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        A good bookshop is just a genteel Black Hole that knows how to read

        —Terry Pratchett

      

      

      

      "I, Gerald Bookman, being of sound mind and body⁠—"

      At the scoffing sound from her audience of two, the lawyer stopped reading and peered over her rimless spectacles. She arched an eyebrow that had stubbornly remained black even after the rest of her hair had gone grey years ago.

      With schoolboy-like guilt on their faces, the two men shifted in their seats to sit up straighter. The lawyer’s gaze drifted back to the will.

      "—have decreed the distribution of my worldly goods as set forth…"

      The brothers, twins who were in no way identical, leaned forward. The lawyer could almost hear them salivating and wondered if she shouldn’t have suggested quick-drying carpet when the firm redecorated last spring.

      "My clothes shall go to the Sunny Second Chances Charity Shop. All except for my collection of Christmas sweaters that I wish to be passed on to Rafi Nazzar, a devoted customer who always admired them, and my socks which I’d like⁠—"

      "Sorry, but do we have to listen to all this? You know, the parts that don’t pertain to us?" asked Enton Bookman, a rail-thin beanpole of a man whose shaggy hair looked like it had frightened off the last comb that dared come near it.

      "Yeah, not to be rude, but we’ve got plans," declared Reggie, who, although shorter than his twin, had apparently nabbed all the muscle cells when the two shared a womb. It took every bit of the lawyer’s self-control not to stare at his oddly bulbous forehead when he spoke.

      The lawyer glanced reproachfully from one brother to the other. Normally, when someone asked her to "get to the good part," she refused to comply. These were the final wishes of a loved one, after all. Their last concerns, hopes, and thoughts beyond what had been uttered on their deathbed. Was it so difficult to listen to these words in their entirety?

      The lawyer’s specialty was contract law, but the senior partner occasionally assigned her estate cases. And in her experience, these requests to "hurry up" were never made by people whose dearly departed hadn’t been wealthy. People from families of average means knew they weren’t getting much and so endured the ritual of the full reading.

      No, it was only when someone with an impressive collection of assets died that this air of urgency, of impatience, of naked want filled her office. Delayed gratification meant nothing to the greedy. Especially the greedy who might be a few short paragraphs away from a financial windfall.

      But it was Friday of a holiday weekend. The lawyer had booked a vacation rental on the Coast, and she was desperate to flee the office early to get started on the two-hour drive west before the majority of Portlanders began chugging toward the beach and clogging the highways. Her eyes flicked to the clock on her desk. Only a few minutes after one o’clock. There’d be no traffic if she wrapped this up quickly. The lawyer scanned down Gerald Bookman’s will to find the section that would most interest her audience.

      "To my grandsons, Reggie and Enton, your parents didn’t leave you much at their untimely passing. So, as I have always done, I would like to ensure you have a place you can call your own for the rest of your days."

      Both twins, who again had started slouching, suddenly found their backbones eager to hold their bodies fully upright. They leaned in, eyes wide.

      The lawyer wondered if they were expecting to inherit Mr Bookman’s home. She’d seen the appraiser’s detail sheet on the three-bedroom bungalow in Lake Oswego — a suburb south of Portland where even a fixer-upper could set you back half a million. She bit her lip to keep from laughing at the men’s misguided fervor. She knew it was devilish of her, but she simply had to see their reaction to the will’s actual contents. She continued from memory to keep an eye on their faces.

      "This is why I leave to you my shop, Bookman’s Bookstore. Because wherever there are books, there is a home."

      As she knew it would, the news did not cause the men to erupt with cheers and hoots of delight like someone winning the jackpot. Instead, the news was followed by a duet of dissatisfied groans and the creaking of chairs as their spines, weakened by the letdown, slumped once more.

      "You’re disappointed?" she asked. She couldn’t understand why. The bookshop, only a few blocks away from the law office, was an established business in Sellwood — a perpetually trendy shopping, dining, and residential area of Portland. The property alone would set the twins up for an easy life.

      "Gramps had money enough for nice vacations and a decent house. Where’s that going, then?" Reggie asked accusingly.

      The lawyer, although she knew the answer, and although she was keen to get out of town, pretended to peruse the papers in front of her. She ran her index finger along the will’s numbered lines, then tapped the sheet when she found the one she’d been after. Again, she forced back the grin that was twitching at the corners of her lips.

      "My home shall be sold. After paying off the small amount of my remaining medical expenses and my lawyer’s fees, the profits along with whatever is in my savings account shall be evenly split between the library systems of the greater Portland area and the Meow Meow Cat Rescue."

      "That’s all we get? A bookshop?" Enton asked, more dumbstruck than angry.

      "We don’t even like books," Reggie declared, as if this were something to be proud of.

      "Yes, well, that comes as no surprise," the lawyer said before she could stop herself. She spoke quickly to cover up her momentary slip of unprofessionalism. "Look—" Her attention darted again to the desk clock, a gift from the partners for her fifteen-year anniversary. No doubt to remind her about those all-important billable hours. If she didn’t get on the road in the next fifteen minutes, she’d be yet another slow-moving cog in Highway 26’s bumper-to-bumper traffic. "You won’t be able to do anything with the long weekend coming. Have a think about it. You can collect the keys now to look the property over, then I’ll be in touch early next week with the title and business license transfer."

      "We don’t want anything to do with it," Reggie said without consulting his lanky brother. "Place is nothing to us."

      "Right," the lawyer said waspishly. She knocked the papers against her desk to straighten them and to signal time was up. "Like I said, check the place out and give it a think over the weekend. Who knows, you might change your minds. Perhaps you’ll discover you want to get involved in the book trade."

      "We won’t," Reggie insisted.

      "Yes, well, that’s your decision. Now, as I’ve got to get on the road…"

      She closed the manila file labeled Bookman and stood. The men, as if marionettes joined to the same string, popped out of their seats the instant she did. The lawyer bid the brothers a safe holiday and shook their hands farewell.

      As soon as they turned to go, she wiped their clammy sweat from her palm, then noted the time for billing.
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        Happiness. That’s what books smell like…That’s why I always wanted to have a bookshop. What better life than to trade in happiness?

        —Sarah MacLean, The Rogue Not Taken

      

      

      

      Outside of the law office, the bewildered brothers sat in their car, a Civic that had seen its best days sometime around the second term of Clinton’s presidency. As Reggie stared at the keys the lawyer’s assistant had handed him on their way out, a dark-haired girl skipped by, clutching a trio of books to her chest. When she stepped into the crosswalk, she caught Enton’s eye and grinned. Not in the way of a kid, at least no kid Enton had ever encountered, but in the way of a cunning adult who knew more than you ever will.

      "Who the hell skips these days?" Enton muttered, and Reggie looked up from the keys.

      "Skipping?" Reggie asked.

      Just then, the light changed and a van emblazoned with bright, primary colors and the words Sunny Second Chances Charity Shop in a jaunty font came to a halt beside the Civic, blocking Enton’s view of the girl.

      "Never mind. What are we going to do with a bookstore?" Enton asked for the third time — the first two times having elicited no response from his twin.

      "How the hell should I know?"

      When the light changed, a station wagon followed along behind the charity van. Stuck crookedly to the car’s side panel was a decal declaring, "We buy houses. Cash. Any condition. Money today!" above a number that wasn’t local.

      Reggie clapped his meaty hands together, startling Enton, who’d been peering across the street to see where the girl had gone.

      "It’s obvious, right? We sell the shop. Just think about it. This neighborhood is hopping, and Gramps’s place is on prime real estate that’s gotta be big enough for a small apartment building or a couple townhouses. A real estate developer. That’s what we need."

      "Well, you’re not going to find one on a holiday weekend."

      "Yeah, probably lounging in some resort they just built. Lucky bastards."

      "How much you think we might get? Six hundred thousand?"

      "Enton," Reggie said in that condescending way he had, as if just because he was three minutes older, he was three decades wiser.

      "Seven hundred thousand?" Enton guessed.

      "There are rundown, one-bedroom shacks going for that much in Sellwood. We could get, I don’t know, at a conservative guess, three million for it."

      "Three million?" Enton repeated, sitting up taller and looking at the shop’s keys as if they’d suddenly become holy relics. "You serious?"

      "It’s just a guess, but yeah. Close to that, anyway."

      "We’d be set for life. That trip we got planned—" Because the brothers, after scrimping and saving for two years, hoped to book themselves a two-week vacation to France. A hope neither of them truly believed would ever happen. Until now. "We could go business class."

      "Enton, if we can close up that shop and get the deal done in time, we’re going first class." Reggie smiled and got a dreamy look in his eye. "We’ll hang out in the VIP lounge before boarding, drink free-flowing champagne the entire flight, upgrade our rooms to suites, and hire private tour guides. What do you say we go look at our little book-filled bonanza?"

      "I thought it was called— Oh, I get it," Enton said with a wink. He didn’t really get it, but, sensing Reggie’s derision hovering just behind his euphoria, knew better than to admit his ignorance.
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        * * *

      

      "Welcome to Bookman’s Bookshop," the clerk trilled, practically singing along with the bell above the door when Reggie and Enton stepped in.

      "You’re open?" asked Reggie.

      "Six days a week," the clerk replied brightly, and Enton wondered how much coffee this guy was consuming. "Closed Mondays. As well as Christmas, New Year’s, and Thanksgiving, of course."

      "Not for the death of the store owner?" Reggie asked critically.

      Blinking his long-lashed, mischievous eyes and swallowing hard as if fighting back emotion, the clerk said, "He told us not to. Mr B said getting books into people’s hands was more important than moping over him."

      A small, elderly woman wearing a bright pink rain jacket set a pile of books on the counter. The clerk raised his finger to the brothers in a just-a-moment gesture. Reggie gave a disgruntled sigh and crossed his arms over his chest. Enton took the chance to glance around.

      He hadn’t been in the shop since he was a teenager, but it was the exact same as he’d remembered it. The cash register desk sat in a direct line to the door. From there, the bookshop sprawled out across a vast space, divided into sections, not by walls, but by cherrywood bookshelves. Heading straight back, brought you to a set of stairs that led up to Gramps’s office, a break room, a walkway from which you could view the entire retail floor, and an access panel to the attic that Reggie, for all his tough-guy act, could never muster the courage to enter.

      "This all for today, Mrs O’Reilly?"

      "Yes, these should see me through for a few days. Such good company they are."

      The clerk pushed forward a book that had been by the till and tapped his index finger on the cover. Enton could just make out a muscular man in period costume clutching a gasping woman. "Especially this series?"

      The woman smiled and playfully slapped the clerk’s hand. "You! Always trying to sneak that one in."

      "I’m just saying, you might like it. It’s," he paused, "historically accurate."

      "Fine," the woman said, her eyes glinting with warm amusement. "I’ll take it, but only to get you to stop pestering me."

      "Terrific. Then that’ll be five dollars and ninety-five cents, Mrs O’Reilly."

      "Five ninety-five?" Reggie blurted. "The woman brought up four books, and you just biggie-sized her to five. That’s got to be more than five freaking ninety-five."

      The woman gaped at Reggie and gripped more tightly to her purse.

      "You’re absolutely right," said the clerk in a sweet, yet challenging manner. "You forgot your punch card, Mrs O’Reilly. You’re due a free book. And since this one was my recommendation, it’s Bookman policy not to charge you for it. So that—" he tapped a few keys on the register "—brings us to three dollars and ninety-six cents."

      Keeping one eye on Reggie, Mrs O’Reilly dipped her hand as quickly as possible into her bag, then into a coin purse. She pulled out a five-dollar bill and didn’t let it go until it was safely in the clerk’s hand.

      "Please keep the change," she told him.

      "I’ll add it to your store credit."

      "You’re making Mr Bookman proud, Sebastian. So proud," she added with a sniffle. She took the tissue the clerk offered, collected her bag of books, and left the shop, but not before giving the twins a scathing look.

      "Now," said the clerk, "may I help you two? Perhaps the self-help section? Or I believe we have a collection of Miss Manners’ articles you might like."

      "Do you know who we are?"

      "I’d say Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dumb, but they were far less rude."

      "We," said Reggie, placing both hands on the cashier’s desk and looming forward, "are your new bosses. We’ve inherited this shop, and if you keep giving away our profits, we’re going to have to have a little chat."

      "So you’re the grandsons," Sebastian said, completely unperturbed by Reggie’s play of aggression. He then darted a glance to his left where a framed photo hung on the wall. It was of the brothers, aged perhaps six years old, in the children’s section of the bookstore. Each boy held a large book with cartoonish covers, and each wore smiles of delight as they peered out from a fort made of dictionaries, atlases, and encyclopedias. The photo’s wooden frame had been carved to look like books on a shelf, and on its lower portion were the words, "Build a world of books."

      "Yes, I’m Enton and this is Reggie." Enton stuck out his hand in a gesture of friendship. "Pleased to⁠—"

      Reggie knocked Enton’s outstretched hand aside, as if Enton were a child reaching for a poisonous plant.

      "Pleased to let you know," said Reggie, "that once you finish up for the day, you may go home."

      "Yes, that is what I normally do at the end of the day," Sebastian said wryly.

      "No, I mean, for the weekend," said Reggie, flustered by the clerk’s scurrilously arched eyebrows and calm demeanor. "For good. This is the shop’s final day."

      "Final day? But—" Sebastian, finally thrown off his stride, stumbled over his words. "We’ve got new books coming out Tuesday, and holiday weekends are always a favorite with shoppers."

      "Well, not this holiday," said Enton with a confident nod. "We’re going to be millionaires and fly first class."

      "Right, but you do know people love this place. It’s an institution."

      Reggie pondered this a moment. The shop was in good shape. Windows clean, shelves straight, floor polished, landscaping out front tidy. The place wasn’t shabbily kept or a haphazard mess like some used bookstores. Even if old ladies got free romance novels on occasion, Bookman’s Bookshop must be making a good profit. Maybe they shouldn’t be so quick to sell.

      "I need to see the accounts books," Reggie stated.

      "Right this way," the clerk said, then led them through the shop. People milled about, chatting and browsing, and Sebastian greeted nearly all of them by name. He guided the brothers toward a section to which a non-fiction sign pointed, then zigzagged his way through a few shelves until he stopped at one labeled Basic Bookkeeping.

      Reggie scowled at the dark-haired pest.

      "I meant the store’s records of expenses, income, and the like. Never mind. I remember where Gramps’s office is." From the front, the entry bell chimed. "You best get back to your post. And no more freebies."

      "It’s Bookman policy," Sebastian said with cheery defiance before flouncing away.

      "What do you wanna see the accounts for?" asked Enton. "We don’t need to see them to sell the place, do we?"

      "I’m just wondering what the profit margin is," Reggie said, swiping his finger along the gleaming banister as they headed up the stairs to the shop‘s second level. He inspected the finger and found not a speck of dust. "This place looks like it’s doing pretty well."

      "But the champagne."

      "You’ve gotta think long-term, Enton. If this place is doing as well as it looks," he said, pointing over the railing to the shop below. It was busy with customers, most of whom carried baskets brimming with books. "If we got someone, not that twat at the register, to manage it, we could have an easy flow of cash without any work."

      Enton didn’t like the sound of that, but the sight of what — or rather who — was below stopped him from commenting.

      "There’s that girl again," he said.

      "What girl?" Reggie grumbled, not bothering to look back as he turned the knob of the office door. It wasn’t even locked. What kind of trusting fool had their grandfather been?

      "The one— Oh, maybe you didn’t see her. Went skipping past the car with a bunch of books."

      "Keep an eye on her. She might be stealing them. Why else would a kid be in a bookshop?"

      "Can I look over the accounts with you?"

      "Better not. You’re terrible at math," Reggie said, and slammed the door on his brother.
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