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CHAPTER ONE

It took three statues to plant doubt in my mind.

The first loomed in the middle of Bell Park as I walked past: a man with his chin held high, one hand on his hip. I didn’t think much of it. I only wondered whether his mustache was really that long or if the sculptor just hadn’t felt like adding a mouth.

I continued on, passing a sandwich shop, a vintage clothing boutique, and a craft store. The second statue appeared two blocks later, just outside Bell Elementary. A different pose—he had an arm outstretched, palm out, like I owed him money—but the curtain mustache was the same. My gaze fell to the plaque at his feet: Edward Bell. I made a mental note to ask Rochelle about it, then checked the map on my phone: five more blocks until Cobblestone Books.

I was crossing the street when I caught a flash of bronze to my right. And even though my mind was set on the bookstore, on air conditioning and freedom from this strange, damp humidity that does not exist in California, curiosity hounded me. I turned and quickened my steps along the uneven brick sidewalk. There, outside the Bell River Post Office, stood that same man with that same mustache hanging past his lips. Again, the plaque thought me more informed than I was, proclaiming Edward Bell and nothing more.

Staring up at Edward Bell, I started to wonder if Bell River was more cult than town. Maybe that was the real reason Rochelle invited me here—not because she needed help at her bookstore while she took maternity leave, not because I was unemployed and sick of living with my parents. It may all be a town ploy to get my blood for a sacrifice in the name of Edward Bell.

Only one way to find out. I turned and resumed my path to the bookstore.

Rochelle’s invitation had felt a little inauthentic, but I’d thought it was because of the pity behind it. Over the phone a few weeks ago, I’d vented to Rochelle about my sister sending me a listing for an assistant position at her husband’s brokerage firm. I’d whined about not wanting to stay in Fremont, not wanting a job that used terms like “fast-paced” and “long hours” and “hustle culture.”

My complaint had petered out as I spoke—it’s hard to feel justified turning something down when you have no other options. Rochelle had sympathized, then launched into the news that she was planning her maternity leave and looking to hire help at the bookstore so someone could tend to the shop after she gave birth. Planning, hiring, and birthing: three things I’d never been adult enough to do.

“Wow,” I’d said, feeling like a kid at show-and-tell who’d brought a uniquely shaped Cheeto and was upstaged by someone with a puppy. “That’s great.”

I’d tried not to think about myself, sitting on my childhood bed at twenty-eight and applying for jobs in a hometown I didn’t want to stay in. Meanwhile, Rochelle left her job at a library last year to take over her father’s bookstore when he retired—like a hermit crab effortlessly moving from one shell to another. While I’d spent the past year scuttling around without a shell to my name.

“Do you want to do it?” Rochelle had asked.

“What?”

“Cover the bookstore while I’m out.” Her voice became more animated. “From August to December. You could stay with me, get away from your parents, and work at the store. You could use the time to figure out what you want to do next.”

She made it sound so rational. So intentional. Ditching my life to work at her bookstore felt like running away, hiding from responsibility. But coming from Rochelle, this idea almost made sense. I wasn’t running; I was helping. I wasn’t aimless; I was plotting.

“You could take a break from job hunting,” she added, and the singsong-y lightness in her voice told me she already knew she’d won me over.

Rochelle’s rationale cemented my decision. But that was before I knew about Edward Bell and his blood sacrifice.

I was a few doors down from the bookstore when a familiar figure stepped onto the sidewalk. Dark skin, curly hair, pregnant belly. I broke into a run.

“Rochelle!”

“You made it!” Rochelle pulled me into a hug. And just like that, I didn’t care about the blood sacrifice all that much. I wrapped my arms around her and breathed in the coconut-papaya scent of the leave-in conditioner I used to borrow-slash-steal when we lived together in college.

“Get away from me,” I said. “Let me see you.”

Rochelle obediently turned to the side in the familiar profile view I’d seen her post on Instagram every week. I’d scrolled past pictures like these from other friends documenting growing pregnancy bellies, but I always stopped to read Rochelle’s updates. I’d started looking forward to every Sunday afternoon because it meant a new post. Plus, it helped me keep the days straight.

But I ignored the perfectly Instagrammable belly now. I was more interested in the signs of real life. Her twist-out was losing shape, curls loose and stretchy instead of the tightly defined ringlets she wore in her pictures. There was a pimple on her chin, something she might have covered up for social media. But she was the same in every way that counted. She still had the same wide smile, the dimple that appeared on her right cheek but not her left.

“You look great,” I said.

Rochelle turned to face me. It was then that I noticed the words Bell Society on her black T-shirt in tilted script. I thought back to the statue, but her eyes drifted up to my hair before I could mention it. “What’s going on here?” she asked.

I touched a curl, or what used to be a curl but was now a rebellious clump of frizz. “I left my bonnet in a motel somewhere around Utah.” I jutted out my lower lip. Rochelle laughed and tried to tuck a frizz clump in with the other curls, laughing again when it sprang back out.

“I got you,” she said. “There’s a silk pillowcase waiting for you at home. Did you get there okay?”

“I did.” Really, I’d parked in her driveway and immediately started walking the dozen blocks to Rochelle’s bookstore. After being cooped in a car for the three-day drive, my limbs ached for movement. The suitcases in my car could wait. Everything could wait. I was finally here, in this new place, with four glorious months stretched out before me. Four months when I could make myself useful and dodge the whole career question for a while longer. Four months with Rochelle and … 

I eyed the Bell Society on Rochelle’s shirt. “Who’s the Bell guy?”

“Who?” Rochelle lifted her eyebrows a little too innocently.

“Bell Society? Edward Bell? I’ve seen him a hundred times in the last ten minutes.”

“Just a hundred?” She gave me a skeptical look. “You must have missed the billboards.”

I studied her expression. She had to be joking, but billboards didn’t sound so outrageous now.

“There aren’t really billboards,” she relented, taking pity on me and my post-driving daze. “He wrote The First Dollar right there in the bookstore. He used to work there. He’s kind of a big deal.”

“So he’s an author?”

Rochelle’s eyes darted across my face, like she was now the one who couldn’t tell if I was joking. “Wait, you’ve actually never heard of him?”

I held back a laugh. “When would I have? When was the last time I picked up a book? Except for the books you’ve sent me, which I have totally read,” I said quickly, holding up a hand like it could ward off one of her impassioned speeches about how I would love reading if I only gave it a chance.

And Rochelle, whose mouth had already fallen open with a speech at the ready, clamped her lips shut—but her eyes twinkled in amusement. Rochelle was a firm believer that books were the answer to everything—a belief that has never rubbed off on me, no matter how many novels she’s gifted me over the years.

I’d always vaguely intended to read them, but I couldn’t help that there were a million more fun ways to spend my time than staring at a page. Rochelle had been trying to do just that on the day we met, burying her nose in a book after unpacking in our dorm room freshman year at UC Berkeley. I was the one who broke the silence and asked if she’d like to explore campus with me. She’d lifted her eyes from the page with reluctance, but after wandering around campus and splitting a vat of frozen yogurt topped with mochi and coconut, we were well on our way to becoming best friends. I’m sure reading has its charms, but you can’t befriend a book.

“So … this supposedly famous author wrote a book and no one’s gotten over it?” I asked.

“You may not be impressed, but it’s a big draw for tourists. We get a lot of booklovers who come here to see the bookstore, the Bell Museum, his grave site. There’s Edward Bell history all over town. It’s how a lot of people make a living.”

“Will I have to wear a Bell Society shirt?” I asked.

“You will.”

“Are matching tattoos involved?”

Her dimple started peeking through. “Yes, but they’re very tasteful.”

I opened my mouth, but Rochelle was quick to interrupt my thoughts, knowing I could run a bit into the ground just to get a laugh out of her.

“We’re done with questions,” she said. “Forget the bookstore. Come with me.” She linked her arm through mine and started down the street.

I didn’t bother to ask where we were going. It put a warm, glow-y feeling in my chest just to be here, joking with Rochelle, when last week I’d been sitting in my childhood bedroom reading a job rejection email to the soundtrack of my parents’ bickering. I wanted to soak this all in while I could. After nearly a year being unemployed, after three days driving on a highway and eating crappy road food that had made me greasy inside and out, I’d finally get to take a break.

As we strolled down the sidewalk, I abandoned the statue hunt and looked for the details I’d missed before. The tufts of grass peeking between the cobblestones on the road. The colorful storefronts of the brick buildings. We passed a clothing boutique where a stylish mannequin wore a cute collared dress, a café that smelled like coffee and bread, an ice cream shop with an easel boasting mulberry crumble as the flavor of the day.

Just as the next four months were an endless sprawl of time stretched before me, Bell River felt the same way, a world of possibilities waiting to be explored. This wasn’t my parents’ suburban neighborhood with manicured lawns and templated homes. It wasn’t the bustling electricity of downtown San Francisco where I used to work. Bell River felt unique. Captivating. And, for the next four months, mine.

The market came into view when we reached town square. I saw what Rochelle meant about the town being a tourist draw, noticing stalls that displayed tote bags, art prints, and more, all featuring Edward Bell’s books, silhouette, or quotes. It was easy to spot the tourists shopping for Bell paraphernalia, but my gaze flitted past them to the people who looked like locals. One vendor abandoned her produce stall to say something to the vendor next to her, who threw her head back with a laugh. A customer leaned against a tentpole, drinking something green and chatting to the person manning the juice dispensers. Something about this swarm of friendly faces made me want to know them, be part of their jokes, be part of something, period.

As if reading my mind, Rochelle led me to the first stall in the lineup, where tables were piled with crates of apples, bottles of cider, and pies. A woman in her fifties was putting apples into a customer’s tote bag, eyes animated behind her thick round glasses as she recounted her dog’s tense standoff with a bird that morning. When the customer walked off, the woman spotted us and broke into a grin.

“Rochelle!” she exclaimed. “Is this her?”

“It’s her!” Rochelle squeezed my arm. “Maggie, this is Ruth.”

“It’s great to meet you,” I said. I extended my hand and Ruth thrust a wet bottle of ice-cold cider into it. “Oh.”

“Consider it a welcome gift, honey,” she said. That last word sent an appreciative ripple through me. I wasn’t used to being called honey, but I was a fan now. “Rochelle’s told us all about you. I’m so glad you left San Francisco to join us out here.”

“Yes, it was very gracious of me,” I said with a laugh. She’d spoken as if coming to Bell River was one of many choices at my disposal and not the respite I’d clung to for dear life. I could have corrected her, just like I could have explained that Fremont is not San Francisco, but I preferred her version of events.

“We should make the rounds,” Rochelle told her, putting a hand on my shoulder. “Save me a pie?”

Ruth winked and set aside a foil tin. Then Rochelle pulled me to the next stall, where an older Black woman in burgundy overalls smiled at me.

“Rochelle! Is this who I think it is?”

“It must be,” I replied, starting to get the hang of things. “I’m Maggie.”

“Marcia.”

I noticed the handmade clocks behind her, telling time in all sorts of ways. A large circle of unfinished wood with dominoes instead of numbers. Another resembled a dinner plate, a fork and a spoon serving as the minute and hour hands. One clock had a fabric face surrounded by a circle of colorful buttons.

“I didn’t know people could make clocks,” I marveled. A stupid thing to say now that I thought about it, but I already said it, so.

Marcia laughed, something surprised and infectious. “I know what you mean,” she said, turning to look at her handiwork. “I impress myself.” Her eyes fell back to me. “If you ever want a custom clock, you just let me know, baby. Maybe something set to California time if you get homesick.”

Strange to remember I was in a different time zone now. But the thought didn’t make me homesick. It just brought me back to what I’d been thinking before, about all the possibilities this town held for me. New town, new time zone. And maybe, a few months from now: new me.

At the egg booth, a young woman sat on a stool, engrossed in a paperback that, shockingly, wasn’t written by Edward Bell. Everything from the concentration in her eyes to the braid she wore her long, dark hair in told me she must be the serious type. She smiled politely and introduced herself as Leena, then dropped her gaze to her book almost immediately. But when I noticed the pictures of chickens adorning her booth and asked their names, Leena set down her book and hopped off the stool.

“This is Sarah McClucklan,” she said, pointing at an image of a speckled brown chicken. “That’s Gloria Eggstefan. Pat Henatar. Stevie Chicks.”

Leena walked me through the punny names of each and every chicken, ending on Christina Egguilera. I could have stayed behind to squeal over them forever, but then Rochelle whisked me over to Toby, a blond man who sold cloth bags stamped with Edward Bell quotes. I bought one, figuring I may as well lean into the obsession. As he took my credit card, I spotted a clear box of colorful dice at the edge of the table.

“What’s with these?” I asked. I picked up a large purple one and turned it over, watching the glitter sparkle in the sun. The numbers, written in gold paint, went all the way up to twenty.

“I’ve started making my own dice,” Toby said with a proud smile. “They don’t sell like the Bell stuff, but my D&D group loves them.” He eyed me with renewed interest. “Hey, do you play? We’re always looking for new members.”

“I play a little,” I lied, ignoring the amused look Rochelle gave me. I listened while Toby enthused about the Dungeons & Dragons community he founded, now two hundred members strong.

“You play Dungeons & Dragons, do you?” Rochelle teased as we walked off.

I shrugged. “Maybe I’ll start.”

Today was about possibility, after all. Here, I wasn’t a failed experiment in adulthood. This was a place where Ruth gave me free cider and called me honey, where Marcia offered to make me a clock, where Leena gushed about her chickens, where Toby invited me to join his D&D group. This was a place where people were openhearted and fun. I’d embrace that fun wherever I could get it.

But not everyone was welcoming. After a whirlwind of new faces and welcome gifts, we circled back to Ruth to pick up Rochelle’s pie. While Rochelle paid, I watched an older man in a wrinkled orange button-down hunch over the apple crates. He inspected an apple, then put it back with a frown. The basket in his arm held a carefully chosen selection of groceries: one ear of corn, one head of romaine, one tomato, one pint of strawberries, one half-carton of eggs. He’d been at the egg stall at the same time as me, peering into cartons for cracks while I talked to Leena, but Rochelle had steered me around him without a word.

I watched him inspect and return another apple. On impulse, I selected one from a lower crate and handed it to him. He stared at me, his bushy gray eyebrows almost joining together. Then he cast a suspicious glance at the apple. He turned it half a rotation before he spotted an invisible imperfection and set it on a crate to join the other rejects.

Rochelle and Ruth were reaching the tail end of their conversation, but I couldn’t resist another try. I knelt beside a crate and selected an apple that was uniform in color, a pinkish red all over. I handed it to him just as Rochelle turned to me.

“Ready to—oh,” she said. “I didn’t realize you’d met.”

“We haven’t,” he said in a gruff voice. “She’s handing me fruit for some reason.” He turned the apple a full rotation.

“Oh,” Rochelle said again. “Well. Vernon, this is Maggie.” Her tone was strangely upbeat. “She’s covering for me at the bookstore for the next few months. Maggie, Vernon lives above the bookstore.”

“I guess that makes us neighbors,” I said. “If you ever need to borrow a cup of sugar, just say the word.”

Vernon grunted, then set the apple on the crate of disappointments. My jaw dropped at the betrayal.

“I should get back to the store.” Rochelle caught my eye and cocked her head. I followed her to the edge of the square, where she looked at me with a mixture of amusement and exhaustion. “Leave it to you to approach the grumpiest person in the world,” she murmured.

“I didn’t know! Everyone else was so friendly.” I looked back at the apple stall. Vernon had miraculously found the perfect apple and was handing it to Ruth. I squinted at the apple. It bore an uncanny resemblance to the last one I’d given him.

“Oh my god, don’t stare!” Rochelle hissed.

I turned around with a laugh. “What are you afraid of?”

“He’s mean!”

“How mean?”

“Once, when I was eight, I was rollerblading down the street, and he yelled at me for going too fast. He said I could have knocked him over. I barely brushed past him.” She gave me the serious look of a long-held grudge.

I nodded solemnly. “Do you want me to give him a talking-to?”

“Don’t you dare.”

“Let’s go settle this right now,” I joked. “Hey, Vernon!”

Rochelle burst into a horrified laugh, even though I’d barely spoken above a whisper. “I can’t with you. I’m going back to the store. You go home. You’re too dangerous to have around. You know the way back?”

I didn’t, fully, but I told her I did. I wouldn’t have minded getting lost. There was so much still to explore. More people to meet, more quirks to discover, more reasons to feel like I might be doing something right by coming here.

I retraced my steps in a roundabout way, detouring through side streets when I felt like it. When I reached Rochelle’s at last, her husband, Luke, helped me unload my car.

Then we stood in my new room, where my two suitcases sat clumped uncomfortably in the corner. The room bore the markings of a child’s playroom—the shelf stacked with board games, the waist-high crayon scribbles on the walls, the rug freckled with polka dots and marker stains. Opposite the game shelf sat a short table and a yellow chair so small it felt like a challenge, daring me to test whether I could fit my hips in it. On the daybed in the corner, I spotted a blanket Rochelle had in college, a soft, purple thing I always gravitated to when I needed comfort. Just seeing it made my heart swell.

“Sorry we’ve got Dylan’s old things in here,” Luke said. “We moved some of it to his room, but we didn’t have a place for the rest.”

“You don’t have to apologize for giving me a place to stay,” I insisted. “This is only temporary.” The word soured on my tongue like a threat, reminding me I couldn’t hide in this town’s charms forever. By the time I left, I’d need to know what to do next. Suddenly the sprawl of time I’d imagined didn’t feel so endless.

I spent the rest of the day in a haze, acclimating to standing still instead of drifting down the highway, the novelty of seeing faces rather than exit signs. I met Dylan, their five-year-old son, who gave a tentative wave before darting back upstairs. He was half-Black like me, hair in springy curls like mine, and I wouldn’t read too much into the fact that I compared myself to a child.

In the shower that night, I debated whether I should have come here at all, whether I wasn’t just living in denial and postponing the inevitable. I needed to figure out that elusive next step, make a concrete plan, find a job without an end date—whatever that was, wherever it took me. Yet it sounded absurd, the idea that four months from now I’d magically know what to do. I have never been good at knowing what to do.

As I crawled under the fuzzy purple blanket, trying to ignore the steady tick of the owl-shaped clock on the wall, I told myself that come December I would have my life figured out.

The ticking sound rang in my mind even as I drifted to sleep.

   


CHAPTER TWO

I’d had a lot of jobs over the years. Barista. Dog walker. Cashier at Chuck E. Cheese. Office coordinator. It’s a zigzag medley that tends to give employers pause. In a job interview last month, the hiring manager took off his glasses in a let’s be frank sort of way and told me my resume didn’t tell a story about my interests, an expectation that felt unfairly impossible. I didn’t see why my interests had to involve my job at all.

I thought of that hiring manager now as Rochelle and I stepped inside Cobblestone Books the next morning. He’d definitely approve of Rochelle. He’d see her English degree, her librarian past, her store full of bookshelves, and give her a gold star on the spot, because I guess I’d decided that’s a thing hiring managers do.

I shook him out of my head. This bookstore may represent Rochelle’s life, her interests, her story, but I worked here too now. For the next few months, this was my story, too.

I glanced around the shop, taking in my new workplace. Shelves crammed with books formed narrow aisles. A brown leather armchair sat in the corner near the window. With its cushion cracks and patchy coloring, it looked worn but loved. The haphazard stack of books on a small end table and the plants lining the windowsill made this corner feel intensely cozy.

Beyond the shelves, there was an open space in the back where Edward Bell leered at me from a portrait on the wall. I narrowed my eyes at him.

I ventured into an aisle to get the lay of the land. Something was off about the books here—lots of muted colors and identical spines, many of them black with a stripe in the middle like the books I’d read in English class. Even in the children’s section, where I expected splashes of color, the books were oddly dull.

Rochelle found me squinting at a shelf. “What is it?” she asked.

I looked past more muted covers as I tried to pinpoint the issue. “Why is everything old?” I pulled two books from a shelf and held them up: one Shakespeare, one Shaw, neither remotely tempting. The Shaw featured a black-and-white portrait of a lady in a Victorian dress, complete with gloves, ruffles, and a feathered hat.

“We don’t sell used books,” she said. “Everything’s new.” I glanced at feathery hat lady with enough side-eye to draw a laugh out of Rochelle. “Okay, okay. We only sell literary classics that were around during Edward Bell’s lifetime. He died in 1968, so nothing after that.”

I frowned at the cover in my hands. A store that specialized in assigned reading from English classes past didn’t seem very appealing. Or profitable. “Why?”

“It was Ralph Bell’s idea—Edward Bell’s grandson,” she said. “He’s majority owner of the store.”

That explained the portrait. “He’s that obsessed with his grandfather?”

“Well.” Rochelle tilted her head. “It’s more than that. Before Ralph got involved, my dad was struggling to stay in business. This was like … twenty years ago. Then Ralph offered to invest in the bookstore. He runs the Bell Museum, and he had the idea to do something similar here. He brought in the table over there, where Edward Bell wrote his first novel, and made the bookstore more of a tourist attraction. It really turned things around. Ralph decided the store should stick to classics because that’s all Edward Bell ever read.” She pointed to the portrait, and I noticed the quote written in large script above it.

“‘The only books worth reading were written long ago,’” I read. “Ah. We’re pro-gatekeeping, got it.” I put the books back on the shelves, then looked down at our black Bell Society shirts. “Is there also a snappy Edward Bell quote about conformity?”

“The uniform was Ralph’s idea,” she grumbled. “Ralph owns the Bell Society, which owns the museum, the bookstore, and … a few other places. I’m losing count.”

I gave a hum of acknowledgment. “Are we sure this isn’t a cult?”

She laughed. “It’s not a cult, but it is time for your initiation.”

“Matching tattoo time?” I asked.

Disappointingly, there was no initiation tattoo. Rochelle just launched into an overview of the job. She ran me through the store’s hours: closed Mondays, open from ten to six the rest of the week, slightly longer on Saturdays. Having no other hired help made for long hours, she said, but I could always close the store if I needed to run errands, and Luke sometimes helped out on weekends. Then she walked me through the payment process and had me run her card through the payment terminal and print out the tiny receipt strip for her to sign.

“Great job!” She unclicked her pen with a flourish and beamed at me with pride for my ability to pass the easiest exam I’d ever been given. “That’s about it for the books side,” she said. “Now there’s … the other side.”

I followed her gaze to the Edward Bell portrait in the alcove at the back. “I don’t have to drop to my knees and say a prayer, do I?”

“Not exactly,” she said as we approached the Edward Bell portrait. “Just be prepared to talk to tourists who come in asking about Edward Bell. They’ll want to hear about his time working at the bookstore, see his books, see where he wrote his famous novel.” She gestured to a wooden chair behind a small round table with spindly legs.

“Is it famous?”

“It’s famous!” she insisted. “It’s on Time’s list of 100 greatest novels of all time.”

I nodded patiently. “Is it number 100?”

“Shut up and let me give the spiel.” I shut my mouth and Rochelle cleared her throat with exaggerated pomp.

“Edward Bell is an exciting part of Cobblestone Books’s history. From ages twenty-two to thirty-one, he worked as a bookseller here, dreaming that one day his books would sit on these shelves alongside his favorite novels. He got hardly any writing done until he set up this table. He told his boss it was a place for customers to sit and read, but really Edward used it to write his first novel. He’d come to the bookshop an hour before the store opened, and he’d sit here and write. And after he locked up the store for the day, he’d come back to this table and write for another hour. That’s how The First Dollar came into existence: a man, a dream, and a table.”

I golf-clapped while Rochelle took a bow. “Why didn’t he write at home?” I asked.

“He found it too distracting. He and his wife had two young kids.”

“I bet his wife loved him being gone all the time,” I commented.

“It sounds like you’re interested in Edward Bell’s home life. May I recommend Edward Bell: A Biography?” She pulled it off the shelf and held it up.

“You may not.”

Rochelle cracked a smile, breaking the customer service facade. “But you get the idea, right? I wrote out a script for you and some FAQs you can go over.”

“Got it, got it. So I should say something like …” I gestured grandly to the table. “Instead of going home and helping his wife, Edward Bell sat here and scribbled all night.” I turned to Rochelle. “Like that?”

She gave me a playful shove. “Joke all you want, but tourists coming to nerd out about Edward Bell is the only thing saving me from bankruptcy, so I for one am grateful for Edward and his scribbling.” Her tone was light, but I felt the weight of her words. She was looking down now, picking at her nails.

“Is everything okay?” I asked.

“Yeah. Mostly.” She rested her hands on the back of the chair, tapping her fingers idly. “Luke’s on track to graduate in December and get a job in January, but it’s already hard getting by on just my salary. I’ve been freaking out a little about how we’ll make it stretch once the baby comes. But I’m sure it’ll be fine?”

“Of course,” I said, rushing to her side. I knew things had been tight with Luke leaving his job as a medical technician to enroll in an accelerated nursing program last year, but Rochelle hadn’t alluded to any financial troubles. Although, combing through my memory, she had made a few jokes about clipping coupons. “You don’t need to worry. I bet the bookstore’s going to be busier than ever. You know,” I said, snapping my fingers, “I did see that list of 100 greatest novels, and you know what? They just reordered it, and The Finest Dollar—”

“The First Dollar.”

“The First Dollar, thank you, was number one on the list. Right this second, people are flocking to Bell River to see the table and buy out your entire inventory. I will be here to recite that script and make those sales and sing Edward Bell’s praises all day long. And in a few months, Luke will graduate and get a nursing job, and everything will be fine. Okay?”

Rochelle smiled shakily. “Okay.”

I let out a sigh of relief. “Good. Should I start memorizing that script?”

“Um. There’s one more thing.”

“Hmm?” I was so deep in reassurance mode that I’d be willing to agree to whatever she said next. If she needed me to grow a mustache, I’d find a way.

“Ralph Bell wants to meet you. In twenty minutes.”

“Oh.” I waved it away. “I wanted to meet him anyway. I have so many questions.”

“Don’t ask him anything weird,” she pleaded.

“Only weird questions, got it.”

She gave a distracted laugh. “He didn’t love that I wanted you to run the store instead of someone from the museum. He’ll probably try to feel you out to make sure the store’s in good hands.”

My stomach flip-flopped the way it does before job interviews. “Right.”

In the few minutes we had before we left, I did what little cramming I could. I read through Rochelle’s script, read the back of The First Dollar, skimmed the titles of the other Edward Bell books on the shelf. When Rochelle slung her purse over her shoulder, I looked up from flipping through a book whose title I’d already forgotten.

“Ready?” she asked.

I put on a bright grin and gave her a thumbs-up for some reason. “Definitely.”

Cute, vibrant storefronts lined the streets as we walked, but after a few blocks and a couple of turns, the buildings became more lackluster: a bank, a law office, an interior design firm. We stopped outside another unassuming brick building, where a small sign told us the illustrious Bell Society awaited us on the second floor.

I followed Rochelle inside and up the stairs to a small office space. While Rochelle asked the man behind the front desk for Ralph, I twirled a carousel of pamphlets, taking in spinning glimpses of Edward Bell, the museum, the walking tour of literary attractions.

I plucked out a pamphlet and read through it, learning how the town’s name had transformed over the years. In an effort to honor Edward Bell, they had changed the name from Eldham to Bell, then feared that would cause confusion with the neighboring Bell County, then rebranded to Bellville, then worried that sounded too much like Melville, then settled on Bell River despite the fact that there wasn’t a river around for miles. The pamphlet glossed over all of this like it was perfectly normal. For the citizens of Bell River, I guessed it was.

I closed the pamphlet when I heard footsteps. A man with gray hair, glasses, and a neatly trimmed mustache that wasn’t nearly as colossal as Edward Bell’s beamed at Rochelle.

“Rochelle! You’re positively glowing!”

“Thank you,” Rochelle said evenly. She’d ranted to me a few months ago about how she hated when people said she was glowing. What am I, ET? she’d texted. “I know you wanted to meet Maggie, so here she is.”

“Of course!” He extended a hand. “Nice and firm,” he said. “‘A man’s character can be judged solely by his handshake.’ Do you know who said that?”

I was tempted to play dumb just to see how he’d react, but with Rochelle’s worries fresh in my mind, I voiced the only reasonable guess. “Edward Bell?”

“That’s right!” He grinned like I’d done something truly remarkable. I love a low bar.

But once he led us to his office in the back room, I started to feel his scrutiny. He sat behind his desk and regarded me thoughtfully, and I tried not to squirm in my stiff wooden chair. I looked around the small room: the window behind him, the bookshelf against one wall, a tall metal cabinet against the other. A familiar portrait of Edward Bell hung behind him.

“What a coincidence; we’ve got that same portrait at the bookstore,” I said. “Really ties a room together, doesn’t it?”

Ralph glanced behind him, then slowly turned to face me, his expression pinched. “I wouldn’t call it a coincidence. That portrait hangs in all Bell Society businesses.”

“Oh, I know, I was just—” I cut myself off when I realized it would be no use uttering making a joke under his impenetrable stare. Next to me, Rochelle shifted in her seat. “Nothing,” I said. “I like it. I appreciate a mustache.” Ralph’s eyebrows shot up and my brain short-circuited because Ralph had a mustache too and I couldn’t be hitting on my new boss on day one. “On him,” I corrected myself, feeling my face grow warm. “I meant I appreciate his mustache. It’s very …”—I gestured to the portrait, racking my brain for a word, any word—“thick.”

Ralph made a face. So did I.

“So you wanted to meet Maggie,” Rochelle said brightly. “What did you want to talk about?”

“Yes.” Ralph blinked out of his stupor. “I want to make sure you’re all set for the transition.” His piercing gaze settled on me. “Has Rochelle told you about the tourists? They’ll have questions about Edward Bell and it will be your job to answer them. Are you prepared for that?”

“Yes,” I said. It was only slightly a lie. I would be prepared with a little more practice.

“How well do you know Edward Bell?” he asked.

I tossed an uneasy glance at Rochelle, then crossed one leg over the other and turned back to Ralph. “Not as well as you, but Rochelle’s been filling in the gaps. She told me about the table today.”

“Good, good. And how many of his books have you read?”

I could feel Rochelle’s eyes on me, but I didn’t break my gaze from Ralph. “None yet, but I’m planning to change that today, starting with The Finest Dollar.” Rochelle nudged me with her knee. “The First Dollar,” I blurted out.

Ralph was quiet for a moment, studying me. “You know, we can always move Edward Bell’s books and writing table to the museum until you’ve got a better handle on him. You may not be ready just yet.”

“That’s not necessary,” Rochelle said. “She’ll be ready. I’ve been training her. I’ll be working alongside her for the next two weeks before my leave.”

“I’ve got it!” Ralph held up a finger like he’d just had an epiphany that would solve all our problems. “Why don’t we have someone from the museum help Maggie out until she’s more comfortable? Cynthia’s been eager to have a hand at the bookstore for a while now.”

“I know,” Rochelle said, speaking at a very measured pace. “As I’ve said before, I don’t need Cynthia or anyone else. You said I could choose my replacement, and Maggie is the best person for the job. I know she’ll do great.”

A beat of silence followed as Ralph and Rochelle stared each other down. My skin prickled with the uncomfortable feeling that this was about more than just me. But a lifetime with arguing parents had taught me how to navigate conflict well. I glanced around the walls for a distraction, then noticed a framed article with Ralph’s smiling face in the top right corner. I skimmed the text, which portrayed him as some sort of business genius for his ability to turn around failed Bell River businesses by slapping the Edward Bell name on them. But one line caught my attention: With a rumored film adaptation of The First Dollar in the works, Ralph predicts big things are on the horizon for the Bell Society’s future.

“That’s cool,” I piped up, pointing at the article. “Is the movie out yet?” Maybe I wouldn’t have to read the book after all.

“Hm?” Ralph took a moment to catch on. “Oh, uh.” He lifted the frame off the wall and studied the article with an expression I couldn’t read, then set it down out of sight. “No. That fell through.”

“Oh.” I scrunched my lips to the side of my mouth. “Sorry.”

Ralph put on a quick smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “None of your concern. But it’s time to get moving. And if you have any questions,” he said, coming around the desk and opening the door, “don’t hesitate to ask me or our museum staff. They’re all very knowledgeable about Edward Bell.” His gaze lingered on me, a pointed message in his eyes.

As soon as we were out on the sidewalk, I let out a long exhale. “I feel so welcome.”

“I know, I’m sorry.” Rochelle cast an annoyed glance at the Bell Society building. “He’s on a power trip lately. He’s been dictating the displays we can put in the store. He made us start wearing uniforms. I just had a feeling that if I let him have any more control over the bookstore, he’d find a way to dig his claws in deeper. As if I’m not a part-owner, too. I just hope he doesn’t try to take anything out on you.”

My throat tightened. An hour ago, I’d been so ready to shower her with reassurances. But now, doubts of my own were creeping through. The bookstore needed to make enough money to cover expenses for Rochelle’s growing family. And I needed to become an overnight expert on Edward Bell to keep Ralph from exerting more control over the store.

I tugged down my Bell Society shirt and tucked a curl behind my ear. “I’m sure it’ll be fine,” I said. But I didn’t quite believe myself.

   


CHAPTER THREE

All morning, Ralph’s doubts clung to me like an oily film I couldn’t wash off. I did my best to play the part of knowledgeable bookseller—I greeted tourists, showed them the writing table, recited some easy answers from the FAQs. But any time tourists went off-script, I’d turn helplessly to Rochelle. She’d throw on a sunny smile and answer their question in full. And I’d lower my head to read through the FAQs again, hating that I was proving Ralph right.

“Hey,” Rochelle said as a customer walked off with an armful of Edward Bell books. “You’re doing great.”

I looked up from trying to memorize the names of Edward Bell’s family members. “I couldn’t answer her question about his second book. Or the one about feminist themes in The First Dollar.”

She waved it off. “It’s your first day. You’re getting there. Look at that, you even got the title of the book right.”

I laughed. “I’m basically an expert.”

“Basically,” she agreed. “You know what? I have an ob-gyn appointment in a couple hours. Would you feel up to watching the store so Luke can come with me?”

I hesitated. Ralph would probably have a conniption at the idea of me running the bookstore alone on my first day.

“If you don’t feel ready, that’s fine,” Rochelle said quickly. “Luke can watch the store; he’d just have to bring Dylan.”

I gave her a grateful smile. It was an easy out, but taking it didn’t feel right. I’d come here to help Rochelle. Why did I care what Ralph thought?

“I can watch the store,” I said. “I could even watch Dylan too, if he’d rather hang out here than go to the doctor.”

My last lingering reservations about managing the store on my own disappeared when Rochelle’s whole face brightened. “That would be amazing. Thank you.”

For the first time that day, I actually felt helpful. I’d almost forgotten the feeling.

As the afternoon passed, Rochelle took a back seat while I tended to customers, answered questions, and gave the spiel about the writing table. I was getting better at memorizing answers from the FAQs, too. When a man asked where he could find contemporary novels, I told him without a moment’s hesitation that there was a Barnes and Noble in Franklin. Someone asked about the history of the building and I showed them a pamphlet, rattling off that Edward Bell eventually bought the building in 1942. By the time Luke and Dylan showed up, I was starting to feel like I really could handle the store on my own, Ralph and his doubts be damned.

“Thanks for doing this, Maggie,” Luke said as Rochelle gathered her things. “Dylan hates going to appointments.”

“That place smells weird,” Dylan said.

“Oh, I bet it does,” I agreed. “Doctors’ offices always smell like hand sanitizer and … rotten Jell-O.” Dylan wrinkled his nose and laughed, sending a rush of joy through me. Ralph may not have appreciated my jokes, but at least Dylan did.

“We’ll be back in a couple hours,” Rochelle said, ruffling Dylan’s curly hair. “Call if anything comes up.”

“It’ll be fine,” I assured her.

It was, briefly. But then I noticed Dylan sprawled in the leather chair, sighing in boredom while I spoke with a tourist, and I couldn’t not do something. So I asked Dylan to draw me a picture of Edward Bell, and then we got to joking about mustaches, and soon enough we both had paper mustaches taped under our noses as we giggled our way through my dramatic reading of The First Dollar.

We were so invested in my reading that the sound of the bell above the door startled us both. I looked up, freezing in place when I saw the startled faces of the group in the entryway, an older couple and, just behind them, a Black man about my age.

I raised a hand to my face, ready to tear my mustache off—but then Dylan exclaimed, “We’re Edward Bell!” I knew right then that removing the mustache would have been a grave betrayal.

I eyed the group in the entryway. Then I grinned and put on my deepest voice. “Welcome to Cobblestone Books,” I said. “I’m Edward Bell. Have a look around and let me know if you have any questions.”

The older couple relaxed into smiles, but the man behind them just furrowed his brow. I ignored him and turned my attention to the couple, now reading the placard by the table.

“Is this where you wrote your book, Edward?” the woman asked.

“Yes,” I said. I joined them and launched into the script, albeit from a different perspective. “When I worked here in the early 1930s, I spent two hours a day at this table, writing The First Dollar. My wife, who was home with two kids under four, did not appreciate my long hours.” This wasn’t in the script, but it did make them chuckle. I glanced toward the guy who had come in with them, wondering if I’d won him over. But he jerked his head back, as if my words were a personal affront.

“Did you have any questions for me?” I asked him.

He cleared his throat. “It’s speculation to say his wife had a problem with his hours. There’s no evidence of that.”

I tossed a glance toward the older couple. “The evidence was written all over my wife’s face when I got home from work two hours too late.”

The couple laughed. The guy in the back frowned, but then the woman made a joke about the long hours her husband spent in his art studio, and I stopped paying that frown any attention.

The couple bought a stack of Edward Bell books, which Dylan helped me ring up. They fawned over Dylan when he handed them their receipt.

“Nice meeting you, Mr. Bell and Mr. Bell,” the old man said on their way out. Dylan and I shared a grin, like we’d gotten away with a crime.

Meanwhile, our remaining humorless customer had spent this time strolling the shelves with his hands in his pockets, though his shoulders were too high up and tense for the position to be remotely comfortable. His shirt was buttoned all the way to his throat and his locs were tied in a neat ponytail behind him, ever the picture of order. When the couple left the store, he approached the counter, his watchful brown eyes laser-focused on me.

“Can I help you find one of my books?” I asked in my Edward Bell voice. Dylan giggled next to me.

His expression grew pained. “Uh …” He pulled his hands from his pockets and rested them on the counter. “I’m Malcolm.”

“Nice to meet you, Malcolm. I’m Edward Bell.”

“So am I,” Dylan chimed in.

Malcolm gave an uncomfortable laugh. “Nice to meet you, too. I’m, uh, here on Ralph’s behalf. He wanted me to check in and see how onboarding is going.”

“Oh,” I said, dropping the Edward Bell voice. Just like that, I felt like I was back in Ralph’s office being scrutinized. I sat up and squared my shoulders, trying to look as presentable as one can look with a paper mustache taped under their nose. “It’s going great. We were just … getting into character.”

“Right,” Malcolm said, drawing out the word as his eyes fell over me and my newfound facial hair. “This”—he swirled a finger in my general direction—“really isn’t what we do at the Bell Society. Ralph takes this kind of stuff very seriously.”

“So do I,” I insisted. “I was just entertaining him while Rochelle went to a doctor appointment.”

The bell above the door rang. I breathed a sigh when I saw Rochelle and Luke. Dylan got up to greet them while Rochelle approached us cautiously.

“What’s going on?” she asked. Her eyes traveled down to my mustache. A corner of her mouth perked up, but it drooped just as quickly when she turned to Malcolm.

“Ralph wanted me to stop by and check in on how things were going,” he said.

“I’m sure he did,” she said, her mouth in a thin line. “And?”

“It’s not looking great.”

She frowned. “Why?”

“I—” He rubbed his neck. “I don’t want to tell people how to do their jobs, but pretending to be Edward Bell and speculating about his marriage isn’t how we run things. Ralph’s going to want to hear about this.”

“This was an unusual situation,” Rochelle said. “She was watching my kid. This won’t happen again.”

“It won’t,” I agreed, peeling the paper mustache off my face.

She fixed her imploring eyes on Malcolm. “Ralph doesn





















   
OPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Copyright


		Praise for Shauna Robinson


		Dedication


		Contents


		Chapter One


		Chapter Two


		Chapter Three


		Chapter Four


		Chapter Five


		Chapter Six


		Chapter Seven


		Chapter Eight


		Chapter Nine


		Chapter Ten


		Chapter Eleven


		Chapter Twelve


		Chapter Thirteen


		Chapter Fourteen


		Chapter Fifteen


		Chapter Sixteen


		Chapter Seventeen


		Chapter Eighteen


		Chapter Nineteen


		Chapter Twenty


		Chapter Twenty-One


		Chapter Twenty-Two


		Chapter Twenty-Three


		Chapter Twenty-Four


		Chapter Twenty-Five


		Chapter Twenty-Six


		Chapter Twenty-Seven


		Chapter Twenty-Eight


		Chapter Twenty-Nine


		Chapter Thirty


		Chapter Thirty-One


		Chapter Thirty-Two


		Chapter Thirty-Three


		Chapter Thirty-Four


		Reading Group Guide


		A Conversation with the Author


		Keep Reading …


		Acknowledgements



		About the Author


		Also by Shauna Robinson


		About the Publisher







Guide



    		Cover


    		Contents

    
    		Title page








		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317








OPS/images/cover.png
SHAUNA ROBINSON

A sparkling bookish story about rules just
begging to be broken’ /0 NS





OPS/images/logo.jpg





