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Hay-on-Wye, Wales, Wednesday, 15th February 1995

Wales could be cold in February. Even without snow or wind 
the damp winter air permeated Peter’s topcoat and settled in his 
bones as he stood outside one of the dozens of bookshops that 
crowded the narrow streets of Hay. Despite the warm glow in 
the window that illuminated a tantalizing display of Victorian 
novels, Peter was in no hurry to open the door. It had been nine 
months since he had entered a bookshop; another few minutes 
wouldn’t make a difference. There had been a time when this 
was all so familiar, so safe; when stepping into a rare bookshop 
had been a moment of excitement, meeting a fellow book lover 
a part of a grand adventure.

Peter Byerly was, after all, a bookseller. It was the profes-
sion that had brought him to England again and again, and 
the profession that brought him to Hay-on-Wye, the famous 
town of books just over the border in Wales, on this dreary 
afternoon. He had visited Hay many times before, but today 
was the first time he had ever come alone.

Now, as the cold ache in his extremities crept towards his core, 
he saw not a grand adventure but only an uncomfortable setting, 
a stranger and the potential for shyness and unease to descend 
into anxiety and panic. Anticipation brought cold sweat to the 
back of his neck. Why had he come? He could be safe in his sit-
ting room with a cup of tea right now instead of standing on a 
cold street corner with a sense of dread settling into the pit of 
his stomach.
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Before he could change his mind, he forced himself to grasp 
the door handle and in another second he was stepping into what 
should have been welcoming warmth.

“Afternoon,” said a crisp voice through a haze of pipe smoke 
that hovered over a wide desk. Peter mumbled a few syllables, 
then slipped through an open doorway into the back room, 
where books lined every wall. He closed his eyes for a moment, 
imagining the cocoon of books shielding him from all danger, 
inhaling deeply that familiar scent of cloth and leather and dust 
and words. His rushing pulse began to slow, and when he opened 
his eyes he scanned the shelves for something familiar – a title, 
an author, a well-remembered dust jacket design – anything that 
might ground him in the world of the known.

Just above eye level, he spotted a binding of beautiful blue 
leather that reminded him of the calf he had used to bind an-
other book – could it have been nearly ten years ago? He pulled 
the book from the shelf, revelling in the smooth luxurious feel 
of the leather. Taking a closer look at the gold stamping on the 
spine, Peter smiled. He knew this book. If not an old friend, it 
was certainly an acquaintance, and the prospect of spending a 
few minutes between its covers calmed his nerves.

An Inquiry into the Authenticity of  Certain Miscellaneous 
Papers, by Edmond Malone, was a monument of analysis that 
unmasked one of the great forgers of all time, William Henry 
Ireland. Ireland had forged documents and letters purporting 
to be written by William Shakespeare, and even the “original 
manuscripts” of Hamlet and King Lear. Peter turned past the 
marbled endpapers to the title page: it was a copy of the first 
edition of 1796. He loved the feel of heavy eighteenth-century 
paper between his fingers, the texture of the indentations made 
on the page by the letterpress. He flipped a few pages and read:
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It has been said that every individual of this country, whose 
mind has been at all cultivated, feels a pride in being able to 
boast of our own great dramatick poet, Shakespeare, as his 
countryman: and proportionate to our respect and veneration 
for that extraordinary man ought to be our care of his fame, 
and of those valuable writings he left us.

Peter smiled as he recalled reading “those valuable writings” from 
an actual copy of the First Folio, that weighty 1623 volume of 
Shakespeare’s works in which many of his plays were printed for 
the first time. He was calm now – all sense of dread and panic 
banished by the simple act of losing himself in an old book. 
Remembering how that First Folio, given the opportunity, always 
fell open to the third act of Hamlet, he spread the covers of the 
Malone and let the pages fall where they would. The book opened 
to page 289, revealing a piece of paper about four inches square. 
The brown foxing on the pages between which the paper had been 
pressed told Peter it had been there for at least a century. Out of 
habit more than curiosity he turned the paper over.

The sharp pain that stabbed his chest almost made him 
drop the book onto the dusty floor. He thought he had outrun 
that pain, that he could escape it with distance and distrac-
tion, but even in the corner of a bookshop in Hay-on-Wye 
it had found him. Knees suddenly weak, he slumped against 
a bookcase and watched, as if in a dream, as the paper flut-
tered to the floor. The face was still there; he closed his eyes 
again, willing the face and all that went with it to retreat, 
willing his pulse to slow once more and his hands to stop 
shaking. He took a deep breath and opened his eyes. She lay 
there calmly, serenely, looking up at him, waiting. It was his 
wife. It was Amanda.
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But Amanda was dead – buried nine months ago in the red 
earth of North Carolina, an ocean away. A heartbeat away. And 
this painting, so much older than Amanda or her mother or her 
grandmother, could not possibly portray her. But it did.

Peter leant over to retrieve the paper from the floor and ex-
amine it more closely. It was an expert watercolour, almost 
imperceptibly signed with the initials “B.B.” He looked again 
at the book from which it had fallen, hoping for a clue to the 
watercolour’s origin. On the front endpaper was a pencilled 
interlocking “E.H.”, the monogram of some long-forgotten 
owner. The description printed on a card inside the cover made 
no mention of a watercolour, only the price: £400. He had 
seen copies catalogued for half that. Copies that didn’t hide a 
century-old painting of his dead wife.

On the shelf in front of him was a shabby copy of Dickens’s 
unfinished final novel, The Mystery of  Edwin Drood. The origi-
nal cloth binding was worn at the corners and spine, the hinges 
were broken and a few pages were loose, but nothing was miss-
ing. He could easily restore it to be worth two or three times 
the asking price.

Glancing around, he found himself still alone in the room. 
His hand trembling, Peter slipped the watercolour into Edwin 
Drood. He could not leave Amanda here, so far from home. He 
reshelved the Malone and tucked Drood under his arm. Twenty 
minutes later he had purchased a stack of books, including the 
Dickens, and was walking towards the car park on the outskirts 
of town, two heavy bags hanging at his sides.

The drive from the Welsh border to Peter’s cottage in the Ox-
fordshire village of Kingham took just over two hours. Peter’s 
cottage was down a narrow lane from the village green and, like 
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the rest of the village, built of golden Cotswold limestone. It was 
in the middle of a row of terraced cottages, but in five months 
of residence, Peter had yet to meet either of the neighbours with 
whom he shared the thick stone walls.

By seven, he had a fire in the grate, a cup of tea in his hand 
and the watercolour propped up on the coffee table. Despite Dr 
Strayer’s advice, he had boxed all his pictures of Amanda and left 
them in the attic of the house in Ridgefield. So how could she be 
here, in what suddenly seemed like her cottage? She had, after all, 
picked out the William Morris fabric on the sofa and curtains. 
She had overseen the renovation of the kitchen and the addition 
of the conservatory. She had spent weekends in Portobello Road 
buying the Pilkington vases that stood on every window sill and 
the Burne-Jones prints that hung in the upstairs hall. She had 
gone to country auctions to buy the furniture and had found the 
carpenter who installed the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves in the 
sitting room. The shelves had been her gift to Peter, the outward 
and visible sign of her passion for his passion; but everything 
else in the cottage was pure Amanda. She had never spent a 
night here, but that Peter could have lived here for five months 
and actually come to think of it as his cottage seemed silly now 
that she stood on the coffee table staring at him.

The painting showed a woman seated in front of a mirror, 
combing a long tress of dark hair. Her shoulders were bare, 
and her hair just covered her breasts. The dark hair and the pale 
skin were Amanda’s as were the straight shoulders, and even the 
insistent way that she gripped the brush, but the most remark-
able similarity was in the countenance that stared out from the 
mirror – teasing and challenging at once. The resemblance was 
uncanny – the narrow face, the high, pale forehead; and above all 
the deep green eyes which could laugh and demand to be taken 
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seriously simultaneously. Amanda could do that. Of course the 
face couldn’t be hers. She had been born in 1966; the watercolour 
was definitely Victorian. Still, Peter sat staring into Amanda’s 
eyes, wondering where she had come from and wishing she had 
never left.

He lost himself in those eyes, and in the past, for a few minutes, 
then roused himself, stood up and began pacing the room. Here 
was a mystery that demanded a solution. During his years as 
an antiquarian bookseller, Peter had solved his share of biblio-
graphical puzzles, but he had done so with the same emotional 
detachment with which he solved crosswords. This was different. 
The mystery of the watercolour’s origins felt deeply personal and 
Peter could already feel curiosity and grief melding into obses-
sion. He had to know where this painting came from – how a 
hundred-year-old portrait of his wife, who had been born only 
twenty-nine years ago, had come to be tucked into an eighteenth-
century book on Shakespeare forgeries.

The problem was how to begin. Peter had never worked with 
paintings before. It took him another hour of staring and pac-
ing to remember what was in the bookcase in the spare room 
upstairs. He had not set foot in that room since he moved to 
Kingham. It had been intended as Amanda’s sanctum sancto-
rum, and though she would never spend afternoons sitting there 
in the armchair reading her books, it still seemed an inviolable 
space. Now he opened the door slowly and looked into the stale 
silence. In the distance he heard the church bell toll nine and he 
waited until the last chime had died in the wet winter air before 
turning on the light.

In the bookcase by the window were sixty-five nearly identi-
cal volumes – Peter’s wedding gift to Amanda. Because it had 
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been a Royal Academy exhibition catalogue that brought them 
together, and because Amanda so loved her Victorian paintings, 
Peter had resolved to give her a copy of the catalogue for every 
year of Victoria’s reign – an illustrated journey through seven 
decades of English art. It had taken him a year to track down all 
the volumes, but it had taken Amanda almost that long to plan 
the wedding. Now the books stood patiently on the shelves of 
the room she would never use.

Peter stood in the doorway for several minutes wrestling with 
the eerie sense of Amanda’s presence. It wasn’t just that this was 
Amanda’s room furnished with her books and her favourite chair 
and the lamp she’d picked out from the antique shop in Stow-on-
the-Wold. Peter was used to living with Amanda’s taste. This was 
different. This was a feeling that Amanda might return at any 
moment – not the evanescent Amanda who sometimes spoke to 
him, but the real flesh-and-blood Amanda. It was a feeling Peter 
longed to embrace, but which he knew he must fight. He felt the 
same nausea and dizziness he had felt when they first met, and 
he had to lean against the doorway to steady himself.

“It’s OK,” said Amanda. “You can go in.” She stood at the 
end of the hall and Peter looked up just in time to see her fade 
away. Her words gave him the courage he needed, though, and 
he entered the room, crossed to the bookshelf, pulled out the 
volume labelled “1837” and sat gingerly on the edge of the chair. 
These are just books; these are just things; this is just a room; 
and that was just my imagination, he told himself. And although 
he didn’t really believe it, he opened the book and began looking 
at paintings.

Before Peter had left for England, Dr Strayer had given him 
a typed list of things he needed to do in order to move on 



10

charlie lovett

with life. The second item was: “Establish Regular Eating 
and Sleeping Habits.” He had been making progress on this 
– going to bed by eleven, sometimes falling asleep as early as 
one, and sleeping until about ten. It wasn’t ideal, but it had 
become regular.

Peter had opened the first Royal Academy volume at nine 
o’clock p.m. He closed the last one at seven o’clock the next 
evening. He had not eaten or slept. Now he sat, bleary-eyed 
and exhausted, amid piles of books on Amanda’s floor. He had 
looked at thousands of paintings, read thousands of captions. 
He had not seen Amanda’s face; he had not seen the initials B.B. 
or discovered any artist with those initials.

It wasn’t until he was standing in the doorway looking back 
at the books he had left heaped on the floor that he realized 
that Amanda’s presence, which he had felt so strongly when he 
entered the room, was gone. After twenty-two sleep-deprived 
hours he honestly felt that this was nothing more than a room. 
He listened for Amanda’s voice telling him not to leave her books 
on the floor, but he heard nothing. He turned out the light, left 
the door open and staggered downstairs.

For the first two months, Peter had left the cottage only to 
buy food at the local shop. He had ventured into nearby Chip-
ping Norton on a couple of errands before Christmas, but 
had avoided the bookshop, where he might be recognized by 
the proprietor. The excursion to Hay had been the beginning 
of his attempt to address the fourth item on Dr Strayer’s list: 
“Re-establish Your Career”, and he had to admit it wasn’t a 
wholly unpleasant experience to discover that the world of 
books still existed, that he could escape what Dr Strayer called 
his “secret lair”.
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“What do you mean by that?” Peter had asked.
“You’ve spent most of your life in hiding,” said Dr Strayer. 

“Your secret lair is the only place you feel truly safe. When you 
were a child it was your room where you’d hide so you didn’t 
have to interact with your parents. In college it was the rare-
books room; once you married Amanda, it was your basement 
book room. You bury yourself in these places, Peter. You avoid 
life there.”

“I left my lair plenty with Amanda,” Peter retorted.
“Yes, with Amanda. She was your trusty sidekick, the person 

who made the world safe for you. Be honest, Peter, the only 
places you ever really went without her were bookstores and 
libraries – and there you didn’t need Amanda to run interfer-
ence, because you could interpose the books between yourself 
and any meaningful human contact.”

And so he had started the process of emerging from his secret 
lair in Kingham with an excursion to bookstores. And just as 
Dr Strayer had predicted, he had done everything he could to 
avoid any conversation.

Still, wouldn’t Dr Strayer be pleased that Peter had taken 
some small step towards restarting his career? He hadn’t 
looked at his own books – the bibliographical reference li-
brary he had built over the past several years – since he lost 
Amanda. Even when he had boxed them up to be shipped 
to England, they had been only rectangular solids to be fit 
into empty boxes – boxes now stacked in the stone shed in 
the garden.

He thought he might have one or two books on Victorian il-
lustrators, so he turned on the lights in the tiny back garden, 
shoved open the door of the shed and began carrying the boxes 
into the sitting room. Two hours later, he had opened them all 
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and emptied the contents haphazardly onto the floor-to-ceiling 
shelves. On the coffee table he left two books: A Treasury of  the 
Great Children’s Illustrators and Percy Muir’s landmark study 
Victorian Illustrated Books. Not sure he could bear another 
dead end without at least some sleep, Peter left the books where 
they were, picked up the watercolour and went upstairs to bed. 
He slept soundly for the next twelve hours, dreaming of those 
Royal Academy catalogues and the building where he first en-
countered them.
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Ridgefield, North Carolina, 1983

When it opened in 1957, the Robert Ridgefield Library had been 
the tallest building in Ridgefield – a nine-storey neoclassical 
behemoth of granite and glass, columns and cornices, with an 
incongruous cupola perched uncomfortably on top.

The Ridgefields had come to North Carolina from Scotland 
just after the revolution and had spent the next two centuries 
going from success to success. A moderately wealthy nineteenth-
century merchant family, they had become impressively wealthy 
in tobacco, then excessively wealthy in textiles, and now ob-
scenely wealthy in banking. Along the way, they had turned a 
backwater two-year Bible college into the nationally recognized 
Ridgefield University.

The library had been built atop Ridgefield’s highest point – 
a hill on the edge of campus previously favoured by students 
for late-night trysts. From the upper floors one could view the 
countryside around Ridgefield for miles – a patchwork of corn 
and tobacco, clouds of dust rising from the horizon as pickup 
trucks sped down gravel roads. In the Georgia granite above the 
library’s main entrance were carved the words, “Let those who 
enter here seek not only knowledge but wisdom.”

The moment Peter walked into the library for the first time, 
passing from the blazing sun of a North Carolina August into 
the cool dimness of its narrow corridors, its miles of shelving, 
its million and a half books, he felt at home. He was eighteen 
and had lived his life on that very farmland that was visible 
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from the top of the library – a world in which he had always 
felt awkwardly out of place. His family had run a general store 
in a small town eight miles from Ridgefield, until his father’s 
neglect of the business sent it into bankruptcy. After that his 
parents seemed more interested in drinking and fighting than 
in spending time with their son. He had often gazed at the 
strange white building on the horizon and dreamt of a different 
life, a life free from the encumbrances of family and the daily 
interactions at school with people who understood him no 
better than he understood them. He dreamt of a life protected 
from everything outside of himself, but protected by what he 
could not imagine.

He had tried various ways of insulating himself over the years. 
As a youngster he spent most of his free time in his room with his 
stamp collection, meticulously mounting stamps and trying not 
to think of the wider world that those little rectangles of paper 
represented. During high school, he had taken to sequestering 
himself in the basement with a pair of headphones and a stack of 
classical records. But however carefully he mounted the stamps, 
however loudly he played the music, he could never quite escape. 
A part of him always knew that the world still existed outside 
his door and that, ultimately, he could not avoid it.

Peter had won a scholarship to Ridgefield, and freshman ori-
entation had been a harrowing experience, focused on “getting 
to know” people. Peter did not want to know people. What he 
wanted was to find that world-within-the-world where he could 
be himself by himself. Following his tour guide through the foyer 
of the library into the stacks, he suspected he may have found 
that place. Lagging behind the tour and slipping into the rows of 
stacks that disappeared into darkness, Peter discovered exactly 
what would protect him: books.
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It took him only a few weeks to secure a work-study position in 
the library. It was nirvana. Peter spent four hours a day re-shelving 
books. Technically, he was part of the circulation department, 
but he worked alone, wheeling his cart down the narrow aisles 
between towers of books, easily avoiding contact with anyone 
who might be browsing.

Even on those occasions when he had to push his cart through 
the main reading room, with its wide oak tables and banks of 
card catalogue drawers, Peter remained invisible to his fellow 
students. The cart would glide almost silently across the smooth 
marble floor and heads would remain bent over books, his passing 
no more remarkable than a change in the light streaming in from 
the high clerestory windows as a cloud moved across the sun.

On a dark and rainy October day in his sophomore year – he 
would later tell her the exact date, 14th October – Peter Byerly 
wheeled his cart into the reading room and first laid eyes on the 
woman he would marry. She was sitting alone at a table, poring 
over a biography of William Morris. She sat ramrod straight, 
with her book propped on the table in front of her, her posture 
almost daring the work to get the better of her, while all around 
her students slumped with the weight of impending mid-terms. 
She wore, in place of the unofficial uniform of jeans and a T-
shirt, an impeccably tailored black suit, with pleated trousers 
and a crisp white blouse. Not a strand of her shoulder-length 
black hair was out of place.

She was slim, though not as slim as most college girls aspired 
to be. She was tall, though not as tall as those girls whose height 
inspired envy among their peers. Both her figure and her stature 
were enhanced by the one quality completely lacking in most 
coeds but which she possessed in abundance – poise.
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He did not at first see that she was beautiful – though it would 
not take him long to notice. What he saw was that she was dif-
ferent, that she seemed, like himself, to inhabit a world on the 
margins of Ridgefield University. She did not fit in, and this 
intrigued him, made him want to shout, Comrade!

Peter slid quietly into a chair at the edge of the room and 
pulled a book from his cart. For the next thirty minutes, he 
pretended to read, while watching her. Except to turn a page, 
which she did frequently, she did not move. At six o’clock she 
closed the book, put it on a pile of others, picked up the books 
and her red leather purse, and headed towards the exit. Peter 
followed. When she returned several of the books at the circu-
lation desk, he swept them off the counter as soon as they had 
been processed.

Ten minutes later he was sequestered in the stacks perusing her 
books. In addition to the William Morris biography there was a 
book on the Pre-Raphaelite painter Holman Hunt, a volume of 
Edward Burne-Jones prints and two volumes of the catalogue of 
the annual exhibit at London’s Royal Academy of Arts – 1852 
and 1853. He glanced through the volumes of artwork and the 
Holman Hunt biography before re-shelving them. The Morris 
biography he slipped into his bag without checking it out. He 
wasn’t sure what made him do it; for some reason he felt a need 
to illicitly possess a book she had read. He returned it to its shelf 
a week later, afraid that if she was as complex and multifaceted 
as Morris, she was way out of his league.

Over the next month he watched her for at least half an hour 
every afternoon. Her schedule was precise – she arrived at the 
library every day at two, spent fifteen minutes in the stacks and 
read at the same spot in the reading room until six. She never 
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varied her posture; she always wore smart clothes; she took notes 
with a fine pen in a black journal.

She read voraciously – biographies of Victorian artists along 
with poetry of the period and a smattering of history. She worked 
her way through the Royal Academy catalogues at the rate of 
one every two or three days. It was three weeks after he first saw 
her that he noticed, while shelving the volume for 1863, that the 
front cover of the 1865 volume was completely detached. He 
couldn’t abide the idea that she should find it in such condition, 
so he carefully removed the book and its detached cover from 
the shelf and trekked up six flights of stairs to a sturdy wooden 
door marked Conservation.

The brightly lit room into which Peter stepped looked as he im-
agined an autopsy room might – but, instead of human cadavers, 
books lay on the counters in various states of disassembly next 
to neat lines of knives and piles of various kinds of paper. On 
a shelf to his left were a dozen or so beautifully restored books, 
some in leather bindings with gold decoration. The room was 
not a morgue, thought Peter, so much as an intensive care unit, 
from which all patients would one day be discharged, if not fully 
cured at least substantially improved. A man in a white lab coat 
leant over a strange sort of vice that held a disbound book. He 
was spreading something that looked like cold oatmeal on the 
exposed spine.

“Can I help you?” he asked, standing up. The man looked 
at Peter through round gold-rimmed glasses. He looked to be 
about thirty and had blond, almost white, perfectly straight 
and groomed hair hanging to his shoulders and an equally 
pale beard sticking several inches straight out from his face. 
He smiled through his beard and Peter’s first thought was that 
he looked like a Muppet. Peter couldn’t help but smile back.
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“I have a book that needs repair,” said Peter.
“It has to be referred by library personnel,” said the man, his 

smile fading and his tone of voice indicating that Peter was not 
the first person to come barging into the Conservation Depart-
ment uninvited.

“I am library personnel,” said Peter. “I work in circulation.”
“Put it over there,” said the man with a sigh, nodding to a high 

pile of damaged books on a table near the door and turning his 
attention back to his work.

“When do you think it will be done?” asked Peter.
“We’re running about six months right now, assuming nothing 

major comes down from Special Collections.”
“Six months,” said Peter. “But I have… I mean, we have a 

client… er, a student who needs this book in a couple of days. 
It just needs the cover attached.” Peter held up the book in one 
hand and its wayward front cover in the other. The man in the 
lab coat turned back towards him and considered both the book 
and Peter for a moment. His face softened and his smile returned.

“I’ll tell you what,” he said. “I’ll put it in the girlfriend pile.” 
He took the book and cover from Peter.

“The girlfriend pile?”
“Usually when a guy comes in here in a rush to get something 

repaired it’s because his girlfriend needs it. What can I say, I’m 
a sucker for love and chivalry and all that. How about I have 
it for you Monday afternoon.”

“Monday would be great,” said Peter, and he backed slowly out 
of the room, watching the young man return to his oatmeal paste.

Back in the stacks Peter could not get the Conservation Depart-
ment out of his mind. Suddenly he was seeing damaged books 
everywhere he looked: a frayed spine here, a torn endpaper there. 
He had thought of books before only as his shield, but now they 
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seemed to be taking on lives of their own, not so much as works of 
literature or history or poetry, but as objects, collections of paper 
and thread and cloth and glue and leather and ink.

When he returned to the Conservation Department on Monday 
afternoon, the book was waiting for him on the counter near 
the door. Peter inspected the front cover, the spine and the front 
endpapers. “I can’t even tell it was ever detached,” he said.

“What can I say, I do good work,” said the man in the lab coat.
“I don’t suppose you ever let students work in here,” said Peter.
“We sometimes have a student intern,” said the man, “but they 

usually come from Special Collections.”
“Special Collections?”
“Yeah, you know, the top floor. The Devereaux Room.”
“What’s the Devereaux Room?”
“You’ve never been to Special Collections?”
“No,” said Peter.
“You’re a book lover, right?”
“Absolutely,” said Peter, who had never thought of himself as 

a book lover before this moment.
“Well, if you love books, you’re going to adore the Devereaux 

Room,” said the man. “Listen, I think there’s a work-study posi-
tion available up there right now. I could put in a good word for 
you with Francis.”

“Francis?”
“Francis Leland, the head of Special Collections. I’ll tell him 

we’ve got a budding bibliophile on our hands and maybe he’ll 
take you on.”

“That would be great,” said Peter, wondering what exactly 
one did in Special Collections.

“I’m Hank, by the way,” said the man, holding out a hand. 
“Hank Christiansen.”
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“Peter Byerly,” said Peter, returning Hank’s firm handshake. 
“Thanks for the… the recommendation.”

“Sure thing,” said Hank.
Peter turned to go, but stopped in the doorway. “And thanks 

for this,” he said, holding up the repaired volume of Royal 
Academy pictures.

“I hope she likes it,” said Hank.
Peter returned the book to its place in the stacks. The next day, 

she checked it out.

On 15th November 1984, a pair of books in the Ridgefield Li-
brary transformed Peter’s life. He had gone to the library after his 
ten o’clock class, hoping to finish his shift before his three-thirty 
interview with Francis Leland in Special Collections. At three he 
picked up a cart of books to shelve and scanned it for anything 
that might have been returned by his mystery woman. In a mat-
ter of seconds he found the repaired Royal Academy catalogue. 
Smiling, he wheeled his cart towards the elevator.

Not until he pulled the book out and was about to place it in 
its proper spot did he notice a crisp piece of ivory paper sticking 
out of it. She had never left a bookmark in a book before. He 
gently pulled the paper out of the book. At the top, printed in 
royal blue, was the initial “A”. Below that, in a neat script, was 
a note addressed “To my admirer”.

First of all, thank you for having this book repaired. I so hate 
having to handle damaged books – I’m always afraid I’ll cause 
further injury. I have noticed you watching me, you know. 
I even followed you in the stacks one day. I’ve been hoping 
you would say “hello”, but since it’s been a month and you 
haven’t done it yet, I suppose I’ll have to be the one to get 
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things started. Meet me tonight at 10:30 in the snack bar at 
the Student Centre.

The letter was signed simply, “Amanda”. Peter leant against the 
steel bookcase and felt the cold metal through the fabric of his 
shirt. He had held his breath as he read the letter and now he 
exhaled heavily as books seemed to swirl around him. After a 
minute, feeling somewhat steadier, he read the letter again to be 
sure he hadn’t misunderstood. She wanted to meet him, to speak 
to him. She had noticed him and her name was Amanda. Where 
had he heard that name before? Suddenly he remembered his 
appointment. He had only five minutes to get himself to the top 
floor of the library. He carefully folded the letter and slipped it 
into his shirt pocket, then set off at a brisk pace for the Amanda 
Devereaux Rare Book Room.

The Devereaux family was as old in Louisiana as the Ridge-
fields were in North Carolina, and the family’s great maverick 
was Amanda. Wealthy almost beyond equal by the time she 
was twenty, due to the early death of both her parents, she 
began to collect books just after World War I. She started by 
assembling one of the finest collections of eighteenth-century 
literature in the world. Then she began on the seventeenth 
century, and eventually expanded to cover literature in English 
from all eras.

In 1939 she stunned her family when, at the age of forty and 
apparently confirmed in her spinsterhood, she became the second 
wife of sixty-year-old Robert Ridgefield, widower and patriarch 
of the Ridgefield clan. There were those who suspected she mar-
ried him because his up-and-coming university would make a 
perfect repository for her books, but by all outward signs they 
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had a close and loving relationship. Their only child, a daughter, 
had been born a year after the wedding.

A lifelong smoker, Amanda Devereaux, who kept her maiden 
name, died of lung cancer at the age of fifty-seven, two weeks 
before the ground-breaking ceremony for the library. Robert 
Ridgefield never fully recovered from her death, but he did build 
a magnificent home for her collection, as he had promised her 
he would. At the centre of the Special Collections department 
was the Amanda Devereaux Rare Books Room, a monument to 
the late bibliophile in which her greatest treasures were perma-
nently displayed.

At three-thirty, still slightly light-headed from reading a differ-
ent Amanda’s letter, Peter sat at a massive oak table in the centre 
of the Devereaux Room, waiting to meet Dr Francis Leland. The 
carved wooden chair in which he sat was a fine antique, under-
foot was a huge oriental rug and, facing him, a large glass case 
displayed several medieval illuminated manuscripts. Above this 
case hung an imposing portrait of Amanda Devereaux. Around 
the room were fourteen mahogany cases, each surmounted by a 
carved bust. From where he sat, Peter could read the names of 
Julius Caesar, Augustus, Cleopatra and Caligula. Each of the 
fourteen cases was filled with ancient-looking books.

In front of him lay a slim volume bound in worn, dark-brown 
leather with no markings on the cover. Next to it lay a pair of 
white cotton gloves. After a few minutes of waiting in a silence 
not punctuated even by the ticking of a clock, Peter decided this 
must be a test. He pulled on the gloves and carefully opened the 
book. The pages within were worn at the edges and looked as soft 
as flannel. Peter turned to the title page and read: The Tragicall 
Historie of  Hamlet Prince of  Denmarke. At the bottom of the 
page was the publication date: 1603. Shakespeare had still been 
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alive, Peter thought, and for the second time that day, the simple 
combination of ink and paper literally took his breath away. He 
felt thrilled, awed, privileged. How many people ever had the 
chance to hold a copy of Hamlet printed when Shakespeare was 
still alive? Fingers trembling he turned to the first page of text.

He had read Hamlet in high school and again in freshman 
English, but this text was different. He had turned the page and 
read almost to the arrival of the ghost when he heard a soft voice 
behind him.

“Interesting reading?”
“It’s not quite the way I remember it,” said Peter, gently closing 

the book and laying it reverently on the table. He turned to see 
a short man with curly grey hair and horn-rimmed glasses. He 
wore not the tweed jacket that Peter had expected, but a pair of 
blue jeans and a red polo shirt.

“It’s called a bad quarto,” said the man. “It’s the first printing 
of Hamlet, but the text is inferior to later editions. Some scholars 
think it was plagiarized from memory by someone who saw a 
performance.”

“Still, it’s the first printing of Hamlet,” said Peter.
“Yes, quite a find,” said the man.
“I didn’t mean to touch it, it’s just…”
“Quite all right,” said the man. “There is no point in having 

these things if we don’t ever have the pleasure of looking at them. 
What do you think of it?”

“It’s… it’s…” Peter struggled to find the words to describe the 
experience of holding that book, turning those pages, reading 
those words printed while the author still lived and breathed 
and walked the streets of London. Until recently books had been 
only something to hide behind, then he had begun to see them 
as carefully crafted objects, but this was completely different. 
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This was a revelation. This book was filled with history and 
mystery. Just being near it made Peter flush with emotion. “It’s 
amazing,” he said at last. He placed one cotton-gloved hand 
lightly on the book. He could almost feel its life pouring into his 
fingertips. “I mean, the person who first owned this book, who 
first read these pages, might have seen the original production 
of Hamlet. He might have even known Shakespeare personally.”

“It’s our latest acquisition,” said the man. “A newly discovered 
copy. Miss Devereaux would have been thrilled.”

“Did you know her?” asked Peter, nodding towards Amanda 
Devereaux’s portrait.

“Only briefly,” said the man. “She was already quite ill when 
her husband hired me to oversee Special Collections here at 
Ridgefield. I’m Francis Leland.” He held out his hand and Peter 
shook it.

“Peter Byerly,” he said. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir.”
“Two things you should know about life here in Special Col-

lections, Peter. The first is you are welcome to handle anything, 
as long as you handle it properly. The second is that I am not 
called sir, I’m called Francis.”

“OK. Thank you… uhm… Francis,” said Peter, feeling awk-
ward at the sudden familiarity. He turned his eyes away from 
the librarian and back to the book on the table. “So how could 
something as old as the first edition of Hamlet be newly discov-
ered?” he asked.

“People are finding lost books all the time,” said Francis. 
“Scholars didn’t even know the bad quarto existed until 1823. 
We thought there were only two copies until this one turned up 
in a theological library in Switzerland. No one had taken it off 
the shelf in a couple of centuries, so no one knew it was there. 
We bought it privately last month.”
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“That must be something to discover a book that nobody’s 
ever heard of or that everybody thought was lost.”

“It’s every bibliophile’s dream,” said Francis, and Peter knew 
in a second that it was his own. He could imagine nothing more 
glorious than finding some lost literary treasure – the manuscript 
of some unknown Shakespearean play or perhaps an edition of 
Hamlet earlier than the one he had just held – and preserving it 
for the world. Even the remote possibility that such a thing could 
happen brought a surge of adrenalin to Peter’s veins.

“Now,” said Francis, “how soon can you extricate yourself 
from circulation and begin work here?”

“You mean I got the job?” asked Peter.
Francis pulled a pair of white cotton gloves from his pocket 

and slipped them on as he spoke. “Peter, you either are or 
you are not a rare bookman. I can’t change that. You felt 
the power of this.” He picked up the Hamlet quarto. “Most 
students just see an old book, but you felt its deeper signifi-
cance. You don’t choose this career; it chooses you. Now, I 
can help you and I can teach you, but know this – after today 
you will never look at books the same way again. Nothing 
I do or don’t do will change that.”

Peter sat quietly for a moment gazing at case after case filled 
with books and considering the fact that each of those books 
might provide him with the sort of emotional jolt he had received 
from the Hamlet. He felt like an addict who has just discovered 
an endless supply of the perfect drug. Francis slipped the Ham-
let onto a shelf in a case surmounted by the bust of Cleopatra.

“All the Elizabethan imprints are here in the Cleopatra case,” 
he said. “It was Miss Devereaux’s favourite part of the collection. 
This is her First Folio.” He indicated a tall, thick volume lying 
on its side on the top shelf of the case. “You’ll enjoy it, I think.”
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“Why are there busts on all the cases?” asked Peter.
“Ah, you noticed that, did you,” said Francis, smiling. “A trib-

ute by Miss Devereaux to her most admired collector. You see, 
Miss Devereaux also dreamt of finding an unknown treasure, 
and she had great respect for those collectors who had saved 
a piece of culture for future generations. Did you know, Peter, 
that it was because of a book collector that you were able to 
read Beowulf in your freshman English class? One man saved 
the only known manuscript of the first great English poem. And 
he saved a lot more than that. Gawain and the Green Knight, 
the Lindisfarne Gospels, some of the greatest treasures of the 
book world. His library in London was divided into fourteen 
bookcases, each with the bust of a Roman emperor or imperial 
lady above. Miss Devereaux asked me to organize this room 
the same way.”

“Who was this collector?” asked Peter.
“He was one of those who, as you say, might have known 

Shakespeare personally. His name was Robert Cotton.”




