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What Light Does to a Room

Marvelle Okafor had spent twelve years learning what different kinds of light did to books, and she had come to believe that this was one of the more useful things a person could learn. Morning light, the early kind that came in gray and flat through the east-facing display window of Turning Pages, was what she called a reading light. It landed on the spines without flattery, without warmth, without any of the tricks that afternoon light played on color and texture. It showed things as they were. The books in the window looked exactly like books in morning light. The small hand-lettered signs she tucked between them said what they meant. The arrangement she had spent forty minutes perfecting the previous evening showed itself honestly, without the kind of theatrical glow that made everything look better than it was.

Customers who came in during that morning light were browsers. She had watched them for years and she knew the type completely. They moved slowly. They pulled books halfway off the shelf and turned them over and read the back and sometimes read the first page and set them back in the wrong spot, which she always fixed after they left without making a production of it. They touched the spines with a kind of tentative pressure, the way you pressed a bruise to see if it still hurt. They bought the book they had picked up third, almost always, never the first one, because the first one was a reflex and the third one was a choice. They paid with the slightly surprised expression of people who had not expected to find the thing they were looking for, as though they had wandered into the shop without a purpose and discovered that they had one all along.

Afternoon light was a different matter entirely. It came in from the west, warm and low and angled, hitting the shelf near the consultation area first and then spreading across the room in a way that made everything it touched look like something worth having. Marvelle had calculated, in an informal and entirely unscientific way, that approximately forty percent of her best sales happened in afternoon light. People bought things in afternoon light that they would have returned to the shelf in the cool appraisal of morning. The beautiful Italian novel in translation, the one with the cover that was a painting of a window and that cost what some people spent on groceries in a week. The illustrated history of botanical illustration that she stocked because she loved it and that sold to people who did not know they needed it until the afternoon light hit it at the right angle. The slim poetry collection from a poet no one had heard of, the one with the black and white cover and the title in small letters, the one she had ordered on instinct six months ago and had been quietly proud of ever since.

None of this knowledge had come from a book or a course or a mentor. It had come from paying attention, and Marvelle had spent the better part of her adult life learning to do properly. In her years at Columbia University Press, the work had been about processing rather than perceiving. Manuscripts moved through systems and received a narrow form of attention, asking only whether a thing was good enough to publish and whether it would sell enough copies to justify the cost of publishing it. The press had found her exceptionally good at this. By every measure the industry used, she had been one of the more valuable people on the floor.

The problem was that being exceptionally good at a thing that did not suit you was, she had learned, considerably worse than being bad at it. When you were bad at something, you had permission to leave. When you were excellent at it, leaving required a choice, and choices required a clarity that she had spent two years working up to before she finally made hers. She gave her notice on a Tuesday in February, walked out into a Midtown street in the kind of cold that New York produced in February as a matter of policy, not climate, and stood on the sidewalk for a moment breathing air that was not the recycled air of the press offices, and thought: I have been waiting to do that for two years and I still do not know if I am doing the right thing.

Silver Springs had come from the internet at two in the morning during a week when everything was wrong. She had been sitting at her desk in her apartment with a glass of wine and the restlessness of a person who had made a major decision and was not yet sure what to do with the space the decision had opened up, and she had searched, on an impulse she could not fully account for, for small towns in Ohio with commercial real estate available. The listing for the space that would become Turning Pages had appeared near the top of the results. A narrow storefront on a main street in a town called Silver Springs. Original tin ceilings. Good bones. Available immediately. She had looked at the photographs for a long time, at three in the morning and at four, and at some point between four and five she had decided that she was going to go see it, and the decision had carried with it a certainty that she had not felt in years.

The move happened on a Friday in March: a rental truck filled with books and a French press and the leather club chairs rescued from a closing academic office, plus a collection of watercolor supplies that had been meaning to get used for the better part of a decade. Her sister called twice during the drive to say this looked like a breakdown. Former colleagues sent emails in two categories, those who understood exactly what she was doing and were quietly envious, and those who did not understand it and said so with varying degrees of concern. Marvelle read all the emails, responded to none of them, and drove the last sixty miles with the radio off, listening to the sound of the truck moving through the Ohio countryside in early spring, the fields brown and beginning, the sky wide and gray and full of the quiet promise of a season that had not yet committed itself.

The first three years had been hard in ways that had been anticipated and in ways that had not. The financial difficulty was expected, and savings had been set aside to cover it, enough for eighteen months before the shop needed to support itself. This had been almost enough but not quite, and in the second year the Thursday afternoon shift at the Harding Public Library had filled the gap. Sitting at the reference desk helping teenagers with school projects and older people with genealogy searches was done with good humor and without self-pity, which seemed like one of the better achievements of that period. What had not been prepared for was the emotional difficulty of building something from nothing in a place where nobody yet knew who she was. Silver Springs had been polite. Silver Springs had been even warm, at moments. But warmth and belonging were different things, and belonging had taken longer than expected.

She had found it eventually, the way most real things came: gradually and then apparently all at once. The reading groups had been the key. She had started the first one, the biography group, in her tenth year, with four people she had identified as her most serious customers, people who came in regularly and bought the difficult books and actually read them and occasionally came back to tell her what they thought. The group had attracted two more members in its first month and had settled at five, a size it had held for two years even as a face or two changed, and it met every Tuesday evening in the consultation area chairs in the back of the shop, and it was the best conversation Marvelle had in any given week, which was saying something because she had good conversations all the time.

Three more reading groups had followed: the mystery group, which was competitive about predictions and had developed a system of scoring that Marvelle found slightly alarming in its complexity. The literary fiction group, which was earnest and frequently moved to tears and which Marvelle was deeply fond of. And the romance group, which was the largest and the loudest and the most fun, and which had, on three occasions, produced conversations about the nature of love and commitment that had surprised everyone in the room, including Marvelle, with their depth and their honesty.

Now, on a Monday morning in early November, Marvelle unlocked the front door of Turning Pages at eight-fifteen, forty-five minutes before she opened to customers, and stood in the threshold for a moment breathing in the smell of the shop. Old paper and wood and coffee and the faint cool smell of the morning air working its way through the Victorian plasterwork that she had never fully managed to seal. She stepped inside and turned on the brass reading lamp near the door, the one she had bought at the estate sale of a professor in Harding who had died at ninety-one and left behind four rooms of books and a collection of scientific instruments that had taken three estate sales to fully disperse. The lamp threw a warm circle over the front display table, where she had arranged yesterday's new arrivals: three literary novels, a book of essays about grief that she had ordered because Helen from the bakery had mentioned her mother was struggling, a collection of winter recipes from a chef in Vermont whose prose was as careful as her cooking, and a book about lighthouse keepers that she had ordered for no other reason than that she had read the first chapter in a publisher's catalog and had been unable to stop thinking about it.

The lighthouse keeper book had arrived wrapped in the usual brown paper with the usual shipping label, indistinguishable from any of the other new arrivals. Marvelle unwrapped it and read the first chapter standing at the back counter with her coat still on and her keys still in her hand, then read the second chapter and most of the third before noticing that none of those things had changed. The coat was still on. The keys were still in her hand. She put the book on the display table in the center position, between the grief essays and the winter recipe collection, and wrote the shelf card for it by hand, as always, in the small careful script that some customers found charming and others found slightly intimidating: FOR WHEN YOU WANT TO UNDERSTAND WHAT IT MEANS TO TEND TO SOMETHING. The card was accurate. That much was clear.

She made coffee with the French press and the beans from the roaster in Columbus that Clara Bennett had introduced her to three months ago, when Clara had arrived in Silver Springs to renovate the Victorian on Magnolia Lane and had become, over the course of one Friday afternoon coffee and several subsequent Saturday visits, one of the people Marvelle was most glad to know. Clara had left a bag of beans on the consultation table with a note that read: I found a roaster. Come see if you agree. Marvelle had agreed with such conviction that she had placed a standing order before the end of the week, and now the morning coffee had a distinct feel that she associated not just with the beans but with the decision itself, the act of two women recognizing in each other something worth maintaining.

She carried her coffee to the consultation area and sat in the left-hand chair, the one that faced the window, and opened her notebook. The notebook was not a journal, a distinction she maintained with some care and had, when Helen had asked about it, explained as follows: a journal was for feelings. This notebook was for observations, which were different from feelings in that they were external rather than internal, factual rather than emotional, concerned with the world rather than with her response to the world. This was not entirely accurate, she knew, because some of the things she wrote in the observation section were clearly both an observation and a feeling at the same time, but the distinction was useful as a frame, and frames were what allowed a person to look at difficult things without being overwhelmed by them.

The notebook had sections. The front held book notes: titles read, titles on order, requests from customers and whether those requests had been fulfilled and why. The middle section covered the reading groups: notes on current books, questions worth raising, patterns that had emerged in the group discussions. The back was reserved for watercolors, which meant color notations, light quality observations, compositional ideas worth capturing before they faded. Twenty-two of these notebooks now filled a shelf in the apartment above the shop, accumulated over the years, and Marvelle thought of them not as a record of her life but as evidence that she had been paying attention to it.

Outside, Main Street was beginning its Monday morning. She could see Earl Beaumont through the window of Beaumont's Hardware, opening the store with the deliberate ceremony of a man who believed that the way you began a thing was as important as the thing itself. Earl raised the American flag every morning, rain or shine, with a seriousness that some people found quaint and that Marvelle found moving, though she had never tried to explain why. The diner was already open. Patsy had unlocked at six, as always, and the breakfast crowd had come and gone, and now the two tables visible through the window held the midmorning regulars, the people who came for the second cup of coffee and the newspaper rather than for the eggs. Helen's bakery was fragrant even through the shop's old walls, the smell of cinnamon and yeast and warm sugar working its way across Main Street as it always did on cold mornings, cheerful and completely indifferent to whether anyone was in the mood to be cheered.

Marvelle sipped her coffee and looked at her notebook and thought about the week ahead. The biography group was meeting on Tuesday. The mystery group on Thursday. She had two special orders to call customers about. She had a stack of new arrivals to sort and shelve. She had been thinking, for the past few weeks, about adding a new shelf section, a category she did not yet have a label for, the category of books for people who were in the process of figuring out what came next. Not the grief shelf and not the hope shelf but something in between, the territory of a person who had gotten through the hard part and was standing on the other side of it, not yet sure which direction to walk.

She was still thinking about this when she heard Main Street beginning to show its small morning signs of life outside the window, and she closed her notebook and went to start sorting the new arrivals, and the Monday settled around her in the easy way of a day that knew what it was supposed to do and was going about doing it.

The observation notebooks followed a method developed in the third year and refined every year since. The rule was simple: record what you see, not what you think about what you see, in the most specific terms available. If the light on the brick across the street was a certain color at a certain hour, write the color. If the oak tree at the east end of Main Street had lost forty percent of its leaves since Monday, write forty percent. If Helen's bakery window was steamed over by nine in the morning, which happened in November when the temperature dropped below forty, write: Helen's window steamed by nine, temperature below forty.

The specificity was the point. Years of accumulating specific observations had produced an understanding of Silver Springs that no amount of general thinking about it could have supplied. The November light was understood not because she had thought about November in Silver Springs in the abstract but because she had noted, year by year, what November actually did to the specific light and the specific trees and the feel of the air at specific times of day. The understanding lived in the notes, not in the conclusions drawn from them, or not only there. Conclusions were useful but always downstream from observations, and observations were what kept conclusions honest.

This method extended to her bookselling. She kept notes on what people read and when and what they came back to report about it, and these notes were the real foundation of the emotional categorization system, which looked like intuition from the outside but was actually the product of years of specific observation about the relationship between what people needed and what they chose to read. She had not invented the categories in the abstract. She had observed them in the actual behavior of actual people over time, and then she had named what she saw.

She thought about this distinction between observation and conclusion, between seeing and deciding what you had seen, more than most people thought about it, and she thought it was one of the most important distinctions there was. Many people spent most of their time in the concluding rather than the observing, drawing on a small stock of actual observations and extending them further than they could honestly go. She tried not to do this. She tried to go back to the observations as often as possible and to hold the conclusions lightly, as best guesses and not confirmed facts, because the world was continuously revising itself and conclusions that had been accurate last year were not guaranteed to be accurate this year.

This was one of the things she most valued about the back-lane paintings: they required her to observe. You could not paint something by concluding. You had to look. The conclusions about color and form and light that she brought from previous sessions were always being revised by what the current light was actually doing, and the painting required her to update her understanding continuously, to stay current with the thing she was looking at instead of settling for the version of it she already knew.

She had been trying to describe this quality to herself for ten years, the practice of sustained attentive returning, and she had not yet found the right description. She thought about it again this morning, sitting with her coffee before the shop opened, and she thought: it is the opposite of taking things for granted. It is the active practice of not taking things for granted, sustained over time, through conditions that make the taking for granted easy and the sustained attention difficult.

She wrote this in the notebook. Then she looked at it and thought it was too close to a conclusion and crossed out the last part and wrote instead: November 4, 8:15am. The brick across the street is the color it is in this light, which is neither the warm amber of afternoon nor the flat gray of overcast morning but something in between, a color with two different sources pulling on it simultaneously. I will try again to paint this on Sunday.

She closed the notebook and went to open the shop.

The reading groups had begun with the biography group in the tenth year and had expanded to four groups by the twelfth year, and managing them had become one of the central activities of the shop, taking up Tuesday, Thursday, and two Wednesday evenings a month in a schedule that Marvelle had worked out with the care of someone who understood that a reading group needed the right conditions to produce the right kind of conversation. The right conditions included: a time of week when people were not too tired or too distracted, a space that was warm and comfortable without being so comfortable that people fell asleep, a book that was compelling but not so difficult that half the group felt lost by the first meeting, and a facilitator who knew when to speak and when to let the silence work.

She had become good at the last thing through practice rather than through any natural gift for it. She had been, in her New York years, a talker, the kind of person who processed everything out loud and who had, in editorial meetings, been the person most likely to fill a silence with a further thought. Silver Springs had changed this. Years of running a shop alone had given her a new relationship with silence: silence was useful and should be respected rather than hurried past. The consultation area chairs in the shop were the best evidence of this change: two chairs arranged to allow two people to be together without being required to fill the space between them with words, because sometimes what a person needed from a bookshop visit was not a conversation but a presence, the presence of another person who understood books and could be trusted with the quiet.

The mystery group met on the second and fourth Thursday evenings and was the most volatile of the four groups, volatile in the sense of a group whose discussions were likely to produce sudden reversals of position and unexpected alliances. It was eight people, and it contained what Marvelle privately thought of as the town's full spectrum of opinion on the question of what made a mystery good: people who believed that the solution was everything and that the feel of a mystery was entirely determined by the fairness and ingenuity of its resolution, and people who believed that atmosphere and character were primary and that a mystery was essentially a novel with a puzzle attached rather than a puzzle with a novel attached, and people who held a nuanced middle position that shifted depending on the book and that was therefore the most interesting position to argue from but also the most difficult to maintain consistently.

The literary fiction group was smaller and gentler, eight people who had self-selected for books that were not primarily about plot or puzzle but about the feel of the sentences and the interior life of the characters and the relationship between language and experience. This group cried more than the other groups, which Marvelle had not anticipated when she started it but which she now accepted as a sign of real engagement, not an embarrassment. Good literary fiction made you feel things, and the people in this group allowed themselves to feel the things the books made them feel and to talk about the feeling as part of talking about the book, which produced a different quality of discussion from the biography group or the mystery group.

The romance group was the largest and the most socially complex of the four, with twelve members whose relationships with each other extended far outside the reading group into the full fabric of Silver Springs social life. This meant that the discussions about the books frequently became discussions about the experiences that the books were depicting, and this was what Marvelle had intended when she started the group, because she believed that the best use of romance novels was not escape from reality but engagement with it, the use of fictional models to think about and articulate things about love and commitment and desire that were otherwise
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