jo suspected—this kid was in it for the free shelter.


“Grayson,” Adam interjected, “I get it. May as well stick around here where you’re needed.”


“Or not.” Jo scowled. She planned to pull Grayson aside later and ask whether or not he had any family who might take him in. She really didn’t feel like being responsible for more people than necessary. To her, each one of the faces huddled around the table was a potential liability. What if they got into real trouble?


Her goal was to try and quietly convince Regina and Mr. B’s daughters to let her reopen. She’d try to focus on packaging up their existing online orders and maybe organizing some inventory. The idea was to remain low profile and professional—if that was even realistic—in her approach. Having more people remain in the building didn’t exactly fit with this plan.


If she agreed to allow them to stay on—which still felt extremely risky and far-fetched—she needed to limit her responsibilities. At present, she wasn’t sure Grayson was capable of being responsible for himself, let alone an all-out coup.
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