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            Section I:
July 2024

         
   
         Jeannine A. Cook interviews Sonia Sanchez

         
         
            JEANNINE A. COOK: Mama Sonia, what are we getting right? And where are we missing the mark?

            SONIA SANCHEZ: I am not sure we should start with right and wrong. But what I will say is we are not coming together the way
               we used to come together.
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         I refuse to die with this story stuck in me. And now my doctor wants to slice open my throat. She instructs me to hold my
            head back. “You’ve been on this medicine for far too long,” she says. “You need surgery,” she says. It’s been fourteen years,
            she says as she checks my throat.
         

         
         “NO,” I say for the fourteenth year in a row. “Give me liberty or give me death.” I joke off her warnings even though it’s
            hard to laugh with someone’s hands around your neck.
         

         
         Dr. Hahn makes the muscles in my shoulders tighten. She makes my heart race. And the hairs on my neck stand up. She’s been
            wanting to have a piece of me for years. But once she starts cutting, who knows where she’ll stop.
         

         
         I breathe in good thoughts like my favorite story’s ending. I like books to end smooth but not hokie. Soothing yet restrained.

         
         I breathe out bad thoughts like Dr. Hahn with a scalpel in her left hand and my throat in the right. Blood vessels bursting.
            Bandages and pain.
         

         
         “Your body is at war with itself,” Dr. Hahn continues.

         
         That means either way I win. I roll my eyes and smile.

         
         “Your pressure’s high. Your eyes are bulging. The tremors are back. These things can kill you,” she nags me in her naggingly high voice. “We love you, Ms. Cook, and your books and your bookshops. We don’t want to lose all you’ve built just like that.” She snaps. 

         
         I can’t tell her sarcasm from savior complex or pity from placation. Either way I pretend to ignore her.

         
         A part of me wants to cut Dr. Hahn with her own blade and the other part wants to hug her and ask her to mother me and tell
            me everything will be okay. I tell both parts to hush up. We ain’t doing this today. We have work to do. Take a deep breath,
            tell a joke, get the script, and get to the bookshops.
         

         
         “What if dying is making me invincible?” I joke, hopping off Dr. Hahn’s exam table. She doesn’t laugh. She doesn’t respond.
            She doesn’t even smile. She’s too afraid of the numbers on her chart. She’s too afraid of death and dying. She calls herself
            a doctor but doesn’t know that laughter is the best medicine. Sometimes I laugh because life is funny, and sometimes I laugh
            because life is like a tap on the funny bone.
         

         
         “What if dying is making you insane?” Dr. Hahn cocks back.

         
         “Your office is insanely cold, Dr. Hahn,” I jab. “It smells sterile in here, too, like hospital sheets.” I Joe Frazier bob
            and weave. We both laugh. Dr. Hahn makes me feel funny. I want to hear that I am okay. But she won’t say that. I pull on my
            denim overalls before the exam is complete.
         

         
         “The script?” I ask. We both know what I need. “Yes? No? Maybe so?”

         
         She stares off. Flips through her charts and numbers. Checks my heart rate again and again. Says yes while shaking her head
            no. “You’re killing me,” she says. “You’re always in flight. Eventually, you have to land. Take these pills as prescribed
            to get your levels down before surgery.” An unexpected uppercut. She wins.
         

         
         I nod in agreement. But she will not be cutting open my throat. The slightest mishap will leave me speechless, and I still have a few things I need to say. I pocket my script and agree, “Okay. Will take as needed. Okay.” 

         
         “That’s not what I said.”

         
         “But it’s what I will do.” I hold my crumpled prescription in a too-tight fist. “My body. My choice.”

         
         Dr. Hahn cracks another smile. It’s a real one with straight teeth, pink gums, brushed, flossed—no decay.

         
         We both let out a sigh of relief that the visit is almost complete. We tolerate one another, but we are not friends.

         
         “And . . .” She pauses before I walk out.

         
         “This is your last script. Next time I see you, it’s for surgery.” I thank her with a bow, put the crinkled prescription back
            in my pocket, and make it out of the Pennsylvania Hospital healthcare complex with enough time to open my bookshops for the
            day.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         It’s July hot outside. I call my dad as I walk through the noise and funk of Philadelphia’s SEPTA subway. His phone rings
            and rings. There’s a blind musician singing “Ain’t No Stopping Us Now” to the left of me and kids calling each other dickheads and young bulls to my right. It’s pee and reefer smells everywhere.
            I appreciate the sounds of Philadelphia, but sometimes she stinks. It is her voice that sings sweet nothings in my wandering
            ear.
         

         
         Philly called to me; I did not call her. I first arrived here twenty years ago, enticed by an accent of elongated a’s and
            the replacing of proper nouns with improper “jawns.” It was not love at first sight; it was love at first sound. I love her
            language.
         

         
         It was my best friend, Marie, who really wanted to be with Philadelphia. I was just along for the ride and perhaps that’s
            why I feel like a third wheel in my city. Philly was Marie’s first love—not mine.
         

         
         I always have a Marie. They are my guides. I believe everyone gets at least one Marie. If you listen to them, you get more.
            They take you places. I met my first Marie when I was eight years old. At seventeen, she was driving me from Hampton, Virginia,
            to Philadelphia to attend an open house at the college of her dreams.
         

         
         That morning, we went to school as usual but skipped our last class, both complaining of the same stomachache. Gas was only ninety-nine cents a gallon and Allen Iverson, who’d just graduated from our high school, was now dominating as a center for Philadelphia’s basketball team. Marie insisted that Iverson proved we could be from Hampton and move to Philly to be great. 

         
         She said let’s drive her forest green stick shift up and back in one day, so our parents had no idea we’d been gone. “It’s
            the city of brotherly love,” Marie tells me as she plays Bilal, The Roots, Jill Scott, and Eve over and over during our five-hour
            car ride from the sandy beach shores of Virginia up north to the concrete jungle.
         

         
         “We are visiting the esteemed University of the Arts. Built in 1876,” she tells me. It is one of the oldest and finest art
            schools in the country, with colossal-sized Colosseum columns marking the entrance to the Avenue of the Arts on South Broad
            Street.
         

         
         WELCOME TO THE FUTURE read a bright red banner as we ascended the stairs to Hamilton Hall.

         
         Speak only when spoken to, I tell myself at most social events. I pick a seat in the corner to set up my paper and pen. I have decided I am just a
            silent observer at Marie’s open house, so I am here to read the room.
         

         
         I am only spoken to by one suited gentleman all evening. He comes up to me with a toothy grin. He speaks out of one side of
            his mouth and keeps one hand in his pocket.
         

         
         “You’re different,” he says to me under his breath.

         
         “No, I’m Jeannine,” I say, still reading.

         
         “. . . but not in a bad way. You won’t fit in anywhere,” he continues, as if he were a fortune teller explaining my fate. “What are you reading?”
         

         
         “Notes.” I continued writing in my journal, describing his scruffy five o’clock shadow, his oversized suit jacket, his balding hairline. 

         
         “What type of notes?”

         
         “About people—what they’re wearing, how they speak, how they move, their body language, what they say. It’s like a game.”

         
         “You have notes about me?”

         
         “I do,” I reply.

         
         “That’s cool—a bit strange.”

         
         “Just something to pass the time.”

         
         “You don’t seem too interested in the open house.”

         
         “It’s alright, not my kind of place.” The students had mohawks and colorful hair and piercings and tattoos and parents who
            were helping them fill out paperwork and portfolios and instruments and wide eyes and purposefully too-short bangs.
         

         
         “I'm here with a friend,” I said, pointing at Marie as she worked the room—smiling and shaking hands.

         
         After asking me a bunch of questions, he continued with his fortune telling, like he was trying to sell me a cure to a curse.
            “It doesn’t matter where you go. You belong everywhere, but you won’t fit in anywhere. So, you might as well hang out with the misfits.”
         

         
         He spoke with deadpan conviction; he was not the best salesman. But maybe it was his gruffness, or the tilt of his head when
            he spoke, or the nervous wringing of his hand in his pocket, but for some reason I believed what he had to say.
         

         
         “Is different funny?” I ask.

         
         He laughed. “Different is just different. But world builders always want the whole world to change.”

         
         I explain to him that I just want to observe and be a witness.

         
         “You should apply to my program. I don’t believe you, I think you actually want to be in the game,” he insists. “We are trying out something new next school year and I think you’d be the perfect fit. It’s art for social change. Here you get to create your own shift.” 

         
         “Excuse me?”

         
         “That too . . .”

         
         He presses me to consider his offer even though it is past the deadline, even though I was already accepted into a small university
            back home in Virginia, even though this school is someone else’s wildest dream. I listen and nod my head yes. But inside my
            answer is, yeah right, hell no.
         

         
         That man ended up being the head of the school and after answering a bunch of his questions, “What would you do if . . . ?”
            “How do you feel about . . . ?” he finally helped me see in myself what he saw in me clearly. “You’re a creative. Not just
            a watcher. You’re a maker. Nothing that exists will ever be enough for you, you’ll always want to create.”
         

         
         As Marie and I drove back to Virginia, rolling past sprawling stretches of grass and nothingness, she goes on and on about
            the school having ceramics and glassblowing and writing and bookbinding and musical theater and sound design.
         

         
         “People go to school for glassblowing?” I ask, half listening.

         
         “Yes!” Marie exclaims.

         
         That was twenty years ago, when my young and unstable life was shifting day by day. My parents were separating (again!), my
            mother, a former educator and librarian, was selling our house because she had completely lost her vision. She was moving
            back to her country in the Caribbean to listen to audiobooks in her hideaway. And meanwhile, my terminally ill dad was dying
            any day. Staying in Virginia was like staying enslaved to a story that I wasn’t sure how to escape.
         

         
         So I wrote an essay about meeting a gruffy man at the open house and sent it to the admissions office of the University of the Arts writing program for social change. Marie made an accompanying movie for her own application to the film school. 

         
         “I wish people would shut up,” I wrote as the first line to my essay. “And let their feet do the talking.” I pitched the idea
            of a student-run club where we could sell and purchase each other’s art and books and clothes, and the proceeds could be used
            to build community with Philly families who were our neighbors. I made it all up and laid it all out. It wasn’t a fully developed
            bookshop back then, but my idea was always win/win/win.
         

         
         A few weeks later, I got a large acceptance envelope in the mail with a presidential scholarship to the University of the
            Arts in Philadelphia, but my best friend Marie, who put all her eggs in one basket, got a small envelope with a rejection
            letter that read, “After careful consideration . . .”
         

         
         I went to her house and consoled her and her mother’s weeping eyes as we ate fried fish over rice. I reminded them that sometimes
            a no is the next best thing to a yes. But Maries are always a step ahead of you. When she finally stopped crying, Marie looked
            at me and said, “What if we move to Philly, anyway?”
         

         
         After Marie and I had made several trips back and forth on our own, we started showing our mothers Philly. We went to City
            Hall (my favorite building, which happened to be a French revival–style castle with a courtyard where singers perform as you
            walk to the train). We took them past the still-in-progress Theatre of Life mural designed with thousands of shards of broken
            glass and hundreds of gallons of paint. We drove past The Thinker with his hand on his chin. We drove past Rocky’s steps, even though I had never seen the film. But we all knew the hymn—dunadunnnnnnn duneunduuun. We tried to get them a cheese-oozing cheesesteak, but they both declined. We tried to give them every stereotypical Philadelphia experience that we could imagine. But as we approached the underground gallery mall, our mothers finally agreed, “Okay. Enough. Okay.” We could move to Philly and experience her for ourselves. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         My parents, mostly caught up in the story of their own love affair, were confused by my sudden change of heart to move to
            Philly instead of staying in Virginia, but not enough to have anything significant to say. Neglect can be an ally; it just
            means fewer people to get in your way. Neither of my parents had gone to traditional college, only bible college, where they
            fell for one another over a love for holy books. In the seventies my mother got her first job as a librarian at a law firm
            in New York City. She got it as an immigrant without a degree, perhaps because she is very smart and very beautiful and very
            good at solving problems, maybe because she has a sweet accent and a complete and total love for books, but somehow, she became
            a law librarian for many years without any formal education.
         

         
         Her philosophy with me was school or no school, you get your mission in life complete. All I told my parents was I was moving
            to Philadelphia. No one asked me much of anything. They gave me a $100 bill and said, “Okay.” When they dropped me off in
            the city, they told me don’t turn back, just keep running. In many ways, I felt like a runaway slave. I cried because I’d
            finally made it out of the South, then I dried my eyes, unpacked my pans, and made myself pancakes.
         

         
         This was the beginning of my journey to the bookshops. I wish it included familiar book titles, and authors from the early nineties. But there are no cute stories about childhood visits to bookstores with my parents. They may have gone together, because they loved each other, but with me, that was just not the case. What they gave me were bible stories. Like Moses parting The Red Sea and Moses demanding freedom. “Let my people go!” 

         
         Those books are how I escaped.

         
         Twenty years later and I’m still running toward the promised land. I’m still calling people for respite along the way. After
            several rings, my dad finally picks up the phone: “Hello.”
         

         
         “Lazarus, guess what?” I call my dad Lazarus because he has been terminally ill since I was ten years old. He almost dies
            every few years, priests and last rites, candles and all, but somehow he miraculously comes back to life like nothing happened.
            His dying is a joke, something to laugh about every time he wakes up.
         

         
         “I’m gonna be a published author,” I tell him. “I’m gonna sell my own books in my own bookshops. How cool is that?”

         
         “It’s about time, Number 2,” he says. He doesn’t call me by my first name, Jeannine; he calls me by my birth order. It works
            for my two sisters, number one and number three, just not for me. He thinks it’s clever. I tell him it’s not. It sounds like
            he’s calling me poop. “Dad, you know what number two is, right?”
         

         
         “Ah, shut up,” he laughs.

         
         I don’t tell him about my diagnosis—I’ve kept it from him for fourteen years, no point in alarming him now. I don’t tell him
            a lot of things, like how the bookshops are doing or how reading Chase-Riboud affects me or when I need a break. He does not
            want to hear poetic meanderings about me shedding my old self. My dad, like most people, just wants to hear about accomplishments
            and the next new shiny thing.
         

         
         
            A Shopkeeper never complains.

         

         “You’re a young Tina Fey,” my dad reminds me, ignoring my mood swings. “You’re a young—well not so young—Tina Fey. Ain’t she
            from Philly? You know you’re not really from Philly, right?” My dad rapidly fires dad jokes when we speak. “You’re from Brooklyn.
            Raised in VA. Don’t forget where you came from, Number 2. You ain’t never leaving Philly though, are you? You might as well
            run for governor you love it so much.” He cracks himself up.
         

         
         “Dad, Philly is not its own state.”

         
         I feel funny.

         
         But I’ll be okay.

         
         He laughs and says, “Shut up, Jeannine.”

         
         I laugh and say ok.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         It’s summer 2024 and I have just signed a two-book deal with HarperCollins. Three months to write an upmarket romance—the
            one genre of book that I just started to read. And three months to write a real raw memoir right after that.
         

         
         My assignment this summer is to continue running multiple bookshops while telling the story of the bookshops. They say tell
            the story only you can tell. This is an Olympic-sized task.
         

         
         My agent, my newest Marie (and eighty-plus-year-old best friend—the kind that tells me sternly what NOT to say), says I can
            do it and promises to hold my hand as we wade through the water. She’s been in publishing longer than my parents have been
            alive. I am one of her many literary granddaughters.
         

         
         “Just say YES,” she tells me. “You have many stories inside.”

         
         I know they’re in there, but some are stuffed so far down that I fear someone will have to cut them out to help them see the
            light of day.
         

         
         The back of my dress is sun soaked with sweat as I think about writing my first novel. I am supposed to be writing about selling books to real people, but my editor at Amistad has a better idea—what if you write
            a series that takes place in a fictional bookshop universe?
         

         
         “Like the X-Men of bookshops?” I ask.

         
         It sounds genius, but I need a second opinion. So, I walk and talk on the phone with my dad. If I call him when I’m walking, he talks a lot, and it makes the walk go fast. He’s not a good listener, but he is a great talker, which forces me to be a better listener. He used to be a falsetto singer in men’s quartets, so when he gets hyped while he’s speaking, he hits high notes that your brain cannot forget. I used to think it was his voice that tuned my inner ear to hear otherworldly frequencies. We’ve walked and talked like this off and on for the entire twenty years since I moved to Philly. Late nights, early mornings, it doesn’t matter what’s going on—when I call, he answers the phone. 

         
         Today I call to tell him I don’t know how to write a book. All I know how to do is read them.

         
         “I thought the bookshop was supposed to be a room of your own,” my dad mimics me, mimicking Angelou, who was mimicking Woolf.
            “A place for you to read, write, and rest,” he mocks.
         

         
         “It is,” I lie. “I write there sometimes,” I lie again. The only thing I can do in the bookshops is fiddle and fidget and
            fix things.
         

         
         
            A Shopkeeper builds a sanctuary for others until she learns how to build one for herself.

         

         So, I booked a ticket to Paris because not knowing the language makes it easier for me to hear. And not knowing the people
            makes it easier for me to see myself.
         

         
         “You really think you’re a lil’ Baldwin type, don’t you?” My dad hee-hees then haa-haas, then pauses, waiting for my comeback.
            “Probably drinking whiskey and smoking cigarettes now too,” he continues. I stay quiet. Give him nothing. I don’t feel like
            play arguing, sometimes he’s my dad, and sometimes he’s my big brother. “If you’re looking for your history, you should come back down here to Virginia instead of going to Paris.” He fusses about me not knowing my own roots while chasing others’. “Come home and write about Jamestown and how chattel slavery was homegrown in your front yard. Come home and write about that. You worried about Josephine Baker when you should be worried about Ella Josephine Baker, who’s from where you’re from.” 

         
         “That’s not how it works, Dad.”

         
         I always think of my dad as a spy because he knows everything about everything and goes into the hospital all the time. He
            disappears for days or weeks and just comes back out of nowhere like he wasn’t gone. I used to think “the hospital” was code
            for his secret missions.
         

         
         Born in Brooklyn in the late fifties, he’s lived in Hampton, Virginia, where I was raised, since the mid-nineties, but like
            almost all people born in Brooklyn, he always (always, always!) represents New York Knicks, Giants, Yankees.
         

         
         Hampton was the home he wanted for his three daughters. He got trapped there and relaxed there and never left there, except
            the one time he moved in with me in Philly, but he moved right back to Hampton. He knows history, so he gives me research
            assignments that I don’t want.
         

         
         Like this:

         
         “Look up Nellie Bright!” he says. “Bet you don’t know a damn thing about no Nellie Bright.” He speaks like a coach in the
            playoffs—forceful but with your best interest at heart. “Put Nellie Bright on one of your lil’ bookshop tee shirts.”
         

         
         “Dad, why you gotta call my bookshop tee shirts little?” I ask with a chuckle and shaking of my head.

         
         Lazarus is an armchair historian because instead of working, he’s spent much of his life shackled to a bed or an armchair by IV tubes having his blood cleaned. He’s a slave to maintaining his medical treatments, managing his sickness, being poked and prodded, and tolerating pain. He mostly sits still, watches sports, hangs with his friends, talks on the phone, and reads. He never complains about his condition. If anything, he’s been spying on the medical industry this whole time and he knows all their secrets. 

         
         “Did you know you were raised in the first colony?”

         
         “Yes, Dad,” I tell him. “But. No, I can’t write when I’m down there. And I don’t want to write about colonization.” Even as
            a kid I rebelled against field trips to plantations. “I want to write about what I like to read about—freedom. Rites of passage.
            Literary movement. Ascension. Think Baldwin, think Morrison, think Wright, Angelou, Joyce, Hemingway, Stein, think about the
            sanctity of Philly’s own travelers—Franklin, Tanner, Robeson, Anderson, Holiday, Chase-Riboud, and Coltrane. And now . . .
            now I get to go on my own pilgrimage to visit the great mother of creativity in Paris, Isis.”
         

         
         “What?”

         
         “Isis, Dad.” I always have to tell him stuff again and again.

         
         Sometimes my dad has no idea what I am talking about.

         
         Isis is an ancient being who is believed to travel from time immemorial—she gathers pieces of the destroyed and puts them
            back together better than they were before. She is from before the ships, before the MAAFA, before the pyramids. She has wings.
            And gills and cow horns and a solar disk about her head. She is often depicted holding a baby. Some believe her spirit is
            strongest in Par(Is)is. Paris!
         

         
         For some she is fact. For others she is fiction.

         
         My dad still doesn’t understand. He tells me I’m always going off on tangents, mixing history with mythology, that I never know the difference between what is real and what is fake. He is an awful listener. He changes the subject and speaks over me. I do it to him too, it’s our way. 

         
         He tells me he just got a new prosthetic leg. Named it Lester. Says he and Lester would probably outrun me in the Olympics
            if I invite them to Paris, where the games will be held the summer while I am there. He has cheated death (again!) but lost
            his leg in the battle. We both laugh at Lester being the newest name on the family tree—and then I say right next to his name
            where my mother’s name used to be. That’s not funny he says. Jokes can go too far. I won’t be inviting any of them on my trip,
            I remind him. I have too many distractions in my mind.
         

         
         “Your doctor is making a killing off you,” I say to Lazarus. “I bet he put all his children’s children’s children’s children
            through medical school with your surgeries. Spleen, kidneys, liver, fingers, toes, a foot, and now a leg. It’s kinda like
            what slaveowners would do if you were caught trying to escape. They would try to take a piece of your permanence away. If
            your doctors don’t stop, eventually you will look like Mr. Potato Head.”
         

         
         He laughs. But I’m not joking.

         
         “How’s your mom?” His pitch shifts from high to low.

         
         When he first met my mother in the early seventies she had just moved to this country from Trinidad and Tobago and he says
            it was love at first sight. He saw light shine from heaven when she walked into the church.
         

         
         “She’s fine, I guess.” But the truth is I haven’t spoken to her much lately. I’ll write her her own memoir someday.

         
         “I know she fine, that’s why I married her,” he hee hees.

         
         I tell him I don’t want to be in the middle of their situation. It makes me feel like Number 2.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 5

         
         When I hang up, I realize that my dad is losing pieces of himself. He’s disappearing like an apparition. I shouldn’t just
            hang up on him.
         

         
         At least he has Lester to keep him company, I think. I laugh out loud at my own joke. It’s a funny bone joke. It aches. At least he still has his funny bone. I laugh out loud again. At least I am laughing. I call my condition absurd ambivalence—the ability to feel two opposing emotions
            at once without people noticing. I feel ok. I feel alright.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 6

         
         I arrive a bit late to the bookshop and greet our youth conductors with a customer service smile. Youth conductors run the
            bookshops. It’s an important part of our model. If I could, I would have them all trained by my mother like we’ve done in
            past summers—she’s strict but loving and she reads constantly. Instead, they are being trained by me and having to work outside
            in the heat.
         

         
         The conversations with Dr. Hahn and Lazarus have left a cramp in my side.

         
         This summer the youth are selling used books outside of the bookshop on a table like I did throughout college.

         
         When I was a student at the University of the Arts, in addition to taking an eclectic mix of art and education classes, I’d
            go outside of the school and set up books like The Isis Papers by Frances Cress Welsing and Egyptian Mysteries by Muata Ashby (books they didn’t have in our art school library) alongside incense and oils and prints and clothes as I ran
            the student organization I envisioned in my admissions essay. I named the club Positive Minds—at eighteen years old, perhaps
            this was my first “bookshop.”
         

         
         We’d go book dumpster diving in the libraries of closing schools and find editions of old Jet and Ebony magazines. Other students would give us their misprints and deformed ceramic pots and abstract sculptures: whatever artwork they didn’t want we got. People would bring us old books and old albums and all sorts of things. On the weekends me and my club members would take what we raised and all the media equipment we could check out and hit the streets to host events and share stories with the people we’d meet. My favorite part of being a story collector is you never know what life will bring. We hosted dinner and a movie series, where we watched a film that went with a book and got the food from a local business and invited the community to share our space. We hosted roundtable discussions and debates. We hosted maker sessions and just had folks come together to make. 

         
         I stayed on the Dean’s List every year because I loved school even though I struggled at it. They sent me to tutoring for
            writing because when I was passionate, my professors weren’t always sure of what I was trying to say. I would go visit the
            dean at the end of every semester to thank him for his support. He has written a few books and we are still friends today.
         

         
         All these years, he has no idea I was living in a shell of a home back then. A shell of a home is basically just bricks and
            sticks—a building with a facade and a frame. I too felt like a shell of a home.
         

         
         My dean had no idea I’d been throwing socks on a kerosene heater all winter to keep warm or that I was bathing with gallon
            jugs of water from the corner store. I was hiding from mice and crackheads, who both moved in and out of my “house” as they
            pleased. I was trying to remodel someone else’s $1 house into a home, and it was not working for me.
         

         
         I realize now that part of building the bookshops is me seeking to build a home for those who need one again and again.

         
         In my last semester of college, two things happened.

         
         One, I dropped out. I couldn’t take it anymore. I was going back to Virginia to live with my dad. I was tired of begging to ride the city bus, not being able to shower, and pooping in a bag. 

         
         Freedom was coming at a cost that I could no longer afford.

         
         I didn’t know then what I know now. I am prone to seeing what’s not there yet, running toward a vision with the force of an
            Olympian, keeping going no matter what, just closing my eyes and forging ahead until the next vision appears. Whenever I go
            too far off path, an angel whispers in my ear, then grips me by the shoulder, picks me up, and brings me back where I belong.
         

         
         Jack Murnighan would not consider himself an angel. He’s a rebellious, nerdy, New England genius bad-boy type with a doctorate
            in medieval literature, who writes about sex scenes in classic books from Beowulf to Dante’s Inferno. He taught me reading and writing while sitting on an exercise ball.
         

         
         The art school model had Jack as my professor for all four years at the University of the Arts, in six-hour studio classes
            like we were painters. We spent hundreds of hours together talking about writing and grammar and literature, and then I disappeared
            from school thinking no one would notice, because this is what happens, I get overwhelmed.
         

         
         Jack happened to run into me at an art opening in North Philly, but I always joke that he was stalking me because why was
            he really hanging out in Norf? He said my classmates missed me asking one thousand questions and making our six-hour classes
            even longer by sharing my thoughts. He laughed and he gave me a book to read: One Hundred Years of Solitude by Gabriel García Márquez. He told me I could read this book over and over for the rest of my life and never catch everything.
            “Life is like a great book. It’s okay to take your time, but you don’t want to quit until you reach the end.” A good story
            gets better with time.
         

         
         Jack dropped me off at “home” and got to see the place in North Philly where I was living. He pretended not to be shocked or appalled or disgusted. Yes, it was a four-story 2,500-square-foot 1915 rowhome that retained its original Federal-style architectural integrity. That is what I loved about it. Yes, it was filled with revolutionary books by Kwame Nkrumah and Amiri Baraka and Frantz Fanon and Malcolm X’s autobiography and articles by Marcus Garvey, tons of articles, DVDs, and papers about ancient Kemet and the flower of life and how-to books on just about everything, art supplies for screen printing and airbrushing, and a hall mural of twelve-foot sphinxes, but my home hardly had any walls, no bathroom, no kitchen, no stove, no sink, no anything. I was learning to drywall and lay floors and installing installation instead of learning glassblowing and bookbinding, so I would have a warm place to lay my head and a literal pot to piss in. It was unbalanced. 

         
         Jack said, even though I had fallen on tough times, I could still finish school. I tried to explain that I hadn’t fallen on
            tough times, I had a vision for this space. But he told me to consider finishing my degree just in case so that one day if
            I needed it, I could get a regular job.
         

         
         Jack said all I had to do was take four independent studies to graduate. Each one could be a class of my choosing with a syllabus
            that I got to create. I could choose any mentors who would sign off on my work in their “classes.” He said, “It’s art school.
            You finish in your own way.”
         

         
         I said, “Okay.”

         
         So I chose what I call “Jeannine’s Angels”: David Brown, my professor of social advertising, who introduced me to how to build
            a campaign (Hey Whipple, Squeeze This); Toby Zinman, a renowned literary critic (she made me read a novel a week and a play a day—she introduced me to Morrison and Wilson and Parks and Dickinson and Mamet and Dostoevsky); Slavko Milekić, a cognitive scientist (introduced me to Touching by Ashley Montagu, and To Touch is to Live and a world where art was science-based); and Jack Murnighan, who knew my housing situation but never told a soul. He gifted
            me his entire book collection, some of which looked a thousand years old. His collection introduced me to almost everything.
         

         
         Finally, Sara MacDonald was my school librarian and although she wasn’t my advisor, she was also an angel. She let me practically
            live in the basement of the school library, take naps down there, sit alone, stare and think.
         

         
         I would say it was my angels who taught me how to read, read.

         
         I believe we all have literary angels. People who guide the direction of our lives through the books they share with us. It’s
            a tradition passed down for ages. Twenty years later, Jack, Toby, Slavko, David, Sara, the director and the dean, are still
            angels in my life to different degrees. They still recommend books to me. I call my angels when I find out that after almost
            150 years of cultivating creatives, it is announced that the University of the Arts abruptly closed its
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