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Chapter 1: The Last Day






A gray dawn spread over the city, reflecting off glass towers that didn't exist twenty years ago. On Maple Street, squeezed between a parking garage and a coffee shop, the old bookstore sits quietly, waiting for its last day.

David Porter sits in his truck across the street, holding a cup of coffee that's gone cold. He’s been here half an hour, just watching. The building looks worn out: three stories of brick, narrow windows, peeling wood trim, and a crooked gutter. He never really noticed it before the auction sign went up, even though he drove by countless times.

His phone buzzes. Text from his daughter: He closes the message without replying. At sixteen, his daughter has learned how to say a lot by saying nothing at all. He asked if she wanted to have dinner this week. That was her response.

A folded newspaper with auction listings marked in blue ink sits on the passenger seat. He might need a kitchen table, maybe a few chairs. He needs furniture for his new apartment, which still doesn’t feel like home. The divorce was finalized three months ago, and he’s still unpacking.

Across the street, someone props open the bookstore’s front door. A woman in a navy coat stands on the sidewalk, studying the building as if she wants to remember every detail. She touches the doorframe before going in. The gesture makes David’s chest feel a tinge of emotion. He climbs out of the truck.

Inside, the bookstore smells of old paper, dust, and something he can’t quite name—maybe time itself. The front room is deeper than it seemed from outside, with shelves from floor to ceiling and books packed in every space. Sunlight filters through the windows in long, dusty beams.

An older man stands alone in the center of the room, maybe around eighty, with neatly combed white hair and a cardigan with patched elbows. He touches the shelves gently, the way someone might touch a loved one’s face when saying goodbye.

"Excuse me." David speaks softly. It doesn’t feel right to raise his voice in this place. There's something about it that is almost like a religious experience. 

The old man looks up. His eyes are red.

"Auction starts at ten," he says. "Still got twenty minutes."

"I'm early."

"Most folks are." The man runs his hand along a shelf one more time, then walks toward the back of the store. His footsteps fade into the maze of books and dust.

David walks through the aisles with his hands in his pockets. He tries to remember the last time he was in a bookstore. It’s been years. He used to read often, back when he taught English at the community college, before his ex-wife became pregnant and they needed more income. That was before he learned to frame houses and pour concrete, before life became too complicated for stories.

The shelves are packed tightly with books—poetry, history, and novels with cracked spines and yellowed pages. There’s a section of leather-bound classics with gold lettering nearly worn away. Someone cared for these books. Someone made sure they stayed here.

"Excuse me."

He turns and sees the woman from outside standing in the aisle, still wearing her navy coat. Up close, she looks younger than he expected, maybe in her late thirties. Her dark hair is pulled back, her face has no makeup, and her eyes look like she’s been crying.

"Sorry." She squeezes past him to reach a shelf, takes down a book, traces the spine with her finger, and then puts it back.

"You a collector?" David asks.

"No." She keeps her eyes on the shelf. "My grandmother used to bring me here when I was little. Before she died."

"I'm sorry."

"It was a long time ago." She moves to the next shelf. "I just wanted to see the place one more time before it’s gone."

David nods, unsure how to respond.

Voices drift in from the front as the auction crew moves furniture and sets up folding chairs, the sounds of work echoing through the store. The woman in the navy coat walks back toward the entrance without saying anything else.

David lingers in the aisles a bit longer. Near the storage room, he finds the old man again, standing in a doorway and looking up at a narrow, steep staircase that leads to the upper floors.

"You grew up here." David isn’t sure why he says it, but it feels true.

The old man doesn't seem surprised by the question. "My grandfather opened this store in 1924. My father ran it after him. I was born in the apartment upstairs. Learned to walk in these aisles."

"I’m sorry the store is closing."

"Things end." The man’s voice is steady. "You can’t fight economics. You can’t fight time." He looks at David for the first time. "I’m Walter Finn."

"David Porter."

They shake hands. Walter’s grip is firm.

"Your grandfather have a good run?"

"Ninety-two years." Walter smiles, though his eyes stay sad. "Not bad for a bookstore."

The voices at the front grow louder as someone tests a microphone. More people fill the building, ready to take parts of it home. Walter glances up the staircase once more, then walks toward the front room. David follows him.

Rows of folding chairs fill the room, maybe sixty in all, and half are already occupied. The woman in the navy coat sits in the middle, holding her purse tightly in her lap. David sits in the back row with his arms crossed. His phone buzzes in his pocket, but he ignores it.

The auction crew brings in bushel baskets overflowing with books—old and new, some with missing covers or loose pages. They’ll sell them by the basket for five or ten dollars, whatever people offer. A century of collecting is now reduced to bulk lots. The baskets look as fragile as the old books. 

At the front, a podium stands ready. Behind it is the large painted sign that once hung outside, six feet tall and showing an old man reading in a leather chair. It’s beautifully done, but it already has a sold sticker on it.  What did it go for? He doesn't know but he thinks it was about $200.

The auctioneer steps up, a tall man in a suit with a microphone headset and a thick clipboard. He taps the microphone twice.

"Good morning, folks. Let's get started."

Walter stands against the back wall, the only one not sitting. His jaw moves as if he’s trying to say something but can’t.

David checks his phone. It’s 10:02. Another text from his daughter: "Whatever, Dad."

He puts the phone away and watches as the auctioneer starts calling numbers. The last auction has begun.








