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TO Virginia Barber





“[Cortés] carried home a large collection of plants and minerals, as specimens of the natural resources of the country; several wild animals and birds of gaudy plumage; various fabrics of delicate workmanship, especially the gorgeous feather-work; and a number of jugglers, dancers, and buffoons, who greatly astonished the Europeans by the marvellous facility of their performances, and were thought a suitable present for His Holiness, the Pope.”

WILLIAM H. PRESCOTT,
History of the Conquest of Mexico
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PART one


1.

The museum is dark tonight. The shadows are cut by a few lamps, which cast a veil of light on the bronzes displayed in this gallery. Naked, shimmering girls and bearded satyrs turn supple in the glow, almost as if they might come alive any moment and turn a discerning eye upon their observer. I move from the room and out of the wing, stepping onto the courtyard with its flower and water gardens floating in blue light. Beyond the precipice of the hill upon which the museum stands lies the black ocean indistinguishable from the sky. It is a white-air, January evening, perfect weather for Jean Paul Getty’s ghost to wander, dazzled, through the limestone halls his money built. I stretch my sweater tighter around my shoulders and enter the library.

Even at midnight a few scholars’ lamps burn from various corners, and the silence is threaded by the sound of a pencil on a page. Ancient, magnificent books sleep on the shelves, such as these medieval medical texts dispensing deadly advice on leechings and applications of mercury. I pass the fading tenth-century copy of Epicurus, with its recipes for sea urchins with honey and roast flamingo with mint. Here are the fifteenth-century chivalric novels in their lovely cameo bindings. And the eighth-century Aztec calendar with its themes of blood and grain.

I reach my desk. I turn on my lamp and pick up the old book that lies here. I run my fingers on the spine, the rotting leather. The tooled headbands and marbled papers, the rippled vellum leaves filled with beautiful script. Centuries ago a tawny fugitive dipped her pen into an inkwell and wrote these words long after the soldiers and bondsmen gave her up for dead. Later, the eons bit their teeth into this book. In a few years it will die unless this hinge is reglued and the tattered parts of the leaves and covers are patched.

That is my job. My name is Sara Rosario González, and I am thirty-two years old.

I’m a rare book restorer.

EVERY DAY I COME HERE to do the slow and painstaking work on this volume. It often takes me into the early hours of the morning. As I examine the flaws on a leaf I will become distracted by the words written on it. The story. I have no trouble imagining its author. The tawny woman bent over these leaves, slowly painting the letters in their telling style. After two pages she raised her head to watch a bird outside of her window. The green hills of Spain stretched farther than she could see. A soldier with a red plume in his helmet whipped his steed across the knolls, but such sights did not frighten her any longer, as she had learned to take refuge in disguises. She smiled, and returned to the book that now rests under my hands.

It is a late sixteenth-century folio, untitled, and bound in oxblood morocco; the text of vernacular Spanish is written on vellum in formal Rotunda script. The narrative tells of a female Aztec juggler brought to Europe by Hernán Cortés, and she has many adventures including fighting with the Ottomans, abandoning herself to the pleasures of Titian’s Venice, and plotting the assassination of the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V. We believe it was composed in Cáceres, Spain, circa 1570, and because of stylo-graphic similarities to other texts most scholars agree that it was authored by one Padre Miguel Santiago de Pasamonte, a hedonistic and probably insane Hieronymite monk who wrote a series of scandalous novels a full twenty years before Cervantes penned Don Quixote. My boss here at the Getty, Teresa Shaughnessey, is in these theorists’ camp.

It appears that I am the sole dissenter to their hypothesis. I believe, as I’ve said, that a woman wrote this folio, and an Aztec woman at that. Perhaps it is fiction, perhaps not. Historical accounts of Aztec slaves’ passage from Tenochtitlán to the Vatican will be found in annals from that era. And although this book contains accounts of magic, it was written in a credulous age, when the passionate still saw spirits and monsters mingling with human neighbors.

I’ve also dared to give it a title: The Conquest.

If I prove my hypothesis I will be as clever as any necromancer, for all the dark women of history have lost their tongues. If I show my colleagues that an Aztec woman wrote this book, it will be as if I’d tapped on the shoulder of the great volcano Ixtacihuatl and bade her speak.

And that’s exactly what I’ll do.

THE NIGHT IS DEEPENING. Saturday night, so that this place is a clock-stopped island beyond which lies an electric and protean Los Angeles filled with revelers. I am the last of the scholars left here, and it is my favorite time in the museum, when I can fancy the duchesses and devils stepping down from their canvases and waltzing together through the black halls.

I can work now with no distraction but my own imagination. My tools are simple. White gloves, a bone folder, knitting needles, glue, and thin, milky sheets of linen and Japanese paper, which I will graft to the book’s body in much the same way the surgeon repairs the body of a patient whose heart has been punctured by illness.

No, I will say that the process reminds me instead of a sweetheart reconstructing a destroyed love letter. The first time I held one of these relics—it was a thirteenth-century manuscript of an Aztec poet, for I tend to seek projects that relate to my race—I remember the impression that I possessed a message from a revenant suitor pining for the love of a beautiful woman. I glanced up, then, at these shelves of sleeping books and thought how each hid the ember of a hot heart that beat after passions now long forgotten.

This fact holds unbearable ramifications. Doesn’t it?

Or is it a blessing?

Here is my answer to that question:

My mother, Beatrice, who was a great one for telling me bedtime tales, once regaled me with a fable about an alchemist named Tzotzil who lived during the epoch of the Earth’s infancy. Sitting by my side and stroking my hair as the bedroom window darkened, she said that though the planet then was still so new that it yielded, at the slightest touch, all the gifts and fruits that might sate its inhabitants’ appetites, Tzotzil anticipated the current world’s predilection for dispiritedness and longing.

Tzotzil was lonely, my mother told me, whispering into my ear as my eyes grew heavy with sleep.

In his despair, he visited the cave of the fortune-teller Atitlán, and explained that despite all his wealth he was still poor in matters of the heart. Atitlán agreeably cast a spell, and his crystal ball revealed a sylph with hair as black as ink and eyes that were the tenderest shade of blue. Yet, despite the girl’s seeming perfection—she had the breasts of a mermaid, a dragons talent for debate, and an ability to eat a roast griffin in one sitting—Atitlán augured that she had one critical flaw, as she would not be born for five thousand years.

Now, this is certainly very bad news for a lover, but Tzotzil, who had almost swooned with passion when he saw the image in the crystal, resolved to communicate his ardor to his intended. He tawed a goat hide, cast a homing spell on it, and then wrote a sonnet to the future girl.

He died soon after, Mother murmured, as I sank deeper and deeper into my pillow. And what was worse, as the eons passed, and the Earth cracked and soldered itself into new shapes, Tzotzil’s sonnet was handled by so many collectors that by the time Anactoria was in her thirtieth year, they had whittled the vellum into no more than a trash scrap.

Anactoria, black-haired, blue-eyed, cantankerous, famous for her heroic acts of gastronomy, walked along the sea cliffs one day, and looked on the ground. There, she saw a rough piece of paper with words printed on it. She picked it up and read: O you rosy-armed Anactoria, only Tzotzil may claim your heart.

Anactoria thought it odd that this fragment would contain her name, although due to her carefree disposition she was more amused than disturbed. As a consequence of her exotic culinary inclinations, however, a curious thought entered her head. On impulse, she rolled up the scrap and ate it. And this was a mistake.

For as soon as the words hit her bloodstream, its homing charm spread out to all her cells and she found herself possessed by a delirious longing for a lonely alchemist named Tzotzil. She sat down on the sea cliffs and stared out into the ocean, drunk with passion.

Anactoria gazed out at the sea, dreaming a dream that was woven when the world was newly born. The girl with the temper of a dragon, the cunning to eat a griffin, the beauty of a mermaid, had now been poisoned by a poem.

Mother raised her eyebrows and drew her face near, kissing both of my eyelids and cheek and nose and chin, while I struggled to fend off my dreams long enough to hear the story’s ending.

I still remember it:

Anactoria died years later, an old woman, and in love.

[image: ]THIS FAIRY TALE, told in a mixture of my mothers voice and my own, comforts me sometimes on weekend evenings when I sit in my office, musing over some ancient codex, only to look up and see the night dancing behind my window.

I imagine then that I am holding a missive from some long-passed true love, some antediluvian cartographer who drew these priapic sea serpents or this lusty nereid with me in mind.

But then the fantasy fades. I have no Tzotzil or Anactoria in my past or future because I am both Tzotzil and Anactoria, in that I suffer from a sickness of memory for the real and the imagined. I don’t think I was designed to be born in this age of forgetting. Although there is the problem of too much recollection, as nostalgics struggle to exist in the present tense long enough to dive into that electric night with its discos and tangerine martinis.

And what’s worse than this lack of fit is the fact that I, too, have a lover I can’t forget, and no marvelous excuse like Anactoria’s. My beloved lives right now, and here, in Southern California. In fact, we went to high school together.

His name is Captain Karl Sullivan, and he’ll soon be engaged to another woman.

[image: ]THE 6:00 A.M. SUN showers down on the highway, which stretches before me the next morning like a long dark promise. I haven’t slept all night, as I worked at the Getty until dawn, making some progress on a particularly damaged section of The Conquest. Now I look out of my window to see new commuter settlements of condominiums and brand-new baby mansions flanking the 5, though bright orange poppies glow from the intermittent spaces of neglected fields still safe from progress.

I’m in my car, driving south to Oceanside, toward the Marine base of Camp Pendleton. This is where Karl lives.

I pick up my cell phone and dial his number.

“Hello?” He has been asleep.

“Are you alone?” I ask.

“Sara?”

“I just wanted you to know that I’m coming over.”

I hear the sounds of sheets rustling, and I can picture him morning-rumpled, with his great dark hair mercilessly shorn and his rangy, furry frame half-nude in flannel pajamas.

“Wait a minute, wait just a second, I don’t have my head screwed on yet,” he says. I hear something knock over, and his grumbling. “You’re coming—what? I thought we said we should keep clear of each other.”

“You said.”

“I’m seeing Claire later today, though. I don’t think that your coming over is the best idea.”

“Well, I do. I’ll be there around eight. I just want to say hi. I haven’t seen you in four months.”

“You’re driving two hours to just say hi?”

“That’s right.”

“That’s kind of a long … are you all right?”

“I’m fine.”

“I mean, you know—”

“I know you’re getting engaged.” Now I say his name in a voice he recognizes, a voice I’ve used with him before.

He doesn’t say anything for a few seconds. “I sure haven’t heard that voice in a while. You sound good.”

“And I’ll be feeling that way when I get over there.”

“I really don’t know if it’s the best idea.”

“You don’t have anything to worry about.”

“Just my old heart, right?” he asks.

“Is that so bad?”

“Well, I kind of need it beating if I want to keep walking around.”

I snuggle the phone under my chin, do a quick dogleg around an old brown Ford and then a shiny Toyota. I’m doing about ninety-five. “I’ll get it beating.”

“Oh.” He laughs. “You haven’t changed.” I can hear him rustle out of bed, and start moving around his bedroom. “So, what have you been up to?”

“We’re making small talk?”

“I want to know, I haven’t seen you. God, it’s good to hear you. It knocks me flat, to tell you the truth. And no, seriously, are you doing all right? Do you need anything?”

“Yes.”

“Anything I can give you.”

I roll down the window and let the wind come in, and it whips my hair around my face. “Look, Karl, do you want to see me?”

Another long pause.

“Do you want to see me?”

“Yes,” he says, finally. “Yeah, I do.”

And then he hangs up.

I press on the gas, flick on the radio and hum along to the music. I am brimming with feeling, just from that short conversation. There are those who are lucky enough to meet someone special when they’re just beginning to notice the world—that unshelled age of fifteen, in my experience—and the first mold that they make of themselves takes part of its shape from that person. Decades later, they can still reach through the years and touch that pure egg. When they say your name it’s like a secret code.

This is who Karl is to me, and why I can’t forget him.

1982, MILLIKAN HIGH SCHOOL, in Long Beach, California.

I notice it’s more attractive in retrospect.

Tenth grade. Post-Roots, pre-Brideshead Revisited, the days of the Hillside Strangler and the Hostages, this is the period when we’d all just fled the terra firma of Big Bird and Baby Alive and begun an alarmingly accelerated process of cell division: The girls developing overnight these shocking bulbs that poked out from Duran-Duran concert T-shirts and round little behinds that they packed inside jeans that were so tight that some of them would later be diagnosed with nerve damage; the boys walking around with their books held at strange low angles, their Levi’s drooping around their flat cracker butts as they negotiated the lunchtime racial and music-appreciation geography, there being several phyla of rocker and racial minority. For here were the Goths with kabuki black-and-white-painted faces, the Punks with fake Cockney accents and pink Mohawks held up by Hair Net and egg whites, then the public school preppy oxymorons adjacent to the Asian, black, and brown kids, all in nonmiscegenating cliques, as segregated as prison inmates.

By the end of my sophomore year, I had long opted to spend most of my time sitting under the school’s large, peripheral jacaranda tree and reading (anything, from Middlemarch to Stephen King’s Christine to Shogun to Anna Karenina). A heroic shyness persuaded me that I did not mind being apart from these politics, as I could discover dramas and friendships in the society of books that seemed just as exciting, and maybe more benign, than the alliances and duels I observed from that perch. I imagined I emanated an intellectual glamour beneath my tree, though I see now that I emitted an invisible toxin, like the poison put off by a frightened frog—except that I was interested in integrating with one new whippet-thin student from Bakersfield, California, a kid with dark llama eyes and a huge smile out of which shone a thicket of unstraightened teeth. Within the first few days of his matriculation, I knew he was called Sullivan, and that he was already making a name for himself in math class. Still, the prospect of actually speaking to this heartbreaker seemed as impossible as holding forth with the Loch Ness Monster until the heady day of the beach party organized by the school administration to reward its honors students.

The fling was held at Bolsa Chica Beach, where the sand’s soft as velvet and the ectomorphs prance in the surf like seraphim all day long. I fled my fellow students through the strand until I found an undisturbed patch of surf on which I could swim and sunbathe out of eyeshot. After an hour or so, the tall dark boy wandered into my vicinity. He stood on the dry sand and made patterns in it with his huge feet.

“Hello, there,” Karl said.

“Hello,” I said back, as if in a dream.

“You’re that girl always reading under the tree, aren’t you? I tried to catch your eye a while back, but you might as well have like a DO NOT DISTURB sign swinging from your nose. Mind if I paddle around here a while?”

No, I said, I didn’t mind.

We swam there together all afternoon, although we didn’t talk much. But I did watch how the waves left a shining skin on his arms and handsome chest. I noticed his hair standing in wet clumps and the way he shook himself like a puppy; I admired the striations of muscle cross-hatching his back. When a swell tumbled him into the water he would stand up fast, laughing through the seawater. What he could be doing on my patch of sand, I could only half-imagine, and a crazy joy began flinging itself through me, especially when he attempted to show off by swimming against the darkening current.

“That’s what they teach you in lifeguard training,” he explained, panting dramatically.

“Are you a lifeguard?”

He shook his head. “I read about it.”

It was almost dusk by now. From the far edge of the beach, a few of his friends stumbled over the dunes. When they spotted us they waved and yelled at him to get in the car.

“Wait,” I said. “I have something to tell you.”

He looked at me and grinned. “What?”

I shrugged. He waved his friends off, and they left.

I dove back under the water and stayed there, thinking of what I could say that would impress him. When I had to come up for air again, he peered at me through the gloaming, with his arms crossed against the cold.

The next thing I knew, I started telling him a story.

Out of some freak and delicious inspiration, I led him into the glittering water, up to our waists, and entertained him with a famous romance about an Aztec princess and her doomed groom while the waves broke over our shoulders. She wanted to remove her dress for his pleasure, I told him, shocked not only at my brazenness but the new and incredible fluidity of my tongue. She loosened the ribbon of her gown so it fell to her feet. I didn’t even resemble the queer fish called Sara González at that moment, but felt dangerous and happy and entirely fluent at seduction. I floated around him, whispering in the shadows, while he stared at my mouth. It was in that moment that I discovered my only talent, which is to tell Karl Sullivan stories, and I felt strong enough to mesmerize him all night.

But even then, I didn’t finish what I’d started.

“Now isn’t that something,” he said. “You kind of got a knack for tall talking, don’t you?”

I shrugged. “Maybe.”

“So how does it end?”

“I’ll tell you the rest later,” I said.

“You promise?”

I promised.

It was dusk; the stars peered from between the clouds. We did seal dives in the water and stared out at the disappearing indigo. I saw a blue spiderweb of veins over the smooth shell of his pectoral as he hovered in the black water, looking at me and not saying anything.

“What?”

“I’m poor,” he blurted, grinning again so his tilted teeth showed. He gestured at the sky. “I like astronomy. Rockets and all that? Doesn’t matter if you’re rich or what up there—like Gordo Cooper. You heard of him?”

“No.”

“He was an astronaut. That was pure brains at work. He got to see everything.”

“Everything like what?”

“Like what? Star nurseries. He got to see the constellations. The whole Milky Way. And up that high, it’s supposed to be really something. You peer out of the little window in the shuttle, and Earth doesn’t look any bigger than a nickel.”

I stood in the cooling water as Karl began to tell me what made him so crazy about the stars—about how, in Bakersfield years before, he’d first started looking to the skies because it seemed like the one place where a body could stretch out as much as it liked and not worry about getting yelled at, or poked, or smacked on the ear.

Tempers were likely to run high enough in the Sullivan house, which was stocked with four boys and a widower dad who tried to make ends meet on a welders pay. Mr. Sullivan taught his sons what a hard hand had to do with being a man, although Karl left the leather jackets and fistfights to his three older and gigantic brothers, who ate like locusts and practiced their karate chops on his head. There had been a year or two when things were so tight he’d wound up sharing a bed with the biggest of them, and his resulting cold uncovered toes and bruised cranium often led him to take refuge outside, especially in the summertime, when he could lie in the soft grass and gaze up at the unclaimed space booming as far as he could see, while paying special attention to that empty, white, glowing world lighting the sage fields around him. What he wanted most, though, was a virgin land that no one had ever seen before, let alone scuffed up with their shoes (as had happened in 1967), so he could really know what it was like to “be there first.” This possibility had been presented to him in the sixth grade, when he learned Einstein’s idea that the universe was in a state of constant expansion—and what better place for a boy sick of tight spaces and secondhands than the endlessly new desert between the stars?

“See,” he continued now, “if you’re smart enough? They have a space program out in Texas, and they’ll slingshot you up there. Mission specialists is what they call them. One day that’ll be me, I hope.”

I tried to imagine Karl dressed in a space suit and dancing past asteroids, hopscotching white dwarfs, and leaping into the dark, mysterious sea where time could be crushed smaller than a cashew and a man could stretch out as much as he wanted.

But then those images faded, all at once, as the only thing I could concentrate on now was how he had suddenly taken my hand.

He reached under the waves to take hold of my wrist and traced the veins with a tender thumb. He laced our fingers together and then looked straight into my eyes.

“You look really pretty like this, under the moon,” he said, and smiled.

I’VE HEARD PEOPLE SAY they didn’t appreciate their best days until they were long over, but I knew what was happening to me when I spent time with Karl.

On Saturday nights he’d iron his collar so it was stiff as a sail, and take me out to Bob’s Big Boy, where we’d laugh our cans off over petroleum-thick cups of coffee and the best banana splits. The boy didn’t have enough cash to buy me much in the way of roses from a florist, so he’d go gallivanting all over town with a pair of scissors to gather me strange and beautiful bouquets snagged from parks and wild-grown vacant lots, and he’d cook me up tuna sandwich picnics that we’d eat on the beach, where the black and glistening ocean view was better than any movie. I was never shy with Karl, not on the occasion of our first, heady, tooth-knocking kiss, or even later, when we lost our virginity during a skipped fifth period (he’d rested his cheek against my shoulder and held on to me for dear life). About once a month, too, we’d go to the Griffith Observatory, where he’d yell about the ersatz Universe booming over our heads, and I even attended one of Karl’s KISS concerts where I screamed at the glams barfing blood while he squeezed me in delight—but it didn’t matter what we did, as I knew there was no one but him and it was all gold down to the marrow.

I had a hard time of it when he flew off to attend the U.S. Naval Academy in Annapolis, Maryland, to prepare for his future as an astronaut. I coped by crossing off the days on the calendar and flying out there for the proms, where the midshipmen danced like Frankensteins and the dates all dressed like Easter eggs, and I made him duck into the Ladies so as to strip off his uniform with my hot little hands. He gave his salary to the phone company, as well, when he joined the Marines and moved to Quantico, Virginia, in 1989 to train on UH-1H “Huey” helicopters, but we’d always see fireworks when we got back together, and I had my own education keeping me busy. After high school, I hiked up to Stanford University, where I’d spend the next six years studying literature and book arts. I missed him so much it gave me chest pains, but Karl and I still managed to settle into the patterns of our long-distance relationship.

I settled well enough into school, too. Stanford was a place where I started to feel some of my blank spots fill in, though I did sometimes find I couldn’t quite describe in our calls and letters what was happening to me at college, what happened to me even the first moment I wandered into the university library and discovered those volumes of Tolstoy, Wharton, Gogol, Paz, Eliot, and Shakespeare just waiting to be plucked and swallowed. The novels I read helped me see the world itself like a piece of fiction (written by a series of hands that were a different color from my own), and the brand-new ideas of my professors could fill me with excitement so intense it bordered on fear. But, more than that, when I sat in the library, and especially in the rare-book room with its crumbling totems—I just felt like I belonged there. Libraries and museums, any place with collections, reminded me of my mother, Beatrice, who, while she lived, was passionate about history and its beautiful fetishes. It is a happy and crazy kind of feeling to know you’ve stumbled upon a place where you could live forever, and that’s what I knew then: Even in my freshman year I planned on a future in book restoration. I’d sit in those corridors, inhaling the musty scents and wondering about the secrets that must be hidden in those volumes—not just the rumors and love tales contained in their pages, but what wars they’d weathered, whose hands had rubbed them with such affection that they now crumbled into dust, even what crimes had been committed to own them.

And then the semester would end, and I would finally see Karl again.

I tried to recount these transformations for him, just as he tried to show me the ways in which his more concrete dreams of space were widening something inside of him, but if these subjects were not quite understood, there was still no lack of discoveries to make in one another. I’ve registered every change in his handsome cast, such as the bulky muscles and the elegant lines his face assumed when his teeth learned to behave. And I loved to return to that permanent knot of blue veins on his chest, which reminds me of the nebulas he talked of, with one arm behind his head, the other’s fingertips tracing the constellations he wanted to visit when accepted to the Lyndon B. Johnson Space Center in Houston.

As for me, I grew two inches, breasts of some consequence, as well as what he called “bohemian” ideas and a ravenous erotic appetite.

“I’ve pictured you in your birthday suit while jumping out of planes,” he said in Quantico after a four-month separation. “I once woke up in the middle of a dream making kissing noises only to find myself surrounded by some what I would call impolite marines. I’ve chewed enough ugly food to choke a rhino, and I’ve been made to stand at attention in the cold dawn without any protection but my skivvies and a prayer. I have paid my dues to Uncle Sam, madam, and right now I’m going to get some payback myself by getting made love to by the sexiest woman in the whole U.S. of A.”

But we always would wait before we jumped into things, so that I could whisper one of my sweet somethings in his ear. Since that first night at the ocean I’d continued to romance Karl with my stories and no seduction could commence until I picked up the trail of the last tale I’d started. Having ripped off my lovemaking method from the classics, I never told him the end of a saga before beginning a new one: As my plots tugged, loosened, unknotted (and then ramified and tangled again), I would put my mouth on his neck, or his jaw, brushing a lip against his eyelid, unbuttoning his shirt until we were twined together on the bed and had no more breath for stories. I beguiled him with sci-fi epics in the sultry weather of southern motel rooms, and I bewitched him with pornographic chronicles in thin-walled university dorms; I smuggled westerns into the narrow but obliging beds of marine barracks and whispered murder mysteries while disrobing his Sara-starved body in the backseats of rented cars.

In 1992 Karl was transferred to North Carolina, and asked me to move in with him before we got married. How could I resist, or want to? I gladly took the plunge by abandoning my plans for a Ph.D., and at the age of twenty-three found myself in the small, nearly Latino-free town adjacent to Camp LeJeune.

We rented an apartment, which I decorated with Frida Kahlo prints and a modest Swedish dinette; I would have liked to devote two walls of shelves to my library, but we discovered there was only sufficient room for the smallest pine bookcase, and so I packed most of my volumes away in a closet. This was temporary, of course (we both said), and I noted also that these days I didn’t have that much time for reading, as I was so busy planning the wedding—and saving (an activity that can take its own chunk out of the day, I learned), since we didn’t have sufficient money for my ring. Despite these new responsibilities, the first months flew; we made love like monkeys and on weekend mornings I’d ride him piggyback while he raced along the shore, hollering happily about our future sons and my exquisite behind. “I can’t wait to get this little body pregnant,” he’d laugh, hiking me up higher, “I can’t wait to see you all big and pretty with our baby inside you.” “When I move you up to Houston, I’d better keep you away from Ground Control because those guys won’t be able to handle the distraction.” When he talked like this, it made me happy, but sometimes I could also sense a set of unspoken plans vanish into thin air; once or twice I tried to bring up those memories of my mother I’d had in the university library, as well as my ambitions to bind ancient books, but the thoughts sounded strange in this new environment where I had somehow inherited a set of foreign expectations, and a fully fleshed-out role of U.S.M.C. fiancée.

When I thought about applying for museum jobs or continuing with my Ph.D., I had a hard time reconciling those ambitions with the examples of other busy base wives, which showed that the commitment necessary to be a success at this life should take up every second of the day—and would compete too much with the bewitching and jealous mistress that is forensic bibliopegy The most intimidating experiences I had were at the fêtes attended by officers’ wives, snacking amiably on barbecue while describing, with great and obscene humor, the herculean strength needed to bolster temperamental flyboys as well as endure sometimes solitary months and near-single motherhood. It was during this period that I developed my everlasting respect for military brides, those healthy-thighed gals hoisting tots over busy hips and somehow managing not to go batshit while their husbands set off for sea or air or, as in my case, outer space.

With a growing sense of befuddlement I set about planning the ceremony, ordering assorted fabric swatches and samples of candied almonds and arranging meetings with the priest at the local church. Whenever I imagined Karl pressing his mouth to my neck as I told him one of my stories, my bafflement disappeared in a snap. But soon after, while looking for a catalogue of galactically bad wedding dresses or suggested chicken-rich menus, I might pass by the book-packed closet and grow light-headed with the sensation that I’d misplaced something important. Rich memories of the university library would waft back to me then, as well as that feeling of a friendly maternal haunting Id had in the rare-book room—something that could still divert me to such an extent I began to make an assortment of fumbles in my wedding planning. After a scandalous number of menu gaffes and missed appointments with the priest, Karl and I started to have our first disagreements, during which he once said, “If you need more time, you say so. Be straight with me, okay?”

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“I love you, and you know that. But don’t forget I’m not a ball to be kicked around.”

I denied any misgivings, and the truth is I didn’t fathom my own alarm until a few spare months before the wedding. It was almost all prepared, the Jordan almonds, the bridal train with its seed pearls, the salmon or beef and the honeymoon in Oahu, everything except for my naked finger waiting for its twinkling diamond. Unfortunately, I forgot the ring when on a Friday afternoon I wandered past a Fayetteville used-book shop and saw in the window something so astonishing, a volume so celebrated that even in the stunted infancy of my high-end bibliophilia I knew it to be an incomparable find: A foxed, faded, bumped, and D.J.--free first of Borges’s El Jardín de Senderos que se Bifurcan, which did not look like anything so special until I turned to the brandy-tinted title page and saw that the great man had inscribed the octavo to his publisher, Victoria Ocampo: “A Victoria, con la gratitud, la admiración y el antiguo afecto de Jorge Luis Borges, 1942.” This I knew was a neglected relic of Argentine genius and its famous midwife! It was an original evidence of a Latino golden age—though it needed a new clamshell, it would have to be cleaned and resewn, and once I restored the marbled endpapers they would glow like jewels. How had it gotten here? Who had set Jorge out in the sun? In the wrong hands, if purchased by the wrong buyer, it could be dead in a few years.

As if in a dream, I walked into that shop and, rather than save our money for my wedding ring, I spent it all on that book. “You did what? You bought what?” Karl asked me later that night, his eyeballs boggling when I slipped my prize from its paper sack. In the end, this revelation catalyzed additional and more painful disclosures about my befuddlement and his mounting hurt feelings, which found keen expression in his treatment of the octavo. Though he tried to hold the precious Borges with the greatest delicacy in consideration of its cost, other motives intervened: As the fingers of his right hand clutched at the volume with nervous delicacy, his right shoulder appeared influenced by a contrary attitude, and the tiny battle in his body caused him to half-drop, half-fling it onto the floor—a gesture that further damaged the volumes spine and seemed to be a harbinger of the dashing of all my bookish dreams.

“I’m sorry,” he blurted after a few seconds, and crouched down to retrieve the volume. “But I sure don’t understand this. All our money on an old book. Your ring gone on this … book. A book you can get in the library! I can’t tell you the things I had to do to save all that money. Or what a happy jackass I was just scrimping and socking it away.” He wove his jaw from side to side. “So, I don’t know what you could have been thinking, except maybe it’s that you don’t want to get married.”

I tried to explain it to him, saying that I wasn’t ready for the military life, and that I wanted to leave the base and take him with me, but he shook his head.

“I don’t want you anyplace but here, with me. What are you going to do, you’re going to go to California? I can’t go to California. I can’t quit the Marines! We can work something out for the two of us out here, can’t we? Because even if I wanted to—you can’t ask me to leave the force. It’s how I’m going to get up there. It’s the only way I’m getting up there.” He frowned at me, his forehead reddening. “Don’t you know that about me by now?”

And while we stared at each other in the kitchen, I saw what he saw again, just as I did on our first night at the ocean. I saw Karl breaking free of his childhood straits by whizzing through the galaxy, as light as popcorn, as free as a quark, stretching out through space’s dark matter and stars that expanded and contracted like his own heart. But I knew then, too, that I was heading back to school so that I could get my hands again on those fragile bindings I first saw in the rare-book room and find the secrets tucked under their hides. Though I could barely explain my motives to Karl, the memories I’d had while sitting among the folios, and the curiosity those books sparked in me, were leading me to make some strange and painful decisions. And those enchantments weren’t nearly done with me yet.

IN THE NEXT FEW MONTHS, we stalled our plans for the ceremony; soon after I reinstated my plans for a Ph.D. and traveled back to Northern California, only to then return south when I was hired by the Getty. In the decade since, Karl’s moved around too. There were the years in North Carolina and Pensacola, and he even had a stint overseas before he settled in Camp Pendleton nearly a year ago. I would not say we’ve “weathered” all these transitions that well—for the past eight years Karl and I have been in the protracted phase of our recurring relationship, meaning we break up, then make up, then break up all over again, the latter being occasioned more and more, not just by his transfers, but also, I’ll admit, because of my work. Though Karl is the more itinerant and far-flung, I have often been the more scarce.

My interest in incunabula (our tongue-coaxing, musical, sexually evocative word for old books in the most general sense) only intensified the years following our engagement, and I’ve found that in this profession there is no shortage of enigmas to lure me from my lover. What have I been looking for in the Getty’s gorgeous, and yet incomplete, archives? Proof of my own past, to be blunt. In 1997, for example, I wrote only one letter to Karl during a period of nearly six months, as I became buried in a failed quest to reconstruct the catalogue of the famous, burned Aztec library, known as Amoxcalli, which I saw mentioned in our unbound 1632 copy of Bernal Díaz del Castillo’s History of the Conquest of New Spain. And that was only the beginning. I disappeared for months after finding the remnants of Nahuatl marginalia in a disintegrating 1543 volume of Copernicus, and also after discovering what appeared to be ancient Mixtec graffiti annotating a beautifully gilded, though badly sewn Andalusian Qur’an. I spent three incommunicative seasons trying to track down the bloody, and I suspect, royal provenance of Benito Juárez’s family Bible after stumbling upon a Parisian bookmark tucked between its pages (France-friendly Maximilian occupied Mexico in 1864), and even longer attempting to trace the true name of the Venezuelan (or Chilean) who anteceded Defoe’s Man Friday in the 1719 Robinson Crusoe I restored—efforts that have led to many (I have been assured) “interesting theories,” “close calls,” and “provocative conjectures,” but, in the end, no concrete results other than the impairment of my relationship—until now. My current project, the search for the narrator of The Conquest, I am sure, is different. But whatever its merits, this last dereliction has been the worst: I began the effort around the same time that Karl moved to Pendleton, and have since committed innumerable romantic delinquencies such as missing dinners, phone calls, and the ubiquitous bring-a-date parties.

And so yes—Karl and I have had our ups and downs. I have exhibited very bad judgment vis-à-vis the home-office time ratio on account of my passion for the clandestine life of literature. But as I told him, and continue to do so, I know that barracks, marriage, and books can eventually mix. I’ve read about Emily Dickinson’s living with no company but her poems and the famous bibliopegist Roger Payne doddering around in his solitude and drink—all those examples of busy brains who couldn’t mix the world with work—and I do not want to wind up like that. And even with my romance misdemeanors and my anxiety about committing to the Marines, I have never questioned that my future would someday include a big wedding with a bad band, or a batch of sweet fetuses with periodontal problems.

What I am saying is, I did not believe it was possible that he could want to be with anyone else.

But only a few months ago, during one of the evenings that I missed, Karl attended a Marine barbecue at a retired General’s San Diego manor—some emetic orgy of hot dogs, ground cow, stigmatized shoulders hoisting Coors cans to mouths flabbering out some extremely feminist mariner’s anthem—and in the midst of all this lathered humanity, my darling Karl saw, in the way a pilgrim or opium addict might see an angel, a rose-cheeked, honey-colored girl, she of the button nose and Irish-flamed hair and savage appetite to change her name.

Claire O’Connell.

I have seen this rival with my own two eyes, three months before I made the present trip down south—the party at which Karl beheld this vision was hosted by her General grandfather, and out of what I believe could only be some subliminal self-sabotage, he’d told me the name of the avenue upon which the historic meeting occurred: “El Cielito.” When I heard the distracted tone in his voice, I’d set aside my research for the first time in two seasons to drive to that pretty Oceanside sky street. I steered up the leafy road lined with majestic old arts-and-crafts alcazars, many of which were complete with the grand, old, Adirondack-perfect porches I could just imagine throwing myself down upon. I will not get into the details of how long I parked on that shady lane attempting to absorb the scene of the crime, but it was just long enough for me to witness Karl walk out of one of the manors, with an orchid-cheeked redhead in tow, whom he then began to frisk with his big, busy hands. That was a more covert kind of operation, as he didn’t spot me then, but I did make my presence known a few days after that when I demanded that he talk to me, and he obliged by telling me much more than I wanted to know. First came the harrowing details—she was a nonretired General’s daughter (the Marine genes ran in the family) ready-made for base culture, she was wild about him, and she did not exhibit any tendencies toward library-induced absenteeism or other kinds of conjugal truancy. The worst information, though, was nonverbal. Karl stopped talking, and stood in the doorway, staring, as all the color drained from his face so that the only clue he remained alive lay in his huge and burning eyes.

“I think that I love her,” he said.

“Liar,” I told him. And I still believe that’s true.

Matters have not improved, though. Karl admitted to me a while ago that he was thinking about marrying this woman, and so I obviously have no other choice but to use all my skills to bring him back to my bed. Or, more precisely, my one skill. Once Karl and I began having our troubles, I began to see the stories I’ve always told him in a different light. They’re not just love poems, but are also spells and spirit knots that can come to the aid of a negligent and desperate lover. They resemble the enchantments of other, more famous weavers I’ve read about—the Arabian slave beguiling her king out of murder, a translator tempting a general through the jungles of New Spain, or ocean witches singing of the spreading plains of Troy.

Beware, my boy! The greatest
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