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ERICH FROMM ONCE SAID,” I told the cats, “‘love is the only sane and satisfactory answer to the problem of human existence.’” Weesie, the black-and-white tuxedo, sniffed my fingers approvingly. “But then,” I said, “we must remember what we learned from J. Geils Band. ‘Love stinks.’” I waited for the cats to soak in the deep, profound truth I’d just imparted. Love stinks. “Who are you going to believe?” I asked them. “Who...are you going to believe?”

J. Geils Band. That’s who.

Okay, so I was bitter.

Every morning, I walked east from my apartment, on Manatee Road, to Manatee Park where tourists gather to gawk at said sea cows in the lagoon, then up Mangrove Street to the back of an abandoned storefront on the south side of downtown. The cats—seven left in the colony—lived there. Used to be sixteen. But I trapped the buggers and had them spayed, neutered, and what-not. They loved me for it. Okay, fifteen of them loved me for it. Samson never forgave me. But he still took food from my hand for a year before he took up with my cousin Carrie; he’s a proper indoor cat now.

There used to be, I’m told, a sewing machine repair shop in the building. It’s separated by a six-inch alley from the Strawbridge Art League. Next to that is an attorney’s office. And next to them, Trudy’s Treasures—an old house converted into an antique store. Those other buildings back up against grass lots, but the owner of the building that housed the sewing machine repair shop had a concrete parking lot put in along Mangrove Street. Now...I don’t know how many years later, it was cracked, weed infested, and crumbling. At the building’s eastern edge, where the grass lots began, there drooped an aged and tired oak struggling to shade a warped and splintered picnic table. I’d taken a few large plastic bins, had Hugh saw half-circles on one side of each, and upended them by the building, near the alley, so the cats could get away from the rain. That was where my darlings lived and I did my best to keep them happy there, so they wouldn’t feel the need to prowl over to the park, where they were, according to the Strawbridge City Council, not wanted.

The building’s been for sale for as many years as I’ve been feeding the strays, but it finally got an offer last month and I’d like to say I handled it well. The thought of somebody renovating it, which let’s face it, would have to be done, and scaring off my darlings, dispersing them throughout the area, possibly lost forever, nearly drove me insane. I might have been shrieking when I accosted Madaline, the realtor, about it. But she told me ‘no problem.’ Shoe shop, she said. Quiet reno, easy move in. And they love the idea of having some stray cats out back by the picnic table. Who wouldn’t? I mean, really? What sort of person wouldn’t love to have seven adorable cats in her backyard that someone else takes care of? Still, when she told me the good news, she was giving me that look—the one a lot of the people downtown still gave me. It’s the ‘let’s not upset her’ look. The ‘we don’t want her freaking out and jumping into the lagoon again’ look.

It’s not as bad as it sounds. I wasn’t trying to kill myself. God, I hope I’d do a better job of it than that. And I hadn’t lost my marbles and tried to ride a manatee—you get arrested for that sort of thing around here. Honest to all get out, I dropped my friggin’ comb into the lagoon and before I considered, maybe...buying a new one, I’d jumped in. Fully clothed. And some of the tourists fished me out again...by the feet. Like I was a dead mermaid. Lucky for me, there were some kids there with their phones, taking video and posting to Instagram. Thanks, children of Strawbridge, a whole hell of a lot.

Weesie purred.

I’m telling you: cats understand.

“Gotta go.” I gave Sugar, the brown tabby, a quick pet and stuffed the small bag of food and the now empty half-gallon water jug into my big book bag—the one with the Margaret Mitchell quote on it: In a weak moment, I have written a book—and headed to Bookish.

I’ll give you the quick version, because frankly, I’m over it. I don’t even really want to think about it anymore. I’m done with it. So done. It’s like this: Cal. I loved him. For two years, I loved him more than life itself. I told him I loved him. Three times. First time, he said, “Oooh, babe. A little soon, don’t ya think?” The second time, he said, “I’m flattered.” And the third time he said, “I love...Lydia.” Lydia lived across the landing, nearly my best friend. We were so close, a bunch of her stuff was in my apartment, hence my stalking out and finding myself along the lagoon at Manatee Park throwing those things into the wat—er, I mean, trying to comb my hair when I tripped and fell in. She doesn’t live across the landing anymore. Nope. Now she lives with Cal.

I crossed Mangrove to the little alley next to Fiona’s, into the breezeway, exiting onto the main street, Strawbridge, and sucked in a breath, ready to brave the walk downtown, all the way to the other end, to Bookish, where I worked with Gramps. It was a gantlet I had to walk every day. The people downtown—I don’t mean to snipe but, they’re nosy. Cal just loved them. Every weekend, part of our dates had to include a walk through. He charmed them all. Had Mrs. Simmons eating out of his hand. Told Octavia she was a goddess. (Not that Octavia isn’t a goddess, but do you want your boyfriend kissing other women and saying, “My goddess you’re a goddess?” Nobody wants that. Except Octavia, apparently.) He even had Officer Palmer smiling and that’s something you don’t see every day. After he dumped me—I shouldn’t say that, it makes him sound too good—after he slithered away like a palmetto bug and left me with seven hundred dollars in credit card debt because he handily forgot his wallet when it came time to pay for his car’s AC repair (and from the look of my bill, I also paid for a necklace for Lydia), I couldn’t walk the street without everyone asking about him. Truth: I ran away crying the first time someone mentioned him. And the second time. How long would it take for things to go back to normal? Normal being that time before Cal existed. Oh, my, god. I was bitter, wasn’t I?

I marched along with my copy of Unraveling Oliver in front of my face as if I were reading it. Of course I wasn’t. It’s not possible to walk downtown while reading. If Officer Palmer doesn’t tap you on the back with his chalk stick and warn you against the shortsightedness of it, you’ll at least find yourself on your butt in a planter. But so far as the downtown population was concerned, I, Sophie Childers, could read and walk the sidewalk at the same time, without hitting any sunburned tourists, without walking into a jutting storefront, and without ever bumping into a fancy light post. Because I was always faking it.

I smelled Stogies before I got there and looked up to see Mr. Booker, standing in front of his store, a cigar notched securely between his jaws, looking at his Kindle. If Octavia was a goddess, Leland Booker was a god. Blond wavy hair floated around him like a halo. His face was chiseled out of marble. True, he was old enough to be my father. And sure, he smoked cigars. But he had to. You can’t own a cigar store and not smoke the things. He smiled and nodded at me as I approached, holding up his e-reader like it was a prize. He pulled the cigar from his mouth.

“Love That Dog,” he told me. “Just downloaded it.”

“Poetry?”

He laughed. “Have a listen—”

“Wait until Friday.”

“Aw,” he said.

“And we had a deal,” I said as I walked past. “No e-readers.”

There were a few people downtown who didn’t tsk when they saw me. Mr. Booker was one of them. He never liked Cal; I could tell. I think it was because Cal didn’t get poetry. No matter how much I told him there was nothing to get—just read it, I’d tell him—he couldn’t let a poem run past without snorting and rolling his eyes. 

Next up was Sweet Suite. Barb, or Kate, or both never let an acquaintance pass by without calling out to him. “Hoot, Sophie!” I couldn’t tell which one it was. They were both plump and brunette, though one was lighter than the other, don’t ever remember which. I lifted my eyes from my book, smiled and walked on. I got all the way to Namaste without another encounter but there was Benjamin lighting the day’s first stick of incense in their burner out by the always-open door. “Tangerine,” he cooed, waving a hand toward me, trying to wash me with odor.

“You know I’m allergic,” I said.

“Not to tangerine.”

Cute as an inchworm on a daisy, Benjamin was twenty at best. Thin, small, sweet, his hair in one of those tower cuts that lifted itself straight off the top of his head. And he always had a cotton rag or piece of silk as a scarf wrapped loose as a lazy drape around his neck. He smiled as I passed him by. I made it to Burgers before I had to smile again. Not too bad. But it was Monday, so there you go.

When I finally got to Bookish I was exhausted. It’d been six months since the lagoon incident. Six months. I just wanted to get back to being me. Before Cal, most of those downtown people didn’t know my name. And I liked it that way. Before Cal, it was all books. Rows and rows of towering bookcases were my lovers. Before Cal, I spent my days and evenings in Bookish with my grandfather, sorting, shelving and re-shelving, dusting, organizing, selling, reading, and smelling books.

And I was finally getting my life back. I was finally going to be happy again and if I never met up with another Cal—another man—that was fine with me.

As soon as I pulled open the front door of the little shop and the bell jingled, there was Hugh.

Okay, Hugh doesn’t count. He was a man, in the most basic sense; true. But he loved books, too. He was in Bookish nearly as often as I was. I didn’t have a problem with a man who had books on his mind.

“Hey, Sophie,” he said.

“Hey, Hugh.”

And that was that. The hallmark of our relationship. That was how I thought a good man-woman relationship ought to be. If I thought Hugh and I could marry, and spend the rest of our lives together, and the only contact we ever had to have was saying “hey” to each other and swapping books, I’d have done it.

“Gramps,” I called out. “I’m in.” I took the beeline to the back, dumped my stuff off in the back room, and wandered the maze of shelves to the front again. 

When you walked into Bookish, the cashwrap was to your right and to the left, a wonderful bay window, in which we displayed...books. Duh. In front of the window, we put a lounge where you could relax and look through a book or out the window at passers-by (or at Gramps who spent most of his time—do not tell him I said this—behind the cashwrap, either staring out the front window or reading). The front half of the left side of Bookish was new books, and our local authors’ shelf. The rest housed my paradise. Old books. Used, tattered, read and read again. The shelves there were blissfully stuffed and needed constant attention, a condition I never wanted to change.

Gramps was hiding in the history section, down on one knee, his bouffant of gray hair like a hat on his head. He looked up at me and smiled. We both heard the bell, and Mr. Cornell.

“Childers! She’s done it. This time, she’s really done it.”

“Oh, dear lord,” Gramps said and I heard his knees crack as he struggled to stand. “What’s she done this time?”

“Trudy painted her window again,” I told him. “It says ‘Best Antiques in Town.’”

Gramps chuckled.

“Where are you, Walt?” Mr. Cornell called.

Mr. Cornell owned Geezer’s Stuff Antiques next door to Bookish. He and Gramps were both gray but two sides of a coin. My grandfather was a distinguished, polished, proper sort of man—the sort you’d think was a college professor, complete with thick, dark-rimmed glasses. Billy Cornell? Wild man of the Andes. Except British...with an American accent. He wore round, wire-rimmed glasses that sat crooked on his face. He had a pale mole, above and to left of his right brow, that was hard not to look at. Gramps’ hair always looked as if he’d just come out of Glam it Up!, with a curly whip at the top, and his beard and mustache were neatly trimmed. Mr. Cornell looked like an old hippie, his hair falling like string to his shoulders and his face covered with splotches of beard—as if he often began, but quickly lost interest in, shaving. But they were the best of opposites-attract friends.

I’d become aware of all the other bodies in the store. You can’t see them, the tall shelves traveled the floor in a maze of spines, print paper, and glue, hiding cozy nooks and bins of poetry and science. But you felt the air thicken when the store was full. People other than Mr. Cornell didn’t talk loud in bookstores; they’re respecters of sacred spaces. But the silence wasn’t so loud it roared in your ears, no. It was a peopled silence. Whispers and sniffs and pages turning. I found myself smiling as I pulled a bunch of used hardcovers off our roller cart to shelve, way up top along the wall, as overstock.

Mr. Cornell was complaining about Trudy and her sign. “It’s an outrage,” he said. “And a lie! A damned falsehood.”

Gramps shushed him.

I balanced the stack of books in my right arm and pulled myself up the ladder with my left hand. Loved the ladders on wheels that traveled along the outer walls of our store. Loved stepping onto the first rung with one foot and pushing off with the other, rolling down the aisle when the store was empty. Don’t tell Gramps. I smiled a hello, without making eye contact, to the bodies eying the biography section as I made my way up, higher and higher—this was why I never wore dresses to work*—until I reached the shelves above the bookcases and as I was about to transfer the stack to the middle shelf, Mr. Cornell let out a roar. Something about that godforsaken woman and her cheap knock-offs. I fell back a bit and let loose the books. They toppled out of my hands onto a body below me and I turned to grab at them. Silly I know. It was a lot like the way I grabbed at Lydia’s stuff as I threw it into the lagoon—with a feeling of regret...too late. The books rained down and I fell with them, onto the body. And the two of us staggered into the shelf of memoirs.

“Oh my god!” I was saying. Quite a lot. “I’m so sorry, are you all right, are you hurt, I can’t believe I did that, did the books hurt you?” I had my hands on this guy’s head, rubbing my fingers all along his scalp, checking for lumps. I’m pretty sure that’s what I was doing, because as I was doing it I was saying, “Did you get a bump? Hardbacks have sharp edges.” In my mind, though, I was shouting, shut up, Sophie! Just shut up!

I didn’t notice the eyes at first. No, first it was the hair and how it glanced against my fingers like silk. Then it was the shoulders—something about them made me take in a breath. Strong? Wide? Male? I couldn’t say. Then I caught a light, fragrant whiff of, I don’t know...manliness. I finally looked up at the guy and he was laughing at me. Not out loud or anything. But there I was leaning against him, both my hands on his head, massaging, looking up into his face, grateful he wasn’t shoving me off him in disgust. And I closed my eyes for a moment and opened them again and thought of Sylvia Plath.

“I’m so sorry,” I said again, managing to extricate myself from him and start picking up the books.

“What happened?” Gramps said coming down the aisle. “Is everyone all right?”

“I was attacked by your books, sir,” Gorgeous Laughing Eyes said. “But my head has been thoroughly inspected and found free of lumps.”

I groaned. “I’m so sorry.”
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*NOT TRUE, OF COURSE. I simply don’t wear dresses. Sue me.
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“It’s no problem, really,” Gorgeous Laughing Eyes told Gramps as he tried to escape him and get out of the store unmolested. Literally. Gramps was trying to feel GLE’s head, too. And Mr. Cornell had come down the aisle saying, “What are you doing? Trying to knock my girl off the ladder? Don’t pander, Walt. Stop it, don’t admit to guilt. Damnit, Walt.”

I was on my knees gathering books when I thought I heard the doorbell jingle and Mr. Cornell went back to ranting about Trudy’s Treasures and Hugh plopped down on the faded green carpet in front of me, criss crossed his legs, rested his elbows on his thighs and his chin in his hands.

“That was awkward,” he said.

Good old Hugh. And it wasn’t the dropping books all over the guy, either. That I could live with. I could handle falling into him. No problem. Maybe even rubbing my hands all over his head. But the way I looked up at him—like he was a knight and I was a damsel. Ugh. It was horrid. And his eyes! Dear lord. Deep, dark, blue-green pools of laughter.

“Probably the lighting,” Hugh said.

“Did I say that out loud?”

“You said, ‘beautiful.’”

“Oh. Just the mess I made,” I lied. That was it: GLE was the most beautiful person I’d ever seen. I didn’t know they came that way, except in the movies, and I never trusted what I saw in the movies.

“You want me to stock them?”

“No. Employees only.” It’s written right on the ladder.

When I stood, my legs were wobbly so I put the books back onto the roller cart and let Hugh follow me back up front where Gramps was still trying to reason with Mr. Cornell.

“Why don’t you put up your own sign?” I said.

“What? I should lie, too?”

“It’s not a lie to Trudy. She thinks she’s got the best antiques. You think you do.”

“I can’t copy hers.”

“Weren’t you ever in school?” I said. “Didn’t you ever have to write a research paper? You know, you take notes and then you reword them so you’re not plagiarizing.”

“It really takes more than that,” Gramps said.

“I’m not talking about plagiarism. I’m saying, don’t say exactly the same thing. Her sign says ‘Best Antiques in Town.’ Yours can say, ‘Best Antiques in Strawbridge.’”

Mr. Cornell stared at me for a few seconds before he bellowed out a laugh. “Brilliant!”

Of course, I’d just started a war.

“Oh, lookie there,” Gramps said as he followed Mr. Cornell to the door. “Loverboy is looking in at Café Flamingo.”

I blushed. “Isn’t it bad enough we molested the poor guy’s head? Do we have to give him the name of an Eighties rock band?”

“I could go for a smoothie,” Gramps said, raising his brows at me.

“I could call him back over,” Mr. Cornell said as he opened the door.

“Don’t you dare.”

He laughed and winked at me before finally going back to his own store where he belonged.

“Maybe Geezer’s Stuff Antiques wouldn’t have a problem with Trudy’s Treasures if Mr. Cornell spent less time over here,” I said.

“That’s not very generous, is it?”

I sighed. “I suppose not.”

“Why don’t you go over and talk to the boy?”

“Gramps!”

“What? I thought it was a new world you were living in. No more boy meets girl...now it’s girl meets boy. Girl makes the move. Women’s lib and all that.”

“I hardly think feminism is about women being able to ask men out.”

“Well, maybe it ought to be.”

“I’m heading home now, I guess,” Hugh said.

I jumped. And before I could stop myself I said, “Hugh! I forgot you were here.”

If real lives had soundtracks, we’d have heard a sucking, sighing sort of sound effect there in the silence that followed as Hugh grimaced at Gramps and Gramps gave the poor guy a sympathetic grin.

“I’ll see you tomorrow?” I said.

Hugh nodded and left. Even the bell jangled morosely at him.

“You’re on a roll,” Gramps said.

“He’s so quiet. It’s easy to overlook him.”

When I thought about it, I realized Hugh was simply easy to overlook. Period. He was a bland sort of person. Beige...if you will. There was nothing remarkable about him—his hair, blondish brown, no style to speak of, not usually combed; a round, forgetful face with pale, brown eyes; his clothes: faded pocketless t-shirts, and jeans; sneakers on his feet that made it easy for him to sidle up to people and scare the wits out of them. I liked that about him, to be honest. Hugh was not a guy to get bothered about, and I was past the phase of wanting to be bothered.

“You know the lad’s got it in for you.”

“Lad? Loverboy? Lookie here? Did you take old people pills this morning?”

“Wilde in the evening, Seuss in the morning. Does weird things to the brain.”

“And it’s not ‘got in in’ for me. That makes him sound like a hired gun.”

“Anyway, I’m sure I heard you say groovy just the other day.”

“I can’t help it if old people germs rub off on me.”’

“Sure you can. Go out among the living for a change, soak up the language of the current generation. It’ll do you good.”

“You didn’t sell me your half of Bookish so I could leave you alone to run it all day.”

“But I can run it all day. I don’t need you here. Go out, Sophie. Have fun.”

“This is fun.” 

I let Gramps disappear into the bookcase maze before I peered out the front window. GLE was nowhere in sight. That was a good thing, I told myself, like, twelve times. So many reasons. One. The guy was drop dead gorgeous. Drop Dead Gorgeous types don’t date bookish girls who feel up their heads. Two. I felt up the guy’s head! Three. I was six months out from Cal. Cal, the pestiferous dolt who taught me that I should never have left the beautiful solace of bookworld and ventured out into the jungle of reality. It wasn’t the first time I received that particular lesson. There was Jordan Spilke in my junior year of high school who made out with me under the bleachers at the homecoming game and then went straight back to his girlfriend Gretchen Finkelweiner.* And Peter Crouch in college. Did I have to remind Gramps of that fiasco? You do not get over a guy forgetting to pick you up at the airport, after you flew across the country to meet him in Denver for spring break, because he had to take his ex-girlfriend on a microbrewery tour. And, oh, yeah, surprise...ex-girlfriend is going to spend spring break with us at the cabin.

Why was I even going over it in my head? I was done. Done. I jumped again when Gramps suddenly appeared beside me.

“Maybe he’s out walking downtown. A tourist.”

“Why are you still on this?”

“I saw your face, Sophie.”

“The red rash, you mean? You know I’m allergic to dust.”

“It was the blush of romance.”

“Oh, my god. Grandma had a catch in you, didn’t she? Please let it go. I’m done with men.”

“You don’t mean that.”

“I do. I really do.”

“You can’t give up.”

“Why not? Look at us, Gramps. We’re doing okay. Look at Bookish. Do you have any idea what’s going on out there in the world of books? Mr. Booker is reading poetry on a Kindle!”

“People still want real books.”

“Paper doesn’t make a book real, Gramps. This store is a relic. You’re a relic. I’m a relic. We live in a little niche, a snug, warm corner of a mad, mad world. And we’re doing just fine. I liked my life before Cal. I miss it. I want it back.”

A young couple strolled out from the far aisle, where the fantasy and romance books were shelved, looking at me with something like admiration on their faces...or pity. Hard to tell sometimes. I nodded at them and lowered my voice.

“I don’t mind being a relic. An antique.”

“You don’t get to be,” Gramps said. He’d gone around and up the steps into the cashwrap and leaned over the front counter to look into my eyes. “You’re too young. And those cats you care for—throwaways. I think you identify with them.”

“I never thought about it that way, but, yeah, I do. What’s so bad about that?”

“You’re not a stray.”

“I don’t know—” I glanced at an older woman on the sofa, who’d looked up from the paperback she was perusing to smile at me—“I rather like the way that sounds.”

“Please, Sophie. Stop the melodrama. It’s over and done.”

“True.”

“Time for you to live again.”

“I am living. Why isn’t this enough for you? Books, cats, a few friends here and there. What more do you need?”

“Not me, Soph. You. A young woman needs love. And eventually a family. Don’t you want that?”

I sighed. “Imagine me with a family. Forgetting to cook dinner because I got lost in a book.”

Gramps rubbed his hands through his hair and gave me a worried look.

I shook my head. “I like things the way they are,” I pleaded. “Love isn’t for everybody. And anyway, I’ll always have Hugh.”

He threw his hands up as if giving in. I turned to try again with the hardbacks and the ladder. But then I remembered that moment in time—when I felt something, before I wanted to not feel it.

“Gramps,” I said. “What was it Sylvia Plath said? About closing her eyes and the world dying?”

“‘I shut my eyes and all the world drops dead; I lift my eyes and all is born again.’ ...Why?”

“No reason,” I said. But I was thinking, huh, how weird is that?
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*NOT HER REAL NAME, but the way I like to remember it—with my sincerest apologies to anyone actually named Finkelweiner.
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CROCHETMOM: Hey honey. How’s the place look?

ReeseFuller: I like it. It has...

CrochetMom: It’s kitchy

ReeseFuller: Is that a word?

CrochetMom: Of course it’s a word. Means quaint

ReeseFuller: Does not

CrochetMom: Watch this

CrochetMom: r u c ing any1

ReeseFuller: Stop it, Mom

ReeseFuller: And, no. But I did just meet a book assassin

CrochetMom: Book what?

ReeseFuller: She got me with some hardcovers

CrochetMom: Throwing things at you already?

ReeseFuller: It’s love

CrochetMom: A mother can always hope

CrochetMom: :)

CrochetMom: Took me a while to figure that smiley face out.

ReeseFuller: How are you feeling?

CrochetMom: I’m fine. Don’t ask me that every time we talk

ReeseFuller: Why not?

CrochetMom: it makes me feel sick

ReeseFuller: I’m sorry

CrochetMom: No feeling sorry, either

ReeseFuller: LOL Okay

CrochetMom: o i c, u can use abbreviations, but I can’t?

ReeseFuller: That’s right

CrochetMom: :)

ReeseFuller: Love you, Mom

CrochetMom: Love you, too
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The following comparative exercise was written under duress, but serves as an example of the sort of thing that goes on routinely in Bookish.

A busy day before Cal

1. Wake up to three cats sniffing my face, shower, eat a bagel

2. Walk to abandoned building on Mangrove, feed darlings

3. Cross Mangrove, pass Fiona’s clothing store, gaze longingly in window at really cool outfits I wasn’t daring enough to wear

4. Enter breezeway, keep head down, no eye contact with people opening up their stores

5. Exit breezeway and head west on Strawbridge Main, avoid early-bird tourists and shoppers

6. Let myself breathe once I reach Geezer’s Stuff

7. Get to Bookish, sign in, go to work

8. Say hi to Hugh, discuss books

9. Order lunch in, sometimes cross over to Café Flamingo, but don’t make small talk

10. Leave work, head down, do not make eye contact with locals

11. Check in on darlings, feed and water

12. Back home along Manatee Road to Creek Overlook Apartments

13. Chat with Lydia

14. Eat dinner with cats in front of television, go to bed with a great book

A busy day after Cal

1. Wake up to three cats sniffing my face, shower, eat leftover Chinese or a bagel, sometimes brownies

2. Walk to abandoned building on Mangrove through Manatee Park, chat with Alfred, feed darlings

3. Cross Mangrove to Fiona’s, gaze longingly in window at really cool clothes, say hi when she comes out to greet me, decide which top to buy next

4. Enter breezeway, hi to everyone: that lady who teaches art upstairs, that couple who own the specialty toy shop, that lady who sells women’s clothing and has an accent; promise myself one day I will learn all of their names

5. Exit breezeway and head west on Strawbridge Main, peek in at Brunch to see if they’re making the spinach quiche that day and say hi to Melanie, chat with Mr. Booker as I pass Stogies, smile at one of the Rollings sisters at Sweet Suite, resist the brownies, nod at the perky lady who owns Begotten, chat with Benjamin or Suri at Namaste, peek in at The Fort to see if any drunks are sleeping at the gate, leftover from the night before, smell the wonderful greasy aromas at Burgers as they prepare for the lunch crowd, wave to Mr. Cornell, and finally make it into Bookish

6. Say hi to Hugh, discuss books

7. Order lunch in, sometimes cross over to Café Flamingo, chat with Melissa or one of her employees

8. Walk back east on the north side of Strawbridge Main with a book, wave at Melissa as I pass Café Flamingo, smile at the Bead It! lady, that lady who sells plus sizes and prom dresses, and the man who sells rare coins and oddities, then stop and talk with Mr. or Mrs. Simmons at MacAuley Awley’s Irish Pub, peek into the windows at the mysterious old house—every historic downtown should have one—looking for ghosts, smell the pretzels and popcorn at Pops, stop in to see what’s new at Kaya Vintage Clothing, maybe buy something, wave at the candle shop lady, smile at the children’s shop lady, nod at Mr. Swanson who owns Venerable Trinkets, cross the side street and look in the window at Morgan’s Office Supply, watch the ladies having their hair done in the window at Glam it Up!, pass Pub’s Sports Bar and enter the mall, sing a few bars of a song with Octavia, usually The Pointer Sisters’ “I’m so Excited”—always glad when she gets back onto a Seventies Disco kick—promise Noah I’ll be buying more flowers soon, exit back end of mall to find Alfred at the dumpsters. Give him the latest book. Talk about the last one we read. Then walk all the way back to work on one side of the street or other doing it all over again with the, “Hi, how are you,” and the, “Love the new window design,” and the “Yum, it smells so good,” until I flop back into Bookish ready to lose myself in a book.

9. Leave work, doing it all yet again, smiling, smiling, smiling

10. Peek in at the new art in the Strawbridge Art League window, wave at Trudy, and stop off behind the abandoned building to feed the darlings

11. Back home through the park, chat with Alfred

12. Chat with Pari, who took Lydia’s apartment after she ran off with my boyfriend

13. Eat dinner in front of the television, go to bed with a great book and three cats

“You see?” Gramps asked me. “Your life is so much better now. Cal did you a favor.”

“Are you out of your mind? I’m exhausted. It’s like that episode of Seinfeld where Kramer puts everybody’s picture up in the lobby.”

“Peesh.”

“Peesh? Really, Gramps?”

“No one’s asking for a kiss every time he sees you. You’re happier now. Admit it.”

“I’m anemic, that’s what I am.”

“Get a smoothie, then.”

“Is there iron in fruit?”

“Just go. Get some fresh air.”

So I went.

It was late afternoon, summery hot with warm breezes—that Central Florida suffocation climate unlike any other in the world—and I suppose I was a bit hungry. We’d had fancy salads from Pub’s for lunch—delicious but not so filling; Mr. Cornell went to get them for us. I grabbed Unraveling Oliver from behind the cashwrap and left the store. But as I headed across the street to Café Flamingo, who do you suppose was standing out front looking at Melissa’s menu? That’s right. Gorgeous Laughing Eyes himself. And some of the Downtown Divas were all over it. Three of them today: Melissa, owner of Café Flamingo; Karen, whose family owns Morgan’s Office Supply; and Vanessa, who took over Glam it Up! from her aunt last year—sitting at one of the outside tables sipping fancy iced mocha lattes or whatever sort of coffee divas drink. They were eying GLE, smiling, nudging one another. Who could blame them? Well, me. I blamed them. I could have kicked myself for it but I had this unmistakable mine episode as they fawned all over him, like he was the shiny new god in the neighborhood. This behavior was unbecoming; we were all—the Downtown Divas and me—mature business owners. Oh, hell, who am I kidding? I was blushing before I stepped onto the sidewalk.

I got to the door just as he’d decided to enter and we reached for it at the same time.

“Excuse me,” I said.

“It’s you,” he said.

I nodded and waited for him to go ahead of me.

“Assassins first,” he said.

I thought he’d said something like “asses first” or “I see your purse,” but as I pulled the door open it hit me and I burst out laughing...like an ass—ha hahaa hahaa. Kill me now. Still, the forceful expression of air that occurs with a donkey laugh like that calmed me down, or made me lightheaded—same thing. I got in line, with him behind me, and ordered my strawberry banana smoothie, then moved aside to wait. He ordered the same and said, “Maybe you could spill your smoothie on me. It would make my day complete.”

I turned to look at him, to see if he was joking, because if not, it was a crappy thing to say, don’t you think? He was smiling playfully and I took the time to really study him, finally. Hugh was right...about the lighting. In the muted, dusty lamps of Bookish, his eyes looked like mountain lakes—dark and mysterious, algae rich, blueish green or greenish blue. No, definitely blueish green. But in the harsher light of Café Flamingo it was clear they were green, like dark moss drooping in the shadow of an old oak. His square jawline had a hint of dark beard on it, his upper lip trimmed to perfection. His thick, dark brows ran straight across his forehead and his hair danced whimsy atop his head. He was, in short, hot.

“I’m not clumsy, really,” I said and blushed again. It needed saying though, I thought.

“That’s terrible,” he said. “If you aren’t planning on regular book drops, I’ll have to come up with another name.”

“Oh, you named me Clumsy, did you?”

“Nothing so ordinary as that.”

“What then?”

“Book Assassin,” he said. “BA for short.”

Oh, my, god. I laughed. “That’s very good.”

“So, BA, you come here often?”

My smoothie was ready and I took it and turned to leave. “As a matter of fact, I do.”

“Hold on,” he said and I think I started to breathe again. “I’ll walk you out.”

So we waited for his smoothie and I inhaled mine like a starving hyena, thinking about, of all things, what I was wearing. My jeans. Good, good. And that adorable t-shirt tunic, with the frillies sewn into the bottom hem, that I got at Fiona’s. Perfect. I did not look like a bookstore employee that day.*

“Ow.” I put my hand to my forehead. “Brain freeze.”

He was kind enough to ignore that and we left Flamingo and stopped on the sidewalk with the three Divas watching, agog.

“You work at the bookstore, then,” he said.

“Excellent observation.”

We slurped our concoctions and I did it again. “Ow.”

“Did your mother never tell you not to sip your milkshakes so fast?”

“I’m a slow learner.” So true.

He smiled and everything lit up, literally. Oh my god; in my head I thought ‘literally’ instead of ‘figuratively.’ I was not going to tell Gramps about that.

“Are you new around here?” I asked him.

“No. I grew up in Strawbridge. Went to Strawbridge High. But I’ve been over on Cocoa Beach for the last few years.”

“So, you’re visiting?” There was this disgusting, whiny desperation in my voice and I tried to slurp it away and managed to choke on a thick bit of strawberry that popped through the straw. I could see the Divas out of the corner of my eye, leaning toward us, struggling to hear every word.

“Unraveling Oliver,” he said.

“What?”

“Your book.” He pointed at it and I looked at it, surprised. Yes, there it was. My book.

“Oh, yeah. I finished it yesterday.”

He squinched up his face in the cutest way. “So why do you have it?”

“Oh, yeah.” I was acutely aware of my inability to form coherent sentences. “I’m taking it to Alfred. That way.” I pointed. I’d had about enough of myself and rolled my eyes.

“I’ll walk with you,” he said, “if you don’t mind. You could show me around.”

“You grew up here. What don’t you know?”

“I left ten years ago for college and didn’t come downtown on my visits home; this place has changed a lot.”

That much was true. I started walking and he came along. I wasn’t going to stop him.

The Historic Downtown Project started long ago, but in the last ten years it morphed the old, decrepit, flea-bitten mood into a new, swanky, antique ‘place to be.’ There were still bits of hundred-year-old architecture here and there. Shops in what used to be boarding houses. Downtown was somehow fresh and musty at the same time; littered with nooks and crannies, a couple of foot-wide alleys, a few rusty fire escapes, and oddly-angled store fronts, it also boasted its share of stylish modern buildings. And on the north side, between MacAuley Awleys Irish Pub and Glitz Clothing for the bedazzledly disadvantaged, sat a one-hundred-fifty year old house—one of those ‘nobody ever goes in and nobody ever comes out’ deals.

“So you like it here,” he said.

“Love it.” Eloquent as ever.

“Lots of business?”

I nodded.

“You don’t say much, do you?”

I could feel the heat on my cheeks and chose to continue slurping my smoothie as a response. It wasn’t until we were at the mall on the other end of Strawbridge Main that I realized we’d passed Pops, and Across the Pond, and ChocShop, and all the other shops I should have been nodding hellos at, and I hadn’t looked at anyone. I wasn’t sure what it meant but it felt like something I wanted to run from. It was him. Or the ethereal presence of him. As if he exuded a magnetic energy that bound me to him, boggled my mind, froze everything up. I hated it.

He followed me into the little mall and I made a point to stop when Octavia waved. She was singing, as usual—that day it was “Happy.” I didn’t sing along. She noticed. 

Octavia was all personality. The woman belted out a tune walking down the street and people danced; she sold clothes and jewelry and handbags out of her little mall booth (complete with a tiny curtained changing space) called Octavia’s Closet. She called us all “honey” and “little puss” and “little man” and we loved her for it. She was bulky and curvy and snapped her fingers and made this sound that said “mm hmm” and it could mean good or bad depending on her face when you heard it. You couldn’t meet Octavia and not smile.

“Who’s delicious?” she said, right in front of him! She had her hand in the crook of his arm before I could stutter.

“Uh,” I said a few times and rolled my eyes again. Brain freeze, a stomach full of strawberry banana, my complete lack of personality, never bothering to ask his name (but then he never asked mine, did he?). I was going to vomit, I just knew it.

Shy, scrawny Noah snuck out of his Flower Power booth and joined us.

“Reese Fuller,” he said, shaking Octavia’s hand.

And Octavia said, “Named for the Terminator or the Witherspoon?”

Laughing, I spit smoothie onto Noah’s florist bib. Such a happy day.

––––––––
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*THE BOOKSTORE EMPLOYEE’S Uniform consists of baggy, worn jeans or yoga pants, and an oversized, thin, breathable, cotton tee. Sneakers are best. Flats will do, but don’t bother griping to Gramps when your toes are pinched. Hair pulled out of the face with a scrunchie, or cut nice and short, as I prefer. Very little makeup—maybe some powder and lip balm. The overarching consideration in the Uniform is comfort. There will be kneeling, crawling, (once I had to lie on the floor to reach what I thought was a piece of wadded paper from under a bottom shelf only to find it was someone’s half-sucked, discarded red-and-white peppermint candy), standing, climbing, running (ever had a customer pay and then leave without his book?), and lounging on the sofa
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