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“Abbi Waxman is both irreverent and thoughtful.”—#1 New York Times bestselling author Emily

GiffinA young woman arrives in Los Angeles determined to start over and discovers she

doesn’t need to leave everything behind after all, from Abbi Waxman, USA Today bestselling

author of The Bookish Life of Nina HillWhen Laura Costello moves to Los Angeles, trying to

escape an overprotective family and the haunting memories of a terrible accident, she doesn’t

expect to be homeless after a week. (She’s pretty sure she didn’t start that fire — right?) She

also doesn't expect to find herself adopted by a rogue bookseller, installed in a lovely but

completely illegal boardinghouse, or challenged to save a losing trivia team from ignominy…

but that’s what happens. Add a regretful landlady, a gorgeous housemate and an ex-boyfriend

determined to put himself back in the running and you’ll see why Laura isn’t really sure she’s

cut out for this adulting thing. Luckily for her, her new friends Nina, Polly and Impossibly

Handsome Bob aren't sure either, but maybe if they put their heads (and hearts) together

they’ll be able to make it work.

“If you love quirky, heartfelt stories about interesting characters and starting over, then Adult

Assembly Required by Abbi Waxman is definitely the book for you."—PopSugar“Waxman's

quick-witted and pithy prose gives readers a fun take on "Melrose Place," but instead of back-

stabbing and bed-hopping there are trivia clubs and some old-fashioned will-they-or-won't-

they?”—USA Today“Waxman has a talent for creating familiar characters who are flawed in all

the ways many of us are but didn't know anyone else was. ... Waxman nimbly describes the

normality of anxiety, and readers can count on her to provide comfort and feel-good smiles.

Readers of Emily Henry, Linda Holmes, and Beth O'Leary will be delighted.”—Booklist“Adult

Assembly Required is charming, gratifying and engaging. I loved every single character and

their eccentricities. It was like walking into a bar where everyone knows your name! The story

puts you at ease from the first page reading about the obstacles Laura has to overcome. This

story is beautifully light, fluid, witty, funny, with many deep conversations. Laura’s new close

friends help her recover and find inner strength along the way, with a burgeoning romance with

a handsome hunk at its core. Ms. Waxman’s delightful new story warmed my heart thoroughly.

Adult Assembly Required is totally irresistible!"—Romance JunkiesPraise for I was Told It

Would Get Easier"Known for her charming and comical novels, Abbi Waxman's latest book

stirs up all of the signature smiles and laughs."—Woman's World"Waxman shines at creating

characters that feel like best friends, inspiring compassion, laughs, and cheers, and fans of

Katherine Center and Linda Holmes’ Evvie Drake Starts Over (2019) will adore this."—

Booklist“Waxman expertly navigates the fraught shoals of college admissions in this spot-on

tale…. Waxman’s alternating first-person narration from Jessica and Emily rings true, while a

memorable supporting cast…provide excellent support…This sweet treat doesn’t require a

college-bound child to enjoy, though anyone who has helped their offspring weather the

admissions process will definitely appreciate this sharp send-up.”—Publishers Weekly“Funny

and insightful.”—BookRiot“We’re forever fans of Abbi Waxman’s sweet, witty, feel-good novels.

Her latest, about a mother and daughter making college visits along the East Coast, is her best

yet.”—HelloGiggles"An aptly and hilariously titled novel…Waxman again delivers with her

signature wit and laugh-out-loud writing, offering us authentic characters who feel like people

we’ve met and loved in our own lives — all while offering sly commentary on the roller coaster



that is the college application process for parents and their college-hopefuls."—

Shondaland“This book’s strengths are the exploration of the mother-teen daughter dynamics

and relationship and the author’s remarkable gift for realistic, witty dialog. VERDICT:

Recommended for fans of mother-daughter fiction with both lighthearted and serious

moments.”—Library Journal“Abbi Waxman's warm, quippy novels explore familial dynamics

with sarcastic wit and plenty of heart…. Being a teenager--or parenting one--is tricky territory,

but Waxman steers her characters through it with compassion, snappy dialogue and the right

dose of zany humor. Things may (or may not) get easier for the Burnstein women, but the ride,

literal and otherwise, is highly enjoyable.”—Shelf AwarenessPraise for The Bookish Life of Nina

Hill“Move over on the settee, Jane Austen. You’ve met your modern-day match in Abbi

Waxman. Bitingly funny, relatable and intelligent, The Bookish Life of Nina Hill is a must for

anyone who loves to read.”—Kristan Higgins, New York Times bestselling author of Life and

Other Inconveniences“Meet our bookish millennial heroine—a modern-day Elizabeth Bennet, if

you will… Waxman’s wit and wry humor stand out.”—The Washington Post“Abbi Waxman

offers up a quirky, eccentric romance that will charm any bookworm…. For anyone who’s ever

wondered if their greatest romance might come between the pages of books they read,

Waxman offers a heartwarming tribute to that possibility.”—Entertainment Weekly “It's a shame

The Bookish Life of Nina Hill only lasts 350 pages, because I wanted to be friends with Nina for

far longer.”—Refinery29“I hope you're in the mood to be downright delighted, because that's

the state you'll find yourself in after reading The Bookish Life of Nina Hill.”—PopSugar“The

Bookish Life of Nina Hill will put a smile on your face the entire time you’re reading it. It’s a light,

fun summer read with a cast of colorful and lovable characters that you wish were real and that

you had on your trivia team. This book is the perfect beach read or pick-me-up for a cloudy

day.”—Hypable“[A] quirky, sweet story.”—Woman’s World“In this love letter to book nerds,

Waxman introduces the extraordinary introvert Nina Hill…. With witty dialogue and a running

sarcastic inner monologue, Waxman brings Nina to vibrant life as she upends her introverted

routine and becomes part of the family. Fans of Jojo Moyes will love this.”—Publishers

Weekly“Waxman has created a thoroughly engaging character in this bookish, contemplative,

set-in-her ways woman. Be prepared to chuckle.”—Kirkus (starred review)“Book nerds will feel

strong kinship with the engaging, introverted Nina Hill, who works in a bookstore, plays pub

trivia, and loves office supplies… Readers will be captivated by Nina’s droll sense of humor.”—

Booklist(starred review)“...charming and relatable for any introvert who would rather pass time

with fictional characters than people, but will rise to the occasion with the right support.”—

BookTrib“Book lovers will absolutely relate to the central character in Abbi Waxman's third

novel.”—O, The Oprah Magazine“If you relate to staying in and JOMO (joy of missing out),

you’ll relate to Nina.”—Betches“This novel is filled with characters you’ll love and wish you lived

next door to in real life.”—BustleAbout the AuthorAbbi Waxman is the USA Today bestselling

author of I Was Told It Would Get Easier, The Bookish Life of Nina Hill, Other People’s Houses,

and The Garden of Small Beginnings. She lives in Los Angeles, California, with her husband

and three children. --This text refers to the paperback edition.Excerpt. © Reprinted by

permission. All rights reserved.OneLiz Quinn, the manager of Knight's, one of the few

remaining independent bookstores in Los Angeles, was not someone you'd describe as

softhearted. Yes, she had adopted a stray cat who'd had kittens in the store, and yes, she had

a new relationship she sometimes blushed over, but generally speaking she viewed humanity

with a jaundiced eye.However, even Liz was having a hard time not feeling sorry for the

customer standing in front of her.To start with, the young woman was wet. It doesn't rain very

often in Los Angeles, particularly in August, but it does rain, and ten minutes earlier the clouds



had challenged themselves to dump as much rain as they possibly could. Liz had discovered a

puddle in front of Douglas Adams and tracked it along the shelves to P. G. Wodehouse. There

she found the Homo nimbus and spoke to her."Excuse me, would you care for a towel?"The

young woman turned to look at her, and Liz realized she'd been crying."Uh . . . yes, thank you.

It started raining." She was still crying, albeit silently; the tears kept rolling down her cheeks,

leaving cinematically visible tracks in whatever grimy residue they were washing away."I'd ask if

you were OK, but clearly you're not," said Liz, whose mastery of the précis was unsurpassed.

She raised her voice and called to the back of the store, "Polly, bring a towel, will you?"A

muffled voice called back."No, I'm not OK," said the woman. "I'm sorry about the floor." She

took a breath, and reached out to shake Liz's hand. "My name is Laura Costello, and I'm

having a bad day." She realized that made her sound like a member of a twelve-step group

with an extremely low requirement for membership, but it's what came out."In what way bad?"

asked Liz, always interested in other people's disasters. She wondered what was taking Polly

so long with the towel, then remembered she herself had used it to dry Ferdinand the store cat,

who'd also missed the memo about the rain. Her brow furrowed slightly as she tried to

remember what she'd done with it . . . Had she left it under the cat? Oh well, Polly would work it

out. Liz refocused on Laura."Well," said Laura, taking a deep breath and unloading at a rapid

clip, "I moved here for grad school, but I came early so I could get settled and maybe line up

some part-time work and today I had a job interview and it went well but I didn't get it so I

guess not that well and then I went home and my apartment building was on fire." She paused.

"Not my apartment building . . ."Despite the narrative speed and slightly hysterical delivery, Liz

was following. She nodded, her hands folded in front of her like a puzzled but hopeful maître d'.

"I understood what you meant. I can see how that might put a kink in your knickers."Laura

Costello looked at her cautiously, not entirely certain what knickers were, and sniffed. "So I

called my grandmother for suggestions but she snorted and called me a wuss, and to distract

me told me a friend of mine had cheated on her boyfriend Dave with Other Dave. The one with

the toes."Liz was clinging to the thread, like the fantasy-genre jockey she was. "The original

Dave was toeless?"Laura shook her head. "No, he has toes, but Other Dave has extra toes."Liz

raised her voice again. "Polly! Towel!""And then she said I could always come home, which she

knew would calm me down because obviously that's not what I want to do.""Of course not,"

said Liz supportively, though she was beginning to regret even starting this conversation in the

first place. Liz had what you might call resting approachable face, which meant this kind of

detailed personal download got thrust on her all the time. It was a pity, because she really

wasn't very interested.Laura gathered her long wet hair into a makeshift knot and looked at Liz,

wide-eyed. "So I was wandering around trying to think of what to do and it started raining so I

got on the first bus that came along and here I am." She was trying to hold it together, and

behind her head the twist of hair was slowly and silently unfurling like a cinnamon bun,

expanding in the heat of the store. "I have no job, no friends, and now no apartment and no dry

clothes or actually any clothes except the ones I'm wearing." Unexpectedly, she smiled. "But

I'm still here and in another month I'll start grad school and then I'll have somewhere to live."

She turned up her hands. "It's fine, I'm fine, everything's fine." There was a wobble hiding

somewhere in her voice, but it was keeping its head down pretty successfully.At that very

minute, Polly Culligan, one of the employees of the bookstore, turned up with the towel. "Sorry,"

she said breathlessly, "the cat didn't want to let go." Then she noticed the drying tears and the

soot and the expression on Liz's face and raised her voice. "Nina!" she yelled. "Put the kettle

on." #Nina Hill was the co-owner of Knight's, and a bookish person of the first order. She had

been spending the afternoon going through school reading lists for the year, making sure the



store was completely stocked. True, most local parents would purchase their books online, the

quislings, but you would be surprised how many copies of The Outsiders the store ended up

selling at the last minute (stay gold, Ponyboy). Plus, if a local parent walked in and asked for

The House on Mango Street or The Great Gatsby and some other parent had snatched up the

last copy, there would be hell to pay (and Ebook Tops would pocket the profit). Nina took this

responsibility seriously and had been deep in concentration when the door suddenly burst

open and a tall, damp woman accosted her where she sat. Nina leapt to her feet, yanked out

the earbuds that had prevented her hearing the yelling, the knocking, or the requests for kettle

assistance, and prepared to do battle."Hello," said the sudden arrival, who was, of course,

Laura. She looked down. "How did you fracture your wrist?" She'd appeared so abruptly

because the rain had made the door to the office swell, and she'd had to push rather harder

than she'd expected and . . . you can imagine the rest."I'm sorry," said Nina. "Are you looking

for a book?" She backed up a little, which caused her to step on the cat, who bit her on the

ankle. Ferdinand had only just recovered from the loss of the towel, and being stepped on was

a bridge too flipping far."Is it a Colles' fracture?" asked Laura, still standing there dripping on

the carpet. The thing to know about both Nina and Laura—though they didn't realize it about

each other at the time—is that they were both women of singular focus. Nina was obsessed

with books, popular culture, movies, and anything meme-able. Laura was obsessed with

sports, bones, muscles, and achieving a full range of motion. Unfortunately, Laura's specific

area of interest was making her come across as a bit of a nutter. Especially when you added

damp, smoke, and the wild hair that was reminding Nina of Scandinavian Hagrid, which isn't

even a thing."I don't know what kind of fracture it is," Nina said crossly. "Are you from my health

insurance company?" Her voice was surprisingly deep, and there was zero nonsense in her

tone. Possibly even less than that.Laura frowned. "No.""Are you from the city?" LA's

Occupational Safety and Health Division didn't normally get involved in nonwork-related

incidents, but Nina was taking no chances."No." Laura took a step back and stomped on Polly,

who was right behind her. She squeaked, but had more self-control than the store cat and

didn't bite Laura at all."Hey, Cerberus," growled Liz dryly from beyond Laura's shoulder, "this

person needs a cup of tea, not an interrogation.""Liz?" said Nina."Yes," replied her friend and

business partner, pushing past Laura, who seemed to be frozen in place. "Who else would it

be? This is not a surprise attack, an insurance checkup, or even a random piece of Dada

performance art, it's a damp customer who's having a bad day and needs a cup of tea." She

bustled over to the kettle, flicking it on and turning around to raise her eyebrows at Nina.

"Remember those people who sometimes come between you and your tidy shelves? The ones

we depend upon for our livelihood?""Oh," said Nina, squinting dubiously at Laura. "Yes . . . I

remember them."Laura looked at the small, slender young woman in the fifties fit-and-flare

dress and immediately worried they weren't going to get on. Nina was the kind of hip, geek-chic

girl who'd looked over her vintage-framed glasses in high school and made Laura feel

oversized and clumsy. "Sorry," said Laura, "I probably should have introduced myself before

asking about your wrist, but I'm training to be a physical therapist and a cast always catches

my eye." She dropped her gaze to underline her nonthreatening status and immediately

started being jealous of Nina's shoes, which were small and beaded. She had always wished

she were "quirky" enough to wear vintage clothes, but she'd never been able to pull it off.Nina

looked mollified. "Well, I'm sorry for leaping to the conclusion that you were a health insurance

spy.""That's a thing?" asked Polly, whose expression suggested she was imagining something

far more exciting than the reality.Nina looked strangely pleased to answer. "Are you kidding?

Insurance fraud—not counting health insurance—costs the industry over forty billion dollars a



year. Health insurance fraud on its own is more like seventy billion." Nina raised her eyebrows.

"And while life insurance dates back to the burial societies of ancient Greece and Rome, we

also have evidence of insurance fraud dating back to the first century AD, which, if you think

about it-""Enough trivia chatter," interrupted Liz, "I need tea." #Ten minutes later Nina still

hadn't explained how she'd hurt herself. To be fair, that ten minutes had been taken up by

Laura explaining about the fire, the apartment, the job . . . but Nina had made the tea left-

handed without spilling, so Laura estimated she'd been in the cast at least a month."Thanks,"

Laura said, taking the tea. "But seriously, how did you fracture your wrist? I really want to

know." She was sitting on a table at the back of the office, having politely asked the cat to

move. The cat was beyond peevish by that point, and Liz had to intervene and give up her

chair.Nina rolled her eyes and said, "It's a super-boring story. I slipped getting out of the

shower and my hand slid into the base of the toilet and bent the wrong way. Very elegant. The

slapping sound of my wet butt cheeks hitting the tile will be the sound effect for every

embarrassment I ever experience from here on out. It sounded like someone thwacking a

porpoise with a flyswatter."Laura gazed at Nina and felt her jaw wanting to drop open. Laura

had grown up in an opinionated and vocal family, probably more than most, but Nina didn't talk

like anyone she'd ever met and it was freaking her out. Nina's pattern of speech was so quick

and confident that Laura mentally withdrew a little. She herself was more of a doer than a

sayer. At least, that's what her grandma used to tell her when she'd faltered into silence in the

middle of a sentence again. Her tongue got tied and her brothers laughed, and she . . .

couldn't."I don't think it's a boring injury story," said Liz. "It's like the librarian in Library Lion." All

three booksellers then smiled in exactly the same way. Not in a creepy Children of the Corn/

Stepford Wives way, but from habit.Laura frowned. "Is that a book?" No flies on you, Costello,

she chided herself. Here you are . . . in a bookshop."It's a wonderful children's book about a lion

that comes to the library." There was a pause, then Liz added, "Nina would read it to you, but I

warn you, she'll cry at the end."They all looked at Nina, who Laura would not have thought was

an easy crier, and she shrugged."Sorry, happy endings make me weepy. Sue me. There is a

classic John Hancock commercial . . . Grandma can have my room . . ." She shook her head

and looked at Laura, ready to change the subject. "You and I are not the same size, but—don't

take this the wrong way—I have some of my boyfriend's clean clothes at my house, and his

sweatpants are at least dry." She shuddered. "I do not enjoy wearing damp clothing. They

made us swim in middle school and you had to dress fast before next class, and pulling knee

socks onto wet legs is surprisingly overwhelming." She closed her eyes briefly, and added, "I'll

run home right now and grab them. I live super close.""You know," said Polly, "this is why I keep

half my wardrobe in the back of my car. You never know when you're going to need a new

ensemble.""She didn't drive," said Liz. "She took the bus.""She what?" asked Polly, frowning.

"Where's your car? Did it burn, too?"Laura shook her head. "No, I don't have a car. I've only

been here a week or two, I keep meaning to get around to it."Polly was aghast. "You need a car

in LA," she said. "I mean, loads of people use public transport, but it's not like New York . . . it

doesn't actually work."Nina shook her head. "You're wrong, the MTA averages over a million

trips a day and there are over two thousand buses on the streets, though probably not all at

once." Then she shrugged. "Anyhoo, I'll go get you dry clothes and then we can have a very

typical Los Angeles conversation about the relative merits of freeways and surface streets."

She headed out the door."Thanks," said Laura dubiously, unsure how she could contribute to

such a conversation. "You guys are being very nice to me.""Slow afternoon," said Liz, adding

fresh hot water to her tea. She peered out of the office to check the store, but there were only

two regulars who would yell if they needed her. Liz was dressed in black, which was her



preferred hue, and her T-shirt read I would prefer not to, which was confusing because she'd

been exceptionally obliging so far. Laura could feel the beginnings of a headache.Polly started

bouncing up and down. “Oh my god, I can’t believe I didn’t think of this sooner. You can come

and stay with me!” She corrected herself, “Well, not with me, literally, but in the house where I

live. Last week a tenant left to go on tour and his room is available.” Polly was blond like Laura,

but where Laura was all shades of fawn and gold and caramel, Polly was the palest straw, with

blue eyes that saw excitement and drama everywhere. She was wearing rainbow-striped tights

under a purple corduroy miniskirt, with yellow boots and a T-shirt with a Twinkie on it. It was a

look.Liz frowned. “On tour with what?”Polly shrugged. “Jesus Christ Superstar? Does it

matter?” Polly was not a detail-oriented person. She was a big-picture thinker. An idea

person.“Not especially,” said Liz. “Simply adding color to my day.” Liz liked ideas as well as the

next guy, but also enjoyed getting lost in the weeds.Laura was still feeling bedraggled, though

the tea was helping. “Where do you live?” she asked Polly.“Very close, in Hancock Park,” said

Polly. “It’s a great place, you’ll love it. It’s a big old house and the owner lives there and rents

out rooms.” She grinned, kicking her sunny Doc Martens as she perched on the desk. “Her kids

grew up and she got bored on her own. She’s a trip.”Takes one to know one, thought Laura.

“How big a place?” she asked curiously.“Oh, big. There are five bedrooms,” replied Polly. “Not

counting the landlord’s own space, but she has a whole floor.” She counted on her fingers.

“Maggie has the top floor, she’s the owner, then on the second floor there are three bedrooms,

and on the ground floor there are two. I guess they weren’t bedrooms to start with, they were a

dining room and a sitting room, but now they’re bedrooms.” She smiled at Laura. “We share the

kitchen and garden and there’s a pool and pets and it’s great.”“I don’t know . . .” said Laura,

feeling nervous about having roommates, especially ones who were so quick to take strangers

home. “I don’t think I even have enough money for a deposit. I mean, I have savings, but first,

last, and security . . .” She pulled a card from her pocket. “The landlord of the apartment

building was there, and he said he’d pay for a hotel for a few nights. Maybe I should call him.”

The card was wet, but the number was still legible. “I mean, you don’t even know me, I could be

a serial killer.”Polly laughed. “I doubt it, they’re pretty rare.”--This text refers to the paperback

edition.Read more
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Praise for Abbi Waxman and her novels“Abbi Waxman is both irreverent and thoughtful.”—#1

New York Times bestselling author Emily Giffin“Move over on the settee, Jane Austen. You’ve

met your modern-day match in Abbi Waxman. Bitingly funny, relatable, and intelligent, The

Bookish Life of Nina Hill is a must for anyone who loves to read.”—Kristan Higgins, New York

Times bestselling author of Pack Up the Moon“Meet our bookish millennial heroine—a modern-

day Elizabeth Bennet, if you will. . . . Waxman’s wit and wry humor stand out.”—The

Washington Post“Abbi Waxman offers up a quirky, eccentric romance that will charm any

bookworm. . . . For anyone who’s ever wondered if their greatest romance might come between

the pages of books they read, Waxman offers a heartwarming tribute to that possibility.”—

Entertainment Weekly“It’s a shame The Bookish Life of Nina Hill only lasts 350 pages, because

I wanted to be friends with Nina for far longer.”—Refinery29“I hope you’re in the mood to be

downright delighted, because that’s the state you’ll find yourself in after reading The Bookish

Life of Nina Hill.”—PopSugar“[Waxman is] known for her charming and comical novels, [and

her] latest book stirs up all of the signature smiles and laughs.”—Woman’s World“Brilliant.

Simply brilliant. The Garden of Small Beginnings is funny, poignant, and startling in its

emotional intensity and in its ability to make the reader laugh and cry on the same page. . . . I

loved this book!”—Karen White, New York Times bestselling author of the Tradd Street

series“Meet your new favorite wry writer.”—The Daily Beast“Waxman’s skill at

characterization . . . lifts this novel far above being just another ‘widow finds love’ story. Clearly

an observer, Waxman has mastered the fine art of dialogue as well. Characters ring true right

down to Lilian’s two daughters, who often steal the show.”—Kirkus Reviews (starred

review)“Kudos to debut author Waxman for creating an endearing and realistic cast of main

and supporting characters (including the children). Her narrative and dialogue are drenched

with spring showers of witty and irreverent humor.”—Library Journal (starred review)“This novel

is filled with characters you’ll love and wish you lived next door to in real life.”—

Bustle“Waxman’s voice is witty, emotional, and often profound.”—InStyle (UK)“We’re forever

fans of Abbi Waxman’s sweet, witty, feel-good novels. Her latest, about a mother and daughter

making college visits along the East Coast, is her best yet.”—HelloGiggles“An aptly and

hilariously titled novel. . . . Waxman again delivers with her signature wit and laugh-out-loud

writing, offering us authentic characters who feel like people we’ve met and loved in our own

lives—all while offering sly commentary on the roller coaster that is the college application

process for parents and their college-hopefuls.”—Shondaland“Abbi Waxman’s warm, quippy

novels explore familial dynamics with sarcastic wit and plenty of heart. . . . Being a teenager—

or parenting one—is tricky territory, but Waxman steers her characters through it with

compassion, snappy dialogue, and the right dose of zany humor. Things may (or may not) get

easier for the Burnstein women, but the ride, literal and otherwise, is highly enjoyable.”—Shelf

Awareness“Waxman shines at creating characters that feel like best friends, inspiring

compassion, laughs, and cheers, and fans of Katherine Center and Linda Holmes’s Evvie

Drake Starts Over will adore this.”—Booklist“Waxman expertly navigates the fraught shoals of

college admissions in this spot-on tale. . . . Waxman’s alternating first-person narration from

Jessica and Emily rings true, while a memorable supporting cast . . . provide excellent

support. . . . This sweet treat doesn’t require a college-bound child to enjoy, though anyone who

has helped their offspring weather the admissions process will definitely appreciate this sharp

send-up.”—Publishers Weekly“Funny and insightful.”—Book RiotBerkley Titles by Abbi

WaxmanThe Garden of Small BeginningsOther People’s HousesThe Bookish Life of Nina HillI



Was Told It Would Get EasierAdult Assembly RequiredBERKLEYAn imprint of Penguin

Random House LLCCopyright © 2022 by Dorset Square, LLCReaders Guide copyright © 2022
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(ebook) | DDC 813/.6—dc23LC record available atLC ebook record available atFirst Edition:

May 2022Cover design and illustration by Vikki ChuBook design by Elke Sigal, adapted for
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Paula, who gave me a childhood free from scorn and filled with encouragement. Every time I

came up with some harebrained idea, she would say, That’s awesome . . . let’s go find a book

on it. Thanks, Mum.It is also for Emily, Ruth, Shannon, Daniela, Amanda, and Megan, who

have helped my family and me with so much skill and generosity that it feels like we got better

on our own, which we 100 percent didn’t. Therapy is the gift that keeps on giving, even if it is

hard to wrap.And finally, and sadly, in memory of Liz Newstat, who made Chevalier’s Books in

Larchmont even more wonderful in real life than it is in fiction. She is sorely, sorely

missed.When two people meet, each one is changed by the other so you’ve got two new

people.—John SteinbeckSummerONELiz Quinn, the manager of Knight’s, one of the few

remaining independent bookstores in Los Angeles, was not someone you’d describe as

softhearted. Yes, she had adopted a stray cat who’d had kittens in the store, and yes, she had

a new relationship she sometimes blushed over, but generally speaking she viewed humanity

with a jaundiced eye.However, even Liz was having a hard time not feeling sorry for the

customer standing in front of her.To start with, the young woman was wet. It doesn’t rain very

often in Los Angeles, particularly in August, but it does rain, and ten minutes earlier the clouds

had challenged themselves to dump as much rain as they possibly could. Liz had discovered a

puddle in front of Douglas Adams and tracked it along the shelves to P. G. Wodehouse. There

she found the Homo nimbus and spoke to her.“Excuse me, would you care for a towel?”The

young woman turned to look at her, and Liz realized she’d been crying.“Uh . . . yes, thank you.



It started raining.” She was still crying, albeit silently; the tears kept rolling down her cheeks,

leaving cinematically visible tracks in whatever grimy residue they were washing away.“I’d ask if

you were OK, but clearly you’re not,” said Liz, whose mastery of the précis was unsurpassed.

She raised her voice and called to the back of the store, “Polly, bring a towel, will you?”A

muffled voice called back.“No, I’m not OK,” said the woman. “I’m sorry about the floor.” She

took a breath, and reached out to shake Liz’s hand. “My name is Laura Costello, and I’m

having a bad day.” She realized that made her sound like a member of a twelve-step group with

an extremely low requirement for membership, but it’s what came out.“In what way bad?” asked

Liz, always interested in other people’s disasters. She wondered what was taking Polly so long

with the towel, then remembered she herself had used it to dry Ferdinand the store cat, who’d

also missed the memo about the rain. Her brow furrowed slightly as she tried to remember

what she’d done with it . . . Had she left it under the cat? Oh well, Polly would work it out. Liz

refocused on Laura.“Well,” said Laura, taking a deep breath and unloading at a rapid clip, “I

moved here for grad school, but I came early so I could get settled and maybe line up some

part-time work and today I had a job interview and it went well but I didn’t get it so I guess not

that well and then I went home and my apartment building was on fire.” She paused. “Not my

apartment building . . .”Despite the narrative speed and slightly hysterical delivery, Liz was

following. She nodded, her hands folded in front of her like a puzzled but hopeful maître d’. “I

understood what you meant. I can see how that might put a kink in your knickers.”Laura

Costello looked at her cautiously, not entirely certain what knickers were, and sniffed. “So I

called my grandmother for suggestions but she snorted and called me a wuss, and to distract

me told me a friend of mine had cheated on her boyfriend Dave with Other Dave. The one with

the toes.”Liz was clinging to the thread, like the fantasy-genre jockey she was. “The original

Dave was toeless?”Laura shook her head. “No, he has toes, but Other Dave has extra toes.”Liz

raised her voice again. “Polly! Towel!”“And then she said I could always come home, which she

knew would calm me down because obviously that’s not what I want to do.”“Of course not,” said

Liz supportively, though she was beginning to regret even starting this conversation in the first

place. Liz had what you might call resting approachable face, which meant this kind of detailed

personal download got thrust on her all the time. It was a pity, because she really wasn’t very

interested.Laura gathered her long wet hair into a makeshift knot and looked at Liz, wide-eyed.

“So I was wandering around trying to think of what to do and it started raining so I got on the

first bus that came along and here I am.” She was trying to hold it together, and behind her

head the twist of hair was slowly and silently unfurling like a cinnamon bun, expanding in the

heat of the store. “I have no job, no friends, and now no apartment and no dry clothes or

actually any clothes except the ones I’m wearing.” Unexpectedly, she smiled. “But I’m still here

and in another month I’ll start grad school and then I’ll have somewhere to live.” She turned up

her hands. “It’s fine, I’m fine, everything’s fine.” There was a wobble hiding somewhere in her

voice, but it was keeping its head down pretty successfully.At that very minute, Polly Culligan,

one of the employees of the bookstore, turned up with the towel. “Sorry,” she said breathlessly,

“the cat didn’t want to let go.” Then she noticed the drying tears and the soot and the

expression on Liz’s face and raised her voice. “Nina!” she yelled. “Put the kettle on.”• • •Nina

Hill was the co-owner of Knight’s, and a bookish person of the first order. She had been

spending the afternoon going through school reading lists for the year, making sure the store

was completely stocked. True, most local parents would purchase their books online, the

quislings, but you would be surprised how many copies of The Outsiders the store ended up

selling at the last minute (stay gold, Ponyboy). Plus, if a local parent walked in and asked for

The House on Mango Street or The Great Gatsby and some other parent had snatched up the



last copy, there would be hell to pay (and Ebook Tops would pocket the profit). Nina took this

responsibility seriously and had been deep in concentration when the door suddenly burst

open and a tall, damp woman accosted her where she sat. Nina leapt to her feet, yanked out

the earbuds that had prevented her hearing the yelling, the knocking, or the requests for kettle

assistance, and prepared to do battle.“Hello,” said the sudden arrival, who was, of course,

Laura. She looked down. “How did you fracture your wrist?” She’d appeared so abruptly

because the rain had made the door to the office swell, and she’d had to push rather harder

than she’d expected and . . . you can imagine the rest.“I’m sorry,” said Nina. “Are you looking for

a book?” She backed up a little, which caused her to step on the cat, who bit her on the ankle.

Ferdinand had only just recovered from the loss of the towel, and being stepped on was a

bridge too flipping far.“Is it a Colles’ fracture?” asked Laura, still standing there dripping on the

carpet. The thing to know about both Nina and Laura—though they didn’t realize it about each

other at the time—is that they were both women of singular focus. Nina was obsessed with

books, popular culture, movies, and anything meme-able. Laura was obsessed with sports,

bones, muscles, and achieving a full range of motion. Unfortunately, Laura’s specific area of

interest was making her come across as a bit of a nutter. Especially when you added damp,

smoke, and the wild hair that was reminding Nina of Scandinavian Hagrid, which isn’t even a

thing.“I don’t know what kind of fracture it is,” Nina said crossly. “Are you from my health

insurance company?” Her voice was surprisingly deep, and there was zero nonsense in her

tone. Possibly even less than that.Laura frowned. “No.”“Are you from the city?” LA’s

Occupational Safety and Health Division didn’t normally get involved in nonwork-related

incidents, but Nina was taking no chances.“No.” Laura took a step back and stomped on Polly,

who was right behind her. She squeaked, but had more self-control than the store cat and

didn’t bite Laura at all.“Hey, Cerberus,” growled Liz dryly from beyond Laura’s shoulder, “this

person needs a cup of tea, not an interrogation.”“Liz?” said Nina.“Yes,” replied her friend and

business partner, pushing past Laura, who seemed to be frozen in place. “Who else would it

be? This is not a surprise attack, an insurance checkup, or even a random piece of Dada

performance art, it’s a damp customer who’s having a bad day and needs a cup of tea.” She

bustled over to the kettle, flicking it on and turning around to raise her eyebrows at Nina.

“Remember those people who sometimes come between you and your tidy shelves? The ones

we depend upon for our livelihood?”“Oh,” said Nina, squinting dubiously at Laura. “Yes . . . I

remember them.”Laura looked at the small, slender young woman in the fifties fit-and-flare

dress and immediately worried they weren’t going to get on. Nina was the kind of hip, geek-chic

girl who’d looked over her vintage-framed glasses in high school and made Laura feel

oversized and clumsy. “Sorry,” said Laura, “I probably should have introduced myself before

asking about your wrist, but I’m training to be a physical therapist and a cast always catches

my eye.” She dropped her gaze to underline her nonthreatening status and immediately started

being jealous of Nina’s shoes, which were small and beaded. She had always wished she were

“quirky” enough to wear vintage clothes, but she’d never been able to pull it off.Nina looked

mollified. “Well, I’m sorry for leaping to the conclusion that you were a health insurance

spy.”“That’s a thing?” asked Polly, whose expression suggested she was imagining something

far more exciting than the reality.Nina looked strangely pleased to answer. “Are you kidding?

Insurance fraud—not counting health insurance—costs the industry over forty billion dollars a

year. Health insurance fraud on its own is more like seventy billion.” Nina raised her eyebrows.

“And while life insurance dates back to the burial societies of ancient Greece and Rome, we

also have evidence of insurance fraud dating back to the first century AD, which, if you think

about it—”“Enough trivia chatter,” interrupted Liz, “I need tea.”• • •Ten minutes later Nina still



hadn’t explained how she’d hurt herself. To be fair, that ten minutes had been taken up by

Laura explaining about the fire, the apartment, the job . . . but Nina had made the tea left-

handed without spilling, so Laura estimated she’d been in the cast at least a month.“Thanks,”

Laura said, taking the tea. “But seriously, how did you fracture your wrist? I really want to

know.” She was sitting on a table at the back of the office, having politely asked the cat to

move. The cat was beyond peevish by that point, and Liz had to intervene and give up her

chair.Nina rolled her eyes and said, “It’s a super-boring story. I slipped getting out of the shower

and my hand slid into the base of the toilet and bent the wrong way. Very elegant. The slapping

sound of my wet butt cheeks hitting the tile will be the sound effect for every embarrassment I

ever experience from here on out. It sounded like someone thwacking a porpoise with a

flyswatter.”Laura gazed at Nina and felt her jaw wanting to drop open. Laura had grown up in

an opinionated and vocal family, probably more than most, but Nina didn’t talk like anyone

she’d ever met and it was freaking her out. Nina’s pattern of speech was so quick and confident

that Laura mentally withdrew a little. She herself was more of a doer than a sayer. At least,

that’s what her grandma used to tell her when she’d faltered into silence in the middle of a

sentence again. Her tongue got tied and her brothers laughed, and she . . . couldn’t.“I don’t

think it’s a boring injury story,” said Liz. “It’s like the librarian in Library Lion.” All three

booksellers then smiled in exactly the same way. Not in a creepy Children of the Corn/Stepford

Wives way, but from habit.Laura frowned. “Is that a book?” No flies on you, Costello, she chided

herself. Here you are . . . in a bookshop.“It’s a wonderful children’s book about a lion that comes

to the library.” There was a pause, then Liz added, “Nina would read it to you, but I warn you,

she’ll cry at the end.”They all looked at Nina, who Laura would not have thought was an easy

crier, and she shrugged.“Sorry, happy endings make me weepy. Sue me. There is a classic

John Hancock commercial . . . Grandma can have my room . . .” She shook her head and

looked at Laura, ready to change the subject. “You and I are not the same size, but—don’t take

this the wrong way—I have some of my boyfriend’s clean clothes at my house, and his

sweatpants are at least dry.” She shuddered. “I do not enjoy wearing damp clothing. They made

us swim in middle school and you had to dress fast before next class, and pulling knee socks

onto wet legs is surprisingly overwhelming.” She closed her eyes briefly, and added, “I’ll run

home right now and grab them. I live super close.”“You know,” said Polly, “this is why I keep half

my wardrobe in the back of my car. You never know when you’re going to need a new

ensemble.”“She didn’t drive,” said Liz. “She took the bus.”“She what?” asked Polly, frowning.

“Where’s your car? Did it burn, too?”Laura shook her head. “No, I don’t have a car. I’ve only

been here a week or two, I keep meaning to get around to it.”Polly was aghast. “You need a car

in LA,” she said. “I mean, loads of people use public transport, but it’s not like New York . . . it

doesn’t actually work.”Nina shook her head. “You’re wrong, the MTA averages over a million

trips a day and there are over two thousand buses on the streets, though probably not all at

once.” Then she shrugged. “Anyhoo, I’ll go get you dry clothes and then we can have a very

typical Los Angeles conversation about the relative merits of freeways and surface streets.”

She headed out the door.“Thanks,” said Laura dubiously, unsure how she could contribute to

such a conversation. “You guys are being very nice to me.”“Slow afternoon,” said Liz, adding

fresh hot water to her tea. She peered out of the office to check the store, but there were only

two regulars who would yell if they needed her. Liz was dressed in black, which was her

preferred hue, and her T-shirt read I would prefer not to, which was confusing because she’d

been exceptionally obliging so far. Laura could feel the beginnings of a headache.Polly started

bouncing up and down. “Oh my god, I can’t believe I didn’t think of this sooner. You can come

and stay with me!” She corrected herself, “Well, not with me literally, but in the house where I



live. Last week a tenant left to go on tour and his room is available.” Polly was blond like Laura,

but where Laura was all shades of fawn and gold and caramel, Polly was the palest straw, with

blue eyes that saw excitement and drama everywhere. She was wearing rainbow-striped tights

under a purple corduroy miniskirt, with yellow boots and a T-shirt with a Twinkie on it. It was a

look.Liz frowned. “On tour with what?”Polly shrugged. “Jesus Christ Superstar? Does it

matter?” Polly was not a detail-oriented person. She was a big-picture thinker. An idea

person.“Not especially,” said Liz. “Simply adding color to my day.” Liz liked ideas as well as the

next guy, but also enjoyed getting lost in the weeds.Laura was still feeling bedraggled, though

the tea was helping. “Where do you live?” she asked Polly.“Very close, in Hancock Park,” said

Polly. “It’s a great place, you’ll love it. It’s a big old house and the owner lives there and rents

out rooms.” She grinned, kicking her sunny Doc Martens as she perched on the desk. “Her kids

grew up and she got bored on her own. She’s a trip.”Takes one to know one, thought Laura.

“How big a place?” she asked curiously.“Oh, big. There are five bedrooms,” replied Polly. “Not

including the landlord’s own space, but she has a whole floor.” She counted on her fingers.

“Maggie has the top floor, she’s the owner, then on the second floor there are three bedrooms,

and on the ground floor there are two. I guess they weren’t bedrooms to start with, they were a

dining room and a sitting room, but now they’re bedrooms.” She smiled at Laura. “We share the

kitchen and garden and there’s a pool and pets and it’s great.”“I don’t know . . .” said Laura,

feeling nervous about having roommates, especially ones who were so quick to take strangers

home. “I don’t think I even have enough money for a deposit. I mean, I have savings, but first,

last, and security . . .” She pulled a card from her pocket. “The landlord of the apartment

building was there, and he said he’d pay for a hotel for a few nights. Maybe I should call him.”

The card was wet, but the number was still legible. “I mean, you don’t even know me, I could be

a serial killer.”Polly laughed. “I doubt it, they’re pretty rare.”Liz snorted darkly. “Or maybe they

only rarely get caught, did you think about that?”“Nope,” said Polly. “Besides, there’s something

about her shoes that says reliable.” They all looked down at Laura’s admittedly sensible Hoka

running shoes. Polly pulled out her phone and started dialing. “I’ll call my landlady right

now.”Laura opened her mouth to object but caught Liz’s eye. The older woman shook her

head.“You can’t stop her once she gets going,” she said, getting to her feet and heading off to

sell books to word-hungry customers. “Accept your fate, rest here, and dry off.”She and Polly

left, pulling the door mostly closed behind them. Laura looked at the cat. The cat looked at her.

Neither of them said anything, Laura because she didn’t speak cat and the cat because she

was mentally composing a letter to her senator.TWOAn hour and a half later, dressed in a very

soft pair of sweatpants and a hooded sweatshirt that said Fight Evil, Read Books on the front,

Laura found herself sitting next to Polly on the way home. Polly had one of those adorable,

bright orange Fiat 500s, and as her place was less than a mile away, the trip was mercifully

brief. Laura was a nervous passenger but she did a good job of hiding it. Largely because Polly

wasn’t paying any attention to her but was instead providing a potted history of the

neighborhood.In the 1920s an oil baron called George Hancock developed the area of Los

Angeles that still bears his name. Hancock Park remains one of the city’s wealthiest

neighborhoods, and Laura found her jaw scraping the neatly manicured sidewalks as Polly

pulled up and parked on August Boulevard.Laura had taken one of those bus tours of Beverly

Hills when she’d first arrived in LA, and there the wealth faced the street and announced itself

in expensive finishes and architectural details. In this neighborhood, five miles to the east, the

wealth was hidden behind high walls and even higher hedges, all of it a deep dark green that

made it clear the gardeners weren’t concerned with saving water. In Los Angeles, a city built in

the desert, the deep green of lawns and trees is a better indicator of true wealth than the pale



green of dollars.Polly lived in the largest house on the block, not that any of them were small. It

looked like it had been moved directly from the South of France, the stone a soft butter yellow,

the slate roof interrupted by three sets of dormers thrown open to catch the early evening

breeze, the windows deeply set and mullioned. Roses clambered across the front and draped

themselves lazily over windows and doorways. It was, without doubt, the most beautiful house

Laura had ever seen. The front garden had no fence, and sloped generously down to the

street, but a large gate at the side separated the driveway.Polly had gotten out of her car and

came over and smiled at her. “Nice, right?” She sighed. “I love it here. I lived in Studio City

when I first got to LA, but Maggie was a customer at the bookstore, and we got to know each

other. When a room opened up, she let me know. That’s how she does it, all word of mouth.”As

they approached the house, loud barking sounded from inside. More than one dog.“By the

way,” said Polly, inexplicably lowering her voice and leaning closer, “I told Maggie we’ve known

each other for years.”“Why?” said Laura. “I don’t even know your last name.”“It’s Culligan,” said

Polly, “but you call me the Polmeister.”“I do?”“Yes,” said Polly, her voice still low, “it came to me

when I was telling Maggie about you.” She frowned at Laura. “She goes by gut, but likes

references. You’re not actually a serial killer, are you?”“No,” said Laura. “I’m a grad student.”“So

was Ted Bundy.” Polly pondered, “I don’t suppose you’ve ever done improv?”“No,” said Laura.

She looked hopeful. “I was part of the theater club at school.”Polly perked up. “Acting?”Laura

shook her head. “No . . . lighting crew.”“Oh.” Polly looked disappointed. “Well, go with it.”Laura

wondered if she was overtired, because normally she would have balked, but she nodded and

walked into the house. There was something very . . . convincing . . . about Polly.The barking

stopped instantly when they closed the front door, and a medium-sized dog waved a plumy tail

and greeted Laura politely. He or she looked like a small Irish wolfhound, but speckly. Dogs

always make things better, thought Laura, reaching down to pet him.“This is Herbert,” said

Polly. “He’s one of Maggie’s dogs. There’s another one somewhere, and a cat . . . You’re not

allergic, are you?”Laura shook her head, looking around. The interior of the house was dark

and cool and very simple. Laura had never been to England, but this house reminded her of

every Masterpiece Theater show she’d ever binged. It smelled of fresh flowers, orange oil, and,

distantly, baking bread. Heaven probably smelled like this. It was clearly a family home, and

worn in places, but there were few photos or knickknacks around to suggest the presence of

children. She was going to ask Polly for more information, but then they were in the kitchen and

an older woman was coming forward and smiling.“Hi there,” she said, holding out her hand.

“You must be Polly’s friend Laura, how are you? I’m Maggie Morse, I’m Polly’s landlord.” She

laughed, as if the very idea was funny, then said, “Polly told me about the fire, how awful. That

was literally today?” Her expression went from amusement to sympathy in the flicker of an eye;

her face was as mobile as a child’s. She was tall, though not as tall as Laura, with big brown

eyes, short dark hair shot with gray, laugh lines and wrinkles and no makeup. If you had a

problem and were scanning a crowd looking for help, hers was the face you’d stop at.Laura

shook her hand. “Yes, this morning. I’d left already, so I missed it breaking out, fortunately. By

the time I got back this afternoon, it was extinguished and roped off.”Maggie clicked her tongue.

“What did the landlord say?” She turned and flicked on a kettle, much as Liz had done

earlier.Laura shrugged. “He was there, he was handing out his business card and offered to

pay for everyone to stay in a hotel while he sorted out the insurance.” She thought of the

landlord’s sad and anxious face, like a basset hound who’d watched his investment go up in

smoke (basset hounds are big speculators, surprisingly). “Not all the apartments were burned,

but everything was damaged.” The smell of bread was much stronger in here, with an

undercurrent of good red wine, and she looked around for somewhere to sit. Then she realized



they weren’t alone.The kitchen was generous and ran along the back of the house, opening

onto a larger back garden than Laura had expected. The walls were yellow; the counters were

pine. A long table, not fancy, but rough like a farmhouse kitchen table, was set for dinner. Two

other people were already sitting at it, munching bread and watching Laura and Polly with

interest.Maggie reached up into a cabinet for a glass. “Do you want some wine?”“I have brandy

in my room,” said one of the people at the table, a man with a long beard and twinkly eyes.

“That might be better.” He was wearing an extremely well-cut three-piece suit, which was

confusing with the beard, and Laura found herself struggling to decide which external clue was

more useful.“Wine is fine, thanks,” said Laura shyly, giving up on categorizing. She actually

didn’t like drinking very much, but it seemed impolite to say no.“Since when do you have

brandy?” the young woman at the table asked the bearded guy. “We played Scrabble last week,

you didn’t offer me any.”“I was already struggling to keep up,” replied the man. “If I’d brought

alcohol into the mix, it would have been all over.”The young woman laughed and smiled at

Laura. “I’m Anna, I don’t suppose you play Scrabble at all?” She was older than Laura, maybe

thirty. Her skin was dark, her hair even darker. Although her expression was serious, her eyes

had a definite twinkle, and Laura was sorry to disappoint her. About the Scrabble, that is.“Not

very well,” she replied. “Sorry.”Maggie had been watching Laura’s face, and now she raised her

eyebrows. “Is wine what you actually want, or perhaps a cup of tea would be better? I’m

already boiling the kettle for myself.”Another cup of tea was exactly what Laura wanted, and

she nodded gratefully. Maggie bustled away, her shapeless charcoal linen dress wrinkled in the

back, its pockets usually full of dog treats, judging by Herbert’s close attendance. She

reminded Laura of an anthropology professor friend of her parents’, a frequent and welcome

visitor. She’d always worn a highly pocketed fishing vest containing items ranging from pens to

arrowheads to, one time, memorably, a light-up keychain of the Venus of Willendorf that played

the eighties Bananarama classic “Venus.”The bearded guy waved at Laura from the other end

of the table. “I’m Jay Libby, everyone calls me Libby.”“I’m not super good at names,” said Laura,

which wasn’t actually true. She was extremely good at names, but the thought of adding

anything more to her head right then was overwhelming. She felt herself starting to tremble

slightly.Maggie appeared with a cup of tea. “I went ahead and did regular British tea with milk

and sugar, it’s really the best thing for shock.”“And,” said Polly, pouring herself a glass of

chocolate milk, “it has so much tannin in it that when they dig up old British bodies, their

stomachs are like little leather bags.” The room fell silent. “Sorry,” said Polly, “Nina told me that

and it kind of stuck.” She took a sip of milk and waved the glass. “I’m going upstairs to get

changed. You good for a bit, Laura?”Laura nodded, and Polly disappeared. Laura forced herself

to take a sip, despite the steam rising from her cup. If hot tannins would help, she was all for

them, leathery tummy or not.Maggie went back to poking about on the stove, where something

delicious was cooking, and Anna and Libby went back to their conversation. It was about a

show Laura hadn’t seen, so she let her attention wander. This was clearly the busiest room in

the house, and the copper pans hanging above the island looked like they got a lot of use.

Laura felt her heart rate slowing, her panic abating. Most of the details of this room were

different from her own childhood kitchen, but there were enough similarities to offer

touchstones: a recipe card box, a blue cylinder of salt—she’d dressed as that little girl for

Halloween one year—a jelly jar with loose change in it.Herbert the dog was standing to one

side of the oven, watching Maggie stirring and tasting. Everything about him was relaxed apart

from his eyebrows, which tracked his lady’s every move. There, thought Laura, is a dog who

knows the value of patience. She heard a click and looked.“Your rice cooker is finished,” she

said to Maggie, then blushed. “Sorry, you probably noticed already.”Maggie reached over and



unplugged the rice cooker. “Nope, totally didn’t, thanks.” She looked over her shoulder at Laura

and smiled. “Do you want to help me?”Laura jumped up. She took great comfort in being

occupied, being useful.Maggie pointed to a wall cabinet. “The bowls are the big ones in there,

blue and white.” She paused. “Or whatever there is, they don’t all match.”Actually none of them

matched, though several were blue and white. Laura counted heads and came up with five.

She put the bowls on the counter. “Forks and knives?”“Forks and spoons,” replied Maggie. “Top

drawer near the table.”Polly reappeared, carrying a plush-coated gray cat. “Oliver was in my

room again,” she said, sounding mildly annoyed.“How is that possible?” asked Maggie, fluffing

the rice with a fork. “You shut your door, didn’t you?” She waved her wooden spoon. “Come and

get it.”“Yes,” said Polly, “but there he was, smack-dab in the middle of the bed, like a fluffy gray

brioche.” She shook the cat gently; he squeezed his eyes at her. “Shedding!” She dropped him

gently on the floor, where he re-smoothed himself and sauntered off, unconcerned.“I guess he

came through the window,” said Libby, standing up to get a bowl. “I saw him studying the ficus

tree on that side the other day. Was your window open?” He sidled past Laura, peering into the

pot. “Yes, chili, precisely what the doctor ordered.”“Cilantro, sour cream, and cheese in the

fridge,” said Maggie, looking at Polly, who was closest.Polly pulled the containers out and set

them down on the counter, looking for a spoon. “Yes, my window was open, but that’s because

I live on the second floor and had mistaken Oliver for an elderly cat, rather than a fur-suited

ninja who scales walls and climbs trees. My mistake.” She looked at Laura. “Dude, you should

grab a bowl and dig in before Libby steals it all.”“It’s not stealing,” said Maggie. “It’s sharing.”

She smiled at Laura. “But she’s right, please don’t stand on ceremony.”Laura helped herself

and discovered she was ravenous. She sat down at the table and started to eat, feeling better

with every mouthful. It wasn’t long before everyone else joined her.Then the questioning began.

It started innocently enough.“So, Laura,” said Maggie, around a mouthful of chili, “where did

you grow up?”“New York.”“State or city?” asked Anna.Laura smiled. “Both.”Maggie frowned. “So

how did you and Polly get to know each other?” She turned to Polly. “You said at college?”Polly

shook her head. “No, we met after.” She turned to Laura, an expression of complete innocence

on her face. “I’m not sure I even know where you went to college.”“Columbia.”“Polly said you’re

a physical therapist?” Libby asked curiously.Laura shook her head. “Not yet, that’s why I’m

here, to go to graduate school. My undergraduate degree is in biology.”“Huh,” said Libby.

“Mine’s in ancient history.” He reached for more cheese. “Less useful, probably.”“So, how did

you two become friends?” Maggie was not to be deflected.“We met online first,” said Polly, with

her back to them, over by the oven. She radiated nonchalance, and Laura worried she’d come

home with a sociopath. “On Amphibinet. We enjoy a shared love of amphibians.”Short pause.

Everyone swiveled to look at Laura.She smiled and nodded, silently. Oh good lord, Polly’s a

lunatic.“And then she came to town for ReptileCon a few years ago and the rest is history.”The

pause deepened, if that’s possible. Laura was red-faced and had stopped eating. Libby and

Anna were watching, their spoons held in midair.“Really?” said Maggie thoughtfully. “I thought

you said amphibians.”“Amphibians and reptiles, yes,” said Polly, still looking as if she’d just

come from rescuing orphans and baby birds. “We love them all.”“I had literally no idea.” Maggie

looked at her, then Laura, then back to Polly. “What’s the difference between a salamander and

a gecko?” she asked.“It depends who you’re asking,” replied Polly defensively.Maggie’s lips

twitched, but she turned back to Laura and said, “You’ll tell me the truth. What’s the deal?”Polly

gave up. “Don’t blame Laura,” she said. “It was all my idea.”“Shocking,” said Maggie dryly.“We

met for the first time today,” Polly explained. “But she was all wet and lost and sad and I felt

bad, and what’s-his-name left to go on tour last week, so I thought . . .”“That’s right,” said Anna.

“What did he go on tour with?”“Evita?” said Polly, shrugging.Maggie was still frowning. “You



thought maybe she could stay here?”Laura was mortified. “I’m sorry, Maggie.”Maggie smiled at

her. “It’s fine, Polly loves a story. She can’t help herself. She lives in a rich fantasy world. It’s

part of her charm.”Polly turned up her palms and grinned. “Sorry! I thought you might be more

open to it if she wasn’t a complete stranger.”Anna laughed. “So, how long have you actually

known each other?”Laura swallowed. “I walked into the bookstore around four p.m.”Everyone

looked at the huge kitchen clock hanging next to the sink. Half past seven.“Nearly four hours,”

said Maggie, getting up for more food. “Sounds good to me.”THREEWhen Laura followed

Maggie into the available downstairs bedroom and saw the floor-to-ceiling windows, the deep

rose walls, and the pink-and-cream flowery rug, she was filled with an incredible sense of

peace. Her childhood home had been very cramped, and privacy had been fleeting. The studio

apartment she’d had for the last week or so had been affordable but boxy, a seventies cube

with little charm. This was a whole different ball of wax, an elegant, spacious room with high

ceilings and long velvet curtains the color of a cold dog’s nose. Assuming the nose was pink to

start with.She looked around and paused. “Wait, is that a real fireplace?”Maggie laughed. “Yes.

The animals will be forever underfoot when winter rolls around.” She smiled. “Although I guess

you’ll be in student housing then.”Laura was surprised. “It gets cold enough to have a

fire?”Maggie nodded. “Sure, it can be chilly in the evenings, you’ll see.” She walked over to

close the curtains in the room. “I know it’s hard to imagine right now, but Los Angeles does

have different seasons: There are three days of spring every May, an unpredictable and

unpleasantly hot summer from then until three days of crisp and lovely fall sometime in

November, then an unpredictable and unpleasantly chilly winter until the three-day spring rolls

around again.”Laura laughed. “Well, New York isn’t much better: Spring and fall last a month

each and make you certain there’s no better city on earth, then summer and winter are brutal

and exhausting. Precisely when you decide it’s time to leave once and for all, spring or fall

shows up and you forget the pain all over again.”Maggie made a face. “I’ve known relationships

like that.” She turned to survey the room. “The furniture is nothing fancy, but hopefully you’ll be

comfortable here.” She leaned against the door and folded her arms. “Here’s the scoop. I rent

out rooms because I like the company and extra income, but how much time you spend with

the rest of us is totally up to you. I make dinner most nights, but not all, and if you want to join

us you need to text me before noon.”“How does everyone . . .”Maggie was clearly used to this

conversation. “Pay for it? Dinner? Everyone throws a ten in the jar if they’re there, doesn’t

worry about it if they’re not. So far it’s worked out. I’ll let you know if you owe me money, but

you’ll have to take my word for it because I don’t keep receipts or give it that much thought.”

She tipped her head to one side. “The rooms downstairs are bigger, but you share the

bathroom, which only has a shower. If you want to take an actual bath in a real tub, the

bathroom’s upstairs.” She mentioned a figure for rent that was much lower than Laura had

been paying (though that rent had included an unshared bathroom, a kitchenette the size of a

pack of cards, and all the cockroaches she cared to entertain). “I don’t take a deposit because I

don’t like keeping track and want to be able to throw people out immediately and even

capriciously, if I so choose. There’s no contract, it’s only me.” She sighed. “It’s definitely illegal,

Los Angeles is pretty strict about these things, don’t tell the mayor.”“I don’t know what he looks

like.”“Lucky for me. Washer and dryer are off the kitchen, you’ll have to get your own detergent

and stuff.”“So, Polly’s upstairs, and Libby and Anna . . . ?”“Also upstairs, and the other guy

downstairs is Bob Polanco. He’s a gardener who moved in three months ago.” She raised an

eyebrow. “You’ll be sharing the downstairs bathroom with him, as I said, and I have zero

tolerance for bathroom disorder. He knows Polly, too, not sure how, but lots of people know

Polly. We don’t see him very much, and when we do see him, he tends to be in the garden.”



She turned to leave, adding, “Not like a gnome or anything, he takes care of the garden as part

of his rent. If you want to lock your door, I can give you a key, but most people don’t.” Maggie’s

brown eyes twinkled and crinkled at the edges. “Welcome to our house. I enjoy new tenants,

I’m always around if you need me.”Laura turned to face the room again. “Thank you so much,

Maggie,” she said. “It’s a beautiful room.”Maggie smiled. “Yes, it’s one of my favorites. Wait till

you see the garden, Bob’s a genius, even if he doesn’t say a lot.” She turned to leave. “Do you

need to borrow sheets?”“No, I’m going on a Target run with Polly.” Laura blushed. “I’m really

sorry about earlier.”Maggie laughed. “Don’t worry about it, I’m not. Most people are relatively

decent, and many of them are wonderful, I’ve discovered. However, even if you’re an asshole,

you’re only here for a month or so.” She stepped into the hall but paused when Laura said her

name. “Yes?”“Did you know,” asked Laura, “that Maggie Morse was an extremely important

twentieth-century ornithologist?”“No,” said Maggie. “Really?”“Yes,” said Laura. “My parents are

bird people, so . . .”“Huh.” Maggie started to smile, but Laura saw it coming.“I meant

ornithologists, not half-person, half-bird.”“Disappointing,” said Maggie, closing the door.• • •A

little while later, Polly and Laura stood inside the entrance to Target, each leaning on a cart.“I

don’t need a cart, really,” said Polly, casually scratching the back of one leg with the other foot,

“but the thing with Target is there is always something . . . ideal.” Polly quickly wheeled right and

left like a cartoon race driver. “Which way? On the right we have women’s clothing,

accessories, shoes, and sportswear, straight ahead we have cosmetics, housewares, and—

ultimately—the grocery section.” Polly clearly spent a lot of time at Target, and who could

blame her?“I need a little bit of all of it,” said Laura, heading right, “but if we start with clothes,

then I’ll have time to come to my senses at the end.”“It’s the shopping that’s fun, not the

spending per se,” agreed Polly. “I see we understand each other.”FINAL

TALLY:LAURA:Dressing gown: fluffy.Slippers: fluffy.Underwear: not fluffy.Usual bathroom stuff:

shampoo, conditioner, shower gel, mascara, lip balm, gray eye pencil, cover stick.
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Bookworman, “Yay! Another great story from Abbi Waxman!. Not only do we get to see more

of my favorite characters from "Nina Hill" and "Garden of Small Beginnings", but there are great

new characters who are just as likeable plus a heartwarming love story with a lot of snarky

dialogue and LOL factoids.Very enjoyable.A scattering of profanity and surprisingly no sex

scenes.I now have to go back a re-read the prior two books! Well, after I listen to this one on

audio.Highly recommend reading this one.”

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eaoo/OPMw/LMxm/Adult-Assembly-Required-Abbi-Waxman


Abbi Waxman, “Love this book!. Okay, I'm the "patient husband" listed in Abbi's bio so there's

some small chance of bias, but I really do love this one and think you will too!”

The Reading Chick, “Just the right amount of quirky reality!. After recovering from a debilitating

car accident, Laura Costello moves across family to get away from her over protective family.

After barely moving in, her apartment burns down and she gets caught in a downpour outside

a bookstore in Larchmont Village, a community located in the heart of Los Angeles. She meets

the ladies in the bookstore, Nina, Liz, and Polly, and they take her in. Polly taking her home to

live in an available room in the large home she rents in Highland Park, just down the street.

There Laura meets Bob, or Impossibly Handsome Bob, as her new friends call him. He’s just

as they claim, Impossibly Handsome, but he’s also impossibly awkward, shy, and

uncomfortable. In Laura he finds someone with the same interests and who has a calmness

that soothes his nervous mind. This novel centers on their story, but also includes the

interesting characters who surround them.Having lived in Los Angeles, I always find Abbi

Waxman’s novels nostalgic. I grew up in southern California so there are a lot of little notes that

only someone from that area would truly understand. For example, when there’s an earthquake

you have an instinct for the score and if it’s lower than a 4.0 it’s nothing of note. You just get on

with your life. Laura, our main protagonist is getting over PTSD from a bad car accident and is

from the east coast, so an earthquake rock her world a little harder than it does our other

characters who may shrug one off if it’s doesn’t really do any lasting damage. Other very LA

things like traffic, bad drivers, weather, and thrift shopping make an appearance and make this

novel feel very much an LA novel. So, I love that.You can’t but fall in love with both Laura and

Bob. They are very subtle characters who have an ease and calm that is very soothing to a

reader. In some books that might be boring, but with all of the outlandish characters

surrounding them, their calm interactions were kind of zen moments that brought the entire

novel together. The pace of their love story was very fitting to their characterizations as well

with the zaniness of what was going on around them, plus other characters self-journeys

creating a tension that propelled the book forward allowing us to love Laura and Bob at the

pace they needed to be loved.I’ve read all of Abbi Waxman’s novels and each has been

unique. I’ve liked some better than others, but none as much as The Garden of Small

Beginnings, her debut novel. However, Adult Assembly Required has had the same ease as

this author’s first novel, so I’d rate it my second favorite. Something they both share is one

small child, Clare, who has got to be the funniest characterization of a child I’ve ever read.

Clare is zany and bright and whenever she’s in a scene I just know I’m going to get a laugh or

two. I laughed my way through The Garden of Small Beginnings and she gave me quite a few

chuckles in Adult Assembly Required as well. I can only hope that at some point Clare grows

up and we get a novel from her perspective because it would be so much fun! In this novel she

was the perfect counterpoint to Laura’s assured calmness and made me like Laura even

more.If you like zany characters, great friendships, and quirky romances I think you should give

this novel a try. It was great. I received a copy of this book through NetGalley for my honest

review and it was honest!”

Lynn Latimer, “Quirky Good Fun. Laura Costello moved across the country to Los Angeles

from New York in order to escape her domineering academic family, start a graduate PT

program, and essentially put her life back together after a devastating car accident derailed her

mental and physical strength and fitness. Only one week after the big stressful move, Laura’s

newly rented apartment burns down freaking her out and sending a rain-soaked, weeping



Laura into Nina Hill’s bookstore. Nina and her employee, Polly, embrace Laura immediately

with Polly deciding impulsively that Laura should come live in the house where she resides that

is illegally rented out to borders. Maggie, the owner of the lovely house and gardens, has

assembled an ersatz family from the men and women staying there including Incredibly

Handsome Bob who is also so shy he has trouble getting words out unless he is talking about

his work as a gardener/landscaper.Though she is attracted to Bob and he to her, Laura has

just gotten out of a long-term engagement with an ex who has not gotten the memo she is

done. Laura has a lot of issues to deal including being able to ride in and even eventually drive

a car because panic attack central happens to her in those circumstances. She has come a

long way but has far to go so that Laura is very resistant to any kind of relationship other than

friendship. As a slow-burn romance, Laura and Bob’s getting together is a barely lit candle for

most of the book and of course, everyone around them can see it with the exception of the

clueless couple who have everything in common but apparently the sense to see the obvious.

Laura’s erstwhile ex-fiancé showing up to cause trouble does not help.Laura is an action kind

of gal who likes to keep moving physically which is something her brainiac family, who are a

bunch of professors, cannot understand nor do they support it hence her leaving the family

nest (both parents are Ph.D. bird experts) and try to make it on her own. Bob’s shyness is such

a detriment that despite his good looks, he has not been able to maintain any girlfriend’s

interest for long. As housemates, Laura and Bob find they enjoy being buddies though neither

one is really satisfied with that, but they are both too scared to ask for more.Fans of THE

BOOKISH LIFE OF NINA HILL will be happy to see Nina’s motley crew of employees and trivia

team. Nina ropes Laura into her squad as a sports authority since with Nina and athletics,

never the twain shall meet. With the new characters and previous ones, Ms. Waxman has

crafted a finely entertaining and enjoyable story that was a mostly fun read. My main frustration

was the molasses like quality of the almost never developing relationship between Laura and

Bob. These quirky characters set in the backdrop of Los Angeles, the land of fruits and nuts will

please readers who enjoy Ms. Waxman’s quirky style of writing.”
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