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Dedication

DEDICATED TO THE FOOL & THE MAGICIAN






Epigraph

When I found I had crossed that line, I looked at my hands to see if I was the same person. There was such a glory over everything; the sun came like gold through the trees, and over the fields, and I felt like I was in Heaven. 

—TUBMAN
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Chapter 1

DECEMBER 31, 2019

11:50 P.M.

Once upon a time but not long ago, there was a shopkeeper in Philadelphia who did not like to be touched.

Ever since she’d been a little girl, the wrong tap, nudge, jab, or pinch shocked her and put her straight to sleep.

Which is why, while everyone else in Philadelphia (aka The City of Brotherly Love) celebrated this New Year’s Eve with hugs and high fives, she sat alone in a window of her almost-but-not-quite-open bookshop and declared this her year to conquer fear. She would finally open her doors.

She realized it would be impossible to open a bookshop—and become a real shopkeeper—without being touched. Yet the thought of that someone’s touch made her toes curl. Just the thought made her want to run back Down South to play small in the town where she had grown up.

As the clock ticked closer to midnight, The Shopkeeper rushed to the bookshop’s newly painted crisp white bathroom, to begin her New Year’s Eve ritual. Usually, she did this alone at home, but this year she had a shop to keep.

Just as she had seen her grandmother do, she washed her face with marigolds and Florida Water, then jotted down a wish on torn paper that she set on fire using a small metal lighter.

As she ran to the front door to blow her ashes into the street, the clock struck midnight and fireworks burst in the sky. She declared out the door, “Now I am a bookshop keeper.” With each shout, louder than the blasts, she declared again, “Now I am a bookshop keeper!” Her grandmother used to say, You have to speak things that aren’t as though they were, yes, but the magic was in yelling it very loud. So, she shouted once more, with all the strength possible, “NOW I AM A BOOKSHOP KEEPER!”

“Oh, shut up!” her neighbor across the street yelled back. “We heard you the first time.”

The Shopkeeper rolled her big, nearsighted eyes and thought no one was going to tell her what to do, but anyway, she was finished. She couldn’t see far without her glasses, so it was as though her neighbor wasn’t there—just a disembodied voice that she could close her door on. Back inside, she did just that. Maneuvering around the shop’s messy piles of brown packing paper, she ignored thoughts about her neighbor and continued her conversation with herself. “Today, I banish this forty-year fear of being touched. Today, I answer the call.”

For years she’d felt “called” to OPEN a bookshop—apparently a select few hear this call at some point in their lives, and even fewer answer it. Up until this New Year’s Eve, her call had only been an occasional whisper, like an ancient drumbeat over a distant dream. Yes, the call had been there, but it had been so faint that she could barely hear it, and that’s how she’d liked it—soft, quiet, and demure. She’d never opened anything before. She was an interior designer who collected books, not a shopkeeper who sold them.

But just then, as she continued to make excuses, she thought she saw a woman fly past the window like a phantom, or a sign, or a haint. She couldn’t believe it. The Shopkeeper searched around for her thick-rimmed, thick-lensed glasses and put them on. As she put them on, she peeked outside, not knowing what to expect. As she held her breath and looked both ways, she giggled to herself because, yet again, she had been fooled by her own overly writerly imagination. It wasn’t a haint, she realized. “The sign” was the very real and vivacious urban cowgirl who taught almost everyone in Philadelphia horseback riding.

“This is a tradition passed down from Ms. Harriett Tubman,” the urban cowgirl had explained to The Shopkeeper about her night rides through the city. “Ms. Harriett summoned a horse to escape enslavement. She didn’t walk, she didn’t run—she flew to freedom. She found that freedom in Philadelphia. Right there where you’re standing.”

As the urban cowgirl disappeared into the night, The Shopkeeper believed she was in fact being given a message from her guide, Ms. Harriett. They were both a touch touched, she remembered thinking as a little girl when she had read about Ms. Harriett. If Ms. Harriett could free herself, anyone could. All we had to do was follow her instructions.

“‘I had reasoned this out in my mind; there was one of two things I had the right to, liberty or death; if I could not have one, I would have the other,’” The Shopkeeper quoted Ms. Harriett aloud. “‘Liberty or death!’”

“Oh, would you stop it?” her neighbor screamed out again.

“No, you stop it!” The Shopkeeper shouted back and shut her door. She loved Philly even when it didn’t love her back. Invigorated, she stepped inside her not-quite-open bookshop so she could love on her books some more.

When The Shopkeeper really loved a book, she would:


	Turn on Jill Scott—the first album. Let’s take a long walk around the park after dark. . . .

	Take off her shoes.

	Remove the protective jacket from the hardcover.

	Massage its inner spine with her thumbs.

	Smooth its outer spine with her fingernails.

	Open it.

	Nestle her nose into the crack of its pages.

	Take a deep breath in.

	And let that breath out with an “ahhhhh.”



This was what she was doing at a little after midnight—face deep in Like the Singing Coming off the Drums, a 1998 first edition, first printing, Sonia Sanchez–autographed copy, i wake up in the nite / tasting you on my breath—when a tallish, bearded man with a subtle yet contagious smile bopped into her dimly lit shop. She thought about running behind her desk for her machete when she noticed he was carrying only a leather-bound notebook and a blue fountain pen. No need to pull a machete out on a man with a fountain pen. She couldn’t tell if he was ancient or thirtyish until he respectfully took off his scully to reveal a shiny bald head and a lineless baby face. Definitely thirtyish, maybe even twentyish, she thought, shaking her head at his being half her age while looking twice as wise. And then, without lingering too much on “hello,” he proceeded to browse as if he didn’t notice it was after midnight. The bookshop was in complete disarray, with cardboard boxes piled up everywhere, but he didn’t seem to mind; it was almost as if he preferred it that way.

He, his bald head, his slight grin, and his high cheekbones whiffed past The Shopkeeper, smelling of sweet nothings—like herbs and spices, dessert and cologne, incense and deer hide, wet soil and Egyptian musk. He must be a writer, she thought. What type, she couldn’t decide. But only a writer would smell that sweet after working all day, she concluded.

“I deserve sweetness,” she reminded herself out loud. An affirmation her grandmother used to recite every time she’d encountered something sweet. “I deserve sweetness,” she said a second time, not realizing the words had squeaked out of her in a high pitch.

“What was that?” he asked as he plopped himself down on top of a cardboard box right beside her. He pulled his pen out from behind his ear, as though he were going to begin writing.

“We are not quite open yet,” she responded to him, cutting a box open loudly just so he would know she had a razor blade. She flashed him a kind-but-not-too-kind customer-service smile and shifted away. It was still after midnight in The Land of Fishtown—even though people just called it Fishtown nowadays. “You should come back in . . . about a month. February first will be the grand opening of Harriett’s Bookshop.” It was her first time declaring this aloud. Speaking it made it feel real and easy. Until she realized that, for no reason at all, she’d only given herself one month until her opening day.

“I’ll definitely be back,” he said as he got up, smiling. She backed away, thinking he might try to congratulate her with a pat on the shoulder or even a warm hug. Her bangled arms jutted out from beneath her denim duster, the one she always wore atop her oversized denim overalls to hide the giant hole in the seat of her pants. She tightened her grip around the blade, as the bearded man beelined past her, heading toward her desk, where he began sorting through the books in her to-be-read pile.

“What do you think you’re doing?” she asked. There, mixed in the huge pile, he found the one book in the whole soon-to-be-bookshop with The Shopkeeper’s face on the cover—Conversations with Harriett.

“What is this about?” he questioned as he pointed to a three-foot-tall painting of Ms. Harriett tilted against the wall and a shelf of books about her. The Shopkeeper was moved by his inquisitiveness—she loved someone who simply wanted to know things. He was odd but harmless, she decided. Letting her shoulders drop, The Shopkeeper softened.

“Ms. Harriett is my . . .” She paused as she searched for the right word—not “mother,” not “idol,” not “auntie,” not “friend.” “She’s my guide.”

“That’s funny. Mine too,” he said nonchalantly as he settled into the armchair behind her desk, flipping through her book.

“But, my friend,” she interrupted, “we are not quite . . .” She started confident, then trailed off, hesitated, and wondered how much of her book loving he’d caught earlier and if maybe he was a reporter-type writer working on a salacious story for the local newspaper. “Quirky, blade-yielding middle-ager with wild hair and oversized overalls caught sniffing . . . books in Fishtown.” She could see the headline going viral, and it frightened her. But she quickly reminded herself that this was her bookshop, these were her books, loving books was not a crime, he could write whatever sensationalism he wanted.

“Can I have you?” the bearded man asked with a hard stare. She didn’t know how to answer that, so she just stared back, trying to look unphased. Then he caught his mistake. “I mean, it. The book, I mean.”

“Naaah naaah nah naaah,” she sang to lighten the blow of “no” and the breaking of the long stare.

“Your gap is spellbinding,” he said, cutting her off. He stared at her mouth, then his eyes began to dance with hers. “I know who you are.” He’d changed the subject again, and then grinned an August Wilson–like grin, getting closer and closer to her. Though The Shopkeeper loved August Wilson’s grin, more eyes than teeth, she didn’t like people moving close to her.

“Me?” she asked, backing up. “You think you know who I am?” She hoped he wasn’t in her writers’ group. She forgot about people in the group whenever she didn’t like their writing.

“Yes, you. I know exactly who you are. I never thought I’d meet you in person, of course. I thought you weren’t a real person at all,” he mumbled to himself. “I could only find bits and pieces of your work online, screenshots and carbon copies, but to find an actual physical book to have and to hold . . . and now to meet you in person . . . Mannnnnn I am gonna have a field day with this.” He hugged her book to himself. “It’s . . . May I?”

She wondered what part of the city he was from. He looked very North Philly with his bald head and full beard, but he smelled like West or Uptown. She hoped he wasn’t from Bucks County, claiming Philadelphia when it was convenient, or Pittsburgh, August Wilson’s home, which was a whole other world completely. She wondered what kind of field day he would have with her book. “Who still makes carbon copies?” she replied to him with a giggle.

Regardless, The Shopkeeper was pleasantly surprised by the news of a stranger reading her work. She used to wonder if she was the only person on the planet who read it, and if so, then what would be the point? It was sad to imagine. That’s why she joined a writers’ group. At least there she knew she would always have an audience.

She certainly had no idea her pieces were circulating on the internet or that she had any sort of following. Sharing other people’s work was strictly prohibited in her group. She still didn’t believe the bearded man, but it was fun to play make pretend with a sweet-smelling, sweet-smiling young writer in the middle of the night on New Year’s.

“Well, the bookshop is not quite open yet. I don’t even have a register . . .”

“So books are free here?” He picked up a copy of homegirls & handgrenades from her desk, checked out the back. “How do you think of these . . . ideas? You’re so . . .” He searched for the right word—not “cute,” not “creative,” not “smart.” “Unusual.” He put the book back down.

But The Shopkeeper didn’t think her plan was unusual at all; it was simple. She was going to sell the books she’d collected over the years as an interior designer, collect more, and continue like that for the rest of her life. She’d sell anything, except her Sonia Sanchezes, until she finally worked up the courage to go back home Down South to Hampton, Virginia. Down South was where she’d find the ending of an old chapter.

She was a big-picture thinker, not great with details; she honestly hadn’t thought about what to do if people wanted to buy her books, especially her self-published one. She only had a few copies.

She had a month to figure things out. Or so she thought.

She added to her mental checklist: Get a cash register.

“My book is not free,” she said, and returned to unpacking boxes. It had cost an arm and a leg to self-publish the softcover. She told him so. She wondered if he enjoyed watching her tinker in her bookshop; the thought made her twist her hips a bit when she walked.

“Okay, it’s not for sale, and it’s not for free . . . I like how you think. It’s like choosing your own adventure. I guess I can read it right here, then. That’s GENIUS too, though . . . A bookshop where you have one-on-one time with the author and get to read the only copy of their book with them, praying maybe they’ll choose to give it to you, even though it’s their last copy, and sign it for you, not for free but not at a cost. That’s very you. Very unusual.” He stopped talking and fanned through her pages; every few seconds, he murmured “hmmms” and “ahhs,” which gave her stomach the birds.

Maybe he’s a playwright. She compared every man to August Wilson. He would have been her perfect match if he were still alive. His skin looked soft. He kept to himself. He dressed like a monk. He loved words. This sweet-smelling man even had August Wilson’s thick wavy beard.

“‘The path with no beginning!’” snapped her back to reality as he quoted from her own book. “I know this one.”

“No, not out loud . . .” The Shopkeeper tried to snatch the book from him to stop his reading, but she tripped and almost fell into his arms before deciding she didn’t want to risk triggering her haphephobia—touching him, getting shocked, and falling asleep on the bookshop floor.

The other reason she didn’t snatch the book was deep down she wanted to see if he really knew her writing. She softened. “Continue. And if you can recite that entire piece, you can have me . . . I mean, it. I mean, the book,” she fumbled over her words.

“Signed copy?” he shot back faster than she’d expected.

The Shopkeeper shook her head in a sideways yes while shrugging her shoulders in disbelief.

Without hesitation, he closed her book, placed it down on her desk, and began, loud, clear, proud, slow—the same way that she heard it in her head. “‘THE PATH WITH NO BEGINNING IS WORTH BEGINNING. IT IS WORTH IT TO WALK TO STOMP TO DRAG OR DRIP.’”

He stared her in the eye. She stared back.

He recited more and more.

“‘And with no knowing of what lies ahead, what makes this path most important,’” he continued, “‘are the footsteps that follow . . .’ This is my favorite part,” he interrupted himself, pointing to an invisible path in the distance between them. The Shopkeeper was frozen. “‘It’s me they follow.’” He pointed to himself while reciting her last line. “‘It’s me they follow.’” He tapped his chest repeatedly.

It’s ME they follow. She could only think the words because she could not say them. Or move.

“So yeah, I know who you are. I know exactly who you are.” He grinned. “The question is, do you know who you are?”

She didn’t blink.

He winked.

Not quite sure if he was crazy or funny, cute or otherworldly, The Shopkeeper bit her bottom lip and changed the subject. “Well, we are not quite open yet, sir, but it looks like you’ve made yourself my first . . . my first . . . customer.”

“Makes me kinda . . .” His grin turned into a grimace. He looked disoriented and began to slide down the wall a bit. “Dizzy.”

She extended her hand to him.

“Naaaaah naaah nah naaah,” he sang as he plunked to the ground, still grimacing. He shimmied his shoulders. “Get it? Will Smith? Only the most conflicting rapper of the twenty-first century, the one you grew up loving but no longer understand—and of course he’s from West Philly.” Then the bearded man got serious. “No, but really, I would shake your hand or give you a hug, but I don’t . . . I can’t touch you.”

She reached for him without thinking, then immediately jerked her hand back.

“You’ll sign it for me,” the bearded man asked, “and make it a collector’s item?”

“Sure,” she said.

He squeezed the book so tight that her face on the cover wrinkled in his grip.

“Why would anyone handle a book like that?” The Shopkeeper said. She had always had a quick temper when it came to her books. “Watch how you’re handling my things.” She wished she’d invested the extra money on a hard copy, but it would’ve cost twice as much to print. “It’s my last one,” she softened.

He corrected himself while she searched for her blue Sharpie and a clever message to write on the title page. “Who should I make it out to?” This was her first time signing a book.

“Make it out to OUR GREAT-GREAT-GRANDCHILDREN WITH LOVE.” He flashed August Wilson’s grin.

She started to write that slowly but was distracted by him still sitting on her bookshop floor.

Can I help you off the floor somehow? The Shopkeeper wanted to say, but the thought of her condition and him touching her and the two of them lying there as her future customers strolled by made her think twice about getting too close.

“No, no, no.” He’d read her mind. “Your writing always has that effect on me. I don’t know why.”

He amused her even if she didn’t believe him.

“It should make you feel something . . .” she responded, trying to think of something more clever to add, but she had nothing.

“I am something like a monk,” he continued. “Well, something like a monk in training. So in the words of a great philosopher, ‘Naaah naaah nah naaah.’ It’s against the rules for us.” He flashed his August Wilson once more.

This role reversal had never happened to The Shopkeeper before. Usually she was the one fanning out over authors, memorizing lines from books, hyping up Philly, and running from a helping hand.

“I’ll go now.” She watched as he got up. “I heard you’re not quite open yet.” As he opened the front door, the “dong” of a vintage trolley car dinged by. “Hold the trolley,” he called out to the driver. “Can I come back? Pick up my signed copy . . . later . . . ?” he asked, walking backward toward the trolley.

“I don’t see why not.” She accidentally smiled a real smile, then remembered she was a shopkeeper and she shouldn’t be flirty with customers, especially her first customer—a young something of a monk in training. She made a straight face, turned up Jill Scott on repeat, and was about to get back to her book business with his smell lingering on in her bookshop air when she noticed that he’d left his leather-bound notebook on the floor. It looked a lot like one she used to have. She couldn’t decide if he’d left it by accident or on purpose, but boy, was she tempted to peek inside his mind.






Chapter 2

JANUARY 2, 2020

5:33 P.M.

The Shopkeeper was at home, getting ready to go to her writers’ group. She lived in a colonial apartment on Spruce Street in Society Hill. Her building, with its “Philadelphia doors” that led directly to a cellar, had once been a stop on the Underground Railroad. No one had to tell her this, she could envision it in her mind. Her landlord had discounted the rent because she kept the oil lantern in her window burning all day and all night. He said it had been in that window since the 1800s, and keeping it lit was a tradition that was passed down for generations, even though he didn’t know why. The Shopkeeper made pretend that it was a message from Ms. Harriett, a burning flame that meant lost souls could be found.

Her apartment walls were once lined with books, but now they were bare. “How can an interior designer have such an empty home?” her landlord had asked. She’d taken all her books to her soon-to-be-bookshop, and she’d given her clients nearly everything valuable that she’d found; she tried to explain this to her landlord, who looked even more confused. Now all she had was the bearded man’s leather-bound notebook in the middle of her bed as she dressed in layer after layer of recycled denim. A denim shirt over a denim dress over denim jeans, all under a denim jacket. She wore a paperboy cap, boots, and knit gloves as she searched for her favorite patchwork scarf, the one her grandmother had quilted for her when she’d moved Up North. She couldn’t find it.

Usually she struggled to leave her home because she felt the need to straighten, dust, wipe, and rearrange her books before walking out the door. She thought books were why she was perpetually late for everything. But now she had no reasonable excuse for her lateness. She was going to be late to her Thursday evening writers’ group even with no books. Her bangles clanked as she spun in circles to find her wallet and her keys and her glasses. It should not have been so hard to find things in a near-empty home.

Now all she owned was a Heywood-Wakefield love seat that she had found at a Bucks County yard sale. She had it reupholstered in a durable orange wool—this chair was where she read, slept, ate, wrote, and lived. Her other piece of furniture was a vintage Philco record player, where she ONLY played Jill Scott’s first album, Who Is Jill Scott?: Words and Sounds Vol. 1, because it was the first album she ever owned. She’d bought it the day she moved to Philadelphia twenty years ago and played it almost every morning since. Give her love, y’all, give her love . . .

Beside her Philco was a small, framed photo of her, her younger sister, her parents, and her grandparents posing after breakfast in front of a Golden Corral thirty years ago.

She kept a perfectly made bed that she never slept on, so she never had to make it. The rest of the house was filled with plants, which she spoke to by name—giant black-eyed Susans, Joe-Pye weeds, Jacob’s ladders, and Solomon’s-plumes. She liked her place; it was filled with sunshine during the day and moonlight at night. In her home, she had space to roam. She did not need a lot to have enough, she told her plants as she searched for her keys. She swore the mischievous plants hid things when she wasn’t looking, but found the keys still in the door as she left. She apologized to Susan, Joe, Jacob, and Solomon, and told them goodbye.

Her writers’ group couldn’t figure out why she’d registered for a session while she was opening a bookshop, but these were the things that The Shopkeeper did.

“I need to write,” she convinced herself as she walked downtown to the local arts university where the group met. But it wasn’t that she needed to write; she could do that anywhere, including her empty home or her empty bookshop. It was that she needed a writers’ group. She needed people who spoke her language. Connection. She needed friends who weren’t characters in stories, historical figures, or plants. Friends who didn’t mind that she couldn’t touch them and they couldn’t touch her back, because in writers’ group, they touched one another in other ways.

Yes, she had enough on her mind with finding shelving, a cash register, and an awning, but what were the chances that there’d be another session of her writing group, at her alma mater, this time taught by the foremost neuroscientist on touch, just The Good Doctor she needed, right before she opened the doors of her bookshop? It had to be a sign that she could be cured. “Thank you, Ms. Harriett,” she whispered when she read about The Good Doctor in her alumni newsletter. She wanted to believe she could be cured.


Definition

 
Her condition, haphephobia—sounds like “half a phobia”— is an extreme fear or dislike of touching or being touched. It is a compound of the Ancient Greek noun “haphḗ” (a touch) and the combining form “-phobia” (fear), from the Ancient Greek “phóbos.” “Haphḗ” is a derivative of the verb “háptein” (to grasp, to sense), which is also the source of the adjective “haptic” (of or relating to touch). People wonder if haphephobia is a physical or mental condition. It is both.




Today, the third day of the session, The Shopkeeper fumbled in, rummaging through her overstuffed tote bag, pretending to look for a pen and paper that she knew good and well she didn’t have.

The Good Doctor and twelve writers of all shapes and sizes sat around a single table, listening to the theme song from the Rocky movie, “Gonna Fly Now.” When the song was over, pens had to stop. That’s brainwashing, The Shopkeeper thought. No one looked up when she walked in. No one except her friend Ray, who winked at her with teary eyes before getting back to work.

Though the racket of downtown Philadelphia blared outside the window, the writers’ group remained immersed in responding to the prompt that The Good Doctor had written on the board.

Tell the story of your first kiss.

The Good Doctor was attractive, fit, and somehow always well-lit—every class, she wore the same black T-shirt, black khaki pants, black leather belt, black boots, and black scarf to complement her thick silver hair and high cheekbones. The Shopkeeper wondered if the outfit was some sort of social experiment or if The Good Doctor dressed this way even on the weekends.

“I need a pen,” The Shopkeeper mouthed and The Good Doctor pulled a blue pen out of her pocket. The two women stood eye to eye in tense admiration. They were the same build and height. The Shopkeeper smiled to hide her suspicion of her new teacher.

“You don’t have to be suspicious of everyone.” The Good Doctor placed the blue pen in front of her seat, stood up, and gave The Shopkeeper a place at the head of the table. She pointed at the board and then at The Shopkeeper. “Two more minutes,” she said aloud to the room but really to The Shopkeeper. “Two more minutes.”

The Shopkeeper could only write one sentence. She hadn’t been able to write much of anything since she’d published Conversations with Harriett years ago. She just had not been inspired.

Instead, she wrote out her to-do list:


	Toilet paper

	Desk

	Cleaning supplies

	Certificate of Occupancy

	Insurance

	Bleach



“One more minute.” The Good Doctor gave The Shopkeeper a nod as the song climaxed. The Shopkeeper nodded back. “One more minute,” The Good Doctor repeated slowly to the group.

The Shopkeeper continued:


	Awning

	Cash register

	Shelves and chairs



“Okay, we have time for three people to share. Don’t all jump up at once. This is a quick write, so keep it quick.”


	Books!



First to raise her hand to share was Rose. It was always Rose, a woman in her early sixties from Germantown who wore a rose in her hair that matched the rose on her pen. Every week, she changed the color of the rose to match her outfit, her purse, her shoes, her socks, her notebook. Today’s color was yellow. Rose sat to the right of The Shopkeeper, beaming bright.

“Okay, Rose,” The Good Doctor said. “In this writing group, there are no apologies, excuses, or prefaces. When it’s time to read . . .”

“Just read,” the class said in unison.

“Okay.” Rose’s hands trembled at first—but she was faking. Rose was not scared to read. It was a part of her storytelling. “When I was fourteen”—she looked around at the class, then back down at her page like she was telling a deep, dark secret—“I started freshman year at Central High. Central was founded 184 years ago, in 1836. It was an all-male public school until 1975, meaning only boys were allowed. That was my year. 1975. We were the first coed class in the history of the school, and we were called so many goddamn names by people who thought we girls wanted to attend an all-boys school because we were fast little fresh pot hussies who wanted to be felt up by the football team. I never even liked jocks—” Rose interrupted her own story and looked at The Good Doctor. The Good Doctor nodded her head in approval and pointed at the clock.

Rose held her paper steady. Her back got tall, and her pace even faster. “But there was this one boy, Charles Handley Jr., and one day, when he walked behind my desk in chemistry class, he slipped something into my book bag. I didn’t want to look at what it was; I thought it was more bullying and that I was gonna have to put someone in their grave, if you feel me. ’Cause if there was a rotten tomato or something in my bag, I was gonna smash it right in his face during lunch. That entire class period, I planned it. What if it was a dead rat? A beheaded bird or a detached human thumb? After class, I ran to the bathroom to see, and to my surprise, it was not a bloody rat or a broken thumb or a rotten tomato, but a book—a copy of a play, Uh Huh: But How Do It Free Us? I’d never heard of it, so I thought that maybe it was still some sort of threat. But when I opened it, on the title page he’d written, ‘Dear Rose, I bet you’ll like this play so much that when you finish it, you will kiss me.’ He drew a little yellow rose beneath that and signed, ‘Sincerely, Charlie Jr.’

“Well, of course, I started reading it right there in the bathroom stall and ended up missing half of geometry, reading more at lunch, reading it the whole way down Broad Street home. My ma thought I was sick when I skipped meat loaf. Her meat loaf is another story. Anyway, I stayed up with a flashlight under my covers until the sun came up. The next day in chemistry class, when the bell rang and everyone was leaving, it was just Charlie Jr. and me left in the room. I stepped up to him, yawned, and shoved that book back into his hands. I stared at him like a drill sergeant, right in the eyes, until he looked down at his shoes. Then, when he was about to walk out the door, I called his name. I said, ‘Charlie Jr.’ He turned around, and I smacked him right on the lips with a kiss . . . even snuck him some tongue. ‘Thank you,’ I told him. He was right about Sister Sonia. How could a teenage boy be so in touch? Charlie and I were thirty-six-years married until he passed away a few years ago.” Rose paused. “He gave me all the books by Sister Sonia—every time one came out. There’s a new one coming soon, an anthology. Maybe you go get it from your local shopkeeper over there.” Rose nodded at The Shopkeeper. The Shopkeeper gave Rose praying hands. It was their shared respect for Sister Sonia that made them friends.

Then Rose placed her yellow notebook on the table and curtsied. She let out a fake sigh of relief when the class snapped, clapped, and whistled in praise. “Go ahead, Big Charlie,” someone said, cheering. The Shopkeeper couldn’t clap—the piece was just okay, she’d heard better from Rose. The piece wasn’t clap-worthy—so she nodded and continued chewing on the tip of The Good Doctor’s pen.

“Well, all right, Charlie Jr.,” The Good Doctor said. Rose sat down and sprayed herself with what must have been her husband’s cologne. “That’s the same one I wear,” The Good Doctor said, smiling. “Rose, your story gives us a great teachable moment. The question is: Why do humans kiss?”

“ ’Cause it’s fun?” the six-foot-six stoned kid with the cliché tie-dyed bandana said. He barely ever said more than a few words. He mostly wrote and spoke in haikus.

“Yes, kissing can be quite fun. Run your lips along the skin on the inside of your arm lightly.” The room of writers tried it. “This is an anxiety reducer. Now apply pressure. Notice that the skin on your lips is extremely sensitive. The average person will spend about twenty thousand minutes of their lives kissing because, like you said, it’s fun. And it’s good for us. We burn two to three calories every kiss. It makes our hearts beat faster, and it even cleans the cholesterol out of our veins. The earliest reference to kissing is from a Sanskrit text dating back to 1500 BC. Not to say that was the first kiss—just the earliest someone wrote about it. We should all be kissing as much as possible and writing about it too.” The Good Doctor spit facts that no one would ever remember. “Did you know that the dopamine released during a kiss can stimulate the same area of the brain activated by cocaine? Perhaps people are addicted to drugs because they aren’t kissing.”

“What about weed?” asked the stoned kid. “ ’Cause I’m not sniffing anything in Philly.”

“Anyone else care to share?” The Good Doctor rolled her eyes and ignored the stoned kid. She always ignored him. She pointed her walking stick around the room. “Anyone else? Nobody? Nobody?” She must not like his writing, The Shopkeeper thought. She did not love it, but every once in a while he surprised her with something short and profound.

It was always like this. Rose volunteered first, and then for the rest of the session, everyone froze and had to be called on to read. “Ray? You look like you were touched by that prompt. Anything?” said The Good Doctor.

The Shopkeeper enjoyed it when Ray read. He was the most honest writer in the room.

“I didn’t want to read today, Prof,” Ray said.

“I can see that, Ray. But sometimes the best time to share is when you least want to. Stand up and try us. You are among writers, the most humane humans on the planet.”

“Okay,” Ray agreed with reluctance.

The Good Doctor set the stage like she did for every single writer every single time. “In this class, there are no apologies, excuses, or prefaces. When it’s time to read . . .” She pointed her stick at her students.

“Just read,” they said in unison.

“I think of this like stand-up. So here’s my first joke: My mother had me in prison,” Ray started. “I made it out. She did not.” He cracked himself up.

What a hook. The Shopkeeper finger snapped in her head. Rose closed her eyes. The Good Doctor took a seat. No one laughed.

“My mother’s name is Maribel Casentas Rodriguez Jones. You have to say her whole name. Even I have to call her by her full name. She added the ‘Jones’ part herself.” Ray pointed at the group. They laughed on cue like a live studio audience. “She had me when she was only twelve years old.” But with that line, his voice shook. “Her father was my father.” He laugh-cry quivered.

Now this is what I’m talking about, The Shopkeeper thought. This is writing! Make us feel something, Ray! Make me feel it. A knot formed in her throat.

Ray continued, “I’m sure, if I were a girl, my grandfather would have gotten me pregnant too. But I was a boy. His boy. His only boy, he called me.” Ray cry-laughed.

Rose handed Ray and The Shopkeeper yellow tissues from her yellow purse because both of them needed one.

“My father, my grandfather—his name was Ray. And Ray was my first kiss.” He smiled a customer-service smile and pointed at the group to laugh on cue. “And I still miss him.”

The room fell silent and still and stayed that way for an uncomfortably long time.

The Good Doctor stood up. “Would anyone like a hug?” she finally asked.

“Yeah, I would . . . but from The Shopkeeper,” Ray joked. And went to sit on the floor in the corner knowing she would never hug him. He wasn’t thirty-year-old Ray anymore. He was five-year-old Ray, straightening his socks and spit shining his shoes.

The Shopkeeper gave Ray her smile in return, but her tears were flowing. “I would hug you, but then I’d have to kill you,” she shot back at him from across the room. The group erupted in uncomfortable laughter to break the uncomfortable tension. Ray and The Shopkeeper both laughed too.

Rose went and sat on the floor next to Ray and held his hand like The Shopkeeper wished she could.

“Ray’s story is also a teachable moment,” The Good Doctor said. She had two bright blue balloons blown up, sitting next to a large tank of water.

“When we have something happen to us that is so traumatic, so hard to bear, most people stuff it down. We try to bury it.” The Good Doctor took the first blue balloon and demonstrated trying to stuff the balloon under the surface of the water. “The problem with that is, we constantly have to fight to keep that trauma event suppressed—we must constantly fight to keep the balloon underwater. Ray, come up and see what I mean.” Ray came to the front and fought with the balloon, trying to keep it under the water, but the balloon kept fighting to pop back out of the top of the tank. “See? Even a big, strong guy like Ray can have a hard time keeping his balloon underwater. Thanks, Ray,” The Good Doctor said, taking the balloon back from him. “The problem is that when anything comes along that triggers a memory, that balloon not only comes to the surface, but it pops.” The Good Doctor dramatically popped the balloon at the surface of the water with a pin and startled the class, water splashing everywhere. “Then everyone around you gets all wet. And the cycle repeats.” The Good Doctor picked up the second blue balloon and placed it in the water. “This class is designed to help slowly bring trauma to the surface in a controlled manner.” She clipped the knot on the neck of the balloon with scissors and let the air seep out slowly. “When you write in this environment, your trauma can be released, not suppressed, just like this. You literally release yourself from the story of your trauma slowly with your peers.” She let the balloon deflate. “And you realize we are all just the same. Full of hot air. Any questions?”

There were no questions. They were wet and understood why.

“Last person to share,” The Good Doctor called out. “One more, something short. Then we can take a break.” The Shopkeeper and The Good Doctor caught eyes. “Your piece must have been really short.”

“Yup.”

“Sharing is caring.”

The Shopkeeper stood up. “I know, I know. ‘There are no apologies, excuses, or prefaces. When it’s time to read, just read.’ My piece is only three words long, so all of you can thank me later.” She held up a paper and showed it to the class. NEVER BEEN KISSED, it read.

A few people snickered. Someone said, “Yeah, right.”

“That’s my whole story.” The Shopkeeper stuffed the paper into her tote.

“But do you want to change that?” The Good Doctor snapped back. She was like the mother that The Shopkeeper never had.

The Shopkeeper thought about it for a second.

Not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be changed until it is faced, her grandmother used to say. Those sayings went in one ear and out the other.

“I don’t think I can change that on my own.” And with that, The Shopkeeper threw the pen into her bag and headed toward the door, holding up two fingers in a peace sign. “Break time.”

“You’re right,” The Good Doctor agreed and bit down on her lip.

They all needed a break.






Chapter 3

JANUARY 2, 2020

7:33 P.M.

The Shopkeeper couldn’t stand small talk at break time, so while the others had cigarettes and friendly banter, she crossed the street to the university bookstore to see how a bookstore was supposed to be run.

It had blinding fluorescent lights and a line of coffee drinkers that wrapped around the counter. This university bookstore was covered in logo’ed socks, shirts, mugs, fanny packs, water bottles, tank tops, key chains; they even had logo’ed boxer shorts and bobbleheads. Damn, they have it all here, she thought, trying on a too-small hat and too-big gloves. They sold everything.

Everything except for books.

“Excuse me, friend,” she whispered to the person in front of her in the massive coffee line, “where might I find the books?”

He shrugged his shoulders.

So she asked the person behind the counter the same question.

“Well,” said the teenybopper barista, who turned around wearing a Parents Just Don’t Understand T-shirt, “I mean . . .”

“This is the school bookstore, right?” The Shopkeeper asked again.

“Yeah, I mean, yes. But. Of course. Well. It’s just, like, nobody even . . . I think there are still books in the back by the restrooms. But nobody goes back there because it kinda, like, stinks. You smell me?” The teenybopper wrinkled her nose.

“No, I don’t smell you.”

“It’s slang.” The teenybopper giggled. “You smell familiar.”

“Is that slang?” The Shopkeeper couldn’t keep up.

“No, it’s not slang. You smell familiar, kinda like deer hide”—the teenybopper sniffed the air—“and incense.”

The Shopkeeper thanked the teenybopper using praying hands, a bow, and her best customer-service smile. Was this the future? Was she going to end up having to sell her face printed on panties and pouches someday to keep her bookshop afloat? She’d have to get the bookshop open first to find out. As instructed, The Shopkeeper followed her nose toward the putrid smell of the restrooms. “You can’t miss it,” the teenybopper had insisted.

In the back, right before the toilets, was one lonely shelf of dust-covered dust jackets—and on that lonely shelf were three stacks of books, and they were all hers, Conversations with Harriett. She hadn’t printed them, and she didn’t know how they got there, yet there they were.

She picked each one up, wiped each one off. Rubbed each spine. Opened each one up to a different page. Made them feel seen. And maybe it was the utter funk of the bathrooms, maybe it was the tight hat or the thick dust, but something came over her as she cleaned the last book—and she couldn’t leave her books behind to suffer like that, she thought. It would be inhumane. So she grabbed all of them, took them to the register. She would take them back and set them free.

Way back in her teenage years, The Shopkeeper had vowed never to become a book snob, judging people’s shelves and bindings and titles, yet she couldn’t help shaking her head at the state of this university bookstore. The more no one touched them, the more no one wanted to. She didn’t know if she was more upset that no one wanted them or that they were there without her even knowing.

When it was her turn at the register, she told the teenybopper, “I’ll take these.”

“These books?”

“Yes, please. All of them.”

“Even this one?” The teenybopper held up a sickly copy with a damaged cover. “It has a broken wing.”

“Especially that one.” The Shopkeeper looked at the time. She would be late for class again. “I’ll fix it later.” The Shopkeeper tried to speed things along.

“I’ll have to ask my manager if we can do that.”

“Do what?” The Shopkeeper asked, annoyed.

“Sell those books.”

“But it’s a booksto—”

“And the hat?” the teenybopper continued. “Want that too?”

The Shopkeeper needed to leave, but she couldn’t leave her books behind. “Nah. These hats are too small for my head.”

The teenybopper picked up the phone and called her manager. “Hi, sorry to bother you. There’s a lady here; she’s trying to buy all of the . . . the Conversations with Harriett. Yeah, from the back. Is that okay? Ohhh . . . No, I was just double-checking. It just seemed a bit . . . Yeah. Odd. Exactly. But okay . . . Thanks!”

“She said it’s fine,” the teenybopper said to The Shopkeeper, who was growing impatient. “Can I ask you another question? Totally no disrespect.”

“Go for it.” The Shopkeeper looked at the time again.

“Anyone ever tell you how much you look like the lady who wrote Conversations with Harriett?” she whispered. “She’s a legend.”

A legend. The Shopkeeper wanted to laugh. More like a myth. “Never heard of her,” The Shopkeeper lied.

“But seriously, I mean, you two could be sisters. Word is, she’s opening a bookshop in Fishtown next month. Since you like books and whatnot, you should go check her out.”

She knew the teenybopper was going to try to be cool and kind and hand her a receipt and fist bump, but The Shopkeeper couldn’t risk falling asleep with all those books in her hands—she’d hurt someone. She shifted to the right.

“Nananananaaaa,” said The Shopkeeper. They both laughed, and she wondered if the teenybopper knew that song. “And no thanks on the receipt. But thanks for the recommendation. Peace.”

The Shopkeeper didn’t do crowded elevators. So she waited until she could ride back to class alone. This took a considerable amount of time, and the books only grew heavier.

She rushed in late from break with books piled to her chin.

“For me?” The Good Doctor welcomed her back. “Generous, but you shouldn’t have.” She motioned for The Shopkeeper to put the books down and get back to work.

“It’s a long story.” She wanted to explain.

“It always is.” The Good Doctor rolled her eyes. “Write it down. Okay, now that our resident book lady is back from break, late again with—ding, ding, ding, yeah, you guessed it—an armful of books, let’s go on to the final activity of this evening. For this one, you’ll need a partner.”

The Shopkeeper looked at Ray. Ray looked at The Shopkeeper and stuck out his tongue. The Shopkeeper gave him the middle finger. They both laughed.

The Good Doctor said, turning toward The Shopkeeper, “You’ll be my partner.” The Shopkeeper did not want to be The Good Doctor’s partner, and everyone knew it.

The Good Doctor started. “This is called mirroring. Each of you will stand facing your partner, and for one whole minute, you will practice giving each other eye contact. You and your partner will feel the desire to giggle and wiggle, because nervous laughter helps to reduce fear, but eventually you will relax.”

As instructed, The Shopkeeper stood in front of the room of writers, her chest still heaving from carrying the books. And now stood eye to eye with The Good Doctor. The Shopkeeper immediately had the giggles and the wiggles. It felt like they were meeting for the first time. Like she was in grade school. She could not look The Good Doctor in the eye, and she could not control her twitch. The Good Doctor was calm. She’d obviously done this many times before and had no problem connecting. Eventually The Shopkeeper started trusting in The Good Doctor’s eyes, her skin, her high cheekbones. She leaned in her teacher’s direction and found her stillness.

They stayed that way for the longest minute.

“Thank you,” The Good Doctor said with a bow when time was up. “There’s a reason why they say the eyes are the window to the soul. How did that feel?” The Good Doctor asked, so The Shopkeeper would share with the group. “One word.”

“It felt . . . intimate.”

“And on a scale of one to ten, how were you feeling before the exercise?”

“Like a three. My heart was racing, my head was pounding, I was hot . . .”

“And now?”

“An eight.”

“Because . . .”

“Because I felt like I did myself a favor by looking at you . . .”

“Exactly, and you did me the same favor. Everyone else in this class also felt favored. That is what we mean by . . . touch. It is not all physical, it starts in the mind.

“So, can you commit to finding one person outside of class this week to do that exercise with, someone you’d like to be more in touch with? And then writing about it?”

The Shopkeeper did not know anyone outside of class she could do that exercise with.

“Only if the opportunity arises,” The Good Doctor assured her.

“Only if,” The Shopkeeper agreed.

She was more relaxed than she’d been in years after that. It was like taking off that tight logo’ed hat in the university bookstore—a release.

“Now your turn.” The Good Doctor pointed at the class. They stood up and assumed positions across from one another all around the room.

“And to up the stakes, I am going to invite you to take a step closer to your partners.”

The class wiggled and giggled, but they did it. “Find your stillness.” And after a few seconds, the room fell quiet, silent, still. Even outside noises stopped. The Shopkeeper stared in wonder as her writers’ group touched one another using just their eyes.

Rose was standing across from the six-foot-six stoned kid, and they were both feeling something—she could feel the heat coming off them. “Okay, and now thank your partner using just your eyes,” The Good Doctor said after a minute.

Folks nodded and smiled around the room.

“Noticings. What did YOU notice?” The Good Doctor asked the group.

“I noticed Rose has a dimple,” said the six-foot-six stoned kid. “She reminds me of the Statue of Liberty.” He blushed.

“Very interesting noticing. Have you ever noticed that about her before?”

“No.”

“And Rose?”

“I noticed his . . . He’s a gentle gian—”

“I noticed I could feel my heartbeat through my shirt,” Ray broke in.

“Exactly, because touch isn’t always about the stimulation of the receptors IN your skin. Sometimes touch is about the ability to let someone feel you from the inside out.”

For an instant, The Shopkeeper felt high, like the sensation she had when she’d first learned to read and realized she could do it by herself. Her world felt larger, her territory increased.

“In another minute, I’m gonna invite you to hold your hands up like so.” The Good Doctor held her hands up in front of her chest like she was surrendering. “You’re going to hold them as close to your partner as possible.” She motioned for The Shopkeeper to stand up and demonstrate. She joined The Good Doctor, even though she didn’t want to. “This activity is about CLOSENESS. Choose who is going to lead. In our demonstration, The Shopkeeper will lead, and I will follow.

“The leaders will slowly begin a gesture and gently start to move around the space; the followers simply mirror the leaders’ actions, keeping their hands as close as possible to one another without touching. Think about little, tiny changes that take focus to notice. Remember, you are working together, and it is NOT about tricking your partner into missing a movement. It is about connecting so you start to MOVE AS ONE because you feel internally what each other will do next. If you do this right, you two will become in sync, and eventually we won’t know who is leading and who is following.”

The writers’ group thought The Shopkeeper would say no to this activity; she’d danced like a broken ballerina since she’d learned to walk, and the slightest misstep would mean night night. This was not her style. But the group was wrong; she was growing. She started the exercise off with small gestures, waves, winks. The Good Doctor did the same, but then The Shopkeeper escalated to slow, continuous double arm circles, and soon they were like synchronized swimmers. Her hand went forward; The Good Doctor’s went back. Their elbows swayed from side to side, then their knees bent to the ground at the same time, their eyes locked. They sat cross-legged the same way, and neither missed a step. They let their bodies trust, and they swayed together on the ground, in sync and just a short distance apart. The Shopkeeper liked it. It was like she could see inside The Good Doctor, which meant The Good Doctor could see inside her, and even though she didn’t like her very much, somehow, as different as they were, they were also the exact same, and she loved her. Then they just rested there on the floor for an interminable amount of time, hands a quarter inch apart until the class started clapping in awe. They thanked each other with their eyes, but their relationship would never be the same.

“Your turn,” The Good Doctor said, turning to the class and pointing her stick at them. They were both blushing.

As the class ended, The Shopkeeper gave a copy of Conversations with Harriett to Rose and motioned to the stoned kid who wrote haikus. “You two should read this together. That might be fun.”

They took turns flipping through the copy with delight.

“Okay,” they agreed.

The homework assignment was to write a letter about their experience in class. That will be easy, The Shopkeeper thought. She wrote letters to her sister every day, a game they started in grade school so they could share secrets. Even though they lived in the same city, they barely saw each other, but still they kept writing. Their letters kept them close. Luckily for The Shopkeeper, no matter when she sent her sister, Elle, an email, day or night, Elle always wrote back.






Chapter 4

JANUARY 3, 2020

5:33 A.M.

Dear Elle,

A sweet-smelling bearded guy came into the bookshop the other day. Turns out his name is ME.

I know last I wrote, I was “dating” youknowwho again, who we both agreed I need not date, and youknowwhy.

I finally did block youknowwho. I am twenty-one days clean of him, so I am pretty sure he’s out of my system. But it wouldn’t be the first time I went back after twenty-one days, so pray for me. Pain can be an addiction, like tattoos.
Whenever I want to call youknowwho, I listen to tarot readings on YouTube, and the readings are so good because you can make them mean whatever you want, and I make them mean that I passed that youknowwho test with flying colors.

Let’s play a game. Choose your favorite reason why I blocked youknowwho this time from the multiple-choice options below.

Option A

YOUKNOWWHO: I can’t be sitting in no library with you. I gotta get to some paper.

GEE: But why not just tell me? I was walking around looking for you.

YOUKNOWWHO: You looked so happy.

GEE: You said you wanted me to help you write your book.

YOUKNOWWHO: I didn’t want you to write it with me; I want you to write it for me.

GEE: But you were my ride home.

YOUKNOWWHO: I left you the bus fare.

GEE: I can’t ride a crowded bus.

YOUKNOWWHO: Ahh, get over yourself before I tap you and knock you out.

Or

Option B

YOUKNOWWHO: Can I use your shop for tonight?

GEE: It’s not open yet.

YOUKNOWWHO: I know. I wanted to throw a kickback in that jawn. Start getting your name out there.

GEE: No thanks.

YOUKNOWWHO: You never let anyone help you, then you wonder why you can’t be helped.

GEE: That’s just not the kind of help I need.

YOUKNOWWHO: Nobody can give you the kind of help you need.

GEE: Really?

Or

Option C

YOUKNOWWHO: What’s your blood type?

GEE: Why?

YOUKNOWWHO: I might need a kidney for real. You know kidney failure runs in my family.

GEE: A whole kidney?

YOUKNOWWHO: Yup.

If I would have kept going with youknowwho, eventually I’d have been taking care of him, his books, his wife, and his kids, without my left kidney, and still not getting any of his “good hammer,” as he calls it. Not even a kiss without passing out. Ugh.

So glad the cards told me that youknowwho was a thing of the past and that I will open the bookshop on time and that I have indeed found my soulmate in ME.

That brings me to ME.

He came to the bookshop the other morning like a customer, but you know we aren’t open yet.

Turns out he is a sweet-smelling early-thirties monk in training. I think between his smell and his style and his smile, I am under his spell. He dresses like the sensei in The Karate Kid, all black everything.

ME had read my book already and memorized some of it. Not even sure how that’s possible. But it felt nice to be seen. And even if he was just love bombing me, I was quite impressed—youknowwho would never. And where youknowwho, with his dirty, corroded nails, smelled like sex, sweat, lies, and manipulation, ME smelled like sanctuary and sanctification.

Then randomly, the next night, I ran into ME at Shakespeare and Co. downtown after my writing class. He said he was meeting up with his mom and his sister, and it was so weird. For a second, I felt like he was cheating on my bookshop, but oddly it looked like I was cheating on my own bookshop too.

I was there doing research on how bookstores are run. This Shakespeare and Co. is three stories tall and something like a hotel. It has a mural that reads Be Not Inhospitable to Strangers, Lest They Be Angels in Disguise behind the register. It has an on-demand printing machine in the lobby. It has a lobby! GORGEOUS! And author talks every night. Turns out The Good Doctor has a talk coming up. ME pointed at her photo and grinned, said he knew her work well. Asked did I want to go to her talk. But I don’t particularly like The Good Doctor’s writing, so I said no.

Anyway, I was carrying my books (long story) piled high, like books up to my chin, in the third bookstore in one day, and out of the corner of my eye, in a back corner, I saw ME reading August Wilson’s How I Learned What I Learned. I turned around to leave, thinking he was tired of me, but he said, “Hey, Ms. Harriett, need something?” as I was about to walk out.

“Hey.” I blushed, knowing I’d been caught by him once again.

He canceled plans with his mom and sister, and we had tea at a diner called Paradise up the street from the bookshop. He helped me carry my books—youknowwho would never.

We drank, like, nine cups of mint tea at Paradise and talked about my book because I’d told him he had the last copy, and there I was, walking with so many more. I tried to explain what happened, but it didn’t make much sense.

So like the cards predicted, I might be in love with ME, who is actually a monk in training. Don’t say I fall in love with anyone who shows me a tiny bit of attention. I know. I know. His rules say he can’t touch or be touched. I told him about my thing with touch, which is kind of the same. He said I was the yin to his yang.

So he came back to the bookshop with me from Paradise because he didn’t want me walking by myself in Fishtown. Again, youknowwho would never with his cruddy nails and crusty hands and selfish ways. ME had to use the bathroom after all that mint tea, and he was carrying my books. And he started to sing “Gettin’ Jiggy Wit It.” Everyone knows “Summertime,” who knows “Gettin’ Jiggy Wit It”? I did the Will Smith shoulder shimmy (you know, you know the shoulder shimmy). He knew all the words—even the verses—and then wanted to break down what they meant. I almost patted him on the back while I was laughing at his explanations (Why would Will Smith say he moved his mother to the outskirts of Philadelphia when his responsibility is to make Philly better?), but I caught myself. (That would have been a huge mistake if I ended up sprawled out in a skirt in the middle of Girard Avenue because ME had me getting jiggy wit it.)

We were breaking all the rules just being in the bookshop together, as apparently, according to his monks-in-training rule book, he isn’t allowed to be alone with me. I kept all the lights off so no one would see us. But we could see ourselves reflected in the glass. He apologized profusely for breaking the rules.

“I don’t want you to think of me as the kind of monk who breaks the rules.”

“Those aren’t my rules,” I told him. “No need to apologize to me. And you’re not a monk; you’re only a monk in training.” I told him to apologize to himself. He told me that when his thirty-day fast was up, he was set to leave for his sabbatical, but thought he needed to make an exception so he could come to the opening of the bookshop. February 1. Elle, write it down. I’ll never forgive you if you don’t come.

And that was it, no hug nor a handshake—though for the first time in my life I wished we could have—but we did try the assignment I got in writing class. You should try this one with your new boo. I asked him to give me one whole minute of eye contact. He checked his rule book to see if it was allowed. There was no rule about eye contact. We started off wiggly but went for way longer than a minute. Way longer! Then we just sat there, and time stopped while it also flew by.

When it was over, I wanted a shower, and he said he wanted a hug. I told him that my grandmother used to say, We don’t always get what we want, but we do get what we need.

He said, “DEEP,” when I said stuff like that. That was his word for everything. “DEEP.”

We were up all night, laughing about haikus and Jill Scott and the Philadelphia Experiment, and he started telling me he doesn’t understand Sonia Sanchez—he’s, like, he hates the repetition. I told him that one man’s repetition is another woman’s rhythm.

And I was telling him how I don’t like flowery language, like, get to the point.

I put him onto “Haiku and Tanka for Harriett”—you know, the part that says Picture her rotating / the earth into a shape / of lives becoming   . . .

He told me he didn’t get that line. I told him I wasn’t the only one touched by Ms. Harriett; I suspected Ms. Harriett had visited Sister Sonia a time or two. Ms. Harriett isn’t a person; she’s a spirit who travels, I told him, reminding us how to free ourselves, even from ourselves. “DEEP,” he said again.

Then he wanted to hear something of mine, the last thing I’d written. The last thing I wrote in the writers’ group was only three words long. I read it to him anyway: NEVER BEEN KISSED. He stared at my lips a good long while after I said that. But it turns out, whenever he hears my work, even something that short, his legs turn to putty.

I was like, What if he passes out? Can I touch him? Please? Can I give him mouth-to-mouth? Please? And it’s like, what kinda touch-deprived freak is getting excited about mouth-to-mouth with a passed-out monk? Instead, I gave him an apple (which he said helped quite a bit), and I gave him a signed copy of Conversations with Harriett. I walked him to the door so we could watch the sunrise together. Good morning. Good evening. And good night.

Before he left, he asked me to fast with him to cleanse blockages and remove all obstacles. He told me he fasted for thirty days every year, I told him that sounded like a disorder, but I would drink air for thirty days if it helped me get the bookshop open on time. He said it helped him to see the beauty in all things. But nothing quite as beautiful as me. He’s poetic, right? Like August Wilson.

So expect a few hangry letters. I have to be the first one in the grocery store tomorrow to beat the crowds, but I’ll be all fresh fruits, veggies, and water until I open the bookshop. Wish me luck.

PS: The tarot cards say all is well with you too—Empress card. Fruitful. I trust that’s true.

Love,

Your Sister Friend, Gee






Chapter 5

JANUARY 5, 2020

5:33 P.M.

My Geeeeeeeeeee!

What a bullet you dodged with youknowwho!

You finally came around to the truth: youknowwho = youknowwhat.

But are you sure you can stay away?

Any and all of those conversations would nail the coffin shut, and you did well to leave him once more, even if only for twenty-one days.

Meanwhile, ME = fantasy. Sounds like more make pretend if you ask me.

Handsome ME might be a monk in training, but he also seems immature. I think he may be hiding his true nature underneath rules and piety. I’m not sure how long you can keep the illusion alive that he is more authentic and gifted and worth giving yourself to than he actually may be.

But the specific details of the journey can drive your creativity and maybe give you something to write about. Plus, remember, the bookshop is here. Don’t let him sidetrack you into helping to mend his broken soul while you put your dream on the back burner—again.

As always, whether it’s with youknowwho or ME, it can be fun to stay in the fantasy and take the ride. Enjoy this tantalizing part of wanting to touch but not being allowed to. That longing is precious. Particularly when you lie together and look deeply into each other’s eyes. Très, très romantique!!!

But take it for what it is for now. Do not trick yourself and decide you are suddenly in love with him. Let him fill the romantic space without allowing him to take up all of your spaces. By going too far in this, you don’t want to cut off those who are still meant to come to you.

Make room to let them find you. Will keep you updated.

Your Sister Friend,

Elle






Chapter 6

JANUARY 6, 2020

5:15 P.M.

After reading the letter and having started her fast with ME, The Shopkeeper got testy and tested. She went through withdrawal. She was not kind. Without coffee and hot food, just apples and water, she had the shakes and the jitters, and kept running to the restroom to “release the toxins.”

Again, the writers’ group wondered why she did these things, but these are the things she did.

However, fasting had its upside. It heightened her senses and gave her fantastic dreams. It was fasting that helped her sense that the lady delivering her awning from Signarama had That Energy even before the lady hopped out of her oversized truck with its huge yellow crane. She just had that look about her. Big and gruff, with a fur vest and a fur hat—That Energy, The Shopkeeper called it. No matter what, The Shopkeeper couldn’t open the door for That Energy because it would be touchy, and she didn’t want it too close.

But then That Energy started tapping incessantly on the bookshop’s front glass with her keys like she didn’t see The Shopkeeper standing inside. “I am here to install your awning.” The woman grew annoyed. “Open this door.”

“Hi there,” The Shopkeeper said, opening the door a crack. “I am not trying to be rude. But are you touchy?”

“Touchy.” That Energy’s inner teddy bear turned grizzly. That Energy was taken aback. “Yeah, I have been told that a time or two.” She put her hands on her hips.

“I can tell.” The Shopkeeper should have kept that to herself.

“Excuse me?” That Energy’s eyes grew beady.

“I mean, you look warm and fuzzy, like a teddy bear, and I can tell you give lots of hugs. I am not saying that you’re easily irritated, ignorant, and mean-spirited like a grizzly.” The Shopkeeper tried to de-escalate.

“Uh-huh.”

“Well, I have this thing about touch.” The Shopkeeper tried to explain some more.

“I’m not sure what you’re implying here. But I am not trying to touch you, ma’am. I am trying to install your awning.”

“Yes, I get that, but . . .”

“Ma’am, believe me, you are not my type, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

“No, that’s not what I was thinking at all.”

“Do you want this thing installed or not?”

“I do, but . . .”

“But you don’t want me to touch you. Got it. Never was gonna touch you, ma’am. I was gonna ask to see your books, but I won’t even ask now.” That Energy stormed toward her truck.

The Shopkeeper stormed toward the bathroom to release more toxins. ME was sitting back, trying not to interrupt or let anyone see him alone with her in the bookshop. He had only stopped by to drop off a few apples, but then they got to talking, and now they were stuck in stinky situation.

When she returned, the twenty-feet-wide, six-feet-tall awning was sitting on the sidewalk in front of her bookshop and blocking the door enough for it to only open a crack. That Energy was pulling off in her monster truck.

“Hey! Excuse me!” The Shopkeeper called out to That Energy. “Hey!!!!!” she screamed through the tiniest crack in the door, but That Energy was halfway down the block.

“What happened?” ME whispered from the back.

That Energy gave The Shopkeeper the middle finger and drove off.

“Touch that!” That Energy screamed.

“We’re stuck,” she whispered back to ME, not sure why they were whispering.

In silence, so ME couldn’t hear her, she had a temper tantrum, kicking, silent screaming, and punching at the air.

She was not proud of her response but could not stop herself.

“Is the coast clear?” ME asked.

But she had to tell him the truth. “You’re not going anywhere for some time.”

They were stuck in there, even though he was supposed to be heading to meet with his mother.

I’m being punished, he thought as he went into the bathroom to meditate, but instead he had a temper tantrum, punching and silent screaming at himself, feeling guilty for being in the bookshop yet again.

It was not their best moment. The fire department sirens snapped them both out of their self-torture, and the firefighters came to their rescue.

Just as a team of zealous firefighters jumped out of their bright red truck, it started to drizzle. The rain was the excuse The Shopkeeper needed to cry.

When it rains, it pours, her grandmother used to say. And just like her grandmother had predicted, the rain started to pour. The Shopkeeper couldn’t take another obstacle getting in the way of her opening her bookshop. It took six waterlogged firefighters to move the rain-soaked awning enough for The Shopkeeper to open the door. “Ma’am,” one firefighter shouted over the sound of the siren, the rain, and the wind smacking them all across their faces, “this can’t stay here on the sidewalk. It’s a fire hazard.”

That’s stating the obvious, The Shopkeeper thought as she stood there, face soaked with tears and rain, knowing ME was still stuck in the bathroom. “I know,” she said, defeated. The Shopkeeper recognized this firefighter from the time someone had pushed her in front of the Joan of Arc statue downtown on Kelly Drive and she’d passed out at Joan’s gilded bronze feet. He had wanted to put her on a stretcher and take her to the hospital, but she’d kept screaming, “Don’t touch me, don’t touch me!” He’d refused to listen, and she’d kept passing out. She almost ended up in a padded room because of him.

“You look familiar,” he said.

She shrugged, wiped her wet face, and hoped he didn’t recognize her.

“I am just trying to tell you, if someone trips over this thing . . .”

Who could trip over a big-ass awning? The Shopkeeper wanted to say, but instead nodded in agreement. She didn’t want it there on the sidewalk in the rain either.

“And I think there’s a typo,” shouted another firefighter. The awning was taller than him. The Shopkeeper didn’t understand why they couldn’t turn off that awful siren. People were starting to gather.

The Shopkeeper wanted to be excited. She was one step closer to opening. She had a sign. She wanted to hug the awning with arms outstretched and kiss its bold white letters. But instead, she was standing in the rain, listening to a firefighter give her an English lesson over the sound of a siren. She’d asked for a sign and she’d gotten one, but if this was the sign, what did it mean?

The tiny firefighter continued.

“Are you Harriett? Where’s the apostrophe? ‘Harriett’s’ is a possessive noun,” he shouted, holding his glasses to his face, “implying ownership of the bookshop by Harriett, but you have no apostrophe, so it reads as though the bookshop belongs to multiple Harrietts, and even in that case, there’d be an apostrophe at the end denoting the ownership of the bookshop by multiple Harrietts. I mean, it’s a bookshop, lady; the last thing you need is everybody laughing at you because of a grammatical mistake on your awning.”

The Shopkeeper was wet. And cold. And hungry. And sad.

“Maybe it implies no possession at all. Maybe it’s more of a direction, like a command or an order for the Harrietts to Bookshop,” she shouted back.

“That’s a stretch,” said the tiny firefighter. “Then ‘bookshop’ would be two words.”

The Shopkeeper thanked the firefighters once more, and finally they left.

She then called Signarama, who said there was no way to replace the awning before her opening in twenty-six days. But they could remove it, and she could push back her opening date. She thought for a good long minute. But she kept hearing ME reading her poem out loud to her: The path with no beginning is worth beginning. The path with no beginning is worth beginning. “Let’s just push forward,” she said to Signarama. “They’ll get the point.”

That evening, after the rain, Signarama sent out a new delivery driver, who barely acknowledged her presence. He popped the misspelled awning into place while she chewed apples and chugged water and released toxins with ME still hiding in the storage closet. In less than an hour, the driver was done. 

“Can you take my picture?” The Shopkeeper said to the installation guy. “Under my awning?” He reached for her phone. “No, you take it with your phone and send it to me.”

He did.

She sent the photo of herself, dripping wet under the awning, to her sister and said, “‘The path with no beginning is worth beginning. It’s worth it to walk, to stomp, to drag, or to DRIP.’” And finally, without speaking, ME left as well.






Chapter 7

JANUARY 7, 2020

12:33 P.M.

The Shopkeeper was out in front of the bookshop the next day, waiting for a pizza delivery guy, when a round woman with a short haircut came up to her and said, “Yo.”

“Yo,” The Shopkeeper responded, looking past the woman for the delivery guy.

“What is this place?” the round woman asked.

“A bookshop,” The Shopkeeper said pointing to her new awning with her customer-service smile.

“A bookshop in Fishtown named after Harriett Tubman. My grandmother would never . . .” Then she added, “We ain’t a bunch of That Energy,” as though she’d been accused.

DEEP, The Shopkeeper thought.

Legend has it that, once upon a time, The Land of Fishtown was the original tribal meeting place of Indigenous leaders from all across the Americas. The Land of Fishtown was blessed with the prosperity and abundance that fish represent. But of course, That Energy heard there were a lot of fish in this land and a lot of prosperity, and they came and took over. They turned The Land of Fishtown into a fishing village in the 1700s, kicked most of the Indigenous people out, and sold as many fish as they could to build their empire. By 1960, The Land of Fishtown was a tight-knit working-class community of German and Irish Catholics who “weren’t That Energy” but “didn’t like other people”; then drugs took over in the eighties, and by the nineties, it had turned into a wasteland of those who also reminded everyone that they “weren’t That Energy.”

When The Shopkeeper arrived in Philadelphia in the early aughts . . .

Her sister was introducing her to the city for the first time and said, “You can go anywhere—South Philly, West Philly, Germantown,” but told The Shopkeeper, “Whatever you do, please do not go to Fishtown. It is not safe there because of That Energy.” Her sister continued her warning and asked The Shopkeeper to promise she’d never ever, ever go near The Land of Fishtown.

“My sister, remember Nana used to say, ‘God protects babies and fools,’” The Shopkeeper joked.

Thinking back, The Shopkeeper realized that she first encountered That Energy during her childhood. Her neighborhood had been on the Chesapeake Bay in Hampton, near NASA’s research center. She grew up with friends whose parents studied That Energy for a living, and her house had only been separated from the base by a small canal that was rumored to swallow bad children and feed them to That Energy for dinner.

She’d had an apple orchard in her backyard. The Shopkeeper would lie out in the yard, reading under the sky—her favorite books had been about nature and the supernatural.

Many of the houses in her neighborhood had the same Stepford style: two stories with a garage and backyard. But across the street from her, in almost the exact same house as hers, had been a Confederate-flag-waving family with knocked knees and motorcycles. The mother was missing three fingers on her right hand, and she was missing the whole bottom row of her teeth—she looked unexplainable, so they called her That Energy.

The Shopkeeper would taunt the two Confederate-flag-waving brothers with middle fingers and rocks because they threw sticks at her and called her names.

“At least my mama got a middle finger,” The Shopkeeper said.

“At least my mama got two ey—” one brother called back until The Shopkeeper looked up from the Harriett book that she had just brought home from the library and cracked him in the forehead with a rock.

“Don’t ever talk about my mama,” The Shopkeeper said.

And just as she was turning the next page, their mother grabbed her by the back of her windbreaker, and that was the last thing The Shopkeeper remembered before she passed out cold. This was the first time she met That Energy up close, and it was the first time that a touch ever put her to sleep. People in the neighborhood said her neighbor had cursed her, but others said it was simply trauma because she hit her head. She thought it had something to do with Harriett.

“Yeah, that’s false what they say about Fishtown,” the round woman continued, missing the fact that The Shopkeeper was in a flashback. “It’s not that we are all That Energy; we just don’t like other people.”

“That sounds like the definition of—” The Shopkeeper snapped back.

“You should keep the lights on all day and all night in your . . . bookshop,” the round woman said.

“Why?”

“My nephew killed a man up the street,” she said, nodding toward the train. “But he wasn’t just That Energy. That’s what the news wants everyone to believe. He was something much worse.”

“Oh.”

“We got you.” The round woman winked and then sloshed away.

The Shopkeeper didn’t know if that was a warning or welcome. Either way, she had to open her bookshop in twenty-five days, she thought. Either way.

“Did you order a veggie broth soup?” the pizza delivery guy called out from his passenger-side window to The Shopkeeper.

“Yeah,” The Shopkeeper called back, her stomach growling.

“Can you come get it? I never get outta my car out here,” he explained.

“You can just toss it to me.”

“Hot soup?”

“Yeah, it’ll be fine.”

The Shopkeeper caught her veggie broth soup and closed out the convo with her customer-service smile.

“Be careful out here.” The delivery guy pointed around in a circle. “It’s still The Land of Fishtown.”






Chapter 8

JANUARY 9, 2020

5:00 P.M.

The Shopkeeper was loving on her copy of Conversations with Sonia Sanchez when ME showed up at the bookshop door.

“I didn’t want to interrupt,” he said. “I could watch you do that for hours. You can keep on.” She didn’t want to be late for her writing group anyway, so she grabbed her coat, locked up early, and said, “It’s okay. Let’s go.”

He slipped an apple into her bag. “I washed it for you.” There was something else she wished he’d wash for her. Her mind wandered, but she shook it off as fast as she could.

He is a monk, she reminded herself. He is a monk in training. She grinned.

She looked away. Looking too long could be problematic. They ate apples together as he walked her to class.

“‘An apple a day keeps the doctor away,’ my grandmother used to say,” The Shopkeeper told him.

“Somehow people have given apples a bad name.” He grinned as usual, even when he was serious.

“Yeah, I mean, like, everybody thinks it was an apple that got Eve caught up in the garden. It’s the apple that’s poisonous in ‘Snow White.’ It’s Steve Jobs and Apple computers. It’s Johnny Appleseed colonizing everything. But apples don’t deserve that reputation. The narrative on apples needs to be rewritten,” she said.

“Speaking of writing, how’s yours?” He switched gears.

The Shopkeeper had been so focused on opening the bookshop that she’d barely picked up a pen. “It’s not.”

He laughed while they walked. “Where are we walking to?”

“I’m taking a writing class at the university. And I’m selling other people’s writing and critiquing writing, but I am not writing.”

“That’s DEEP,” he said, rubbing his beard and shaking his head. “I know that university.”

“I’ve just been busy opening the bookshop,” she said. “And trying to manage this stupid condition. And I’m scared I’ll fall asleep in the wrong place, and then, poof! It’s dangerous. You wouldn’t understand,” she huffed.

She was on the defensive as she walked down Broad Street toward the university. Over the years, she’d learned to duck and dodge, bob and weave across streets to avoid people touching her. He worked to keep up.

“You’re cute when you’re on the defensive,” he said. “And fast. I wish I could pinch your cheeks.”

She ignored him. When she was on a mission, she was very focused.

“I’m just saying, word on the street is, you are a writer who doesn’t write. That you wrote Conversations with Harriett years ago and haven’t written anything since.”

“I could care less about the word on the street. I live in an apartment.”

“You should write that down.”

“What? My jokes?”

“Your EVERYTHING! Your dreams, your ideas, your angry rants, your love spells—do it for our great-great-great-great-grandchildren.” The Shopkeeper grinned at the thought of futuristic grandchildren still reading books as they floated around in outer space.

“Some of us spend our entire lives trying to find what you have.”

“What’s that?” She was puzzled.

“Direction.

“How’s the opening?” he asked. “What are you gonna make appear out of thin air next?”

She didn’t understand his question.

“You know, the thing you do when you say things, and then—poof—they appear, like your awning. What are you gonna make appear next?”

She’d never thought of it like that. “Well, to be honest, next on my list is furniture. Shelves, tables, chairs, desks, anything we can rest books on. But every time I make something appear—poof—out of thin air, it appears slightly messed up. Like my awning.”

“My great-aunt has a junkyard.”

“A junkyard,” The Shopkeeper replied. “No, that’s not what I need.”

“But she has furniture.”

“In her junkyard?”

“Yup. It’s free if you’re free tomorrow.” He power walked beside her.

“Free ninety-nine? Free like Harriett? Or free like free today, but now you’re indebted for the rest of your life?”

He nodded his head yes, then shook his head no. “Free like free your mind, and if so, then it’s a date.”

She wanted to blow him a kiss when they got to the university. But it wasn’t in her character. He waved goodbye and shimmied his shoulders like Will Smith. The Shopkeeper shoulder shimmied back and was early for class for the first time since she was a girl, and for the first time since she was a girl, she felt safe.






Chapter 9

JANUARY 9, 2020

5:33 P.M.

As opposed to stumbling into class as she usually did, The Shopkeeper catwalked in. She was prepared with her own notebook and blue pen this week. She looked around at the art school graffiti on the walls of the classroom. As she was running her fingers over clever sayings and lewd drawings, The Good Doctor walked in, wearing the same outfit she always wore—all black everything from head to toe—only this week, she was carrying a bright orange crate.

“Now, what do we have here?” The Good Doctor smiled at The Shopkeeper as she began to set up. The Shopkeeper knew her professor would be shocked to see her there—and early, no less. “It’s a miracle.”

“What’s this for?” The Shopkeeper asked, trying to change the subject. She pointed at the bright orange crate.

“It’s for today’s activity.”

“Which is . . . ?”

“We call it ‘the crate activity.’”

Very descriptive, The Shopkeeper thought.

“I am concerned you won’t do this one. How did you do with the assignment from last week? Did you try it?”

“I did.”

The Good Doctor looked surprised. “Oh, you did?”

The Shopkeeper grinned. “I kind of went on a date in Paradise.”

The Good Doctor looked intrigued. “And?”

“And I really, really liked him . . . I mean it.” This was an understatement. The Shopkeeper loved daydreaming about the hour she’d spent inside ME’s eyes. How it’d made her feel warm but cool. Now she wanted to make eye contact with strangers and friends, and even right now with The Good Doctor.

“So perhaps you’ll trust me more,” The Good Doctor said.

Before The Shopkeeper could answer, the others in the class started coming in. Rose and the stoned kid sat next to each other, laughing about the Eagles game. Everyone else sat around the table in their usual seats.

This week, Rose was dressed head to toe in royal blue. She had a royal blue rose in her hair and royal blue roses on her wrist and windbreaker and sneakers—even her extra-long fingernails were painted royal blue.

“Hello, sugar pie.” Rose danced and waved her royal blue handkerchief around her head. “Thank you for that book.” Rose tried to act like she wasn’t surprised to see The Shopkeeper there early. But Ray did not pretend.

“Well, look what the mafuckin’ cat dragged in,” Ray said, passing out glasses to the group for wine.

“Would anyone like to share their homework?” The Good Doctor asked as the class settled down. Of course, Rose raised her hand first.

“I would.”

“And who did you write your letter to?” The Good Doctor asked Rose.

“I wrote to my late husband, Charlie.”

“Okay, Rose.” The Good Doctor said her usual preface: “In this writing class, there are no apologies, excuses, or prefaces. When it’s time to read . . .”

“. . . just read,” the class said in unison.

“Dear Charlie,” Rose began. “It’s been 423 days since you . . .” She closed her eyes. Took a deep breath. “Died.” Her hands shook this time, and she wasn’t faking like she usually did. Rose rarely spoke about Charlie Jr.’s death, but here she was bringing him up two sessions in a row.

“Yet I feel you with me in the mornings. I feel you holding my hand, kissing my forehead. I even smell your funky old socks. How can they say you’re gone? You would never leave me. I tell people, ‘We had a pact.’ I don’t miss you. I don’t mourn you. You never left me, and I don’t think you ever will.” She motioned with her blue rose pen to an empty chair beside her. “You’re here.” She pointed at the stoned kid in the tie-dyed shirt. “And here.” She pointed at her heart. “And certainly here. I found out your name, Charles, means ‘free man.’ Derived from ‘karilaz.’ It’s regal. After all these years, what I remember most is your regal shoehorn, and you shining your regal shoes, and your regal aftershave, and you singing to yourself in the bathroom mirror—my free man. So, what did I learn from you, Sir Charles? Well, I learned to ‘Let It Be.’ You gave me The Beatles on repeat every day.” She began to sing. “‘Whisper words of wisdom / Let it be.’

“Last week in class, I heard you singing ‘Let It Be’ in my left ear as I stood across from a six-foot-six young man in a tie-dyed T-shirt. We were instructed by The Good Doctor not to touch physically, but instead, to touch emotionally by looking deep into our partner’s eyes. I don’t think I’ve looked at anyone or let anyone look at me in a long time. He reminded me of you, Charles. Not that you two look alike—maybe a little—but because you feel alike: strong, gentle, tall. I swam in his eyes. A sweet kid. Turns out his name is also Charles. Our assignment was to try this exercise at home. I don’t have anyone at home anymore, so I invited that sweet young man over to the house for a coffee and to read with me, since The Shopkeeper gave us both a copy of her book. We traveled through time and dimensions together, birth and death and friendships and arguments and dinners and card games. I saw you in his eyes.”

The stoned guy, who The Shopkeeper decided she’d call Lil Charlie from now on, blushed.

“Thank you for never leaving me, Charlie. Thank you for being my husband.”

Lil Charlie blushed some more.

Best thing she’s written all semester, The Shopkeeper thought. Not great, but good. Some emotional depth, nice pacing, strong message, a slight plot twist. The Shopkeeper bit into another apple, and the sound of crisp wetness broke through the silence in the air—she hoped Ray would share something funny to lighten the mood. But he was deep in thought.

On the board, for the writing prompt, The Good Doctor wrote, Share a touch you’ve witnessed that forever changed your life. Ray, Rose, Lil Charlie, The Shopkeeper, and the rest of the class jumped in.

In response to the prompt, The Shopkeeper penned a scene from her childhood. Although she was typically hesitant to write about herself, she had no problem writing about others.


One Friday evening, when I was nine years old, we had a visiting pastor come to our church. I was eating a broken mint and reading devotional readers when I heard a commotion in the back of the building. It was a deep familiar wailing. Everybody turned around. Some wailing somebody was surrounded by three church mothers holding up white sheets. They were clearing out the pew to get closer to the wailing somebody. The church mothers—an elderly group of tight-lipped, no-nonsense women—were saying, “The blood of Jesus,” on repeat, louder and louder. A larger and larger circle formed around the back pew until the guest preacher instructed the three church mothers to drag the wailing somebody into the middle aisle for a “laying on of hands.” They could not. The wailing somebody was impossible to control—their arms and legs refusing restraint. Their guttural voice otherworldly. So the guest preacher called out for the church deacons to come help the church mothers move the demon-possessed wailing somebody so they could cast out the evil that was controlling them. Where was God when you needed God? I thought.

“Say ‘the blood of Jesus,’” the guest preacher instructed, pulling and grabbing at the somebody.

“Leave me alone. Stop. Leave me. No,” the somebody bellowed in deep-bellied outbursts. I couldn’t move enough to make out the somebody. Meanwhile, others were standing up on their pews, pointing and chanting in unison, “The blood of Jesus, the blood of Jesus, the blood of Jesus,” with the guest preacher roaring into the mic, “Loose ya, loose ya, Satan,” to the somebody. The four church deacons fought unsuccessfully to pick the somebody up while the church mothers worked to cover the somebody’s unmentionables as their body flung itself about.

I crawled under the seats, all the way to the back of the church, through a maze of legs and feet. Followed the guest preacher’s gibberish to a spot in the middle aisle close to his fancy crocodile boots. He was stomping and pointing and praying, his entire body zigzagging with waves of electric current. I got close enough to see through the deacons and the church mothers and the sheets and the sheep who were wailing that the somebody was a little girl. Not much younger than me. But she was cursing and spitting and scratching like a grown woman. The church smelled like used stockings and cheap sweat. “God, please help this little demon girl,” and then I caught eyes with her through the church mothers’ sheets, and maybe she smiled and gave me a wink, and then I realized the wailing somebody, the demon girl, was my sister, hell-bound and foaming at the mouth. I wanted to run to her, but my legs melted into the fiery floor, half scared for her, half scared of her, and half wondering whether she was acting out a scene from one of our Brothers Grimm fairy tales.

A deacon took the mic from the guest preacher. Quieted everyone with a hush. Laid his hands on my sister’s forehead and pushed her around by the head until she passed out. Church ended early that night.



The Shopkeeper reflected on the black-and-blue bruises all over her sister’s body when they got home and how everyone in their family agreed it was a small price to pay not to be “demon possessed.” She wondered whether the root of her touch phobia was a fear of evil. She remembered thinking at nine years old that she’d never want anyone to lay hands on her and that she’d never ever wear crocodile boots. Both things seemed wrong.

“You bring us to an interesting teachable moment.” The Good Doctor went to the board and began to doodle. “Many faiths believe that the laying on of hands allows you to transfer what is in you to another person.” She drew a cartoon of a stick figure laying hands on the forehead of another stick figure. “There is great mystery in how this works, but many have reported miracles simply from the laying on of hands. Healing of the sick, raising of the dead, invoking or exorcising spirits.”

“Is that real?” The Shopkeeper asked, chewing her apple to its core.

“Is what real?”

“Can touch heal people and raise people from the dead? Or is that folklore, fairy tales, and magic tricks?”

“It depends who you ask.”

“I’m asking you,” The Shopkeeper insisted.

“I’ve seen things. Yes. Was it a placebo? Maybe. Was it oxytocin? Maybe. A higher power? To some. It’s really up to you to decide what you want to believe. Whatever suits you is the right answer. Everything is everything.”

The Shopkeeper sat back in her chair, confused by what had happened in church that night and her professor believing that it could have helped her sister, not harmed her. But most of all, The Shopkeeper hated ambiguous answers. She hated them the way she hated clichés. She loathed them. Overused pieces of language that had no meaning and wasted space on the page. Meaningless. Like this doctor, she thought.

“What about you all?” The Shopkeeper asked the group. “Do you believe touch can heal people and raise them from the dead?”

The group was split evenly between yes and no. More meaninglessness, she thought.

“Okay, activity time,” The Good Doctor said, clapping her hands to bring everyone to attention. “Today’s activity takes us outside.”

The Good Doctor looked over at The Shopkeeper, who, as she’d suspected, was shaking her head NO.

As she moved closer to The Shopkeeper, she looked her deep in the eyes and nodded her head YES.

The Shopkeeper wanted to trust The Good Doctor, but she also wondered if The Good Doctor was just another quack with silly exercises and corny sayings, another mother to walk in and out of her life, and perhaps she’d never be able to get over her phobia—especially not in one month—and it would be ridiculous to try.

“Thank goodness for global warming,” Ray said, putting on his coat. “Ten years ago, we could’ve never gone outside with an orange at night in the middle of January and lived to tell about it.”

“We are going to City Hall,” The Good Doctor continued, putting on her black coat and black scarf. “How does this make folks feel on a scale from one to ten, with one being absolutely horrified and ten being absolutely overjoyed?” She went around the room to mixed responses, with most people at the table being around three or four, Ray being the only ten and The Shopkeeper being the only one.

The motley crew of adults traipsed up Broad Street in a straight line. Still unsure what their professor had in mind, they marched in silence to the rhythm of the city’s horns and sirens.

“Some say City Hall is the heart of Philadelphia,” The Good Doctor greeted her students, who semicircled around her while the bustle of hundreds of passersby continued around them. When they reached the compass in the center of Philadelphia’s City Hall, she said, “Today this is the center of the universe.” She pointed at the ground. The Shopkeeper admired the stone edifice—especially the thirty-seven-foot tall statue of William Penn that stood atop the building. As can be imagined, The Shopkeeper did not enjoy the crowds, which she avoided by standing in front of Ray’s big, burly belly and beside Rose, who kept watch for anyone who came too close.

“We got your back, sugar pie,” Rose whispered. “And your sides.”

“We won’t let the monsters get you, Mamacita.” Ray winked in agreement.

“The point of this exercise is to practice overcoming fear,” The Good Doctor said, placing the orange crate upside down on the center of the compass and standing on top of it to address her group. Of course, passersby looked over. Some stopped. Others stared. The Good Doctor seemed to love the attention.

“Nice ass,” some faceless voice called out from the crowd.

The Good Doctor rubbed her behind, smiled, and continued. “No one will be coerced into doing this, but everyone needs to be part of it. Cheer one another on. Be there for one another. Even if you cannot imagine yourself doing it, see if you can allow for even the remote possibility that you might do it anyway.”

The Shopkeeper knew there was no remote possibility that she might do it anyway. The thought of standing up in front of thousands of people, telling them she was afraid to be touched, made her angry. It was like asking for it. Someone would undoubtedly want to test her fear and reach out a grubby paw to touch her. She yawned while her professor continued. She was bored by this whole thing.

“For this exercise, which we call street speaking, you will stand up here on top of this orange crate in the center of the world and declare with urgency why you must face your deepest fear. Your classmates will cheer you on by saying, ‘Oh, what the heck, do whatever it takes,’ as you walk from the audience to the crate. Let’s practice the chant,” she said.

The group started, “Oh, what the heck, do whatever it takes. Oh, what the heck, do whatever it takes.” The Shopkeeper thought the exercise was silly. She had a touch phobia. Not a fear of public speaking. This won’t help me, she noted to herself.

“Shut that shit up,” another faceless somebody yelled out from the crowd. The Shopkeeper agreed.

“Louder,” The Good Doctor exclaimed, with her hands raising higher and higher to the sky. The Shopkeeper thought she looked like a street preacher. The group repeated the chant two more times, and then The Good Doctor gave them the cutoff sign. Everyone froze.

“We will chant until you’re ready to speak,” The Good Doctor said. “Then you will get up here and declare why now is your time. Make sure you own your three minutes of street speaking. But most importantly, honor that you are doing this despite how afraid you may be. Most people are not brave enough to name their fear in public. This activity gives you practice looking it right in the eye. Who’s ready to begin?” Everyone except The Shopkeeper raised their hands. “I will not call on you. For this activity, you have to choose yourself.”

The Good Doctor stepped down, and Ray ran up. He jumped onto the crate as the group began to chant, “Oh, what the heck, do whatever it takes.”

The crate bent under his weight but did not break.

“Okay, so I’m Ray,” he began. The group grew quiet, but the hustle and bustle of city life continued to whiz by.

“We can’t hear you,” The Good Doctor said, cupping her ears.

“Okay,” he asserted over the noise. “I am Ray. And my biggest fear is stand-up comedy. I am facing my fear now because I’m bored. My life is like watching paint dry.”

The class laughed, and stray watchers gathered around.

“My life is funny.” Ray laughed a nervous laugh. “It’s just, no one gets the joke.” He got a few giggles from the crowd. “For instance, I’m single. My neighbor—she’s single too. She’s shapely and beautiful, and she lives right across the street . . .

“I watched her as she got home from work yesterday. I was surprised when she walked across the street, up my driveway, and knocked on my door.

“I opened the door. She looked at me and said, ‘I just got home, and I have this strong urge to have a good time, get drunk, and have fun tonight. Are you doing anything?’

“I quickly replied, ‘Nope, I’m free!’

“‘Great!’ she said. ‘Can you watch my dog?’”

More people laughed. The Shopkeeper wrung her hands in fear for Ray, but he seemed to be having the time of his life. He was actually funny.

“Another one,” a faceless voice yelled out from the crowd at Ray.

“Another one?” Ray kept on. “Well, my friend said to me, ‘Ray, aren’t you sad to see your friends getting married and you being single at your age?’

“I replied, ‘Yes, it’s quite sad, but I don’t know how to help them.’”

The group laughed some more. The more jokes he cracked, the larger the crowd grew, and when he was done, his smile beamed brighter, his back was straighter, and he held his head higher. He stepped down off the crate and opened his arms wide to The Shopkeeper, knowing she’d never give him a hug back. He laughed. She laughed. This is like one of those walking-on-coal, laying-on-of-hands activities, she thought.

“How was it?” she asked Ray.

“It was the best,” and then he unexpectedly started to jump up and down. “I can’t believe I just did that.” He cried tears of joy while the group chanted, “Oh, what the heck, do whatever it takes,” waiting for the next speaker to emerge.

The entire class took turns hopping on and off the orange crate, declaring victory over a range of fears from heights to flying, from dentists to bugs, while the crowd of onlookers swelled in disbelief. The more the crowd grew, the angrier The Shopkeeper grew. This changes nothing, she thought. The Good Doctor should be wearing crocodile-skin boots.

“Oh, what the heck, do whatever it takes.” A crowd of fifty or so strangers joined her classmates in the chanting. The Shopkeeper knew she was supposed to be next; Ray had gone twice, and some people who weren’t even in her class had been inspired and decided to hop onto the orange crate. Most people were visibly overjoyed when they were through. The Good Doctor gave The Shopkeeper a glance, trying to reconnect through eye contact. In all sincerity she mouthed to her student, “You can do this.” The Shopkeeper pictured herself up on the orange crate for a brief second but then rolled her eyes at The Good Doctor for almost making her believe this could help her in any way. Instead, she decided she would make The Good Doctor keep the promise that no one would be coerced into participating.

But others in the class began pointing at The Shopkeeper while they chanted, “Oh, what the heck, do whatever it takes,” to egg her on. She could smell the funk of the crowd—it reminded her of used stockings and cheap sweat. She imagined their filthy hands creeping closer and closer to her arms and legs like tentacles. She could feel their breaths and spittle on her neck. Peer pressure will not help, she thought. Sweat dripped down her back. The apple pulp curdled in her stomach. She wrung her hands and popped her knuckles. She figured she’d run down the clock, and eventually The Good Doctor would have to end class. The group continued to chant more and more wildly with fist pumps and stomps—“Oh, what the heck, do whatever it takes”—until Ray turned to her and said, “It’s now or never, my friend.”

Another cliché. She grimaced. Not you too, Ray, she thought. And then, she considered just doing it to get everyone off her back. But instead, she shook her head NO once again and gave The Good Doctor the cutoff gesture, which she thought meant “stop” but Rose said looked too much like “I’ll cut your head off.”

The Shopkeeper eased toward the back of the orange crate very slowly, even though in that moment, she decided not even a world-renowned neuroscientist who specialized in touch could save her if this was the best she could do. No one could save her.

But to be a good sport, she had every intention of finally trying the activity when The Good Doctor ascended the empty crate instead. She thanked the crowd for their participation, bowing and clapping like she’d won an award. Show-off, The Shopkeeper thought, disgusted. “If anyone else would like to go, NOW is the time. Even if you don’t say a word. Just taking a stand is a major step.” She was giving The Shopkeeper an out. Run up. Stand up. Hop off. Easy. But no one moved. Especially not The Shopkeeper, who felt she’d never come back to class again. That would be her stand.

The other writers in her group figured it would be a lot for her, but they thought she’d at least try.

The Good Doctor picked up the orange crate and said to the crowd in feigned disappointment, “Okay, everyone. Class dismissed.”

That night, The Shopkeeper reflected on the session and whether she’d ever go back. She decided to do what worked best for her. She wrote a letter to her sister and waited patiently for a response.






Chapter 10

JANUARY 10, 2020

9:33 P.M.

Elle,

I hope all is well with you and work and that you’re writing even though you’re not joining the group this session. The class was good up until recently. I can’t figure out if the new teacher is a quack. Ray and Rose are enrolled, and a few new people have joined, but I can’t recall their names because their writing bores me to tears. It is not the same without you. You balance us with your wit and wisdom.

I am writing to ask if you can come visit class sometime soon, like you used to do. And bring more honey when you come, please. As usual, I’ve been putting it on my tongue twice a day and reciting the mantra “I deserve sweetness. I deserve sweetness” in the mirror. The honey is smooth going down. Helps me think of sweet things, like our walk by the river years ago and our stories about the honey goddess and the flowers we gathered and placed in the water for her. Thank you for that. The honey must be working. Though, I don’t know if it will heal me. It certainly has attracted the sweetest-smelling man into my life.

Today we went on our second date—to a junkyard. At least, he said we were going to a junkyard, and he said we were going on a date. I almost turned him down, because who invites you on a date to a junkyard? But like our grandmother used to say, God don’t make no junk. It went in one ear and out the other. But as usual, our grandmother was right.

When I got to the bookshop yesterday morning, tucked in the door was an envelope. It said Ms. Harriett, large, on the front. Inside was a letter he’d written.


If you are reading this, our date has begun. Do you trust me? Inside this envelope you’ll find a blindfold. Any minute now—a black SUV will arrive. If you decide to get inside, put on the blindfold. And don’t take it off until your driver says it’s okay. Okay?



Just then, the black SUV pulled up. Now, I know you’re like, Girl, do not get in no strange car with no strange man and put on no strange blindfold. This is not an actual fairy tale. This is real life. Blindfolds and SUVs never end well in real life. Especially because you’ve known this sweet-smelling man of yours all of what, two weeks?

But you know me. I love a good love story.

When I got into the car, the driver was an elderly man in a suit, with a big mustache and a very soft voice.

“Good morning, madam,” he whispered. “In your console is an apple. Would you like it before you put on your blindfold?”

His small voice made me feel safe. Of course, I wanted an apple. I had been fasting for a week. I poured a lil honey on it, ate that thing to the core, put the seeds in my pocket. And then did as I was told. Blindfold on and head back. We rode for thirty-three minutes listening to John Coltrane’s A Love Supreme. Sometimes when you’re blindfolded, thirty minutes can feel like thirty hours, but when you are blindfolded with Coltrane, time stops. A love supreme. A love supreme. A love supreme.

I dozed off into a dream about ME. In it, we walked through a river together like Ms. Harriett, with water up to our waists, then chests, then chins. As we crossed to the other side, something suddenly pulled him under, and only his hand was reaching out for me as he bobbed up and down for air, but when I went to grab his hand . . . I passed out and woke up. These apples really give you vivid dreams.

“You may remove your blindfold, madam,” the driver whispered as we pulled to a stop. “And there’s your next letter.” He pointed to the door of an old stone mansion in the middle of nowhere. I rubbed my eyes. All about the grounds, as far as my eye could see, were garden benches and wrought iron chairs and chaise lounges and fountains surrounded by a sea of winter wheat in mixed hues of browns and yellows.

“Is this still Philly?” I asked the driver, but he didn’t respond and just drove away.

When I opened the next letter, it read:


Welcome to My Junkyard: Where One Woman’s Junk Is Another Woman’s Treasure. When you are ready, ring my bell.



At the side of the door was an old bronze bell as tall as me. I tapped it with the gong that hung by its side, and I felt the vibration throughout my body. The bell made the oversized double doors open like the pearly gates, and I was welcomed into antique-furniture-store heaven. Dressers and wardrobes, side tables and rugs, mirrors and lamps, vases and chairs, couches and paintings and sculptures and birdcages and buffets and headboards—room after room after room of the fanciest junk you’ve ever seen.

When I picked my mouth up off the floor, I began taking note of every item I wanted, as though my bookshop isn’t just one small room. You know handcrafted furniture is my jam. Where am I gonna put all this junk? I laughed. After hours and hours and hours of uninterrupted browsing and totally forgetting I was on a date, I got to the fourth floor of the mansion and realized it was dark outside.

“Hello, my s-s-sister,” an elderly woman’s voice stuttered, but I didn’t see anyone around.

“Hello,” I said to the thin air.

“And y-you are knowing what you are w-w-wanting?” the voice asked.

I still had no idea where the voice was coming from. I assumed she was asking if I was ready to check out, so I started looking for my list. “Yes.”

“Did you find everything you ever wished for?” the voice said, emerging from behind a small bookshelf. It belonged to a tiny four-foot-tall woman with pale silver eyes and bright silver hair. She wore an off-white dress under an off-white coat that was much too long. Her clothes dragged but somehow remained pristine.

I tried to hand her my list without getting too close (you know my issue), but she didn’t take it and just kept talking. “And you found th-th-things you never i-imagined.” That’s when I realized that perhaps she couldn’t see me.

“I can’t see you, but I feel you,” she told me, like she could read my mind.

“What do I feel like?” I was confused.

“You feel r-ready. Well, almost r-ready.”

I was ready, so I started to tell her the items on my list.

“I want books to be hidden everywhere in the bookshop—inside of drawers and under tables. Under things, between. I want the very act of looking for a book to be an adventure.”

She knew the story of each thing on my list.

“Gilt bronze and green-tinted glass, decorated with balusters, central four-light sconces, nineteenth century. Gilt bronze clock decorated with garlands (matched with two candelabra), Louis XVI style.”

I even found a cash register!

“Sit d-d-down,” she said to me, gesturing to an armchair. “I hear you are preparing to open a bookshop, but something tells me you believe that is a destination when it is simply the beginning of your path.”

“I want to open by February 1,” I told her. “And I have no books.”

She told me she knew my work. Hearing this continues to surprise me and made my ears perk up.

“My nephew talks about you,” she told me. “A lot.”

More shock, since I’ve only known ME for a few days.

“‘You say the path with no beginning is worth beginning,’” she quoted my book. “But you’re afraid?

“Give me your hand,” she said. “I’ll read your palm.” She reached her hand out for mine. But I froze.

“Sorry,” I said as I stood up to leave. “I can’t do that.”

I just wanted the furniture and to get back before it was too late. I didn’t want to hold hands, and I didn’t want to know the future.

“ME was training with a sifu,” she shared as though I’d asked. “They didn’t do anything but sit at the Schuylkill staring at the river all day. He stayed there for five, six, seven hours watching the water in silence. Then one day his sifu said he didn’t think ME was ready to join the monkhood. ME asked him why. He said because ME was still searching for himself.” I hate when spiritual people speak in parables. “ME told him he was ready, thinking maybe his sifu was testing him. The only thing he was searching for was the monkhood. He sold his possessions. He stopped eating meat. He meditated. How could he not be ready, he cried. But his sifu repeated that ME was still not ready and that he should consider another path, then got up and walked away. ME sat out there for another hour staring at the water, not sure what to do next. And what came to him was to create his own monkhood. Create his own way. Write his own code of conduct and live by it strictly every day. So ME will forever be a monk in training.”

I felt for him.

But his great-aunt said, “One more thing before you go. I want to show you my book.” She gestured for me to follow her to a bookcase that turned into a door that led us into the back of a small room.

I couldn’t understand how a blind woman had written a book, but she insisted I follow her to see. She had a large cabinet filled with vials and liquids and powders and roots and a book almost as large as herself opened on the table.

“Don’t look at my photos,” she said as she flipped through the pages. “This has been in our family for ages.”

“I won’t look,” I promised, more confused, because why would she show me something if she didn’t want me to see?

“And these are my formulas,” she said, pointing at the vials of different-colored liquids and powders. “Everything we need to heal or kill on this earth is right here under our noses. Your elders are here to help you,” she continued. “You just have to learn to listen. Now run along.” She stopped herself abruptly. “This room is not for everyone. Take the cash register. And leave your list.” She was unfazed by my obvious startle. “We’ll have your things delivered tomorrow. ME will be there to help you. Good night.”

“But I haven’t paid,” I said.

“ME has,” she said. “He is very generous in that way. But like yourself, he has a lot of . . . issues. Who you love is always a reflection of you.”

And then the elderly woman said, “The next envelope is in your bag.” I never saw her slip it in there. Or maybe she’d had it all along. On one side was a black-and-white photo filled with women who looked like her and dressed like her in all white, with their head wraps and bare feet. They were all of a certain age. Like a yearbook of grandmothers in their back in the days. The Shopkeeper thought the woman quite beautiful. One woman looked just like her; another looked like Sister Sonia.

“That was in our younger days,” his aunt said. “Me and my literary society of sisters. Flip it over. Your letter from ME is on the other side.”

The letter read:


I hope you enjoyed our second date. It’s not over. See you tomorrow!



Ok. So, Elle, tell me your thoughts.

He is a quite complicated character, right?

I don’t know if I am mixed up in something sweet or sinister. So like I said, it’s like a Choose Your Own Adventure story.

What do you think?

Love,

Your Sister Friend, Gee






Chapter 11

JANUARY 11, 2020

3:33 P.M.

My Gee,

That letter. Hmmmmm.

First off, I’m fine. Hope all is well with you and the birth of the bookshop. I am excited to see where this takes you, especially now that your trajectory has been interrupted, lol.

I miss visiting your writers’ group sometimes, but mostly I don’t—they are your kind of people and not mine. But I do love that you have them and they have you. I promise to come and see you all soon. I’m so glad you are continuing the practice of saying the mantra! Oh, and look what you pretended up, a sweet-smelling man. You have always wished for true love.

I wonder if ME will unravel you or help glue you back together. This second date was quite interesting. You were dropped in a place, alone and completely content, yet on a date. This date only required you to be present and at ease with yourself. In this short time, I am in awe of how perceptive he is. This ME, in just a couple weeks, has gotten you to take a moment away from your fear and enjoy life. I must admit, the blindfold is sensual for a monk and a very sly way to get you to rely on your other senses. To feel what you heard and smelled during your journey, then drift into a dream, only to awaken in a place we’ve only whispered about in private conversations. Did you conjure this? Is it make believe?

I am truly proud of you for not taking flight when you finally did meet his aunt. What an odd way to be introduced. Funny how there are blind women in his family too. Yet this aunt of his has already read your work—even without eyes she can see! ME is determined to know you. Are you willing to let him try?

The issues you both have could be what heals you both. Love is, however, a tool that can cage us or free us, but the choice is yours. It seems everything in your life right now is a slow-moving car, waiting for you to decide where you want to go and at what speed. This is your adventure to choose.

“You are ready. Well, almost ready,” she said.

What do you say?

Love,

Your Sister Friend, Elle






Chapter 12

JANUARY 12, 2020

9:33 A.M.

The next day, The Shopkeeper didn’t walk to the bookshop; she levitated there, cash register in hand, grinning double wide. It was the hottest January day ever recorded in Philadelphia history. She was so high that her feet didn’t touch the ground. The anticipation of her furniture delivery and seeing ME and finding a cash register—she couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt this alive.

But like her grandmother used to say, Don’t count your eggs before they hatch. It went in one ear and out the other.

In these types of stories, when things are too good to be true, they usually are. And so, as she went to unlock the front door, the lock was broken and the bookshop door was ajar.

She stepped into a grotesque scene of her only copy of Wounded in the House of a Friend torn to pieces and strewn about, mirrors broken, and chairs overturned. Smeared feces on her walls and on her desk, used toilet paper hanging from her light fixtures. Trash bags slashed open, and her bloody pads spread about. It smelled like death. Like the bloody, shitty death of a baby. She didn’t just cry; she belly wept, thinking of picking through poop and blood to recover pages and trying to tape back together a shredded rare autograph that read Stay baddddddd on the inside of a 1970 Broadside Press printing of We a BaddDDD People, which was covered in piss. i have only one solution: to rise / above this absurd drama that / others have staged before me.

A Post-it note on the wall near her overturned desk said in decrepit handwriting, CAN’T TOUCH THIS!, with an arrow pointing down to a pile of actual human or dog or horse shit.

“That’s it,” she said out loud to the Post-it. “YOU’RE right. You’re ALL right. I can’t touch this. I can’t touch THIS! I CAN’T TOUCH THIS SHIT!”

She took her new cash register back outside. It didn’t deserve to be subjected to her nightmare. It glinted and glimmered in winter’s unseasonable sun. She sat down gracefully next to the cash register in the middle of the sidewalk and wept in the whistling of the day.

“What happened ta you?” said the same round woman who had warned The Shopkeeper earlier about Fishtown and That Energy—she just happened to be walking by again. “It’s a beautiful day.”

“Take a look,” The Shopkeeper said, sitting on the ledge of a mental breakdown. “Go inside and see for yourself what happened to me.” The Shopkeeper’s thoughts spun. Where would she put her new furniture? Where would she find more books? And why wasn’t she getting any better? These books were rare copies. Some she’d never find again in this lifetime. She pleaded with herself to relax. Her mind grew more and more out of control.

The smell of the bookshop smacked the round woman when she opened the door.

“Looks like the work of That Energy!” the round woman said with a look of disgust. “They hate books, ya know.” She scratched her head. “Especially old ones. I told you to watch out. Maybe I can get you some help from within the neighborhood, but you know, that’ll cost ya. Not even the police will come without an okay from the old guard.”

“I don’t know. And I don’t care. You win. I quit.” The Shopkeeper seethed and spit through her teeth. The round woman went to pat her shoulder and tell her not to give up but got hollered at by The Shopkeeper at the top of her lungs. “Don’t touch me!!!! Don’t FREAKIN’ touch me!!! Don’t touch meeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!!!!!”

The round woman’s eyes got big. She was caught off guard, so she said, “Well, then, I guess you got what you deserved, you quittin’ little shit.” The round woman walked away with that energy.

The Shopkeeper called her sister—no answer.

She called Ray—no answer.

She called Rose—no answer.

The Good Doctor—no answer.

ME—no answer.

Then, against her better judgment, she called youknowwho. And of course he answered. He always answered.

“Be right there, champ,” he said when he arrived.

“Get up,” he called out from up the block. He was devouring a cheesesteak from Max’s that dripped hot oil and mayo. “And stop feeling sorry for yourself. You know these people don’t read,” he told her. “And you’re sitting outside with a cash register, just asking to be robbed. This is Fishtown, my Gee. Get up!” When he arrived, she noticed his fingernails were longer and cruddier than ever before.

He’s right, she thought sarcastically. What was she thinking? She should have thought about this when she’d decided to open a bookshop in The Land of Fishtown.

She tried to stand up, but her behind was flat and numb from the concrete. He picked the cash register up off the ground and said, “Let me help you.”

“Thanks.” She reached for it once she was on her feet.

“No . . . for good,” he responded.

Her face matched the bookshop.

“I told you you’d be calling me, and anytime you call me, I’m gonna make you pay, because it means you’re being weak. And you feel that pain right now in your chest, don’t you?”

“Yeah,” she said.

“Pain is just weakness leaving your body.”

For some reason, that awful logic made sense to her—that she deserved to pay for playing weak, and he was the perfect person to give her that pain.

“You always come crawling back, and it’s gonna cost you every time until you get this lesson.” He licked the grease off his cruddy fingers with a tongue like a serpent. “You know why you always call me?”

She called him because once upon a time, he had been her happily ever after—the best she could imagine for herself, considering her condition. She’d bullet pointed reasons in her head: He used to sell books too. She met him outside on a corner one day with a stack of used books and incense. He was the first person to take her dumpster diving for books. They’d find abandoned libraries in closing schools and pick through free books for hours, laughing and reading and making up word games. He was the first person to read her a whole book in a night. He’d wanted her to know Black Ice and Black Thought and Black Opal intimately, so he’d introduced her to them personally. He used to share his poetry. He took her to her first open mic at a spot in Olde City. They used to send each other love letters. How do I love thee, let me count the ways, and see who could come up with the most ways. And most importantly, he never bothered her about her issue with touch. He just hadn’t made it a thing.

But as they got older and he had more and more women whom he could touch and touch and touch, he had more and more children with those women, so he wrote less and less. And read less and less. And had less and less time for The Shopkeeper. He became more and more money hungry so he could feed all his children and all his women. And he became less and less humane.

She opened the bookshop door for youknowwho to go inside. But he stepped one foot in and then stepped right back out. “Oh, hell nah. Nope. Not gonna happen, champ. If you’re expecting me to help you clean shit off your walls, you should think again. You must clean your own shit to get this lesson, playboy. Either that or give me a key, and I’ll clean it later with some friends.” He licked his grubby paws, stuffing the end of the cheesesteak into his mouth.

She thought about giving him a key for a hot second but remembered.

“These keys belong to Ms. Harriett.”

So, like a good antagonist, he took her cash register instead, got back in his car, and drove off, saying, “I’m rooting for you, champ.” Though he had also just stolen from her yet again.

Somehow she still believed him. At least he got her off the sidewalk and back on her feet.

The Shopkeeper went and got gloves, bleach, trash bags, a new lock, and incense.

This was her shit. If she didn’t clean it, who would?

She scrubbed and laughed and scrubbed and cried and even fixed the lock by herself while listening to the first song on Jill Scott’s first album, Who Is Jill Scott?: Words and Sounds Vol. 1, “Jilltro,” on repeat: “I love to write poetry, I love to sing / I love to write poetry, I love to read my poetry / But basically what I live for is LOVE. LOVE.” The Shopkeeper sang with Jill.






Chapter 13

JANUARY 13, 2020

9:33 P.M.

The Shopkeeper got the shop cleaned on her own—maybe cleaner than it had been when she’d gotten it. Then, exhausted and depleted and intoxicated by the smell of cleaning supplies, she sat down, staring at a painting of Ms. Harriett that she’d found in a thrift store and hung on the bookshop wall. She stayed in that spot, waiting for ME and staring at Ms. Harriett as morning turned to afternoon, afternoon turned to evening, and evening turned to night.

ME didn’t show up.

But Ms. Harriett did.

Maybe as a figment of The Shopkeeper’s imagination. Maybe as a manifestation of a psychotic break. Maybe as a ghost. An ancestor. A saint.

“What are you waiting for?” Ms. Harriett appeared in a stately manner, as if she expected The Shopkeeper to stand at attention when she entered the room.

“I am waiting for ME,” The Shopkeeper said, slouching. “My happily ever after.”

“You’ve waited a long time.”

“Damn right. And it’s been shitty.”

Ms. Harriett took a seat and squeezed The Shopkeeper’s shoulder. “Go back to the first lesson.”

The Shopkeeper didn’t remember the first lesson. She hadn’t had a conversation with Harriett since she’d self-published her book many, many years ago. She flipped through the pages of her diary—and realized whole sections of her notes were missing.

“You don’t know it?” Ms. Harriett was patient but surprised.

“It’s cold in here.” The Shopkeeper tried to change the subject, but Ms. Harriett could not be deterred.

“You want this job?” Ms. Harriett spoke exactly how she looked in pictures. “Or not?”

Some days, The Shopkeeper did NOT want this job. She looked out the window at Fishtown’s dark, naked street. A single bicyclist in a hot pink hoodie rode by.

“If you want this job”—she tapped on the desk to the beat of her words—“you’re gonna have to face the truth. And if you can’t face it, I’ll have to work with someone who can.”

The Shopkeeper nodded her head in agreement. Though words with her often went in one ear and out the other. Her pen hovered over the page in her journal.

“Okay, first one. Repeat after me: The path with no beginning is worth beginning.” Ms. Harriett was still patient.

“The path with no beginning is worth beginning,” The Shopkeeper repeated, and then wrote it down. Perhaps she was losing her mind—seeing things, hearing things, and making things up.

“It’s worth it,” said Ms. Harriett, as though she were addressing a ship full of soldiers on the Combahee River.

The Shopkeeper wrote feverishly, inhaling the fumes of bleach and ammonia. She got a chill, even though the heat was blasting.

She stopped to yawn.

Then to scratch.

Then to stretch.

Then she stopped to turn up the heat and take a pee.

“You’ll never start if you’re too afraid to stop,” Ms. Harriett said. The Shopkeeper wrote that down. “You see that about yourself, don’t you?”

“I guess?”

“You guess what?”

“I don’t know, whatever you just said.”

“Sit still.”

The Shopkeeper did not want another lecture—she had The Good Doctor for that.

She decided to speak up for herself, Ms. Harriett Tubman or not.

“I am covered in shit. It’s late, and I am here, writing with you. For you. Covered in what might be human feces. Or hallucinating and making it all up, talking to an empty room because I know it will be cool to write about later. I appreciate the opportunity. I am honored to have been chosen, but also, like most people, I was hoping for a simple romance story with an easy happily ever after. All I want to do is eat an apple, sell some books, and curl up with someone who makes me feel good. So, yes, I would love to wake up at sunrise, then hug a bunch of folks, and shake hands, and give speeches, and write something profound that makes people get on the path with no beginning, but . . .”

Ms. Harriett stared out the window. “Keep writing.” She ignored the rant, and The Shopkeeper resumed. “It’s worth it to walk, to stomp, to drag, or drip . . .”

Ms. Harriett gestured to The Shopkeeper to write faster. She was still on the first lesson from years ago. Ms. Harriett was back to give her a new lesson, and she was still struggling with the old one.

“Along these yellow bricks.”

The Shopkeeper yawned. She mumbled to herself. Yawned again. She found herself nodding off and writing words over and over. YELLOW BRICKS. She wanted to write more, but she was tired. The more she started to fall asleep, the more it was all a fever dream. YELLO—she scribbled.

Ms. Harriett disappeared when The Shopkeeper dozed off.






Chapter 14

JANUARY 14, 2020

3:33 A.M.

The Shopkeeper slept in the bookshop that night with her nose in her notebook and the lights still on. She stayed there in the window, wanting That Energy to see her inside. But That Energy never showed up. ME came knocking instead.

“Go away,” she said, fanning him off at a wee hour in the morning. She was just getting into a good sleep. “Scram.” She cracked half a customer-service smile. Added “Please.” And then lay back down.

She didn’t want to see him or for him to see her. Her breath smelled bad. She hadn’t showered. Plus, she had waited all day and all night for him. He was no Prince Charming.

She got up, flicked the lights off so he couldn’t see her anymore, then sat down at her desk to go back to sleep. “Leave,” she said loud enough for him to hear through the glass.

“Something happened. Can I at least apologize? It’s a long story.”

“It always is. Write it down. Apologize to your mama.”

“Don’t be like that.”

“I am like that. I am over bullshit literally and figuratively, and if you’re gonna come knocking on my door with bullshit apologies for why you can’t keep your word, I don’t want to hear them. Keep them. I’ve learned my lesson. After the story ends, there is no happily ever after. When the book closes, real life begins. Everyone is full of shit. It’s just whose shit are you willing to live with, and the shit I hate most is the kind that smells good, ’cause you get close to it and you want to eat it because you forget it’s just more shit. So I do mean it. Leave me alone, you’re a piece of shit.”

“But you must admit, my shit don’t stink?”

“It’s intoxicating.”

“Wanna hear a story before I go?”

Her problem was that she always wanted to hear a story. She waited a whole minute to see if she would fall back asleep or if he would walk away. Neither happened.

“I think I killed my mom,” he whispered through a crack in the glass.

The Shopkeeper got up and cracked opened the door to see if she’d heard that right.

“Excuse me?” Again, she couldn’t tell if he was serious or not. He still had an August Wilson grin, but it was grief-filled and forced and covered by a beard. She definitely wanted to hear his story. She let him in like the dumb girl in every story.

“Smells good in here. Not good but clean. Bleachy.”

“And?”

“Right. Okay. So the story goes like this: I was on my way to get your furniture from my aunt’s junkyard, and my mom called me, frantic. She said she needed me to get over to her place right away. So I told her that we had all this furniture for you and how thankful I was that she helped me get it and how we’d had a second date and how it had worked, and she was so proud, but she kept coughing and coughing. ‘Very smooth,’ she told me. But she said she really needed me to come help her. I said okay, I’m gonna drop the furniture to you and then come there, but she insisted I needed to come immediately. So I had the movers pack a truckload of your antiques. I got to her house thinking I was gonna kill a spider or release a mouse from a trap, but when I walked in, my mother was lying on the couch, covered in vomit. I propped her up because she was struggling to breathe. She was still speaking regular, so I thought, No biggie, let’s get her cleaned up. I asked her what she was gonna do when I left. Who was gonna clean her throw-up? She told me not to go. We argued about the monk thing, how she thought that it was against human nature and that I was always joining a new cult. I said that she was one to talk about cults with the work she does as a cult leader, and maybe that was a low blow. Maybe too low. I was trying to find a way to clean her up but she started turning all blue in the face. And I quoted your book, and I told her, ‘With no knowing of what lies ahead, what makes this path most important are the footsteps that follow.’ She loved that line. She said it to me all the time.”

The Shopkeeper sat down at her desk, admiring his scent as it wound about the room. She wanted to believe his story, even the parts that made no sense, like how he still smelled so sweet with all that walking and cleaning vomit.

She liked that he spoke in poetics and quoted her work and didn’t want to touch her. He would be nearly perfect someday, but as of now, she thought that maybe her sister was right and he was a tad immature.

“And she said, ‘No footsteps will follow if I take my vow,’ but she was coughing and couldn’t breathe. So I raced around her house, looking for towels or rags and telling her that regular life is overrated and that if I’m a cult chaser, she’s a cult maker. But then, midsentence, she stopped yelling back. I came into the living room, and she was pointing to a book on the table, and I was like, ‘Mom, what’s happening?’ ’cause she wasn’t talking, just pointing. And she wanted me to give her your book, apparently she’s been reading it for a class, but she couldn’t tell me which page. I started going through all the pages she had marked, trying to figure it out . . .”

He kept right on. “And I saw her notes. Keep going. This is why I’m leaving,” he said, pacing around the bookshop. “I shoulda been left. And now I’m being punished for sneaking around with you.” He rubbed his bald head. “I just needed to tell someone. I have to keep going.”

Sneaking around? They’d only been to Paradise for coffee, a date he never showed up to in a junkyard, and in her bookshop. How could he blame her for any of this?

The Shopkeeper wondered what had happened to his mother.

“They came and got her.” He’d read The Shopkeeper’s mind.

“Who came and got her?”

“My mom, the ambulance.”

“You’re skipping around,” she said.

“Sh-she a-almost didn’t make it.” He slurred his words and leaned on her desk. “You’re not listening.” She wished he would lean on top of her and accidentally put his hands up her shirt. She shook the thought out of her head.

He continued, “When I came back outside, the ambulance was arriving. And I jumped in, and everything was happening fast fast fast, so I just walked here from the hospital. She’s on a breathing machine, and she’s not waking up. She’s barely there. It was a long walk. But I came to one conclusion: I’m supposed to go. I’m supposed to leave. And the longer I stay here, the worse things will get for me. I have to break free.”

She didn’t object, even though it hurt her heart to hear it. He turned around and checked on her. “You listening?” She nodded yes. She was trying to focus but also think about the books, and the furniture, and him on top of her, and his aunt saying he had issues, and his poor mother.

“You’re not leaving your poor mother.” That would be a major turnoff.

“It’s too much for me.” He paced. “My little sister’ll have to handle it.”

“Your LITTLE sister.” She emphasized the word “little.” He is more than a tad immature, she thought. Cute but highly immature. “And the book?” That slipped out. She hadn’t meant to sound inconsiderate.

“The book?”

“Yeah, what book was your mom trying to reach?”

“My mom is writing a book She’s always writing a book. She has books everywhere. She has more books in one room than you have in your entire bookshop. I couldn’t figure it out. Maybe I shouldn’t have sat her up. Or I should have just held her and ignored the stupid rules. I was a bad kid too, always getting in trouble, never helping out around the house. Always skipping from thing to thing. Refusing her hugs and kisses. She got me dressed until middle school. She made me dependent, then complained it was too much on her.” He vented.

“You need rest before you go back to the hospital.” The Shopkeeper tried to give him an apple and a hint that maybe he was in shock. He swatted the apple. It fell on the ground and rolled away.

“I didn’t come here for advice,” he said. “Or apples. I just wanted you to know the story and to tell you goodbye.”

“I get it.” She was surprised by him, maybe even a little disgusted, but gave him a pass. “Goodbye.” She walked him to the door, and they caught eye contact as he said, “Thank you for writing that book and getting me on this path. Because you’re right: It’s about the footsteps that follow.”

She wanted to ask him for her book back since he was leaving for good, but she was too embarrassed. He stumbled into the street with his hands in his pockets, mumbling to himself.

“And one more thing.” He ran back from halfway down the block and looked her in the eye just like The Good Doctor had taught her that day in class, without any wiggles or giggles or apprehension. The Shopkeeper took a small step forward. She felt a rush of electric butterflies unleash in her belly while The Good Doctor’s voice in the back of her head chanted, “Oh, what the heck, do whatever it takes.” He took a step toward her. She closed her eyes and opened her lips. His mouth so close she was breathing in his air, one deep breath of him in her, one deep breath of her in him. His lips so close she could taste him, when the disembodied voice of her disgruntled neighbor yelled out from across the street, “Get a room.” And she snapped open her eyes, and it was as though ME had seen a ghost. A sudden splash of guilt was dripping from his face. He backed away and placed an envelope on the ground by her feet. “Here’s the envelope for our next date,” he said as he ran back down the street.

“Where are you going?” she yelled down the street.

“Home,” he yelled back.

And she realized she had no idea where his home even was.






Chapter 15

JANUARY 15, 2020

6:06 A.M.

Dear Elle,

I had a random memory or dream or flashback—maybe because it’s January.

Remember when Mommy was diagnosed as “legally blind,” when we were kids, but there was nothing wrong with her hearing?

So how she did not hear my head smacking into the wall repeatedly that New Year’s Eve is an unresolved mystery for me.

The day started wrong. Mommy was spinning in the kitchen, lost in a maze of her own making. I came in to say good morning and hoped she’d remember to wish me a happy twelfth birthday. But instead, she wished me a happy New Year’s Eve.

“Thanks, Mommy.” I understood what she meant.

It was a special day, so she let me set her table with place mats and cloth napkins and designer plate set on top of designer plate set alongside her collection of angels.

“These’re cute,” I said, admiring her collection. “But I want to set the table WITHOUT so many angels this year.” I poked around in her decoration box for other options.

“No, you will put ALL my angels on that table, Little Miss Ma’am. Every single one.”

“But it’s New Year’s Eve,” I whined. “What do angels have to do with that?”

Mommy changed the subject. “Is it dark in here, or is it me?”

It was not dark.

“Yeah, it’s dark,” I lied. And that was the sin that did me in.

I lied because the darkness was her eyes going from legally blind to actually blind, and I knew it. I didn’t think she could handle hearing It’s only dark for you on New Year’s Eve morning. How do you tell your mother that her veggies are moldy? That her butter is hairy? That her bread is fuzzy? That she’s got eggshells flying everywhere because she can’t see?

You don’t.

We waited hours and hours to eat because it took her longer than usual to prepare her Southern-style barbecue ribs, golden fried chicken, sweet potato pie, black-eyed peas, and—what I wanted most—her famous extra-sharp macaroni and cheese.

We thought we were waiting for the food to be done, but actually we were waiting because Ma had invited our father over so we could eat as a family for the holiday even though they were legally separated—again.

“Set a place for your father at the table,” Ma said.

“Malcolm X?” I asked.

“Not funny,” she responded.

I did as I was told and set a place for Pa while praying my make pretend father, Malcolm X, would show up instead. He did not.

When Pa finally got to dinner, it was too late. He had driven himself while drunk, sitting too long in New Year’s Eve traffic. He stumbled throughout the dining room smelling like his favorite mix of vodka, orange juice, and cigarettes. Pa was using the wall to prop himself up. Sweat seeped from his pores like a fattened holiday pig.

He didn’t speak as you and I sat playing a game of Name That Angel at the holiday table.

“Let’s name that one Mother Mary,” you said, pointing to a porcelain angel with praying hands.

“Imma name this one”—I held up an angel with real feathers for wings—“Ms. Harriett.”

“Imma bless the food,” Pa cut me off, settling into his seat at the head of the table. His teeth a burnt brownish yellow. His skin a kidney-failing purplish gray. “Dimner looks perfect,” he slurred.

“Thank you, darling.” Ma shook her head and encouraged Pa to say grace.

“Dear Lord,” Pa began, “I know I’m not perfect—far from it, Lord—but thank you for being a Lord of forgiveness and mercy. Thank you for helping my children and my beautiful wife to see past my faults and understand my needs. Please keep us together and make us better. In the name of Jesus, amen.”

“Amen,” we responded. We all had faith that one day we could be normal.

“I missed you all,” he said, teary-eyed from his prayer.

“We really missed you too,” said Mommy, also teary-eyed.

And for a minute, we were kind of like a normal family, passing dishes around and serving one another.

When it was my turn, I spooned heaps of macaroni onto my plate to make myself a macaroni and cheese birthday cake, but on the top of the last heap, I noticed half an eggshell baked into it poking out like a candle.

“You better eat every bite too. Your eyes are bigger than your stomach,” Daddy said. He did not see the half an eggshell sticking out of the top of my mac and cheese cake; he just thought I was being greedy.

“I can’t,” I said.

“Excuse me?” His bloodshot eyeballs bulged. “What do you mean, you can’t? Your mom slaved all day in that kitchen, so we are gonna eat this food. Do you hear me?!”

Ma got up and went to the bathroom. Maybe to defuse the situation. Maybe because she felt guilty. Maybe she had to pee. Regardless, she was gone.

I stared for a good long minute at Pa and then looked at the Ms. Harriett angel. I prayed to her to intercede.

Ms. Harriett, please help Daddy see this eggshell without making a scene and embarrassing Mommy. Please resurrect this eggshell from my plate so I can eat my macaroni and cheese cake. Please let them remember it’s my birthday. Ms. Harriett, can you hear me? I am talking to you. I need you.

Ms. Harriett did not respond. None of the angels did—not the seraphim or cherub or Michael or Gabriel or Mary, not the naked ones draped in cloth, not the haloed ones with battery powered lights. No one said anything.

The longer I stared at Pa in silence, praying to the angels, the more blood rushed to his pulsating eyes, which made it harder for me to respond to his question. “Do you hear me?” He said it again, slowly.

I still didn’t respond. Which he must have seen as disrespect. Daddy did not stand for no disrespect. So he picked me up by my disrespectful throat and held me against the wall. My head hit it with a few thumps that my mother apparently did not hear from the bathroom.

Being held off the ground by the neck is like levitating against your will. I was barely breathing, crying and not crying. Father, why hast thou forsaken me? I thought. I caught eyes with Jesus in the painting my mother hung across the dining room on the wall. Jesus wept.

“Daddy!!!!” you screamed, trying to remind our father that I was a child, even though you were just a baby. You tried to remind him that it was my birthday, that I could die, but Pa could not hear you over the vile and ravaged words that he spit into my face. Ma also did not hear this part.

“You speak when spoken to. Got it, little girl? DO YOU HEAR ME?” Pa said to me.

But I couldn’t respond because I couldn’t breathe.

“Daddy, Daddy,” you continued, likely because my lips were turning blue or because my body was going limp, my head tilted to one side like a snapped turkey’s neck.

“O”—I got that breath from Ms. Harriett—“kay.” And fell asleep.

Then I guess he put me down, calm, like nothing had happened because I woke up upright in my seat.

“Eat up,” Mommy said, coming back into the dining room from the bathroom like she hadn’t seen or heard anything. Maybe the angels had protected her from it. Maybe it was all in my mind.

I ate every bite of my cake.

After dinner, Mommy and Daddy went out for a drive and got into that terrible car accident. They never made it back home. I always blamed myself. That’s how we ended up with our grandparents.

We would never be a normal family. Happy birthday to me.

But I say all of that to say, is that how you remember it? I know you were young.

Love,

Your Sister Friend, Gee






Chapter 16

JANUARY 16, 2020

10:03 A.M.

My Gee,

You are a very talented storyteller, always have been. But that is not quite how I remember that night, but I was also a child, not a baby but if you were twelve, I was nine. You have some facts mixed with make pretend, yet I love the descriptions. The storytelling is top-notch.

With that said, I guess whatever stories we need to tell ourselves are the ones we will recall.

As I remember it, Daddy was not drunk that night; he was very sick and had been for some time.

And he did not choke you; he tried to help you stop choking. Yes, on an eggshell.

They did go for a drive after dinner. It was raining horribly.

That was the last time we saw them, but I don’t think Ms. Harriett had anything to do with it.

I am truly sorry that this is the story you have told yourself all these years, but it simply didn’t happen that way. I hope you can let that story go and tell a new one.

—Your Sister Friend, Elle






Chapter 17

JANUARY 16, 2020

6:24 P.M.

The Shopkeeper was an hour late for her writers’ group. Her walk to class was sweaty and lonely without ME. She hadn’t liked the tone of her sister’s reply. She’d also forgotten deodorant but not the envelope ME had given her as he’d left for good while saying they were going on another date. The Good Doctor could help, she hoped. She’d opened all the other envelopes from ME without a problem. But for some reason, now she wasn’t so brave. It was like hanging suspended from a wall by her throat; whenever she looked at the envelope, she couldn’t breathe.

She finally realized, after trying to ignore it for days, that she couldn’t do this on her own. All morning, she fought with herself about going back to class. She was slightly embarrassed and slightly perturbed. She wasn’t convinced The Good Doctor was helping her much, but if The Good Doctor helped her today, she promised she’d believe.

Plus, The Shopkeeper hadn’t left the bookshop much all week; she needed fresh air. That was the point of the class. s“Oh, what the heck, do whatever it takes,” she’d chanted at herself in the mirror that morning.

But the class was silent when she walked in. No one was writing. They were on their phones—everyone except the one guy in the corner, who coughed, sneezed, moaned, laughed, and then coughed again until she asked him with a pointed finger, “Are you okay?” It was “asthma,” he explained with a cough, cough, cough. She didn’t like his writing and never bothered to learn his name.

It was warm for a January day. As she looked for a seat, she realized there was no writing prompt on the board; there was no red wine being poured, no friendly word banter between word friends. Rose wasn’t reading. No Rocky song. If Rose wasn’t reading, something had to be wrong.

Ray waved The Shopkeeper to a seat next to Rose, who wore all white, like a ghost. She had a white rose in her hair, a white rose on her pen, and a long-sleeve white sweaterdress—she sat unnecessarily close to Lil Charlie, who looked more like a man than a boy this week.

The coughing guy kept on.

“Another experiment?” The Shopkeeper whispered to Ray, trying to understand what everyone was doing sitting around. She pulled out her chair and remembered she’d forgotten deodorant. She tried to keep her arms close to her body so he wouldn’t catch a whiff. Too late. She placed the envelope down in front of herself on the table. “Where is she?” she asked.

“Trying to find out now,” Ray replied, not looking up from his phone.

“Find out what?” The Shopkeeper asked Ray. No one used a phone during writers’ group.

“I read something somewhere,” Lil Charlie interrupted.

“‘Something somewhere’ is pretty vague,” said Ray.

“I read something somewhere about a gifted doctor,” Lil Charlie said, wiping his neck with his bandana. “A gifted doctor,” he repeated, and then trailed off, looking at his phone.

“There are a gazillion gifted doctors in Philadelphia. Cough, cough, cough. Did it say a name?” The coughing guy refused to cover his mouth.

The Shopkeeper shot him a look. “Cover, please?”

“I saw an article that said ‘foremost doctor,’” Lil Charlie said.

“An article about her?” The Shopkeeper pointed at the place where The Good Doctor usually stood. She thought maybe The Good Doctor had been exposed as a fraud. “I knew she couldn’t be that good.”

The group looked at The Shopkeeper with a mix of shock and pity. How dare she mock The Good Doctor at a time like this? She was about to apologize when Lil Charlie said, “You don’t love anyone, do you?” and waved her off. I love people, she tried to convince herself. I love . . . and stayed there a minute, trying to think of someone. It made her miss ME. I love ME, she thought. Kind of. She tried to think of who else, but no one else came to mind. The Shopkeeper loved her sister and her grandmother, but it took her too long to think of them.

The others went back to searching their phones. The coughing continued. The thought of spittle landing on her skin was like a scratched chalkboard. The more she moved, the more her odor traveled, making the room less inhabitable—and everyone more irritable.

“Well, she’s not here yet,” said Rose. She turned up her nose at The Shopkeeper. “Would you sit still?” she scolded.

“The school site says—cough, cough, cough—if a professor doesn’t show—cough, cough, cough—after the first thirty minutes—cough, cough, cough—then the class is dismissed,” said the coughing man.

The Shopkeeper didn’t want class to be dismissed. She needed The Good Doctor. She only had two weeks before her shop was supposed to open. The envelope from ME was like a telltale heart beating in front of her. It was wrinkled from the oppression of her tight grip. Maybe it held the key to her destiny.

“We don’t want class to be dismissed. We want answers,” Ray said, rubbing his forehead.

The Shopkeeper agreed. Her head ping-ponged back and forth from person to person. She thought they were purposefully leaving her out. “Can someone tell me what’s going on?” she asked.

No one answered.

“Rumor is, The Good Doctor . . .” Lil Charlie started to explain.

“Is a fraud.” The Shopkeeper finished his sentence too soon. “I hope not.” She tried to soften her words after everyone looked at her in shock.

He rolled his eyes at The Shopkeeper and changed the subject. “Her daughter works across the street at the bookstore. Anybody know her?”

The teenybopper? The Shopkeeper thought. Was she The Good Doctor’s daughter? It was funny; she could immediately see the resemblance. She kinda knew the teenybopper, but not well.

She sighed. “Ask her what?” The Shopkeeper tried again.

“You think her daughter’s—cough, cough, cough—at work?”

“I don’t know. I have a bad feeling about all this.” Rose sprayed a musky perfume in The Shopkeeper’s direction, which, for some reason, made the group come undone.

“She’s never late.”

“First time for everything.”

“It’s been an hour.”

“Wouldn’t the university notify us?”

“Not if no one notified them.”

“The Good Doctor was pretty famous. Are you telling me nothing about THIS is posted online?”

“What is THIS?” The Shopkeeper asked, louder.

“I’m telling you . . .” Rose started.

“Tell me.”

“Wait,” Ray replied.

“Wait for what?” The Shopkeeper asked.

“Something just posted on—cough, cough, cough—on the university website. Cough, cough, cough. ‘Friends and family . . .’” He went silent, reading to himself. His cough sounded far worse than asthma.

“‘We are deeply saddened to share the news . . . of our loss. She p-p-passed a-away,’” he stuttered. “‘She passed away on January 15 in Philadelphia. She was born on . . . A celebration of life will be held later this month.’”

Everyone spoke over one another.

“‘Mysterious illness.’”

Rose added, “‘She leaves behind her adoring son . . .’” But she couldn’t finish. Lil Charlie put his hand on her knee.

Her adoring son, ME, The Shopkeeper thought she heard the coughing man say. ME?

Ray sat back, speechless.

“I felt it,” said Rose. The Shopkeeper wished she could hug her friend.

She stared at the crinkled envelope that she had been carrying around for days and realized The Good Doctor was never coming back. Tomorrow is not promised, her grandmother used to say. Another person I’ll never touch. Another person who’ll never touch me, The Shopkeeper thought. Which made her think of ME. The one person she wanted to hold most in that moment. His mother had a mysterious illness too. Was something going around? What if it was the same disease? She pictured his solemn face from the night before. What if ME’s mom was The Good Doctor? They did have the same cheekbones. The idea gripped her and refused to let go. She felt foolish for thinking it, then foolish for not thinking of it sooner. ME was The Good Doctor’s son. Had they been setting her up this whole time? Or was it a coincidence? She was still being challenged by The Good Doctor and intrigued by ME—she smiled to herself, connecting the dots from the date to the envelope, but then she hit the table. What if ME had known her all along? What if his mom gave him her work? This was The Good Doctor’s best activity yet—matchmaker. The Shopkeeper couldn’t decide whether to be thankful or pissed.

The room reeked of sweat and sadness.

The guy coughing in the corner couldn’t catch his breath.

“COVER YOUR MOUTH!” She didn’t mean to snap at him like that, but she did, considering the illness going around.

Everyone got silent. They stared at her a second too long and then went back to their phones.

The Shopkeeper finally understood ME and why he had to leave.

Let the dead bury the dead, her grandmother used to say.

It’s hard to stay when it’s best you leave. The classroom felt like a coffin. She’d never get healed sitting in a contaminated box. ME had broken free. Though there’s a difference between running to freedom and running away from it—either is better than drowning, she thought. The Shopkeeper couldn’t stand it. The room was unbearable without The Good Doctor. And she couldn’t get any sadder than she already was.

“She wasn’t a quack,” The Shopkeeper declared, as though someone had asked. She stood up from the table while the others sunk deeper into their phones. “Maybe a genius. But she was still just a human. And now she’s gone. So I am out.”

And because the room was a hundred degrees. And because they were covered in spittle. And because they needed a leader, they all got up one by one and followed her out the door.

“It’s ME they follow,” Ms. Harriett whispered in The Shopkeeper’s ear as she made her way down the hallway.

“It’s ME they follow,” The Shopkeeper agreed.

And she was going to find ME if it was the last thing she did.
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Chapter 18

JANUARY 16, 2020

7:33 P.M.

The twelve wounded writers moped their way from the classroom to the elevator. They were breaking up. The Shopkeeper was the first to go. As usual, she walked everyone to the elevator but refused to ride with the others; instead, she waved goodbye and took the stairs. On the ride down, under the murmur of useless conversation, Rose invited Lil Charlie to her home for tea. “Mint, lavender, Earl Grey, rose hip . . .” They both laughed. He hesitated to say yes, but when they were about to go their separate ways for good, he decided that “tea would be nice.”

At Rose’s home, Lil Charlie was far from little. His head hit the doorframe as he crouched into the library of her 1942 Germantown Victorian. Big Charlie had had the same problem, Rose remembered. Too big for every room.

Lil Charlie looked around at her books as she boiled water in the kitchen. Opened a copy of Under a Soprano Sky and asked her about it. “I got that from a book talk in the eighties. That thing is probably older than you.” He put it back. He pulled a copy of Love Poems. Big Charlie had gotten it for her. Inside, Sonia Sanchez had inscribed a note, but he couldn’t read it. It wasn’t meant for him. He put that one back as well.

While Rose was shuffling back and forth between the kitchen and the parlor, getting him a napkin and then a bigger spoon and then more rose hip tea, she couldn’t help but notice Lil Charlie’s resemblance to the army portrait of Big Charlie that hung on the wall behind him. “Oh, stop it,” she said to the photo, as if it were jealous. This was her and Big Charlie’s book room, two desks facing opposite sides and a velvet love seat under a bay window between them. It was a parlor they’d converted to a study. They’d hung every shelf and painted it together. She and Big Charlie had spent most of their time here and mostly studied each other. “I want to sit . . .” She was happy for company, especially someone from the writers’ group who wouldn’t ask her how she was holding up. “But I’m . . .” Her dress wore the day. The rose in her hair hung limp. “I need a shower . . . and a different”—she pointed at herself—“dress.” Plus, she’d never sat in the study with anyone besides Big Charlie before.

A shower sounds nice, Lil Charlie thought.

“I’ll make it quick.” She disappeared up the stairs.

Lil Charlie liked the way she walked around her home, barefoot and free. Different from her prim and proper perfection in class. Here, she was loose and airy.

He sat on Big Charlie’s side of the room in Big Charlie’s chair. It was way too big and uncomfortable. He got up. He needed his own chair. He took the love seat for now. Pulled his notebook out of his book bag to sketch Rose when she came back, but he couldn’t find a pen. He checked the top drawer of Rose’s desk and found a barrage of photos. He could see his resemblance to her late husband: similar height, similar build, similar weight. Big Charlie was much younger in the photos; Rose had been much younger then too. Her smile wide as her hips. She wore high heels and looked light on her toes. He put the photos back and continued looking around until he found a pen. He started sketching the photo of the happy couple, starting with the lines of Big Charlie’s fingers on Rose’s waist. He wasn’t trying to take Big Charlie’s place, he explained to Big Charlie’s photo on the wall. He wanted his own place. He promised himself no more seasoned women after the incident with The Good Doctor. He hadn’t planned on getting this close to Rose. She was delicate and kept it all together, even when she did not—she lived in this big house alone. She was a woman worth worshipping. She wrote love letters; he wrote haikus. He felt drawn to her. It was probably how Big Charlie had felt too. He looked around at the happy couple’s life and wondered how he could ever fill such massive shoes.

“Charlie,” Rose called from upstairs.

“Yes, Rose?” He thought she’d caught him snooping.

“I’m not trying to be . . .” The ending trailed off. “But can you come a min—”

Charlie did not hesitate. “Coming,” he said on his way up the stairs. He felt comfortable in the twists and turns of the old Victorian twin. . . . He had been raised by his grandmother in a house just like it. He liked that Rose needed him for something. “What did you need?” He was secretly hoping to catch a glimpse of her outline through the shower curtain.

“I’m not feeling well,” she said from her bedroom. She was frail when he walked in. She had on just a towel; she’d left the shower running. Her skin was moist, the room steamy. “I’m hot.” She shivered. “And cold.” She asked him to close the door, turn off the water, and come in.

She needed body heat. Big Charlie had done it whenever she’d felt sick. Cradled her like a bear. But she couldn’t expect Lil Charlie to get into her bed that way. Especially with everyone around them getting sick. She wanted Big Charlie, but she wanted Lil Charlie too—he was here; Big Charlie had left her.

“Please help me, Charlie,” she pleaded. She needed a blanket and to be made warm, but she also needed to be needed. She wanted big hands on her waist and warmth on her neck.

“Feel my chest,” she said.

“Burning up,” he joked, but she was indeed burning up. “I’ll rub some salve on your neck.” She let the towel slip. She trusted he’d be gentle—anyone who writes haikus has a soft way with their hands. Her skin was like dough, warm and pliable. She felt familiar to him, like he already knew her. After the salve soaked into her back, Lil Charlie put blanket after blanket on top of Rose, tucked her in tight. This wasn’t how he imagined things unfolding. He didn’t want to be her other Charlie.

He went downstairs to make her more tea. The portrait of Big Charlie stared at him as he passed the library. “I’ll take good care of her,” he pledged. He wouldn’t hurt her, he promised. He wondered if his classmates would say he’d taken advantage of a sweet wealthy old lady. Or would they say she took advantage of him, a sweet young hippie? He was young enough to be her son. He was the less fortunate one. He returned with her tea, helped her take a few sips, and then sat by her bed reading passages from Conversations with Harriett until she fell asleep. “‘You hear those whispers? Those are the ancient voices. Speaking prophesy in our third eye. We’re moving mountains with our tongues.’” He read to her, but assumed she dreamed of Big Charlie, and the thought made his stomach turn for all three of them.

“Lie with me.” Her voice quivered as she drifted in and out of sleep. “Charlie.” She reached for him. “Please.” He kissed her icy hand and tucked it back beneath the blankets. He wasn’t ready.

“How about I sketch you?” he rebutted, running to get his notebook and more tea. He drew her closed eyes, her thick brows, her long lashes. She slept for a few minutes but woke up begging.

“Charlie, please.” He didn’t know if she was calling out for him or the Charlie in her dreams. He kept sketching the bridge of her nose, the plump of her cheeks, the fullness of her lips.

“You thinking of him?” she asked lucidly, not opening her eyes.

“Thinking of a lot of things.” He rubbed her feet through the blankets and then kept drawing. She was withering, and he wanted to care for her the way she cared for everyone else—partly out of desire, partly out of obligation, partly because he couldn’t think of anything else he’d rather do.

“I need it . . .” she insisted. “Maybe you need it too.”

“I do, Rose . . .” He felt he was betraying Big Charlie, even though they’d never met. He was betraying himself with another man’s wife. He was making more secrets. What if Big Charlie wanted them together? What if he was orchestrating all this from behind the scenes? He couldn’t blame Big Charlie for wanting someone to care for Rose. She wasn’t asking for much, he rationalized—just a warm body next to hers.

But she was asking much too fast. He’d promised himself that his time with The Good Doctor was the last time he’d play the third wheel, and then he shook the random thought out of his head. He got up to leave but caught a glimpse of Rose staring at him through the mirror. They made eye contact like that day in class and stayed that way for almost an entire minute. He was who he was. She was who she was. Their bodies longed for each other. And in that moment, they both accepted it.

“I’ll shower,” he agreed. He stayed in the bathroom far too long, playing in Big Charlie’s soaps, aftershaves, and colognes. All the scents made him think of his first time with The Good Doctor, how she’d been so bold and worn men’s cologne. She’d taken off her uniform and been comfortable telling stories with him rubbing her feet. They’d promised to stop after the first time. How much she had been risking being so intimate with her student. Getting caught in front of her son. Not to mention the damage it had done when she’d told him no more and stopped speaking to him in class. Before they could make amends, she had died. He would never tell Rose, he thought. Some memories are best kept as secrets.

He smelled like her husband when he slipped into bed behind her. He’s not Big Charlie, Rose reminded herself as he put his oversized arm around her silky waist and tucked his hand beneath her. It was what Big Charlie would have done. He’s not Big Charlie, she told herself again. She folded into the familiar. But why would he be here if they were not meant to be? All desire came from the same place. She stopped fighting it. Let it be, she thought she heard Big Charlie singing in her ear. Speaking words of wisdom. Let it be.

Lil Charlie held her tight. He stopped her from shivering. “Roses,” she whispered, half asleep. “Remember, I told you the story of how roses unfold?”

She had not. She was mixing him up with Big Charlie, maybe.

“They are there, doing nothing in a garden, when one day, more than any other day, they begin to warm up. And it hurts because they get warmed from the inside out. From the heart.” She took a deep breath in. “When it hurts to stay in a bud, it feels better to expand. That is the story of how a rose unfolds. Remember?”

“I’m not him,” Lil Charlie reminded her. “I may never warm you the way he did.”

“I know,” she whispered, wiggling her hips against his. “I know who you are. A rose warms itself.”

They nestled together under the weight of warm blankets. He held her until they couldn’t comfortably cuddle any longer. It ached between them, even though she was hot with fever. Her back sweat against his chest.

The copy of The Shopkeeper’s book stared at them from the nightstand beside Rose’s bed. They’d read it together for weeks, but tonight it made sense. “It’s where this started.” Rose dry coughed. “With the . . .”

“The Shopkeeper,” whispered Lil Charlie into Rose’s ear. “You think she did this to us?” he asked.

“Yes, I think so,” Rose said.

“Like a spell?”

“Like an incantation.”

As the night progressed, The Shopkeeper became someone they knew they could believe in and someone they could both blame. But after what she’d done for them, they committed to helping her the way she’d helped them someday.






Chapter 19

JANUARY 19, 2020

5:33 A.M.

Dear Elle,

Remember making up stories about our make pretend boyfriends when we were little girls? We would have gotten in so much trouble if anyone ever read those letters we sent each other back then even though none of it were true.

I told you about that guy I met, ME. And for better or worse, he’s become a main character in my life. But get this: He’s recently left to become a monk. Right, like, who leaves to become a monk? I feel silly saying I am hurt. We only just met. I want him to experience his calling and see the world. But I’m confused by our connection. I never want to be the one who holds someone back from something like that. And even though he can’t touch like I can’t touch, in my dreams we touch sooooooooooooo much. I miss him, and it’s only been a few days. It’s silly, I know. I know.

Anyway, life got real after I met ME. I can tell you details when we see each other, but for now, guess what? I think his mother was my doctor! And God rest her soul, she just randomly kicked the bucket. I’m trying NOT to call youknowwho. Or get caught up with That Energy, so I’m asking for help, because how am I supposed to forge ahead with opening at a time like this. It feels like losing a parent all over again. Who is supposed to fix me now? HOW? How do I NOT take this as a sign to stop? STOP! I want to scream at the voice in my head, I NEED TO STOP. My place has been vandalized, my awning is misspelled, my writing group is over, my lover has left me, my heart is broken, and my doctor just passed away. Oh yeah, and I still can’t touch anyone without passing out at their feet.

Anyway, ME left me with a letter that I was scared to read. I think I just enjoyed wondering more than knowing at first—you know how I love a good story—like, Oooooh, what’s gonna happen? But after a while wondering gets old and we just need to know. When our class was over, everyone was so depressed. I was walking down all these stairs, ’cause you know I don’t do crowded elevators, and for some reason, I wasn’t scared anymore of the letter; I was ready for the next chapter. And maybe I was just lightheaded from all the walking, but Ms. Harriett came again, stopped me in the middle of that stairway. Not her. But her voice. Her spirit. She told me to sit down and open the letter from ME. She’s still a voice in my left ear, like when we were kids, only louder now. And she said, “Open the letter so we can get on with the story.” She was right. So I sat down on a step. Took out the crinkled envelope and opened it.

The letter wasn’t even deep.

It said, To find ME, go HOME.

Interesting, right? Maybe it is deep, I thought.

I went straight home and realized on my walk there that ME (but now I think it may have been his mom who was writing the letters all along) wasn’t telling me to go home to my apartment; she was telling me to go back home Down South to our grandparents’ home to face myself.

So, I’m writing to see if you’ll drive with me (really drive for me because I am the worst driver ever—especially at night) back Down South for a quick turnaround trip.

But here’s the kicker: I need to leave right away.

If you’re free, I will cry tears of joy.

Love,

Your Sister Friend, Gee






Chapter 20

JANUARY 19, 1992

3:00 P.M.

Do you know why you have detention?” my elementary school librarian, Miss Ross, asked my younger sister, Elle.

“For tearin’ up books.” She said this with her cute lisp and high-pitched voice. She two-stepped and twisted from side to side like she had to pee.

Why would anyone tear up a book, I thought.

“And why would you tear up that book?” Miss Ross asked Elle.

“Because it reminded me of my mom and dad, and it made me want to cry.”

I gasped. She said exactly what I thought every time I saw a book about the Berenstain Bears.

My sister heard my gasp and turned around. “What’s she doing here?” Elle asked Miss Ross while pointing in my direction. “What are you doing here?” she asked me.

I slipped back into the aisle even though she was the one getting in trouble.

“Your sister is our new library monitor,” Miss Ross bragged. “And since you’re here now too, you’ll be her assistant.”

“Assistant?”

“Yes, assistants help people meet their needs. Tell your sister what you need.” Miss Ross motioned to me with her book. She was reading Under a Soprano Sun.

I stood up, came over from behind the bookshelf, and looked Elle up and down.

“Tell her,” Miss Ross repeated. “Tell her the truth and she will assist you.”

“I need a friend,” I blurted out unexpectedly.

My younger sister didn’t understand and neither did Miss Ross.

“At home you can be my sister, but here in the library I need a friend.”

And to this day, I don’t know why, but me saying that made Miss Ross and my sister laugh so hard that a huge boogie shot out of Elle’s nose and landed on the front of my favorite evergreen dress.

“Eww.” I scrunched up my face, stiffened my back, and held up my hands—unsure. We caught eyes and stood there longer than usual, and then, without warning, we drowned in a tsunami of laughter that washed over the grief of our dead parents. We laughed until tears dripped down our cheeks and we nearly passed out from not being able to breathe.

“Eww.” She mocked my horror.

“Eww.” I pulled at the dress to show her the sheer magnitude of the boogie that had been clogging her face.

“That’ll be enough.” Miss Ross grinned, handed me a tissue. Then Elle and I disappeared down the middle aisle, where we continued to have sudden waves of laughter wash over us again and again. She was funnier as a friend than as a little sister.

“The library is supposed to be a quiet place,” Miss Ross called out to us. “If you two want to communicate, then you need to put pen to paper and write things down.”

“Okay,” we said in unison. We were doubled over on the floor, silently laughing at each other’s notes, when I saw a book shoved under a bookshelf being used to keep the shelf from wobbling. Poor, helpless book. I stretched beneath the shelf and tried to shimmy it out. It wasn’t like Miss Ross to use a book in this way.

The book wouldn’t budge. I got closer. Tried two hands. Pulled it enough to see a woman on the cover dressed in all white holding a musket. The leg of the shelf had been on her face, which was now dented in. I pulled the book out some more and saw the woman was standing in a field, holding the hand of a little girl who looked like me. I pulled the book all the way out; it was about Ms. Harriett. The pages were browned and yellowed, and folded and written on in blue and black ink. Liberty or death, someone had chicken scratched onto the outer margin of the first page. I could hear her saying it in my left ear like the general of an army: If I could not have one, I would have the other. Our eyes caught in a windswept stare. She started speaking to me that day as a whisper. Liberty or death. I traced my fingers over those words.

You think I look like her? I wrote down and then held the book up to my face for Elle to confirm.

Maybe from the side, she responded on the note. She motioned for me to turn my head. Then she started laughing at me; she never stopped laughing at me, which forced me to laugh at myself. “Yup, you look just like her now,” Elle said out loud by accident.

“Write,” Miss Ross hollered from the front of the library. “Shut up and write.”

We silently laughed at the irony of her hollering to tell us to be quiet, but we had written each other ever since.

“Can I check this out?” I held up the Ms. Harriett book to Miss Ross as we were leaving. “For my project,” I added, before she could answer no. “It doesn’t have a card.” I tried showing her the inner page where the checkout card belonged. “And it’s damaged.”

“Have it,” said Miss Ross, barely looking up. “It’s you.” She read from her book. “I mean, it’s yours.”






Chapter 21

JANUARY 20, 2020

12:33 P.M.

Dear Gee,

I was already heading Down South for my birthday and some other things. Of course you can come with US. ROAD TRIP! ROAD TRIP! LALALALAAAAAAAALA!

Be ready. I have a BIG surprise.

Love,

Your Sister Friend, Elle






Chapter 22

JANUARY 22, 2020

3:33 P.M.

The Shopkeeper wanted Elle all to herself. She needed to speak freely in their language. “I was better off just taking the damn train,” she huffed under her breath as she continued to throw mismatched clothes and shoes into her book bag. She loved her sister, but she wasn’t a fan of her sister’s friends. And she hoped one of Elle’s boyfriends wasn’t coming with them. Yuck. Nothing like a road trip with someone you don’t know, but worse is a road trip with someone you can’t stand. Her sister would be there any minute. As a teacher, Elle was a stickler for time and order. The Shopkeeper touched the walls and counters—keys, wallet, tolls, ME’s journal. She checked the windows, the bathroom—toothbrush, socks, bra, gum. She’d practically been living in the bookshop. It was hard to say goodbye.

She found a copy of Homecoming as she was locking up. The front and back covers were missing, and pages were tattered and torn, but it was a classic. The brand-new cherry red convertible pulled up like a chariot taking her off to battle. She walked toward the freshly washed car with anticipation and hesitation. She didn’t know what she was getting herself into and wasn’t sure if she could push herself through it—Down South seemed long ago and far away.

“Hey, new booty,” Elle said with a smile of gold out the driver’s side window. Her sister was the cute one. She’d always been petite with an hourglass figure, flawless skin, perfect teeth, polished everything, but never stuck-up about it.

“Before we do anything . . .” Elle opened the driver’s side door and slowly got out. “I know it’s killing you because it’s been killing me. It’s written all over your face; you don’t have to say a word.” Elle sang that last part. “You’ve been in your head about it, making up excuses and telling yourself you can’t go because you don’t like new people, right? Blaming me and my friends because you don’t know who is coming with us. And telling yourself that is why you can’t take the trip. Well, this is US.”

The Shopkeeper peeked at the passenger seat but didn’t see anyone. She looked in the back and there was no one there either. Then she looked down at her sister’s oversized belly and her eyes shot up. They held each other’s gaze. And began to laugh. “Oh @#$%.”

Her sister modeled her extra-large, watermelon-sized belly. “It looks good on me, though. I’m not getting any taller, but I’m getting wider.”

It did look good on her. She glowed.

“How long?”

“Any day.”

The Shopkeeper shook her head in disbelief—they wrote each other letters every day and Elle never mentioned this.

“I wanted to tell you in person. I think it was your book.” Her sister laughed. “The same day you gave it to me last summer, I met someone—a SEPTA driver.” The Shopkeeper had given her sister a copy of Conversations with Harriett. She’d told her to read it with someone; the whole point was to read it in pairs so you had someone to discuss it with.

“A SEPTA driver.”

“Yup, vintage Route 15 trolleys. He said he sees you all the time.”

“You blaming me for this?”

“I’m thanking you for it.”

“Is this a setup for me to pay y’all child support?”

“It’s an opportunity to accept your fate.” Her sister got back into the car and turned on the engine. She was playing Patti LaBelle’s “If Only You Knew.” “You can be a crybaby. Or pull up your big-girl panties and come on with me and Aunt Patti to Virginia,” she taunted.

The Shopkeeper gripped the handle of her bag, then loosened her grip. She didn’t really want to go anymore. She didn’t like surprises. But her Elle knew that The Shopkeeper also didn’t like being called a punk. “Pop the trunk.” She hopped into the car, thinking about how hard it would be to help her sister with a baby given her condition. When they were younger, she had been more like the baby of the family. The thought of a newborn made her smile, but it also made her sweat.

“It’s the dead of winter and warm enough for us to be outside in a drop-top. Doesn’t that feel wrong?” The Shopkeeper asked, holding her hands to the sky to take in the breeze. “Remember how you had that baby pink Barbie convertible when we were little? I always knew you’d have the real thing someday.”

“Feels right to me,” Elle said, adjusting the mirrors and checking the gas. She was always in control of everything in her life. Even when they were little, her dolls and schoolbag had to be just right. She could play and sing by herself in her room for hours. For The Shopkeeper, being with Elle was like looking at herself in a trick mirror.

“Okay. Before we get on the road, let’s set some ground rules,” Elle said. The two had been playing games together long enough to predict how each other won, lost, gave up, or cheated. The Shopkeeper kicked off her favorite brown leather boots and threw them into the back seat. She crossed her legs, rolled down her window, and made herself at home. She promised herself she’d be patient with herself and even more with her sister—especially now. Even though it irritated her, The Shopkeeper was not surprised; Elle loved rules. Something to argue about later, she guessed. The Shopkeeper didn’t see the world in black-and-white, and Elle couldn’t imagine things in color. “Whatcha got . . . ?”

“First—don’t touch my radio.” Her sister turned Patti LaBelle up to her maximum volume as she hit an impossibly high note, then turned her back down. “Even if it’s your favorite song. What’s your favorite song?”

“‘Gettin’ Jiggy Wit It.’”

“‘Gettin’ Jiggy Wit It’?” She laughed. “That is nobody’s favorite song. I could see if you said ‘Summertime.’”

“It’s Will at his happiest! The kids are singing the chorus. It’s old Philly meets new Philly. He sampled Sister Sledge on it. Everyone was trying to get over Tupac and Biggie, and the only one capable enough to restore the culture was Willard Carroll Smith II.”

“Okay, so even if ‘Gettin’ Jiggy With It’ comes on the radio, do not touch my radio.”

“‘Wit.’”

“What?”

“Not ‘what,’ not ‘with.’ ‘WIT.’ ‘Gettin’ Jiggy WIT It.’ Philly vernacular for the masses.”

“Okay, so even if ‘Gettin’ Jiggy WIT It’ comes on the radio, you agree not to touch my radio?”

“Unless . . .”

“Unless you want these hands.” Her sister pretended to pop The Shopkeeper’s hands. They both laughed.

“So you’ll spank me if I turn up Will while we cruise in your cherry red convertible, even though it feels like summertime in the winter? Isn’t that what a red convertible is for? It screams, ‘Look at me, I’m listening to “Summertime,” loud, on repeat, so you can feel good for a few seconds while I drive by.’”

“‘Spare the rod.’” Her sister mimicked their grandmother. “‘Spoil the child.’ ‘Don’t touch it’ means ‘don’t touch it.’” The Shopkeeper understood the purpose of her sister’s rule. She had a tendency to hear a song and get so excited that she turned it up so loud that it startled the driver—it had happened enough to give people pause. The Shopkeeper wondered if her sister would spare the rod with her own child. It certainly had never been spared on them.

“What about when you get out to pump gas?” The Shopkeeper asked.

“Why would you ever let me be the one pumping gas?” said her sister, pointing at her belly. The Shopkeeper knew her sister would use her belly to get into and out of everything she wanted.

“What if I’m driving?” The Shopkeeper said for argument’s sake; she did not intend to drive, especially with a baby on board.

“You will NOT be driving my car,” Elle said, reading her sister’s mind.

“What if it’s the end of the world?”

“You’re starting already.”

“You see how hot it is outside? The end of the world is near.” The Shopkeeper snapped with all seriousness and shot her sister a strong look. When she couldn’t hold it in any longer, they both laughed.

“Even if the world is ending, DON’T TOUCH MY RADIO. It’s okay for some things to be your things and some things to be my things, like how this is MY radio.” They’d shared almost everything as children—clothes, food, toys, friends, beds, and books. The Shopkeeper often needed a reminder that they didn’t need to share everything anymore. She missed those days of walking in her sister’s near-perfect shoes. She wondered if they’d share the baby somehow.

“Fine.” The Shopkeeper crossed two fingers behind her back just in case. “I will not touch your radio, unless there’s an emergency.” She had a copy of Radio Golf in her bag for moments like this; August Wilson could keep her busy for hours. She pulled it out and waved it side to side so her sister could see. “I don’t need your radio. I have one of my own. Next rule.”

“Next rule: no sleep. And I hope you don’t have your fingers crossed behind your back, because that’s cheating. And it builds mistrust. Anyway, you sleeping makes me sleepy.” This was the problem. The Shopkeeper was not a child anymore. And she was supposed to be the older sister, but she never felt that way. Elle had grown up fast and bossy while The Shopkeeper had barely grown up at all. And now she’d no longer be her sister’s baby either.

“I can agree to that, as long as you can agree . . . to play the question game . . . without any arguing.” They’d been playing the question game as long as she could remember, but it had almost always turned into arguing when they were little. It was a simple game, childlike. But it had gotten more intense as they’d gotten older. Be curious, not annoying. Probe, but don’t be invasive. Ask “who,” “what,” “where,” “why” questions and listen. Deep listen. Let it get personal; that was the point.

“Love the question game. I made it up.”

“You did not make it up,” The Shopkeeper teased.

“I sure did. Back of the library. I wrote down, ‘Let’s play a game,’ and you wrote back, ‘Okay. What are the rules?’ I wrote, ‘Let’s ask each other questions.’ And you said, ‘No yes-or-no answers.’ I wrote one last rule for this road trip. Ready?”

“Another rule?” The Shopkeeper was growing impatient, and they hadn’t even pulled off yet. She’d be respectful yet march to the beat of her own drum. None of this was necessary. No matter what, The Shopkeeper would do what she thought was right.

“The last rule is simple, but it’s not easy: TRUST.”

The Shopkeeper felt a tinge of guilt in her gut as the word “trust” heated fire in her belly and her throat. She had a hard time thinking about trust without thinking about betrayal. She’d lost trust in their parents early in life. She’d lost trust in friends and lovers, clients and mentors. It had affected everything. Elle had been her best friend since she was born. They were almost twins. If The Shopkeeper could trust anyone, it should be her, but even that was a struggle for The Shopkeeper for no good reason. “Our grandmother used to say, ‘Lean not . . .’”

“‘On your own understanding.’” Her sister finished the sentence, mimicking their grandmother with a waving finger. “Exactly. So, when you can’t do it, believe there’s something stronger than you that can.”

Trust was like driving through a long, slippery tunnel without a guide. It took guts and stupidity and obsession. If you were ever stuck in a tunnel and lived to talk about it, you might never want to take another tunnel again. But then you’d be stuck forever. That is how some people manage to trust over and over and over again. And others do not.

“You look like you’ve been VERY trusting lately,” The Shopkeeper joked.

“Oh, I have been soooooooo trusting.” Elle laughed. “Really, really, really, very, very.”

The Shopkeeper closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths in and out as she settled into the passenger seat. Waves of anxiety flowed through her when she thought about a trip Down South. She breathed out with a sigh.

What if something happens to the bookshop while I’m gone?

Inhale. Exhale. Sigh.

What about The Doctor and ME and my class?

She breathed them out too.

What if I get home and I can’t go back in the house?

Inhale. Exhale. Sigh.

What if something happens to my sister?

Inhale. Exhale. Sigh.

“I deserve sweetness,” she told herself on repeat until she calmed the thoughts down completely.

When she opened her eyes, Elle was staring at her like she’d grown an extra head.

“One more thing,” Elle added, “because that just reminded me. And I mean this one, from the bottom of my heart . . .”

“You can’t learn anything when you’re talking,” The Shopkeeper said, like Rocky Balboa. “That’s a fact of life. As long as you’re talking, you’re not listening.” She laughed at her own bad impression.

“I mean it. NO MAKE PRETEND. No Houdini hoodoo funny business. This is the real world. This is not a movie. This is not a book. We are here and now. Feet on the ground. Head out the clouds, no flying.”

“That’s like telling me to cut off my wings.”

They sat in silence for a minute, thinking about how painful it must be to have your wings clipped.

I could turn back now, The Shopkeeper thought. Hop out of this car, forget her sister’s rule book, and head Down South on her own. Maybe in a few years, when she felt more ready. She didn’t need a chaperone. And she didn’t need the added pressure of a baby, who she couldn’t love properly or teach to trust because she couldn’t give them hugs or hold their hand when she walked them to the park. Her sister added their childhood address to the GPS. “118 Mountain Peak Drive.” The robotic voice confirmed their five-hour trip to Hampton, Virginia.

“Okay, okay. You’re right. ‘Nobody wants a bird with clipped wings,’” her sister conceded. “But I am not playing make pretend WITH you.”

“That’s your choice. No biggie.”

Make pretend was another coping mechanism they’d invented as children. It allowed them to see through walls and walk on water and move things with their minds. It was how The Shopkeeper explained her issues and her gifts; it was how she navigated life. How she overcame hurdles. She made things up. She loved to see the awe in other people’s faces when they listened to her fantastical yet true stories. It was how she learned the power of imagination. Of having a vision and bringing it to life. And now Elle wanted to control that too.

“Okay, you had three rules for me; I have just one for you.” The Shopkeeper pointed at her sister’s belly. “For both of you.”

“Hmmm.”

“Not today.” She laughed.

“Promise,” her sister said as she merged onto the highway. “Anyway, switching topics.” She fumbled with the radio. “If You Don’t Know Me by Now” was on. They both sang their father’s favorite—“You will never, never, never know me . . .”—in falsetto, like their daddy used to sing it. “Okay, what exactly did your boyfriend say in this letter? He told you he knew where we lived?” Her sister had always been a much better driver than her and a much better discerner of people. She was using her turn signals and keeping her eyes on the road and trying to piece together a narrative on my new guy. She concentrated intensely.

“The letter said to find ME, go home.”

“And you think he knows where we grew up? Is he some sorta stalker? I hope he’s nothing like youknowwho. What’s he planning to do? Stand outside with a bouquet of roses and wait for you like on The Bachelor?”

The Shopkeeper hadn’t thought that part through. She wasn’t exactly sure what he’d meant in the letter. She’d spent several days trying to make sense of it and finally gave up when she couldn’t.

“There are only a few things holding me back from opening the bookshop, but the biggest hurdle is BOOKS. I left everything when I left Down South. I know it’s been a long time. I know I’m scared, and my doctor just died, and I haven’t seen our grandmother for almost twenty years. But I left my books, my notebooks, my sketches, my furniture, my recipes, my photos, my art, and I am returning like the sankofa bird to go get it. And for the hundredth time, he’s not my boyfriend. He’s a monk—a monk in training, whatever that means.

“And I don’t know if this has anything to do with him per se, but his letter made me want to go home, so I am going. I’m ready.”

Her sister adjusted her seat belt around her belly. Cars aren’t made for pregnant women to drive long distances.

“I’m glad you’re ready. I am proud of you. It’s been too long. But be honest: Aren’t you secretly going home because you want to be with your happily ever after?” Her sister was serious. “You always want to know the end of a story before it’s over.”

Sometimes the question game veered into interrogation.

“Leading question. Badgering the witness,” The Shopkeeper mocked Law & Order.

“Apologies, your honor.” Her sister played along. “But I’m asking if you don’t expect to see ME again a TEENSY-WEENSY bit, even though it’s completely illogical and he told you he left to become a monk.”

“Absolutely not.” The Shopkeeper shifted around in her seat. Shook her head no. “I want him to listen to that call on his life.” It wasn’t just his warm West Philly–born-and-raised attitude; it was the sense that he listened. He listened to the words in her book more closely than she did. He made her Conversations with Harriett make sense. He took the instructions and immediately followed directions without the back-and-forth of fear and wavering.

“You want HIM to listen to that call in his life because, what . . . ?”

“Because things are so much better when we do. And so much worse when we don’t.”

“You mean so much better when YOU do, and so much worse when YOU don’t. No need to put that on him. What is it about him specifically that YOU want?”

“I want time.” The Shopkeeper didn’t hesitate.

“Time?”

“Yeah, time. I told you, when we looked in each other’s eyes, time stopped. I want that feeling of time stopping.”

“How do you know his calling is not to be the love of YOUR life, your time stopper?”

The Shopkeeper paused. “If so, we’d be together, and right now, we are not. So it can’t be. At least not yet. But this isn’t the end of the story.” Good answer, she thought.

Elle paused. She was processing. They both were. Then she asked, “And you’d be okay with being together but never ever touching ever, never ever, for the rest of your lives? Y’all would just talk and read books and eat and take walks and look in each other’s eyes?” She laughed.

“I’d be open to it.” The Shopkeeper searched in her bag for nothing at all. She found an apple. She wanted to see herself as the kind of person who could sacrifice the superficial for the truth, but she knew she wanted to know what the muscles in his forearms felt like. If not his, then someone’s.

“Stars?!” her sister asked. “Stars” was the term they’d used when they were little to promise they were telling the truth.

“Stars,” The Shopkeeper agreed.

“Well, that’s good. And you know, you don’t have to try to be the bigger person.”

She understood that in theory, but it got lost in practice.

“Like, I am not your morality police. Okay, I have another question. What if you do all this work to get over your issue—will you still want him in the end? A lover who can’t touch you or kiss you or hold you at night? Would you distract him from his purpose just to look him in the eyes?”

The Shopkeeper didn’t know if she would like his touch or kiss, but she was willing to find out. But what if he wasn’t? She’d spent a lifetime wondering about being held in someone’s arms. She wasn’t comfortable with the question, but her sister was right for asking. “I guess not.”

“You guess not?”

“Was that a question?” The Shopkeeper retorted. She was getting defensive. It was one of the questions running around in The Shopkeeper’s head as well. “I want everything,” she said softly, “but I will settle for something.”

Jazmine Sullivan sang about lions and tigers and bears. “I love this song,” Elle sang. “You can tell me the truth, you know,” she pushed gently between her favorite lines. “Don’t you always say that a writer’s job is to tell the truth? Tell it. It’s only me and you and the baby listening. Do you want EVERYTHING or SOMETHING or NOTHING?”

Sometimes the question game got testy. It required silence and space.

“I want everything,” The Shopkeeper whispered. “But I don’t wanna want everything.”

“ ’Cause you can’t handle the truth,” her sister mocked.

They both laughed. “Maybe, just maybe, you deserve someone for who you’re becoming, not who you’ve been,” Elle said.

That wasn’t a question, The Shopkeeper thought. But it was a damn good sentence. “I can admit that I deserve sweetness.” The Shopkeeper bit into her apple. “I deserve sweetness,” she repeated.

“You truly do,” her sister agreed. Her sister turned up Patti LaBelle’s “New Attitude” on the radio.

“Okay.”

If she was this open with Elle already, she couldn’t imagine how deep they’d be in conversation five hours from now. The Shopkeeper pulled out her journal. She wrote so hard and so fast, she thought she might break her pen.

“That’s smart to write it down,” Elle said. “Even when you can’t tell others the truth, at least you can tell it to yourself.”






Chapter 23

LATER THAT SAME DAY

6:33 P.M.

Up North turned into Down South as they drove. The ride continued with bouts of sisterly banter, bouts of passionate singing, a few petty arguments, and extended silence littered with philosophically maniacal meanderings—“Did you know that touch is the only sense that requires you to give and receive at the same time?”

“How is it possible that you know so much and so little about one subject?” her sister pointed out. They decided to take the slower route with more trees, animals, water, and breeze. But neither sister had planned for their ever-more-frequent need to pee. And every time one sister had to pee, so did the other. The two sisters pulled over two times, and on the third, they were both shaking and dancing. They pulled over and followed their noses to a soul food spot that smelled of okra, smoked wings, cornbread, porgies, hush puppies, and shrimp.

“Home sweet home.” Elle rubbed her belly.

“Enter Here.” The Shopkeeper pointed at the rickety sign. It was a beautifully ugly broken-down shack of a restaurant, with Christmas lights and church fans. Portraits of women lined the walls. The restaurant had the same familiar aroma as their grandmother’s house. It reminded them to stay awhile and take a proper break. They got in, but Elle didn’t quite make it to the bathroom, so The Shopkeeper had to run back to the car and get her sister a change of clothes. The Shopkeeper asked a wide-eyed, wide-hipped woman in an apron for some of the peach moonshine that everybody else in the shack appeared to be drinking.

“We already know just what you need,” the wide-hipped woman said. She put the jar down in front of The Shopkeeper.

The Shopkeeper took a sip. The drink was thick like molasses. I deserve sweetness, she reminded herself as it coated her throat and stomach. She hadn’t had much of anything besides apples, water, and tea, so the moonshine shot straight to her brain.

A thin man sat at the piano, playing a very fast rendition of what The Shopkeeper thought was “Ain’t No Stoppin’ Us Now.”

“This used to be my favorite song,” she told the piano man as they clinked their jars in cheers.

“The right song played at the right time is my favorite song,” the piano man said.

A small group of elders two-stepped in the middle of the dance floor, lifting their glasses and their cares to the sky. She waited for Elle to get changed so they could both eat in a booth in the back. A steady hum of conversation and laughter played over the music. Her sister found her and sat sideways in the booth in a silk muumuu that barely fit her. They felt at home.

“These are my pajamas,” Elle said.

“They looked big . . . and soft.” The Shopkeeper laughed. She had done her best.

“You want anything besides moonshine?”

“As far as I can see, there are no menus,” The Shopkeeper said. “I mean, there’s a lady with big hips over there passing out food, but I think you get what you get whenever you get it. You eat that, and you get some more. The woman over there said she already knew what I needed.”

Just then, the lady with the big hips turned around and gave them each their own bowl of okra.

“I love and hate it here,” Elle said, looking around the room.

“Forces you to let go.” The Shopkeeper noticed that, as usual, her sister couldn’t stand being out of control. She was amused by the organized chaos. “It’s my turn,” The Shopkeeper said.

“What?” her sister shouted over the music.

“To ask questions.” The Shopkeeper leaned in so they could hear each other. The moonshine gave her courage.

They ate their okra like popcorn, a few at a time. It was salty, slimy, crunchy. “Did you know okra is a natural aphrodisiac?” her sister told her.

“Probably have to eat a lot of okra to get somethin’ good goin’.” The Shopkeeper slurred a bit, feeling the slightest buzz. She wanted to dance, but she couldn’t risk it.

Next, piping hot cornbread came to the table. Her sister buttered it for them. “Ask me anything,” she said, stuffing her mouth and arranging her muumuu.

“What’s making you say YES this time when you could’ve said no?”

“To a baby?” her sister asked, licking her fingers. “Timing. No napkins?”

“You’re not afraid to try again?” She pointed at the lady behind her, holding a napkin out for her sister to grab.

“Never afraid. Always hopeful.”

“Do you feel a connection?”

“I do.”

“And it’s a boy?”

“I think so.”

The Shopkeeper took a hefty chug of moonshine, as she thought about them weeping in a hospital room a year ago.

“Now, this is cornbread!” Elle chef’s kissed her fingers to the sky. And as she ate the last bite, the skillet was snatched away, and the thickest candied yams were dropped in its place.

“How’s it feel carrying a human inside you?” The Shopkeeper asked with another swig. “That thing is touching your insides every second of every day. It feels what you feel. It eats what you eat. You’re a host for the seed of an alien invader.”

“It feels like I have a superpower.”

“A supermodel?” The music was getting louder and faster. More people were dancing, and her sister was talking with her mouth full of yams.

“No. Like a SUPERPOWER,” her sister screamed. “This is a baby who has asked to be here with me, and I’m honored to host.”

“But you know what must be hard?” The Shopkeeper was dancing in her seat. She blamed the moonshine. “What do you read to him? Sanchez? Hurston? Walker? Baraka?”

“I read him a poem almost every night, and he just stops all that kicking and settles in. Unless I read him Sanchez, and in that case, he never stops kicking and trying to punch through me.”

“Okay, another question: What makes a good parent?”

Elle looked at her sister as though it were a trick question. “Endurance,” she replied, stacking their plates. “You done?”

“Do you have that endurance?” The Shopkeeper saw the subtle shake in her sister’s otherwise steady hand. They held each other’s eye contact like two lionesses.

“Ribs?” The big-hipped woman placed a stack of ribs on the table.

“I’m certain the endurance is in me.” Her sister grabbed a rib and bit down into the fatty side.

“And if it’s not?” The Shopkeeper probed.

“Order in the court,” her sister said, banging her rib bone like a gavel on the table.

On the crowded dance floor, a couple began to have words. 

“Don’t you ever touch me like that again,” a lady called out.

“Fried peaches,” the big-hipped woman interrupted Elle, placing before them warm peaches in small bowls. “My mama grew these,” the wide-hipped woman added with a grin.

“Thank you. They taste like . . . someone’s mama grew them,” The Shopkeeper said, chewing and grooving and turning back to Elle. “Was Mom a good mother?”

“She was the mother we had,” Elle said.

“If you could choose, would you have chosen someone different?”

“I would have chosen different circumstances.”

The Shopkeeper was getting full.

“Do you think you can be a better mother than she was?”

“I do.”

“And Dad?”

The Shopkeeper knew better than to bring up their dad. He was her sister’s sensitive subject. She didn’t respond. The Shopkeeper drank the last of her moonshine and raised her glass to the big-hipped woman for another.

“To parents,” she barely whispered as she raised her glass.

“When is ‘enough’ enough with you? You always have to go too far.”

The Shopkeeper felt the conversation heading in the wrong direction. “Do you think I had anything to do with this?” She pointed at Elle’s belly. “And all this?” She pointed at the growing excitement buzzing around the room. Barely anyone was sitting.

“I think there’s something in your book that touches people. We blame it on you. You blame it on Ms. Harriett. We all know how crazy it sounds. But it’s also real. That’s why I told you, no make pretend. It scares me.”

The Shopkeeper had given Elle the book as a beta reader. “I’m no Teddy Pendergrass.” She laughed it off. This wasn’t the first time someone blamed her for something she had no control over. “ME nearly passed out reading it,” she told her sister, and then she wanted to change the subject. “Do you think our parents were good examples?”

Her sister took a beat. “Well, they showed me that you can love someone who you don’t like. That you can attach spiritually to someone, and that connection can never come undone. It’s dangerous. I think they showed us what happens when you mix a lack of emotional control with substance use and religion. But only you can choose whether you want to wallow in the river of their discontent. That choice is totally up to you. You can always build your own boat, make your own way. We need not wade in the water of the past unless we have no direction forward.”

“One person’s wallow is another person’s wade,” The Shopkeeper rebuffed.

“Wallowing is the slow wade; you might want to cross before the next high tide.” Her sister sipped her water through pursed lips. “We should get back on the road soon. It’s getting late.”

“Salmon bites,” the wide-hipped woman interjected, clearing the other dishes from their table. “Talk less, eat more,” she warned. Then, back-to-back, there were baked beans, potato salad, dirty rice, and seafood bisque. They ate their emotions. The food came and went. “My soul,” The Shopkeeper said, stuffing her mouth with food, “is full.” She held her spoon as though directing an orchestra. The dance floor was filled. Her second glass of moonshine was empty. “I can make things happen with my mind,” she confessed to her sister. “Like this moment. It’s all mine.”

“You need an imaginary friend to get you through life,” her sister mocked. “Is your soul full or full of shit?”

“You say ‘imaginary friend,’ I say a ‘guiding light.’ Tomato. Tomahto. And if I need one, so what? I have one.”

“You can have her without blaming our parents for why you need her.”

“They are at least partially to blame,” The Shopkeeper said. “And partially to thank.”

“So thank them for helping you find what you needed. Even if they drove you to Ms. Harriett, they got you to her just the same.”

“How does it feel to have no control?” The Shopkeeper interrupted with fire in her eyes. Her sister was clearly uncomfortable, squeezed into the tight booth and the solemn reality of no turning back. “I mean, you’re swimming in preeeetty deep water.”

“It’s freeing,” her sister began.

“You don’t look so free.” The Shopkeeper could no longer sit still; she stood beside her sister, dancing by herself to the rhythm of house music from the house band. “You look trapped.” The moonshine made her honest.

“In this little booth, I am trapped. On this road trip. Trapped. As your sister, trapped. It feels like I’m drowning in a small puddle of quicksand.”

“Dance with me, then.” The Shopkeeper coaxed Elle to get up, trying to ignore the shifting mood. “Come on.” She pretended not to have heard anything her sister had said. “See? Not wallowing.” She danced in circles. “Just being alive and free.”

“I can’t,” Elle said.

“I never have anyone to dance with. Dance with me and make up for all the mean things you just said.”

“I would. It’s just not smart. Have some water.” She pushed a pitcher toward The Shopkeeper. “Cool off.”

“I’m not.” The Shopkeeper spun in a circle, dancing. I’ll dance with the spirits in my head instead, she thought. “I’m not HOT. I’m just not wallowing.” She mocked Elle and pushed the water pitcher back.

“You’re wallowing in your own way,” Elle said.

“And you’re wallowing in yours.” The Shopkeeper mean-girl giggled but kept on dancing.

“What’s that supposed to mean?!”

“I mean, you went all those months without telling anyone because you’re wallowing. You’re a wallower, just like the rest of us. You were hiding in your room because you didn’t want anyone to ask you how you were and how you could put us all through this again so soon. And you can’t admit that for once, you lost control, and you’re just like THEM. We are THEM.” She picked up the water. Took a sip. “And YOU only think about YOU.”

“No, you’re like THEM!” Elle picked up the glass of water. “You’re the one chasing love. Telling people you have a phobia to escape responsibility.” Her sister held the pitcher tight. They stared at each other like enemies. “Is there even a ME, or are you just making him up?”

“Low.” It deflated The Shopkeeper. She stopped dancing and sat down. Elle took a sip of water. Smug, as though she’d won the conversation, and then, without warning, jerked her arm backward and splashed the water directly in her sister’s face.

The Shopkeeper screamed a shrill “Ahhhh!” in ice-cold shock. A few people turned around. But everyone in the shack was used to fights breaking out and ignored them. Elle slammed the empty glass on the table.

“Finally, the real you has arrived. You’re not a sunny day; you’re a hailstorm,” The Shopkeeper said to her sister, clapping.

“I have to pee!” her sister hollered over the milieu. “Don’t follow me.” She jumped up to get out of the booth, and a flood of water and emotion splashed to the ground from between her legs. Her sister had lost control. The Shopkeeper stood there, wet-faced and shocked. She was happy to have won the argument but sad at what it had just cost them both. She could not cry. Or speak. She was numb and dumb—stupefied. Her heart raced. “I deserve sweet . . .” she tried to tell herself. “I d-deserve s-sweet . . .” but her words stuttered and slurred. She slumped and burped. She couldn’t lie, especially to herself. It was the moonshine. She deserved what she’d gotten, an ice-cold bitter splash in her face.

“You deserve to be slapped.” Elle waddled her way back to the bathroom.

“‘Spare the rod, spoil the child,’” The Shopkeeper mocked. It was all those years of being slapped and choked that had landed them here in the first place.

“Another moonshine?” the wide-hipped woman asked The Shopkeeper, handing her a napkin and another drink. “And a mop?”

The Shopkeeper pointed at the small puddle and trail Elle had left behind on the floor. “Yeah. And maybe an ambulance.” She lay on her side in a fetal position, holding the table as her world spun with guilt. She drowned in a swamp of denial; she dozed off to sleep, dreaming water was running down her legs. It was the moonshine, she thought.






Chapter 24

EVEN LATER THAT EVENING

9:33 P.M.

Two big, burly EMT workers rushed to the back of the shack with their gurney. “Excuse me, ma’am,” one yelled at The Shopkeeper, who lay sleeping. “Excuse ME!” He almost touched her.

“ME?!” She startled out of her dream. In the dream, he was reaching for her, and she was just about to give him her hand when a shot of adrenaline in the form of a screaming EMT worker shocked her awake and sobered her up. “Yes,” she yelled, half dreaming.

“Someone said your water broke.” He softened.

Just then, Elle came waddling out of the bathroom toward them in her silk muumuu. “May I help you?” she said to the big, burly guys with her hands on her hips. She barely came to their shoulders.

“No, it’s the other way around.” He laughed at Elle. “Our job is to help you.”

“Thank you, but NO thank you.” She would not be helped. She was not heading to a hospital. She did not want them to check her vitals. She was having a home birth—at home with her grandmother! She would let the chips fall where they may. She’d had her first contraction. It hadn’t been so bad. She let them know that. “Unless I’m being arrested, with all due respect, please help me by kindly getting out of my way.”

Neither The Shopkeeper nor the EMTs could force anyone, especially Elle, to stay in the middle of nowhere to have a baby. Nor could The Shopkeeper let Elle drive the rest of the way home alone. Elle handed the shorter EMT some rolled-up money. “Consider this payment to leave us alone.”

He looked at the money in his hand. Put it into his pocket without hesitation and stepped out of their way.

Her sister waddled past the ambulance, toward the parking lot. The Shopkeeper followed. “If you’re getting in”—she looked at The Shopkeeper as she got into the car—“let’s go.” Suddenly The Shopkeeper was an accomplice to Elle’s getaway. This trip was a setup, just like she’d thought.

At night, the road along the route turned black. Lights were fewer and farther between. There were trees, animals, rivers, and breeze, but you couldn’t see. Radio silence played between the sisters, loud and clear, on repeat. The smell of night air snapped The Shopkeeper back to reality. It reminded her to keep her feet on the ground and her head out of the clouds. Just breathe, she told herself. You’re gonna be someone’s auntie soon. If you can teach the baby anything, teach them that. Just breathe.

“Thirty minutes,” Elle said, knowing what The Shopkeeper would ask. “They’ve been coming thirty minutes apart since my water broke.”

“We’ll just breathe,” The Shopkeeper told her sister, trying to relax them both. “We have three hours to go,” she rambled, as if Elle didn’t know. “That’s if we don’t stop anymore, and you probably have quite a few more centimeters to go. The answer, when you have no other answer, is just breathe.” The Shopkeeper wanted to be excited, but she was also aware of all the things that could happen along the way. “Let’s sing ‘Gettin’ Jiggy Wit It’ to get us through,” she suggested.

“Us?” Elle questioned. “This isn’t affecting us. It’s me.”

“It’s us now,” The Shopkeeper disagreed.

They could sing their way through anything when they were younger. It wasn’t until the third contraction—the one when the convertible was swerving while they were trying to shoulder shimmy, with people honking and giving them the middle finger—that they both began to question the viability of their plan to forge ahead. On the last swerve, they hit a pothole, and The Shopkeeper felt her stomach drop between her toes. “Pull over.” She couldn’t take it. The soul food would be coming back up if she wasn’t careful. “Please.”

“I can’t, I can’t, I can’t, I can’t,” her sister eked out in pain. “I can’t, I can’t, I can’t, I can’t.” The convertible was parked in a middle lane of a four-lane highway. Her sister held her head back, her hands choking the steering wheel’s throat. Her body stiff. Her legs extended and fully forced down flat on the brake and the clutch. “I can’t, I can’t, I can’t, I can’t.”

The Shopkeeper flipped on the hazard lights. “Okay,” she said in her softest customer-service voice. She was finding out she worked well under pressure. “We are gonna get through this together.” And as she said it, she believed. “Just breathe.”

Her sister nodded her head in an alarming and intense yes.

“Stars?” The Shopkeeper asked for a promise.

“Stars,” Elle agreed.

“This contraction is NOT gonna last forever. If you can breathe, that’s all you need.” They inhaled and exhaled in sync, the way The Shopkeeper had learned in class.

Elle shook her head yes sometimes and no sometimes and blew out puffs of breath without opening her eyes as the contraction intensified. It was as though it would last forever. “As soon as it’s over, you’re going to drive us right there onto the side of the road.”

This contraction was endless. The Shopkeeper stared at the glowing moon. The contraction continued. She stared at the swaying trees. It wouldn’t stop. She looked behind them for oncoming cars. She wondered if the brooding clouds signaled rain. She was calm on the outside, terrified on the inside. “‘What makes this path most important are the footsteps that follow.’” A still, small voice whispered in her left ear.

“Did you hear that?” she asked Elle.

“Don’t even,” Elle replied, shaking her head no.

The Shopkeeper remembered having to ride on the back of Elle’s bike when they were kids. Friends laughed as her teeny-tiny sister rode them both to school one morning in the pouring-down rain. There was only one bike between them, and Elle would not leave her sister behind in a storm. Elle stand-pedaled the whole way to school with The Shopkeeper gripping her seat tighter and tighter, legs out by her sides, eyes shut and afraid as the wind and rain smacked them around.

“Put your arm around my waist,” Elle had pleaded. It would help them balance. And though The Shopkeeper had wished she could, as usual she had been too afraid to hold on to anyone—including her own sister.

“Okay,” Elle said now, loosening her grip on the steering wheel and snapping The Shopkeeper back to their present reality. “Got it.”

“Got what?”

“Another thirty.” Elle turned off the hazard lights, turned on an audiobook about microeconomics, and began to drive as if nothing had happened.

“Microeconomics in the middle of nowhere . . . Doesn’t get better than this,” The Shopkeeper mocked.

Right then, she realized why her sister was so adamant about not letting her drive. Everything she had, she’d gotten on her own. Alone. She worked so hard that she was scared to lose the slightest thing, thinking it would set off a domino effect that would make her lose it all.

“You do realize you’re in LABOR?! Active labor. I think whatever is going on with me is a whole lot simpler than what is going on with you. I can drive; I just have to remember how. It’s like riding a bike; it all comes back. Shift. Gear. Clutch. Shift. Gear. Clutch.” The Shopkeeper knew she could do it.

Elle’s eyes welled up and widened. She was afraid. “Sister . . .” she cried. The year before, the two had been in a hospital room together, with a doctor telling them her sister’s baby wouldn’t make it. “Promise you won’t make me go back.” It was the cold, isolated emergency room. The rude doctor. The incompetent nurse. The beeping and prodding. She remembered how poorly Elle had been treated, left alone to watch her infant take its last breath, and agreed. “I promise, no hospitals.”

Here they were again, and this time, The Shopkeeper was determined to give her sister what the doctor couldn’t—a healthy baby. She’d make it right.

“It’s okay to let me drive for once.” Maybe it wasn’t her own fear that made The Shopkeeper ride in the passenger seat of life when she knew she could steer; maybe it was others’ fears. She’d convinced herself it was easier for others when she played small because they could play tall. It was all make pretend, she rationalized. “Trust,” she told Elle, pointing to the air around them—that had been the agreement. “If you can’t trust me, trust that. Trust them.” She always ignored what Elle said about make pretend. “Make pretend you can trust.”

Her sister didn’t respond. She was going faster and faster when they both felt the first drop of rain.

The Shopkeeper looked at the time. “Twenty more minutes. How long till it pours?”

“I got this.” Elle pressed the gas. Another few drops of rain fell from the opening sky. Rain was The Shopkeeper’s favorite.

“What do you do in a convertible when it rains?” The Shopkeeper asked, as if it were a knock-knock joke.

Elle stared at the road. “Park.” She smiled gently. “Surrender.”

Then, as if timed perfectly, they arrived at a Wawa. They turned into the gas station’s parking lot and rolled up the drop-top. The rain began to pour so hard that they could not see.

“Exactly.” The Shopkeeper hoped the rain would wash away a lifetime of tension. They ran into Wawa, laughing and wet and searching for water before the next contraction.

“I’m thirsty,” The Shopkeeper said.

“Me too,” Elle conceded. “Me too.”

For the first time in years, the two sisters agreed.






Chapter 25

JANUARY 23, 2020

3:33 A.M.

The last leg of the trip Down South sent the sisters on a journey through a blindingly bright and interminably tight tunnel. Like the birth canal, the narrow passage was designed to bridge the gap between Up North and Down South. It was an underwater roller coaster that ran for miles in both directions.

The sisters had called it the never-ending tunnel as children because they could fall asleep three times inside it, faces stuck to the cracked leather armrests in the back of their grandfather’s big-bodied Benz, wake up to the smell of his woodsy cologne, and still be in the same Chesapeake Bay tunnel for what felt like days.

Their grandfather was an Up North man. Their grandmother a Down South woman. It was a good combo. Their grandparents took them back and forth countless times on trips through the never-ending tunnel, but this was the first time the two sisters were taking the journey without them.

Some people moved through the tunnel quickly, plopping through onto the other side without so much as a push. But others, like The Shopkeeper and her grandfather and many more before them, moved through the tunnel with intention.

The Shopkeeper was sure she smelled her grandfather as she gripped the leather steering wheel like he used to do. He’d been an unflinching man who’d work on a railroad all week long, then lead the men’s choir on Sundays. He woke up before the sun, and so did she. He liked his mint tea unbearably hot, and so did she. She drove like him because he’d taught her how. Even though he’d taught her the right way, they both drove the wrong way—one hand on the steering wheel, one hand on a hip. He couldn’t read very well. “I had to teach myself,” he often explained. When he was barely in junior high school, his father died, leaving him to help his mother raise his other six siblings. He dropped out of school and began working, but even then, he said he’d “never been too good with reading anything but the room.” He told the best stories. Stories had fueled their car rides and conversations. “Once upon a time . . .” he’d begin, because every good story starts that way, “there was a family of dolphins, but they loved to argue.”

She sat up straight in the driver’s seat now, thinking about her grandfather as the low hum of new cars zoomed by. She pretended to hear dolphins arguing, just like the stories her grandfather used to tell.

“What are they arguing about now, Grandfather?” she’d ask.

“You didn’t hear it?” He picked on her. “They’re saying there’s a calf coming.” He spoke like his grandfather before him. “They’re trying to decide where to have it and what to name it.” He pretended he knew things that only dolphins knew.

Her grandparents always played make pretend with her and gave her stories that made her eyes widen and her mouth hang wide open. “Close your mouth before you catch flies. That ain’t even the good part yet,” he’d say. She’d cover her face with both hands when stories got too real. And he’d say, “Open your eyes, look at your life, and face yourself.” She’d try.

The moral of his stories was always love. “Love is the most powerful force.” He joked that he’d loved their grandmother since the day he was born and that was why he was so strong. “Most people don’t fall in love till their teenage years, but not me and your grandmother—we were born in love. A match made in heaven.”

They’d been born only one month apart, but he teased that The Shopkeeper’s grandmother was much older than him. “A lot can happen in a month,” he’d say with a wink. His mother had been in labor for twenty-six hours. Her grandmother had been in the room when her grandfather was born. She was an infant. Everyone cried tears of joy when he finally arrived safely through the tunnel from the other side. “Lots of babies didn’t make it back then, but we did.” He passed down the stories told to him so The Shopkeeper and her sister could pass them down as well. Stories are what hold their family together. Her grandparents had had the same midwife. She came with a small medical bag—towels, tongs, herbs, roots, scissors, and songs. She hummed “I’m gonna lay down my burden / Down by the riverside” as a freedom song that babies followed through the canal like a calling until they were born. The midwife was the keeper of birth stories, secrets, names, and songs. Her presence made the room feel light and warm. She was the family’s book of life, and she took the tradition seriously. “Back in our day, babies were born right at home. Just like dolphins, entire families welcomed new calves into the fold.” It was their families who decided the two babies were betrothed from birth, and even her rebellious grandmother never rebelled against love. It was a gift never having to look for someone, because they always had each other. That was what The Shopkeeper wanted—someone who understood the power of a good love story. “Me and your grandmother had our first kiss before we could walk and our first dance before we could talk, and we’ve been kissing and dancing ever since.” At forty years old, The Shopkeeper felt behind. She had never been kissed. “You’ll get to your next chapter. Some of us just read slower than others, that’s all,” her grandfather used to say.

But he showed them what love could look like. Whenever his wife walked into a room, his face brightened; hers did too. People called them the Bobbsey Twins. You never saw one without the other. They’d been together so long that they’d started looking alike—same facial expressions, same stories, same taste. He recited her love poems on their road trips. “How do I love thee? Let me count the ways,” and he’d name way after way for hours. “The way you love our girls” was always one of his ways. They sometimes held hands when he drove, her left hand on his right thigh. They kissed and danced well into their old age, even as her knees stiffened and his hair turned varying shades of gray. The Shopkeeper feared love like this didn’t happen anymore. Maybe she’d become a modern-day matchmaking midwife.

But the problem with being in love your whole life is that you become one. Her grandparents had been one, and then one day, one of them just didn’t wake up. No warning. No cause. No sickness. No disease. Her grandfather went to take a nap, and he simply floated away reading a children’s bedtime story to himself. The Shopkeeper had wished she could touch his hand or lay her head on his chest as he slept, stiff, in the coffin, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. Their grandmother never spoke or cried at the funeral. She pulled a blanket over his legs, sprinkled rosemary—a symbol of everlasting love—on his face. She let out one holler that shook them all, and then turned around and said to the family, “It is finished,” as she hobbled away.

Her grandmother pretended she was okay without him, but without him, she declined. She stopped leaving the house. She mostly sat in her rocking chair in the weatherworn sunroom, talking to his empty leather chair and listening intently, as if he were chatting back. His teacup stayed in its place, and her grandmother refreshed it with new herbs and piping hot water daily. It seemed as though he sipped it as the water evaporated away. Her grandmother hummed his favorite song: “I’m gonna lay down my burden / Down by the riverside.” The Shopkeeper couldn’t understand it, but this was what love looked like. It existed even when the lover was gone.

The dolphins and the memories and the faint aroma of rosemary mixed with her grandfather’s cologne gave The Shopkeeper ease as she drove. The bright lights of the tunnel were no longer blinding; they were just lighting the way. Her shoulders dropped. Her fingers loosened.

“Isn’t this like being born?” The Shopkeeper used to ask her grandfather as they drove slower and slower through the never-ending tunnel.

“Or reborn?” he replied. “You’re not born once; you are reborn as many times as you choose.”

He always spoke in riddles that she couldn’t understand.

“The new self needs air, so the old self must drown.”

“Nobody wants to drown,” she’d tell her grandfather, covering her face at the thought.

“Yeah, but the dolphins help the old self. They stay with the old self until it fully passes away.”

“Aren’t you too old to be reborn?” she’d asked him once.

“Never too old to die. I had to be reborn the second your parents passed away.”

The tunnel had no windows, no doors, no escape hatch, no way back—just bright light and a bunch of people following. It was the only time he’d ever mentioned her parents.

“One knows there’s freedom on the other side of the never-ending tunnel, but it could take an endless amount of time to get there,” her grandfather said. “Took me twenty-six hours once. But being reborn takes as long as it takes.”

Driving through the light and low hum with him (and without him) felt surreal, like cold water splashing her as she bobbed up and down for air—refreshing and exhausting. She was hoping to be reborn in time for the opening of the bookshop, which meant she only had a few days, but she was still scared of drowning.

“You know, there are babies who get stuck,” Elle said, waking up from a deep sleep, as though she could hear The Shopkeeper’s thoughts. Elle leaned her passenger-side seat all the way back and put her swollen feet up on the dashboard. Her legs were wide open, her silk muumuu bunched at both sides. She looked relaxed. Gentle. She was calm like a newborn baby, ready to give birth to a newborn baby. She rubbed the pressure point between her thumb and her pointer finger in circles like their grandfather had shown them to do whenever they were in pain. “My first one got stuck in the canal, which put pressure on her head, her neck, her chest, and her cord. Being stuck in the tunnel cuts off oxygen, and eventually . . .”

The Shopkeeper wanted to put her hands over her eyes, but she was driving. I deserve sweetness, she thought, searching for any sweet thought. It wasn’t fear that made The Shopkeeper drive slow. Yes, a baby was on its way. Yes, a few dozen cars were honking behind her, flashing their lights, and giving her the finger, but she imagined veering too far to the left or right and running into the side of the tunnel, puncturing it (or them), and water rushing in, simply because she was going faster than necessary to get to an inevitable place—the other side. She was going to hold on tight and move at her own speed, even if it was slow. She’d rather be safe than sorry, like her grandfather used to say.

“‘Time brought us here, and time gone take us away,’” Elle said, speaking a gibberish Rocky line as she drifted back to sleep. It crossed both of their minds that they might run out of time and end up having to deliver the baby in the never-ending tunnel, because of course it was never-ending, but there was no safe place to pull over. They couldn’t stop. At ten miles per hour, they couldn’t go any slower.

At least I wouldn’t have to catch it, The Shopkeeper thought, and asked herself if that was why she was going so slow, to avoid having to touch the baby—running down the clock so it would slip out on its own. That’s not good.

“This baby must like drama like her mama,” The Shopkeeper teased.

“Her? No, it’s a boy,” Elle retorted, though half-asleep. “And you’re a turtle. Great. We are all ancient creatures. So what? Just drive.” Elle made no sense. The pain had gone to her head.

The Shopkeeper searched for a topic that would take her attention off the cars coming toward her at preposterous speeds.

“I want a water birth,” Elle said sleepily.

“Why?” The Shopkeeper could not understand why Elle overcomplicated already complicated things. First, she wanted a home birth; now she wanted a home birth in a pool of water. “Sounds unnecessarily risky if you ask me. You’re having a baby, not a shark.”

“Didn’t ask you.”

The Shopkeeper waited an extra-long time to respond as she searched for a clever comeback. Then realized Elle was snoring beside her. The Shopkeeper knew being in the tunnel reminded them both of their grandfather. It was his special place; maybe that was why Elle had finally relaxed and gone to sleep.

“Something I read.” Elle popped up again. “It said babies born underwater are calmer, like dolphins.” She faded, then woke up. “They speak to me in my dreams.” She was oddly at ease, dreaming and therefore not making much sense. Driving underwater slowed both their minds and their bodies.

“Who speaks to you? Babies or dolphins?” The Shopkeeper asked.

“Both.”

“In English?” The Shopkeeper laughed, not sure what Elle meant.

“They speak to me in dolphin. You know how I hit that high note when I am in pain? Yeah, that’s my dolphin side coming out.”

The Shopkeeper laughed some more. She missed talking to Elle when she was asleep. “And what do they say to you in dolphin?” she asked, then leaned closer to her sister so she could hear.

“They say, ‘Tell Gee she’s driving too damn slow and she’s gonna get us killed.’” Elle kept her eyes closed.

The Shopkeeper cracked the window and felt the moisture of the wet tunnel fill the air. I must speak turtle, The Shopkeeper thought, hunching over the steering wheel because she didn’t understand anything Elle was saying.

“Dolphins spoke to Ms. Harriett too,” The Shopkeeper added. She ignored her sister. “Ms. Harriett said our ancestors left our stories with the dolphins. Ancestors who didn’t make it through the Middle Passage stayed with the dolphins instead, and they became one people.” The Shopkeeper guessed that was why she felt safe with the mystical creatures, air breathers who thrived underwater and spoke and sang. They were her family.

“I wish you’d get outta your head. You have to drive faster, or you’ll cause an accident,” Elle insisted. “No make pretend.”

“Or I can drive faster and cause a worse accident. I can only drive as fast as I can drive.” A long tail of cars with bright red brake lights was forming behind them. She didn’t care. Maybe we all need to slow down. She turned on her hazards. “Happy?” The clicking noise was like a heartbeat, steady and reliable. “I am slowing time,” she said to the rhythm of the hazards. “I am slowing time.” Her nerves were no longer unnerved; her heart was no longer racing. She was moving slow because she was slowing time.

“You have to be careful,” Elle said. “Don’t slow it too much.”

The Shopkeeper wished her sister would either fully wake up and say something of substance or stop speaking and stay asleep. She wanted the dolphins and the never-ending tunnel and their grandfather and his stories all to herself while she drove.

“We need a game,” Elle said, after another moment of prolonged silence when The Shopkeeper was simply breathing and thinking.

The sisters gamified anything too hard to face head-on. “I’m gonna lay down my burdens / Down by the riverside / Down by the riverside / Down by the riverside.” The Shopkeeper was surprised to hear Elle sing their grandfather’s favorite song, and then The Shopkeeper started humming along, then singing, then tapping fingers on the steering wheel while thinking of all the water they couldn’t see around them. She wished they’d made the walls of the never-ending tunnel see through. “I’m gonna lay down my burdens / Down by the riverside / I ain’t gonna study war no more.”

“I have a game,” Elle said. “The game is, every time someone sings the beginning of grandfather’s song, ‘I’m gonna lay down my burdens,’ they have to end it by sharing a burden they wish they could lay down. You have to share on beat. No hesitation.”

“I wish you’d lay down the burden of youknowwho, and you know why.” Her sister sang and clapped her hands like they were in a church choir.

“Down by the riverside.”

This was Harriett’s song as well, The Shopkeeper remembered—a coded message for those seeking freedom. It told them where to meet her and when, and what to let go of to make it to the other side.

“Down by the riverside.”

“Lay down the burden of losing another baby,” The Shopkeeper blurted. It came out before she could take it back.

Her sister got quiet. Then continued clapping.

“Down by the riverside.”

“I wish you’d lay down the burden of being lonely forever because you can’t allow yourself to touch anyone or be touched, which really means that you’re emotionally stunted, and I am going to have to take care of you and come to your rescue for the rest of your life,” Elle retorted, strong and offbeat. “Lay that burden down so you can meet someone nice, like ME, and settle down.”

The Shopkeeper got quiet. That was not how the game was supposed to go. She swallowed hard and then went back to singing, even with tears in her eyes and cars whizzing into the opposing lane to go around her.

“Down by the riverside.”

“Let’s just start speaking practically about delivering this baby if that is what needs to happen next,” The Shopkeeper said, cutting off the game and changing the subject.

“I was just getting into it.”

“Well, we have other things to get into.”

Sometimes games saved them, but sometimes games made things worse.

“Our grandmother is a storied woman.” Elle stopped her clapping. “Agree or disagree?”

The Shopkeeper agreed.

“When she doesn’t have eyes, she can see. And what she cannot see, she can feel. Somehow, she always knows where a story will go.”

“Always.”

“She is like the dolphins; she can feel what bounces off of people. And that’s what she uses to navigate the world. So we are going to make it to her house, and she is going to tell us the next part of this story.”

“I thought you said no make pretend,” The Shopkeeper corrected.

“It’s not make pretend; she’s our real grandmother. When we get to her house, you’ll go straight upstairs. Gather towels and blankets and pillows in a basket and bring them to the sunroom, where I’ll be running hot water into a blow-up pool filled with . . .”

“Calendula.” The Shopkeeper thought she had heard it all. Besides still thinking they were going to make it home in time, Elle also believed they were gonna sit at their blind grandmother’s feet and have her tell a story that would help them birth a baby in a kiddie pool filled with calendula.

“She can do it,” Elle said. She was quietly sweating and swearing every fifteen minutes now, but otherwise, she was taking the contractions quite well. “Just like you can drive faster!”

“I’m waiting for the dolphins to take my burdens away.”

Elle looked at The Shopkeeper, completely confused, and shook her head. “That’s what I mean by no make pretend.”

But just when The Shopkeeper was about to explain, the never-ending tunnel ended, and they were officially Down South once again. A star-filled sky greeted them as they emerged from the tunnel, with the North Star shining the brightest behind them. A school of dolphins splashed on the side of the shore, so close to the car that The Shopkeeper swore she could feel their mist. Her eyes widened; her mouth dropped open.

“Close your mouth,” Elle said. “This ain’t even the good part of the story yet.”

She looked at her sister, and her sister looked at her.

“To grandmother’s house we go.”






Chapter 26

LATER THAT MORNING

6:33 A.M.

Things had changed a lot since the last time The Shopkeeper had visited their grandmother’s house, but most things remained the same. While Elle came back and forth often to visit, The Shopkeeper hadn’t been back since their grandfather had passed away. Twenty years prior, she’d been so angry at him for leaving that she’d vowed never to pull back into the driveway of his antebellum home ever again, yet here she was.

The haint-blue house of her childhood had turned a dreary gray, and like their white picket fence and outdoor swing, everything looked aged. Even the weeping willow that she’d written under as a child was now bent over as though it were in pain.

She wondered again what ME had meant when he’d written, To find ME, go HOME. She fondled his letter in her pocket. Touched its grooves, knowing he had touched them too, and just the thought of him, the scent of him, sent electric flutters up and down her spine.

And then she caught ME peeking from behind the weeping willow. He August Wilson–grinned as he waved and bopped toward her.

She’d kiss him this time, she promised herself as she adjusted her clothes and packed up her book bag. She’d kiss him—shock waves, sleeping spells, celibacy, and all; anyone who came all this way for her deserved a kiss, even if it left her passed out and asleep.

Elle would kill her for giving out their address, but technically she hadn’t given it to ME. It was in every copy of Conversations with Harriett if anyone looked closely. But The Shopkeeper knew that ME was the type to read closely. She was gathering her things to get out of the car when she nearly tripped over a family of fluffy bunnies that hopped in front of her feet. The tiniest one was so small, it looked like a mouse with a puff for a tale. It turned and winked at her, then tiptoed away. She winked back and was about to follow it when she caught herself. Why would a bunny be winking at me? she asked herself. She turned around to find ME, but again, ME had gone away.

The Shopkeeper’s long and heartbroken stare was ignored by Elle, who rolled out of the car and waddled toward the front door with pain and relief in her eyes. The sky was turning from night to day, and her plan was working. Her belly had dropped, or as their grandmother used to say, her plug was released, so she knew she had just a few more minutes to get into the house and get things set up.

The creaking screen door was hanging off the top hinge. Elle pulled it open and knocked the secret family door knock, dedededudedudududu. It took longer than usual for their grandmother to answer. The Shopkeeper imagined their grandmother inside, alone and dead, and having to deliver the baby on this dusty porch, and then she shook the image out of her overactive mind. Her sister did the secret knock again, a bit louder this time.

“Maybe her hearing is going,” The Shopkeeper whispered, kicking dry leaves off the porch just in case.

“It’s not my hearing,” their grandmother fussed from inside the house. “It’s my knees.”

The less their grandmother could see over the years, the more she could hear, but her knees were another story. Those eighty-nine-year-old knees had been stiffening for as long as The Shopkeeper could remember.

While they waited, The Shopkeeper smiled at the thought of their grandmother all dressed up and ME inside, visiting her childhood home. Having mint tea as though the two were old friends. She thought for a second that he’d conspired with her family to finally get her back Down South. She was in a family of storytellers. But that was just her mind playing tricks on her. ME was not behind a weeping willow. He was not at the kitchen table. He was not going to show up with calendulas for her sister’s kiddie-pool birth. ME was somewhere being a monk in training, whatever that meant. One thing was for sure: He was not coming over for tea and honey with their grandmother while Elle birthed a sweet baby boy in a blow-up pool.

“I deserve sweetness,” she said to herself in a whisper to ease the anxiety.

“Yes, you do,” their grandmother agreed as she opened the door in her faded red headscarf and flower-print robe. Her eyes were a cloudier blue, and for the first time, The Shopkeeper realized their grandmother, the boldest woman she’d ever met, could be something other than strong. She’d never seen their grandmother standing with the assistance of a cane. No matter how intricately carved or beaded, it was a cane.

Their grandmother had used to be a loud woman, a thick-thighed woman, fast and busty, with a quick wit and quotations. But now she was shorter and thinner and balder than ever before—shorter and thinner and balder, plus she had no teeth. She was still loud, though—maybe louder. Their grandmother’s scarf was on, but barely on. It was uneven, so it showed hints of her shiny bald head.

“It’s about damn time.” Their grandmother straightened her scarf and puffed on the pipe that she balanced on her lower lip. “If you took any longer, I’d be gone.” The pungent smell of their grandmother’s homegrown reefer filled the air. The elder woman hugged her younger granddaughter first, and then she started rubbing the big-dropped belly like it was a lucky charm. “Old folks used to say that every baby is a story we send to a time we will not see.

“I dreamed of fishes,” their grandmother confirmed as she placed a crawfish necklace around her granddaughter’s neck. “For protection.” Their grandmother cackled and coughed and cackled again. “Welcome home, my sweethearts.”

Their grandmother stood back. Got quiet. Got still. Balanced herself against the wall and stared at her oldest granddaughter. She knew better than to hug The Shopkeeper. She didn’t even come close. She looked her older granddaughter up and down instead and said, “Ain’t seen you in a month of Sundays.” Ironic, since she can’t see, thought The Shopkeeper. “You smell sweet, though,” their grandmother continued. “Like sugar and spices, incense and deer hide, wet soil and”—she took a deep breath in—“Egyptian musk.” The Shopkeeper grinned at their grandmother’s precision as she added, “You smell sweet, like a writer.” She winked.

Their grandmother had always had a way with words.

The Shopkeeper had forgotten but quickly remembered that when they were small, while their grandfather served on the men’s choir and usher board, took Communion, and attended church every Sunday, his wife—their grandmother—was at home cursing like a sailor, puffing a pipe, reciting poetry, and growing reefer in her own sanctuary, in the acres of her backyard.

“Oh shit.” Their grandmother took her pipe out of her mouth and covered her gums. “Better put my teeth back in fore I scare the bejeezus outta somebody.” She shuffled away as fast as she could, which wasn’t fast at all and definitely not as fast as it used to be. The Shopkeeper stood in the foyer, looking around at the house in shock as their grandmother turned the corner.

Her heart was broken, but it was she who had stayed away. Their house had once been pristine. The most beautiful one for miles. She remembered their grandfather scrubbing the baseboards, shining the windows, mowing the lawn. He’d cared for the house in a way that bordered on obsession. But now the house, left to their grandmother and old age, was in an unconscionable state of disrepair. Old, feeble, and blind, their grandmother knew the mess in her house by heart and navigated it faster than The Shopkeeper ever could. But their grandmother had been abandoned. The Shopkeeper didn’t know where to begin.

As she stood there, surrounded by memories, The Shopkeeper saw a blue marker roll by and remembered when she’d first learned to write. At five years old, she’d found an electric blue marker in their grandfather’s bottom drawer. She was always snooping and looking for something to explore. She hid the blue marker in her back pocket for a full day, waiting for the right time to use it. That night, she couldn’t sleep because she had a dolphin tale that she needed to tell their grandfather before it was too late. About the mermaids and the dolphins and the spirit people at the bottom of the ocean. When she could not hold the story in any longer, she wrote it in huge letters and pictures on the wall by her bed.

When their grandfather came into the room the next morning to wake the girls up for school, she was still writing. He silently backed out of the room, not sure what to do. While he wanted to nurture her creativity, he knew their grandmother would not embrace creativity in this form. He went to find soapy water and rags. He tried to convince his granddaughter to scrub it off, but she tantrummed at losing her first story before she could finish it.

Her grandfather warned her not to wake Elle, but she didn’t listen. He told The Shopkeeper that she’d never hear the end of it if their grandmother found out what she’d done. As he predicted, Elle woke up and, as always, shouted, “I’m tellin’!” as she ran to tell their grandmother right away what had been done.

Their grandmother stormed into the room with her pipe in one hand and a stack of encyclopedias in the other. She stubbed her toe. “Fuck,” she said out loud, then laughed, which made them all laugh, including their grandfather. Then she remembered the blue marker all over the walls and called her granddaughter everything but a child of God while she made The Shopkeeper stand in a corner, holding the copies of encyclopedias to the sky. Later, when their grandmother checked on her, she was reading—she’d been in the corner for hours and never went to bed. And their grandmother had a change of heart and compromised. “We’ll paint her entire room blue instead.”

The smell of reefer always took The Shopkeeper back to being punished in her childhood. Maybe she’d inhaled too much of their grandmother’s smoke as a kid, she thought to herself. Being punished by their grandmother had always felt like an opportunity to open her mind. It never hurt, even when she was harsh.

Now the walls in the house were peeling and browning from smoke. What a lesson this is, she thought. In searching for what you already have. There were more books than she’d ever seen.

“I told you what to do when we got here,” Elle reminded The Shopkeeper with a clap in front of her face to snap her out of the make pretending. “Blankets, towels, sheets.”

Elle was not shocked. She was unbothered by the mess, almost reveling in it, even though it extended to the high ceilings. She saw it as a legacy and a way to feel close to their grandfather and his stuff. The Shopkeeper couldn’t imagine why anyone would want to have a home birth in a home like this. “Let it be,” her sister whispered, and waddled to the sunroom to fill up the pool like she’d planned.

The Shopkeeper couldn’t move; her feet were planted on the floor. Clutter made her crazy, like it was touching her. Stacks of clothes and magazines and dead plants and half-burnt candles and old photos and broken china were mixed in with the books. Piles and piles of books and more books were everywhere, and she knew they needed rescuing before it was too late.

But then their grandmother’s rotary phone rang. Brrerrrnnnng.

“Don’t touch that,” their grandmother hollered as The Shopkeeper was about to pick up. She pulled her hand back. It was enough to snap her out of it, and she ran upstairs to get the towels and blankets from her old bedroom as she’d been instructed. She stepped over piles of magazines and newspapers and hats and toys and shoes—it was a museum of mishmash.

“Damn bill collectors,” their grandmother called up as the phone continued to ring. Brrerrrnnnng.

“This time of morning?” The Shopkeeper called back in disbelief.

“No home training!” their grandmother exclaimed from downstairs in the sunroom.

Finally at the top of the stairs, The Shopkeeper opened the door to her childhood bedroom, and while everything else in the old house was deteriorating and dirty and in disarray, this one room stood still.

The phone rang, but it was distanced and muffled like it was underwater. Brrerrrnnnng.

Her bedroom walls were still painted electric blue to match her bedspread and what she imagined as the ocean floor. Their grandmother hadn’t touched her perfectly made-up bed; even her pillows were how she’d left them—two pillows on each side of her full-sized bed. Her stuffed mermaid was still in its place between the pillows. Colorful and iridescent mermaids were everywhere she looked—statues, paintings, books, art. Their grandfather had managed to find her mermaid everything, including the light fixture, rug, drapes, and night-light. Mermaids had helped her feel safe when they’d first come to live with them, so he gave her mermaids every day.

Brrerrrnnnng. The phone rang again, but even more distant now.

Her desk and bookshelf were painted blue and covered with posters of Sonia Sanchez quotes and August Wilson photos. They didn’t make posters for playwrights, so their grandfather had paid to get them made for her. She had a Walkman with a Jill Scott CD beside it. It was like seeing herself grow over time but also remain the same. Reading The Adventures of Fathead, Smallhead, and Squarehead in the closet in the late eighties. Writing letters to herself in the early nineties. Homework on her beanbag in the late nineties. Never sleeping in her bed in 2000. Instead, she’d started to make a bed on the floor of her closet so she could read and write at night by candlelight without being caught.

Her grandmother had ordered her a box set of sixteen thick leather journals and her own quill and ink pad. She told The Shopkeeper to “write the future, write until you feel healed.” When she opened her closet, it was just as she’d left it all those years ago. She sat down cross-legged on her makeshift bed of sheets and blankets. She lit the altar candle with her favorite metal lighter, which still lay beside it. Their grandfather had built hidden shelves into the closet walls. In them were rows and rows of her journals. She’d started writing the future as a little girl when they first came to live with their grandparents. It was the only way she could deal with the present. She picked through herself over the years. Love letters and heartbreaks, crushes and friends, dreams and aspirations.
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One notebook said repeatedly for pages.

That was how she’d ended up moving to Philly. When I grow up, I want to open a bookshop in Philly. When I grow up, I want to write a book. When I grow up, I want to be in love. When I grow up, I want to love ME. When I grow up, I want to be a matchmaker. She picked a journal up and put it down as she traveled back in time on her own memory lane, one journal at a time. One notebook was spread open and face down on her makeshift bed. It still had a blue pen tucked into the spine. She picked it up.

The phone ringing was light but still there. Brrerrrnnnng.

Welcome home, the journal read in her own handwriting.

It gave her chills, and she put it back down for a second.

It was as though she’d left herself a note.

She picked it up again.

We aren’t here to judge you; sometimes it takes us longer than expected to find our way back home. I know you’re looking for ME, who is also looking for you. You will find each other in due time.

Today you get a chance to choose how soon.

Choose wisely.

Signed,

Yourself!

PS: Take these sheets and blankets down to your sister, or she will kill you. She’s about to have a baby.

Brrerrrnnnng. The ring returned, louder and more demanding. But thankfully, it snapped her out of it. She put the journal back, face down, in its spot. And even though she didn’t want to leave her things behind, she grabbed the sheets and blankets and towels and ran downstairs.

Brrerrrnnnng. She ran past the phone, hopping over their grandmother’s mess. She caught a quick glimpse of a photo; it was the same picture of a group of grandmothers that ME’s aunt had with the same group of women all dressed alike—her literary society. A mustard-colored teapot sat atop the worn and dirty stove. Heaps of dried food were caked along the surface of the walls. Oil splatter decorated every empty wall space. The cluttered kitchen was a maze of dirty dishes, broken plates, old newspapers, and other shrines to their grandfather. Boxes of the books he’d collected for The Shopkeeper over the years were piled high upon one another.

The sunroom door was dilapidated and creaky, but the sun was still rising and filling the room with pinkish blue light. The Shopkeeper took deep breaths to let the fresh Down South air fill her lungs. Their grandmother’s rocking chair moved back and forth in the middle of the room beside their grandfather’s empty recliner. It still made her heart sink. His cup was filled with hot tea. Under their grandmother’s chair was an axe to “‘cut’ the pains of birth.” Their grandmother rocked in the chair, rubbing her stiff knees.

“And that’s why we burn the chicken feathers,” their grandmother spoke out loud to herself. She was barefoot. Her feet were covered with life and scars, corns and calluses, bunions and bruises. She was ending a story and staring out at the forest past the clothesline with longing in her eyes as she started another story. “Now, one time I was delivering, and the baby came out fully born but in a bag, like they were never born at all.” The elder woman cackled and rocked like she was talking to her husband. She paid no mind to Elle’s contractions coming every three minutes. “We call them mermaids. This one was born that way.” She pointed at The Shopkeeper, who had never heard that story about her birth before. “They say those babies have second sight.”

Brrerrrnnnng, the phone rang. It was driving The Shopkeeper a bit crazier each time it rang, but no one else seemed bothered. She couldn’t shake the thought that it was ME calling and she was missing him because their grandmother wouldn’t let her answer his call.

“Can I take it off the hook, then?” she asked their grandmother, annoyed.

“You”—their grandmother clapped along with her words—“have a job.”

Sister gripped the side of the pool and bent over in an agony that brought her to her knees. The pool was filling up fast. She had already changed into an all-white robe and wrapped her head in a white towel. She handed The Shopkeeper a robe to put on as well. The Shopkeeper immediately felt her ears get hot and her palms start to sweat. She was overheating.

Their grandmother stood with her cane, which The Shopkeeper thought she might use to pop her, but instead, she balanced on it and began throwing herbs from her bra into the blow-up pool. The water danced with the yellow of ragwort, the red of trillium, and the green of sweet flag floating on its surface.

“Where’s the calendula?” The Shopkeeper whispered.

“Hush.” Their grandmother pointed with the cane in her direction. The room smelled like an herbaceous garden. “Once upon a time . . .” Their grandmother circled the pool. The Shopkeeper stood in the far corner, folding blankets, but her ears perked at the sound of their grandmother’s favorite words. “But not long ago.” The Shopkeeper placed several towels at the base of the pool and then went back to stand in the corner, out of their grandmother’s way. Their grandmother was not physically the woman The Shopkeeper had been used to, but her spirit was the same. “There was a shopkeeper . . .” The Shopkeeper looked up at their grandmother with a wrinkled brow, thinking this story should be about her sister instead. The Shopkeeper was a supporting character.

“Get in the water,” their grandmother interrupted her own story and directed her two granddaughters into the pool. She started over. “Once upon a time but not long ago, there was a shopkeeper who did not like to be touched. Or so she thought.” Their grandmother’s hands shook. This story sounded eerily familiar. The Shopkeeper kept her eyes on their grandmother as she circled the pool a third time.

The Shopkeeper slipped out of her clothes and into a blue bathing suit.

The water smelled like tea. Like something she’d rather drink than swim in.

“Get in,” Elle said between contractions, which were longer and more intense, with less space in between. “Please.”

The pool was bigger than a normal kiddie pool, but it didn’t look like it was made for two. The Shopkeeper fidgeted. She didn’t want her foot or leg to accidentally touch her sister.

“It’s your sister,” their grandmother said. “And she needs you. Get in.”

The Shopkeeper felt the water with the tips of her fingers, then splashed herself a bit on both arms. The water was hot but not too hot. Her sister writhed and wiggled and splashed as she tried to find a comfortable position for herself through yet another contraction. She finally settled by holding on to the side of the baby blue pool.

The Shopkeeper looked outside. The sun was fully beaming in on them and filled the room with warmth. The family of black bunnies was at work all across the yard, eating in their grandmother’s garden.

“A good omen,” their grandmother said, as though she could see them. “The bunnies.”

The Shopkeeper wanted to ask her how she knew, but knew that would get her fussed at.

“I don’t really want to,” The Shopkeeper began. “I don’t really want to do this.”

Her sister’s eyes shot open. “What?”

It wasn’t that she didn’t want to help Elle; it was that she didn’t want to end up getting touched and passing out at the bottom of a pool.

“Did I ask you what you wanted?” their grandmother responded. “Get into the goddamned water right now.” She tapped the cane at her granddaughter’s feet.

She had to move to avoid getting her toes tapped.

“I gotta pee.” Her favorite line since she was small.

“No, you don’t,” their grandmother retorted. “You want to run, but you can’t run from yourself forever.”

As she said that Elle let out a holler that shook the entire room.

The Shopkeeper couldn’t stand seeing her baby sister all alone, drowning in pain. She went around to the opposite end of the pool with their grandmother too close for comfort behind her. She put her foot up and over but lost her balance and slipped in. She almost fell onto their grandmother, who stepped back and allowed her space to steady herself by grabbing the side of the pool. She swung her other leg over with a splash. The warm, fragrant water tickled her legs and thighs.

“Sit,” their grandmother instructed.

There’s no place for me to sit, she thought. “I’ll stand.”

“No, you’ll sit.” Their grandmother did not stutter. She lit her pipe and took a long drag as she waited.

The Shopkeeper was annoyed—she hated being told what to do—but crossed her legs close to her body and sat down. The water felt good. Her sister squatted on the other side of the pool; even in her pain, she tried to respect The Shopkeeper’s space.

“Now, back to my story,” their grandmother continued, “about The Shopkeeper, the one who liked books more than she liked people. One day, she had to save a book.”

The Shopkeeper felt like she was being set up. And not in a good way.

“Books have covers, they have spines, and they have stories. They are alive. The Shopkeeper swore she would do anything in her power to help a book.”

The Shopkeeper listened to their grandmother with one ear and to Elle, who moaned and grunted, with the other. She placed a dry washcloth near her sister’s hand. “In case you need something to bite down on.” Then she waded back to her side of the flowery pool.

“One day, someone will read this book.” Their grandmother hobbled in circles around the pool with her hand to the sky. The phone was ringing again. “The question is, what will it say?”

“It will say I jumped out of the pool and answered the phone because I couldn’t take it any longer.”

“Don’t touch my phone,” their grandmother said. “Don’t touch my books. Don’t touch my things. Don’t touch me.” Their grandmother laughed.

The Shopkeeper was shocked by their grandmother, who let out a loud cackle, which made it impossible to know whether she was making fun of The Shopkeeper in some way.

“Don’t touch, don’t touch, don’t touch,” their grandmother mocked as the phone continued to brrerrrnnnng, brrerrrnnnng. She threw more herbs into the water like she was cooking them in a stew. “Now, these are for you.” She began throwing in puffs of white mushrooms. “Lion’s mane.” The water felt like it was heating up. Like The Shopkeeper was being boiled in a tea. “And finally, a tip of honey.” Their grandmother let just a drop into the water too.

“I deserve sweetness,” all three said in unison.

“Are we gonna drink this?” The Shopkeeper was up to her chin in the water as she sat. Elle swayed from side to side in pain. Her big, ballooned breasts bobbed up and down through the decoration of colorful potpourri.

But then her sister stood up as if she had an announcement to make. Her eyes were closed, her big, low belly covered in flowers. She was like a goddess, beautiful and golden in the light, except as she stood up, she turned around and vomited into a bucket on the side of the pool.

“Get it out,” their grandmother said, rubbing her granddaughter’s shoulder. “Release it,” she said, over and over, which made The Shopkeeper’s stomach turn.

She searched for a joke. Something funny to make Elle laugh. “Remember that time when you rode me on the back of your bike?” Her sister didn’t laugh like she usually would have. She was no longer there. Pain and herbs had taken her sister to a new state—one where she was both present and very far away. She sat back in the water with her head on the edge of the pool. Herbs floated about, speaking out loud, but not to anything they could see or hear.

“Make pretend she’s not here,” their grandmother said, speaking directly to The Shopkeeper. “She can’t hear us. She’s where she is now, so make pretend it’s just me and you.”

And then it was. The phone’s ringing muffled; Elle’s moaning muffled. The thoughts and interruptions and distractions and mistrust muffled.

“You are finally here, at the best part of the story. The part when we find out if you can or cannot defeat the fear that has kept you from birthing this book for all these years. All these years you’ve run from it. And now here you are, with just minutes to spare.”

The Shopkeeper stared at their grandmother in pure disbelief. “We don’t have a lot of time. I don’t have a lot of time. Look! I’m withering away.” She pointed at her cane and then at her aching knees. “Your parents are gone. That story died with them. You’ve been all alone. You’ve remained safe and untouched. You have this desire to birth a new you. But you’re the one writing the story. And it’s not so much what you will choose but what it will take for you to choose you.”

The phone rang again. And this time, without hesitation, The Shopkeeper grabbed her towel and marched past their grandmother apologetically. She dried off as she ran and hopped over the mess and into the living room to answer the call.

“Yes?” she said.

“Yes?” the phone echoed back.

“ME, is that you?”

“ME, is that you?” her own voice responded.

“I know it’s you.”

“I know it’s you,” the voice repeated.

“Ms. Harriett?” she asked.

“Ms. Harriett?” the voice responded, but she realized she was just responding to herself.

She wanted assurance, an answer, a sign that she’d made the right decision at the right time. That she was the one who could do what she was already doing.

But when she was silent, so was the voice on the other end.

“It’s ME they follow,” she said.

“It’s ME they follow,” she heard herself repeat.

The Shopkeeper put the receiver down. Gripped her towel around her and stomped back toward the pool and got inside. Her sister still appeared to be bargaining, asking for forgiveness and praying and crying and breathing and cursing, all back-to-back, but low and under her breath like she was leading an exorcism. Their grandmother sat in her chair, reading an old recipe book. She didn’t look up at the two sisters.

The Shopkeeper got up close to her sister and whispered in her ear, “I am not gonna let you go through this alone.” She reached for Elle’s hand under the water. And meant to grab it, fully aware that she might pass out, but also hoping that the water and the herbs made a difference and somehow protected them both. When she found her sister’s hand, she grabbed it. Her sister snatched her hand back. “Just because you’re ready doesn’t mean I am.” It had been a lifetime. But when the next contraction came, Elle found her hand underwater and squeezed it as hard as she could.

“Bear down,” their grandmother hollered, loud. “Bear down and breathe.” Having a baby is hard and catching a baby is hard, but being a baby is harder. The baby came headfirst, face up—the best position to be birthed; the only issue was, the baby had a big head. It ran in the family. The baby had known for months that it would be difficult to move its ever-growing head through the short, narrow tunnel of its very petite host. So it had devised a plan to escape. It thought that it could be most helpful to its host if, instead of coming headfirst, it came out feetfirst and completely in its bag to make the passage easier. It’d charted this course months ago and proceeded to strengthen its legs and its amniotic sac with exercises. It kicked and stretched and kicked and stretched and tested the resolve of its bag day in and day out. What it hadn’t planned for was the first water break in the restaurant. It’d had to patch that hole quickly with its thumbs. That gave it exactly enough time to get Down South to Grandmother’s house and have the pool filled up before it had to be delivered. But time was up, and it was coming out with the next push whether it wanted to or not. No matter what, the baby resolved to be born in its sac.

“It’s time,” their grandmother said from her rocking chair, staring out into the woods.

“I need to push.” Elle followed, bearing down on the back of the pool. “Please do your part,” she whispered to The Shopkeeper, with desperation in her eyes. “Please.”

The Shopkeeper had made up her mind. She didn’t need convincing. She’d catch the baby and hand them to her sister in one fell swoop; if the touch shocked her, she’d fall forward, but at least the baby would have her sister. She told herself, Fall forward and not back. The first few pushes did nothing. There was a lot of noise and pain. But finally, there was a push that moved that entire sac through the narrow passage feetfirst. The baby held on tighter and tighter to the hole in their bag. Their heart rate escalated, their blood pressure on the rise, and when they finally slid feetfirst toward their auntie’s wide-open arms, even under the pool water, they never let go of their sac as the herbs and spices decorated them.

The Shopkeeper caught it, a baby still inside a slippery, fleshy bag of cloudy, nutrient-rich water, and flung them to her sister, who had the entire bag pop right there on her face and her chest. Inside the bag was her baby, who stared blankly at them both for a second, which made them all think that maybe something was wrong. Elle said, “Breathe,” to the baby, but everyone needed to breathe, and so they did. The baby let out a holler like they couldn’t believe. Elle smiled, and The Shopkeeper fell back into the water instead of forward as she’d planned. As she went under, baptized, the water jolted her back up and above it immediately. Herbs and flowers in her face and mouth.

“It’s a girl,” she said.

“Emmy.” Her sister said the name.

“ME?” their grandmother asked. “Like the man who was here yesterday?”

The Shopkeeper was soaked and stupefied. “Who?”

“Yeah, a man stopped by here yesterday smelling some kinda sweet. Told me he was a monk in training, and I told him I don’t train monks. He said his name was ME. I said, ‘Oh, like ME?’ And he said, ‘Yes.’ He told me he was my sister friend’s nephew and therefore my nephew and he needed some guidance. He was at a crossroads on his journey and a bit lost. I liked him so much, we had a bit of mint tea and honey on the porch.”

I knew it, The Shopkeeper thought to herself. That they’d get along. “Did he ask about me?” The Shopkeeper said.

“He asked if I really thought you could do this. I told him you were the only one who could and thanked him for helping us pull it off with the love letters. But now ME was really in love with you.”

The Shopkeeper was in love too. “ME,” she said to herself, laying her head on the side of the pool. She stared at her newborn niece, even more in love. “It’s not ME they follow, it’s you.” She smiled and then drifted off to sleep.

“Exactly, and now you get it,” their grandmother agreed. “The footsteps that follow.”

Grandmother always speaks in riddles, The Shopkeeper thought as she dreamed.

She woke up three days later in her childhood bed to piping hot mint tea and honey and their grandmother reciting her incantations out loud.

“The truck is packed when you’re ready,” her grandmother said, and then went back to reciting.

“What truck?” The Shopkeeper whispered, her voice quiet from underuse.

“The baby is fine,” their grandmother added. “Cute as a bunny. Your sister is fine too. We put a blessing on you when you were asleep.” Their grandmother puffed weed smoke in The Shopkeeper’s face as she looked her over. “You’re ready.”

“What truck?” The Shopkeeper asked again.

“ME sent it. It had furniture in it too. Him and a few of his friends loaded it with the books you need to open the bookshop.” She winked. “So, like I said, the truck is packed when you’re ready.”

“Where is he?” The Shopkeeper asked.

“He said he was sad that you two had missed each other, but he had to go back to training. He whispered sweet nothings in your ear for a good long time. And kissed your lips before he left. We figured it would be okay since you were already passed out. He said you tasted like soul food. When he was done, he disappeared off behind the weeping willow tree. Nice guy, just a bit confused about his calling.” Their grandmother winked. “It happens, sometimes what you hear and what you want to hear are two different things.”

The Shopkeeper licked ME’s kiss from her lips and dozed back off to sleep.






Chapter 27

JANUARY 26, 2020

8:33 A.M.

The Shopkeeper drove back to Philly in silence without stopping or taking any breaks. She should have made it back in time for The Good Doctor’s funeral, but somehow she missed it as she whirled about in her apartment unpacking, watering her plants, and trying to find the right thing to wear.

She hadn’t been the best student in The Good Doctor’s class; she might have been the worst. She still wondered if they’d learned anything that they couldn’t have taught themselves. She caught herself staring into outer space and laughed at memory after memory of herself sitting with her arms folded and her mouth scrunched up in disbelief at the things The Good Doctor had to say. Finally, The Shopkeeper admitted to herself that she didn’t really want to go anywhere—especially not to another funeral. So she got undressed and was settling back onto the couch to read ME’s journal when a huge blackbird flew from out of nowhere and smacked right against her window. She put her book down and looked around to see if that had been real or in her imagination. She stood up, and—smack—another blackbird slammed against the glass even harder than the first had. Then another and another. “What in the Alfred Hitchcock?” She went to check on them, worried they had broken their wings. But as she opened the window, the first bird got back up and flew away—the others followed behind it.

As she was about to close the window, she swore she heard the faint chanting of The Good Doctor saying, “Oh, what the heck, do whatever it takes,” riding on the wind. The Shopkeeper had learned something in class after all, even if it wasn’t the lesson she’d been seeking. She didn’t need The Good Doctor, and she never had.

And although The Shopkeeper knew this, she also knew the loss was hard for her writers’ group. Today would be the last day she’d see them, so she tucked her book back into the couch, put on her scarf and hat, and decided it best to go to the burial to be there for her friends. It was an abnormally windy day, with leaves and debris and birds flying every which way as The Shopkeeper walked toward the cemetery. But she didn’t let any of that stop her.

She arrived at Laurel Hill just as the others from her writers’ group were pulling up. They gathered around one another, holding their clothes to themselves as though they were trying to keep parts of themselves from blowing away. Four young men—The Good Doctor’s former students, The Shopkeeper thought—tried to harmonize Boyz II Men songs a cappella off to the side of her casket. They didn’t sound great, but at least they tried. . . . To yesterday, ehhhh.

“You just missed him,” her writers’ group said about ME, who’d left the funeral to take his great-aunt home. “The sweetest guy,” they all agreed.

The teenybopper, who did look almost exactly like The Good Doctor when The Shopkeeper stared at her, was dressed in all black everything from head to toe, just like The Good Doctor used to do. She stood in front of the casket to greet everyone with a smile as they approached her. “We are saying goodbye, but it doesn’t have to be sad.” She shook hands and gave hugs. Her voice carried in the wind. She’s no longer a shallow, out-of-touch teenybopper, The Shopkeeper thought. Planning her mother’s funeral had changed her and forced her to grow up.

“‘No,’” the teenybopper began reading to the group from one of Sonia Sanchez’s only essays. “‘No. Don’t never go looking for love, girl. Just wait. It’ll come. Like the rain fallin’ from the heaven, it’ll come. Just don’t never give up on love.’”

Everyone agreed that the passage encapsulated The Good Doctor’s personality perfectly. Witty and smart, mysterious and dark. The writers’ group stood separate from the other guests with dark sunglasses covering their puffed-up eyes. A few of The Good Doctor’s friends and family made heartfelt speeches about her academic, personal, and clinical pursuits. The Shopkeeper was moved. She’d had no idea who The Good Doctor had really been, nor had she realized all the lives the woman had touched.

“She changed me . . .”

“She helped me . . .”

“She listened to me . . .”

“She stood by me . . .”

“She made me laugh . . .”

“She made me feel safe . . .”

“She made me feel seen . . .”

The Shopkeeper stood next to Rose, who was withering more and more with each speech. Rose wore a long black wool coat and black high-heeled leather boots that went up to her knees. Her hat was one big black rose that tilted and tossed on her head from the wind.

“She was really helping me.” Rose wept into Lil Charlie’s shoulder. But as The Shopkeeper recalled, the writers’ group had done more for Rose than The Good Doctor had ever done in the days after Charlie died. The Good Doctor hadn’t been making Rose meals and boiling her tea; that had been the group. The Good Doctor hadn’t been taking out Rose’s trash or sitting with her throughout the night, bathing her, and listening to her endless stories. That had been the group. Still, Rose feared that without The Good Doctor, she would dry up and wilt away. The Shopkeeper knew better. The Good Doctor might have given them exercises, but it was writing with the writing group that saved their lives.

Lil Charlie held Rose extra tight. Holding her was how he held himself together; inside, he was shattered. “She helped me learn forgiveness,” he whispered, not saying anything that would tarnish her reputation.

“Haikus helped you more,” The Shopkeeper whispered. It’d been the practice of writing just a few words every day that had shaped him. The writing was where we shared life lessons; the group was where we shared the writing.

Lil Charlie knew the secrets that The Good Doctor had taken to her grave, including the breaking of her oath to do no harm. She’d done plenty of harm to Lil Charlie. He’d smiled and written through the pain. He needed a break from the guilt and sadness of looking at The Good Doctor’s casket. He was glad to be burying their story when she went into the ground. He looked over and admired The Shopkeeper, who was rooted and grounded against the wind. He decided to join her in that stance. She was right—haikus had taught him how to make big things small and small things big. “Maybe I’ll write a book of haikus.” He whispered the thought into the wind.

“Something’s different about you,” Ray whispered to The Shopkeeper, seeing a bright light in her eyes that he’d never seen before. She felt it too. It was nice that he noticed. She was lighter. Light enough to bear the weight of the moment without feeling the need to drift away. And that was a good thing, because before she could respond to Ray, she had to turn around to catch Rose, who was heavier than she looked. Rose’s legs had buckled, and she was falling to her knees. Rose hugged The Shopkeeper. Lil Charlie hugged Rose. Ray hugged Lil Charlie. “I love you guys,” The Shopkeeper said from beneath the huddle.

“And I can’t breathe,” Rose said, and they all began to laugh. They let her out of the middle. She made eye contact with The Shopkeeper. And then took a deep breath in. “Oh, what the heck, do whatever it takes,” they mouthed to each other.

“Does anyone else have something they’d like to add?” The Good Doctor’s daughter asked.

“I want to share something.” The Shopkeeper raised her hand and straightened her clothes. She held her book out in front of her. For a second too long, she was unable to speak.

“Okay,” The Shopkeeper called out, “in this group, there are no apologies, excuses, or prefaces. When it’s time to read . . .”

“Just read,” the members of their writers’ group said in unison, surprising the rest of The Good Doctor’s friends and family with their collective voice.

Without hesitation, The Shopkeeper began slowly and with intention reciting her own piece. “‘The path with no beginning is worth beginning.’

“‘It’s worth it to walk to stomp to drag or drip along these yellow bricks,’” she continued, picking up speed. She recited her poem:


And with no knowing of what lies ahead, 

what makes this path most important are the footsteps that

follow those tip toes moving along behind me

their marching at their own uncanny pace

facing north

we’re heading towards the promised land

we are completely capable

completely capable

our minds are focused

we’re ready, creative, unyielding, mature

you hear the whispers?

those are the ancient voices

speaking prophesy in my left ear

spirituals singing songs in my subconscious mind

we’re building bridges with our tongues

we’re opening doors with our third eye

it’s me they follow

it’s me they follow

it’s me they follow.



The group propped one another up as The Shopkeeper finished.

“‘It’s me they follow,’” they repeated as four large blackbirds circled over them. Her words had taken on a life of their own. The Shopkeeper came back over and joined her friends.

The ceremony was finished, and the birds flew away.

“This is for you.” The Shopkeeper handed the teenybopper a blank leather-bound journal from her collection. “In case you want to join the next session of our writers’ group at my new bookshop, Harriett’s.”

The teenybopper’s eyes got wide, and her mouth got big. “I knew it was you,” she whispered.

“You knew before I did,” The Shopkeeper agreed, and promised to stay in touch.

“Wait, wait,” Lil Charlie declared as they were about to walk back to their cars. “I have something important to say.”

“Then say it,” The Shopkeeper said.

“Stop walking.” Lil Charlie held his hands up and stopped the group from moving. “I want to be up-front about the fact that I am in love with Rose.” No one was surprised; they had seen it in his eyes. “I love her, and not like a friend.” Rose blushed. “And one more thing: Just call me Charlie from now on. I’m not Lil Charlie; I’m not Big Charlie. I am just Charlie.”

Rose was red. She put her hand out to his.

“We got you, Charlie.” Ray nodded, and The Shopkeeper agreed.






Chapter 28

JANUARY 30, 2020

9:33 A.M.

Rose, Charlie, and Ray stopped by the bookshop to help The Shopkeeper unpack the truck, which was overstuffed with a colorful assortment of furniture that no one thought would look good together until she worked her design magic in the room.

“What about this?” Charlie asked as he helped her place an eight-foot-tall grandfather clock next to her desk.

“Too close. Over an inch,” The Shopkeeper explained. “I don’t want them to touch.”

“An inch?” Charlie retorted, and then made a muscle. “Rose, my love, take a look at these arms in action.” He pretended to strain while pushing the heavy clock.

“Another benefit of having a younger man.” Rose fanned herself like he made her so hot.

“Perfection. Right there.” The Shopkeeper gave the giant clock, which reminded her of her grandfather, a hug and a kiss.

“This is an interesting piece of . . .” Ray tried to understand the upside-down surrealist lamp of blue-faced mermaids designed to look like they were floating away.

“Art!” she exclaimed.

She had stacks and stacks of books from Down South. More than she could have ever imagined. She had no idea her grandmother, knowing someday she’d be a shopkeeper, continued collecting books for her even after she had left.

“This goes by the door.” She was standing in the middle of the room like a conductor, using her blue Sharpie like a baton. “That goes by the window,” The Shopkeeper directed her friends.

Ray couldn’t believe how content she looked in her denim romper and denim cape, laughing and keeping the rhythm and bossing everyone around. She was in her happy place.

In no time, they had her Harriett painting up on the wall and all her furniture in place. Rose had unpacked all the boxes, and the shelves were starting to sing. Even the teenybopper came by and surprised her with a cash register filled with cash so she could have change when customers finally came. After a few hours of work, their backs and bodies ached, and their stomachs grumbled. Rose made them all their own blend of tea—marshmallow, mullein, and lemon balm for Ray to help him stay calm; lavender and cinnamon for Charlie to help him relieve stress; jasmine and hibiscus with a bit of raw honey for The Shopkeeper to help her focus. When they were all warm and comfy and herbs and spices filled the air, they fell into a collective silence. Ray had his book, Rose had her book, Charlie had his sketch pad, and the teenybopper was coloring, but The Shopkeeper had her journal and her blue Sharpie. Instead of reading, she was writing away.

We deserve sweetness, The Shopkeeper thought as she sipped her piping hot tea.

The word “sweetness” reminded her of ME and his sweet-smelling beard and bald head. She touched her lips with the top of the marker, thinking of his lips kissing hers while she was asleep. He must have been gone for good this time. But goodbyes didn’t have to be sad. If she saw ME again or never again, all would be well. Perhaps we’ll meet in a different story. She chuckled to herself, interrupting the silence in the room.

“Shhhhhh,” Rose said mischievously, as if she’d read The Shopkeeper’s mind.

The Shopkeeper listened to Rose, letting quiet fill the room again as she returned to writing her next book—a memoir.






Chapter 29

JANUARY 31, 2020

11:50 P.M.

Right before midnight, on the night before the bookshop opened, The Shopkeeper sat alone again as she’d done on New Year’s Eve a month prior. She was a shopkeeper, just as she’d declared, and if no one came to the bookshop or if everyone came to the bookshop, it wouldn’t change a thing.

Again she loved on her books, more now since she knew where they came from. She was nose-deep in her grandmother’s copy of Love Poems when the sweetest-smelling man with a balding head bopped in. He smelled like herbs and spices, dessert and cologne, incense and deer hide, wet soil and Egyptian musk. She didn’t turn around; she breathed him in.

“I came to pick up my notebook,” he said, admiring the new furniture and the stacked shelves.

“Let me get that for you.” She tried to treat him like any other customer.

“Take your time,” he said, spreading his sweet smell everywhere he walked.

She kept his leather-bound notebook in her bag and had never once opened it, but she’d touched it every day. She pulled it out, ran her finger over its cover and spine, breathed it in, and handed it to him.

For the first time, their hands touched. Electricity pulsed through her, but not enough to make her stop.

She looked up at him. And they held eye contact there, with his notebook between them. She looked through his eyes and into her own soul. In him, she saw herself reflected—her curiosity and sensitivity, her quirks and her strength. And finally, after forty years of never kissing someone, she kissed ME, and ME kissed her back. She felt the electricity in her tongue, down her throat, and throughout her bloodstream; it was in her skin cells and hair follicles and toenails, but now she could handle it.

“Can I share something with you?” he said, opening his notebook. Her eyebrows wrinkled; she wanted to say, Not right now, just kiss me. But he stepped back and began to read out loud once again. “‘Once upon a time but not long ago, there was a shopkeeper who did not like to be touched.’”

The Shopkeeper looked at ME as a mirror. Held him tight in her eyes. She believed he breathed new life into her and she into him. He whispered in her left ear, “The path with no beginning is worth beginning,” and as his lips danced over her neck, she surrendered and let him begin. She hid in his smell like a safe space, his scent her sanctuary. It was her own fingers following the path up her own thighs that welcomed him in. He shoved sweetness into her sweet spots. She guided his soft hands around her soft body, and he followed. And he followed. And he followed again and again. He longed to smell the parts of her that he could not see and prayed she’d let him taste them. She sat back on her desk as his smell pressed into her. His aroma erotic. She unbuttoned his buttons fast, but breathed him in slowly. He allowed. And allowed. And allowed. She wondered if he tasted how he smelled. Her mouth wide open with an ahhh that summoned him in. He followed her to glory. He followed her to freedom. He followed her to the mountaintop. And all night they moved mountains with their mouths and their minds and their moans. Again and again and again they took turns adding chapters to their love story throughout the night. When she woke up the next morning, his journal was still there, but ME was gone. Endings don’t have to be sad, she thought to herself.






Chapter 30

FEBRUARY 1, 2020

5:33 A.M.

On February 1, 2020, The Shopkeeper got a call from CBS’s Morning Show. She had never sent out a press release, yet the studio wanted to send a news crew to cover the opening. Then she got a call from the mayor; he wanted to do a ribbon cutting with members of Congress. Then she got a call from the local newspaper, and they wanted to send a team to capture the entire day’s events. Then the neighborhood café wanted to bring coffee, and a group of local farmers wanted to bring fruit, and a florist wanted to bring flowers, and it went on and on like that with the community offering offerings the day of the opening, and The Shopkeeper saying yes on behalf of Harriett’s.

It was almost too much for her. Almost.

The Shopkeeper was staring at her tiny desk in a tiny corner of her tiny bookshop when she caught eyes with Harriett. She was on the cover of the Bound for the Promised Land book in a photo from 1886. She looked focused with a hint of sass, like she knew something nobody else understood. Harriett understood.

The Shopkeeper wandered around and nervously took books off one shelf and put them on another. For no good reason, she started repotting plants and flattening boxes and reading book jackets and unpacking and reshelving and aimlessly moving things in circles as a disembodied voice whispered in her ear, No one will come.

Then her phone rang.

“Hello, my dear,” a woman began. “May I speak to The Shopkeeper?”

“This is she,” The Shopkeeper said, trying to place the elder woman’s familiar voice.

“I am Sister Sonia.” Her voice made The Shopkeeper’s knees weak. She just happened to be looking for her copy of Sister Sonia Sanchez’s Shake Loose My Skin.

“I know we don’t know each other, My Sister, but I know the women who you come from,” she continued. “I wanted to call you and tell you some things. First, how important it is that you answered the call.”

The Shopkeeper was operating on forty minutes of sleep, so she couldn’t decide whether she was dreaming, making things up, or losing her mind. “And I want to remind you that you are not alone. Do you hear me, my sister? You never have to do a single thing alone. You are part of a tradition.”

She wanted to ask Sister Sonia so many questions about art and literature and soul, about poetry and history and love. She also wanted to ask her how she’d gotten her phone number, but instead, she said, “Thank you, Sister Sonia. Thank you so much for your wise words, but I have to go,” because the news crew was walking in.

* * *

A few minutes later, The Shopkeeper walked outside to a huge crowd gathered in front of Harriett’s Bookshop. There were people as far as her eyes could see. She moved to the front of the crowd, and it erupted in cheers, except a few people in the distance, with their arms crossed and the grizzly looking woman with That Energy. But they didn’t outshine her writers’ group, or the pizza man, the urban cowgirl, her landlord, and Ms. Harriett all clapping. She tried to quiet everyone, but they just kept on cheering not noticing there in the front was a grandfather and a toddler he couldn’t control. The Shopkeeper came over to them and got on one knee.

“Let’s talk?” she said to the little girl.

“She lost her parents,” the grandfather explained, with embarrassment in his eyes. “I am not sure . . .”

The Shopkeeper reached out her arms. And without hesitation, the little girl ran into them. She picked the girl up and turned back to the crowd. The little girl stopped crying.

“Wanna help me out?” she asked.

The little girl nodded her head yes.

“Okay. Repeat after me,” The Shopkeeper said.

“Okay.”

“The magic is you have to say it loud. Say, ‘The doors to Harriett’s Bookshop . . .’”

“The dows to Hawwiett’s Booksop . . .” she hollered.

The crowd fell silent.

“‘Are officially open!’”

“Are . . .” The little girl wasn’t sure about the word “officially,” so she repeated to the crowd with both hands in the air, “The dows to Hawwiett’s Booksop are offithially OPEN!”

The crowd exploded and clapped and hugged and high-fived and cheered and cried all over again. In the distance, The Shopkeeper saw ME and his August Wilson grin peeking from behind a tree. He bowed in her direction.

She bowed back.

The End.






Postscript

MARCH 15, 2020

Dear Elle,

How are you and the baby? I trust all is well.

Are you still Down South? You should probably just stay down there.

You won’t believe this, but I just got a notice from the mayor saying we have to lock the doors of the bookshop for two weeks due to something called the coronavirus.

And guess who is locked in here too?

Girl, ME!

—Your Sister, Gee
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