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Alice saw him walk through the glass door of the bookstore, bent from the weight of his backpack, pencil behind his ear, notepad in hand, looking around for someone to notice him.  She was sitting on a stool behind the cash register holding an English literature textbook open in her lap.  She glanced at him once, and then again.  His long nose traced cursive letters in the air as it pointed at the tall wooden bookshelves, the couches in the corners, the framed poems and doodles hanging on the walls, the patrons who were oblivious to him.  His hair was long and lovelier than hers, she thought, and wondered how long he must spend in the mornings.  His wandering eyes finally settled on her and he started for the desk.  She set down the book and ran her fingers through her thick hair to pull it back in a ponytail.  He halted a few steps short of the counter and spoke a broken French that Alice could not understand.  He was clearly American.     

After he stopped talking she said, “We speak English here.” 


“Thank God.”  He came close to the counter and dropped his backpack on the ground.  His skin was better than hers, and glowed with youthful energy.  “I looked twice when I saw there was a bookstore called Macbeth’s in the middle of Paris.  Cause, you know, it’s in English.”


“I know,” she said. 

“So anyway, I heard, from some people, that this is the kind of place where a guy can, you know . . . submit a poem or a drawing or something, and get a place to sleep for a few nights.”  He raised a slender eyebrow.

“Yes it is,” she said.  


He waited for a moment.  “So?”

“What have you got?”  She slid her bifocals out of the breast pocket of her sweater and extended her hand.  He ripped a few pages out of his notebook and gave them to her.  “It’s a short story.”

She put on her glasses and read it carefully.  The “story” had no structure that she could detect.  Also there were too many characters, all having nothing in common with each other.  There were fragments of ideas here and there, none of them developed.  Logically, it made no sense, but there were phrases that she knew already, as if she’d seen them before.  Such as: 

“The blood that was sprayed on the wall looked like a Valentine’s heart.   SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1He looked at his hands.  His flannel sleeves were dark and wet.  His hands were gone and his forearms looked like two twigs pumping blood from the ends.”

Perhaps he had stolen the image from literature.  But something in the writing seemed to whisper her name.  She looked at him, his face eager for a reaction, and she felt a sudden chill, an intuition that he was either a genius or an incredibly dangerous person.  Or Both.


Do you like to write?


“Sometimes,” she said.


“Short stories?” 


“Yes, sometimes.  Is this a rough draft?” she asked.


“No, it’s done,” he said.  “What do you think?”

“It’s familiar,”

He nodded thoughtfully.

“Well listen,” she said, “Here’s the way it works: it’s first come first serve.  There are couches and beds on all four stories.  If you find a favorite, be here at closing time, eight pm sharp, and post up.  You’ve got to leave when the store opens at seven in the morning.  Stay as long as you want, but you have to promise to try to find another place to stay.  And please don’t break anything, there are a lot of antiques in this place.  Any questions?” 

“Do you mind if I have it back?” he said, pointing at the paper in her hand.

“No, we keep them.”

“But - that’s my only copy.”

“Look around the walls, it’s our tradition.  If you become famous someday we’ll have one of your stories up there,” she said, trying not to be rude.  “We’ve got Hemmingway, Ezra Pound, even Picasso, all kinds of talent.”  She saw that her words fell flat, but she continued.  “So now, we’ll have a work by the famous . . . ”  She looked at the first page of his story, there was no title or author’s name.

“Peter,” he said.

“The Great Peter,” she said smiling.  He continued to pout, although he raised an eyebrow when she said ‘great’.  “Okay, take it,” she said.  He snatched the paper from her.

Alice worked the next evening.  

“You won’t believe what I found,” said Peter, from over her shoulder.  She looked up from her book.  The bifocals she wore cut him in two, blurry below the shoulders but clear on top.  His face was flushed and his long hair was uncombed.  He leaned over and folded his elbows on the counter.  “A time machine.”


“Oooh,” she said playfully.  “Where?”


“On a shelf in the children’s lit section.  I think I invented it.”  Her smile faded.  His eyes were wide like suns, “It’s a book, huge, the size of two dictionaries.  No title or anything, but hundreds of thousands of pages.  Every word is written in pen, in my handwriting.”


She liked the way his nostrils had begun to flare when he talked.  “That’s creepy,” she said.    

He licked his lips.  “I’ll tell you creepy: I was flipping through the pages, there is no table of contents, and the chapters are titled Circus Clown, Brain Surgeon, Political Assassin, Lion Tamer, Butcher, Sewage Plant Employee, Secret Service Agent, thousands of them.  They’re all careers, alternate versions of my life.  Of course, the chapter entitled Circus Clown isn’t only about my career as a clown, it’s just a way to index that particular lifetime.”  Alice struggled to follow his machine-gun speech, “And it’s comprehensive, it’s like the big book in heaven, except written in the first person, and it takes into account all of the possible versions of me.  It’s like an encyclopedia of all of my possibilities.  And think of all the experience, all the knowledge.”

“But what makes it a time machine?” asked Alice.
“Good question.  I don’t know, exactly.  But if all these lives are mine, they must take place over the same patch of time.  So at the end of my life, the book somehow travels back to when I was born and creates an alternate universe where all the things that affect me line up differently.  I would grow up to write a different life story in the book every time.  You see? 

“How do you know it’s not someone else’s life?”  

“But it’s in my handwriting.”

“How do you know it’s yours?”

“Because I know.  And it’s funny, it’s like I’ve read it before.”  He leaned in close to her face.  His breath was sweet like apples.  “It’s genuine.  I was flipping through, holding the pages between my fingers and my thumb, I was almost all the way through it but the book wouldn’t end.  I flipped and flipped but blank pages kept materializing between my fingers.  Do you know what that means?”

She struggled to say something.  “It sounds like it would make an good story.”  Peter looked at her as if she’d shot him, “I’m not making this up,” he said, taking a step backward.  He looked paler than before.  “It means I’m supposed to write in it.”  

He turned and walked up the shadowy stairwell to the second floor.  The stairs creaked under his heavy footsteps.

Three days passed and Alice had not seen Peter again.  By her evening shift on the fourth day, she had become concerned for him.  She turned over his final words in her head, wondering whether he had simply left without saying goodbye or if he, for some reason, needed her help.  Had she offended him?  Perhaps he was hiding somewhere in the bookstore, embarrassed for being so passionate about his delusions.  
It came time for Alice to close the bookstore.  She walked up the stairs.  There were deep footprints, right and left, on every step – impressions left by countless readers of countless books.  They were dark footprints, the edges were not clearly defined, and at the center they were smooth, almost polished.  Alice walked in the exact center of each step, in between the footprints, so as not to wear them down any further.  

She turned off the lights on the fourth story where the rare and collectibles were housed alongside a small menagerie of antique swords, masks, and mirrors from far parts of the world.  Alice walked down to the third story: nonfiction and foreign language and turned the lights off there as well.  The second story contained children’s literature and R through Z fiction, and when she flipped the light switch a voice said, “Alice?”  

She turned the lights back on.  Peter was draped in a puffy sleeping bag, lying on a green sofa on the far side of the room, just below an enormous, drafty window.  She half-expected to see a book in his hands but they were empty.  “Alice?” he said.


Alice walked down a narrow aisle, past books with golden foil on the spine and past the youth literature.  She shivered.  He kicked off the sleeping bag and sat up.  “You’ll freeze to death in here, don’t you want to stay on another floor?” she asked, sitting down beside him.


“It’s not so bad,” he said.


“Where have you been?”

“I’ve been here, reading.  But I don’t think I’m supposed to be here,” he said.


“Not during the day, according to our policy, but I won’t tell.”


“No, I mean, here,” Peter swept the room with his eyes.  “At all.”


“Did something happen?  Are you okay?”


“I read the chapter called ‘Writer’,” he said.  “I felt like I was seeing myself.  The words were dripping with energy.  Every nuance of the language, even the curvature of the letters was divine.  It was as if the writing brought back old memories - but of things that have never happened.”  He sighed.  “And the poems and stories I wrote, that the other me wrote, they’re transcendent.  I wanted to be inspired by my own words, but instead I’ve been sucked dry.  Now that I know what he is capable of writing, I have nothing more to say.  It’s like I have already existed.”


She looked at his hair, more scattered than ever.  She wanted to run her fingers through it, hold his head in her arms.  

“But then I wrote.  It was on the first blank page.  I wrote my name but I couldn’t read it.  I tried to write the title, but I couldn’t read that either.  When my pen moved, I felt nauseous.”

“What was the title?”

“It doesn’t matter, I can’t remember anyway.  All that came from my pen were tangled threads of ink scrawled across the paper, meaningless, not even words.  That’s the title.
“You’re just exhausted.”


“No,” he said.  “Because after that I wrote something that wasn’t garbled.  I wrote your name: Alice.”  
She nervously thumbed a button on her sweater.

“But that’s not the only place you are in the book, Alice.” 

“It’s not?” she said.

“Can you think of any reason why that is?”

“No.  I have no idea.”

“In some of my lives, in many of them, you and I are - you know.”  He stiffened.  “We’ve found each other in famous and obscure cities all over the world, but we have always found each other.”  


Alice was dizzy.  “That’s the most beautiful thing anyone’s ever said to me,” she said, and put her hand on her knee, closer to his.

“I’m not supposed to find the book yet,” he said.  Bringing his hands together, rejecting hers.  “All I know is that in every one of my lives I come here just before I die, to write a chapter in the book.  I don’t think I’m supposed to be here now, or know about the book.  Or know you.”

“But Peter.”
“I think it was a mistake that we met,” he said.  

Alice could see that he meant this.  “You know how to flatter a girl.”  She took in a sharp breath and looked away from him.  “What is that doing down here?” she said, looking at a bronze rimmed mirror that was fastened to the wall across from the bookshelves.  She stood up from the couch and walked to it.  “I would appreciate it if you didn’t rearrange things.  The antiques belong on the fourth floor.  This is from the ancient Persian Empire and it’s priceless.”  She tried lifting it up off its hook, but she grunted and quickly replaced it.  “Why did you bring this down here?”
“There are no mirrors in the restroom and I needed it to comb my hair.”

“Right.”

Peter looked at her, calculating.  “I know you better than you do.”  

“Listen, it might not be a bad idea to get out and walk around tomorrow,” she said.

 “Why?  Do you think I’m too dangerous to hang around?” 


“What?  No, of course not.” 


“I think you do.”

“Believe whatever you want to believe.”  Alice flipped the light off and stomped down the stairs.  

Early the next morning, as the darkness over the street was beginning to thin, Alice unlocked the glass doors and went into the bookstore.  She flipped a switch and the lights came on.  

After a moment she heard a clomping coming down the stairs.  Peter appeared in the stairwell.  When he saw Alice he almost tripped down the last few stairs.  


“I didn’t think you’d be here,” he said.

“I don’t usually open,” said Alice.  She saw his backpack in his hand, “Are you leaving?”


“I have to.  This place is killing me.”  He came slowly into the light.


“I’m sorry about last night, I didn’t mean you had to leave, I was . . .”  She could see dark circles under his eyes and his cheeks were sunken in.  His rigid body was that of an old man.  


“Peter, you’re a skeleton,” she said.  “Do you want to get some breakfast?”


“I’m not hungry,” he said.  He turned and hoisted the backpack onto his shoulders.


“What about the book?” asked Alice.

“I left it where I found it.”

“When will we meet again?”  

“Probably never.”

“But the book said that we’re supposed to meet.”

“We did meet, Alice.”

“What about writing your life story?”

Peter considered this question for a moment.  “I was looking for a thread, some central meaning that connected my lives together.  But then I realized the truth: there wasn’t one.  In one life I saved people, in another I murdered them.  I was a priest, and I was a rapist.  I was an artist, and I was artless.  I searched with the question: where is my soul?  In all of my embodiments?  In none of them?  Or maybe in some, but not in others?  For which of my sins will I be punished?  For which great ideas will I be remembered?  I have died a thousand times before, and I will continue to die, but the words in the book are immortal.  My lives were disparate, but there was one thing that was constant through all of my tangled lives: you.”

Peter’s voice was almost musical.  His every word was an impulse on the air.  Alice wanted to embrace him, to nourish him, but he was already inching toward the door.   

“Then I realized who you were,” he said.  And without another word, he opened the door and walked quickly out of sight.


“Who I am?”

Alice rummaged through the children’s section frantically searching for the book.  From the way Peter had described it, she thought she would have no problem finding it.  She had almost given up, then she saw it, enormous and leather bound, on the first shelf by the door, at eye level, alongside the ranks of thin little Golden Books.  How she had missed it was a mystery, it had the dimensions of a massive cube.  She pulled it from the shelf, it was heavier than it looked.  She opened it, the pages were infinitesimally thin yet stiff and opaque. 


A page near the end was dog-eared.  It was blank except for three words.  At the top of the page in small letters, was “Peter.”  Underneath that was “Alice.”  At the top center, in bold capital letters was the title, “BOOKSTORE CLERK.”  The words that Peter had written.


She flipped back a page, then another.  She put on her bifocals and examined the handwriting, the nuances of each letter.  The handwriting that filled each and every page of this unfamiliar volume was identical to her own.

Then she turned back to her dog-eared page and read the title out loud, “Bookstore Clerk.”  Fantastic ideas fell into her mind like a dream.  In seconds she had imagined a story, a complete story about a man.  From her sweater pocket she produced a ball point pen and put it to the paper.  But before she wrote, she looked at the hole on the shelf where the book had been.  It was massive and through it Alice could see the adjacent wall, and she saw her reflection in the bronze rimmed mirror.  The sunlight through the window hit her so that she seemed to glow.  She lifted a hand to her honey-colored hair and ran her fingers through it, over her ear and across the back of her neck.
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