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A book must be the ax for the frozen sea inside us. — KAFKA
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by David Foster Wallace
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Prufrock and Other Observations

by T. S. Eliot

Letter left between pp. 4 and 5
December 12, 2012

Dear Henry,

I’m leaving this letter on the same page as ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ because you love the poem, and I love you. I know you’re out with Amy, but fuck it – she doesn’t love you, Henry. She loves herself, quite a bit, in fact. And I love you. I love that you read. I love that you love secondhand books. I love pretty much everything about you, and I’ve known you for ten years, so that’s saying something. I leave tomorrow. Please call me when you get this, no matter how late.

Rachel
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I open my eyes at midnight to the sound of the ocean and my brother’s breathing. It’s been ten months since Cal drowned, but the dreams still escape.

I’m confident in the dreams, liquid with the sea. I’m breathing underwater, eyes open and unstung by salt. I see fish, a school of silver-bellied moons thrumming beneath me. Cal appears, ready to identify, but these aren’t fish we know. ‘Mackerel,’ he says, his words escaping in bubbles that I can hear. But the fish aren’t mackerel. Not bream, not any of the names we offer. They’re pure silver. ‘An unidentified species,’ we say as we watch them fold and unfold around us. The water has the texture of sadness: salt and heat and memory.

Cal is in the room when I wake. He’s milky-skinned in the darkness, dripping of ocean. Impossible, but so real I smell salt and apple gum. So real I see the scar on his right foot – a long-healed cut from glass on the beach. He’s talking about the dream fish: pure silver, unidentified and gone.

The room is dark except for the moonlight. I feel through the air for the dream, but instead I touch the ears of Cal’s Labrador, Woof. He follows me everywhere since the funeral, a long line of black I can’t shake.

Usually, he sleeps on the end of my bed or in the doorway of my room, but for the last two nights he’s slept in front of my packed suitcases. I can’t take him with me. ‘You’re an ocean dog.’ I run my finger along his nose. ‘You’d go mad in the city.’

There’s no sleeping after dreams of Cal, so I pull on clothes and climb out the window. The moon is three-quarters empty. The air is as hot as day. I mowed late yesterday, so I collect warm blades of grass on the soles of my feet as I move.

Woof and I get to the beach quickly. There’s almost nothing between our house and the water. There’s the road, a small stretch of scrub, and then dunes. The night is all tangle and smell. Salt and tree; smoke from a fire far up the beach. It’s all memory, too. Summer swimming and night walks, hunts for fig shells and blennies and starfish.

Farther, toward the lighthouse, there’s the spot where the beaked whale washed ashore: a giant at six meters, the right side of its face pressed against sand, its one visible eye open. There was a crowd of people around it later – scientists and locals studying and staring. But first there was Mum and Cal and me in the early cold. I was nine years old, and with its long beak it looked to me like it was half sea creature, half bird. I wanted to study the deep water it had come from, the things it might have seen. Cal and I spent the day looking through Mum’s books and on the internet. The beaked whale is considered one of the least understood creatures of the sea, I copied into my journal. They live at depths so deep that the pressure could kill.

I don’t believe in ghosts or past lives or time travel or any of the strange things that Cal liked to read about. But every time I stand on the beach, I wish us back – to the day of the whale, to any day before Cal died. With what I know, I’d be ready. I’d save him.

It’s late, but there’ll be people from school out, so I walk farther up to a quiet spot. I dig myself into the dunes, burying my legs past my hips, and stare at the water. It’s shot with moon, silver leaking all over the surface.

I’ve tried and tried to stop thinking about the day Cal drowned, but I can’t. I hear his words. I hear his footsteps through the sand. I see him diving: a long, frail arc that disappears into sea.

 

I’m not sure how long I’ve been here when I see Mum walking over the dunes, her feet struggling to find traction. She sits on one side of me and lights a cigarette, cupping it from the night.

She started smoking again after Cal died. I found her and Dad hiding behind the church after the funeral. ‘Don’t say it, Rach,’ she said, and I stood between them and held their free hands, wishing Cal had been there to see the strangeness of our parents smoking. Dad’s a doctor; he’s been working with Doctors Without Borders since the divorce ten years ago. Mum’s a science teacher at the high school in Sea Ridge. They’ve called cigarettes ‘death sticks’ all our lives.

We watch the water without talking for a while. I don’t know how Mum feels about the ocean now. She doesn’t go in anymore, but we meet at the edge every night. She taught Cal and me how to swim, how to cup water, how to push it back and control its flow. She told us not to be afraid. ‘Don’t ever swim alone, though,’ she said, and apart from that one time, we didn’t.

‘So, you’re packed?’ Mum asks, and I nod.

Tomorrow I leave Sea Ridge for Gracetown, a suburb of Melbourne, the city where my aunt Rose lives. I’ve failed Year 12, and since I don’t plan to try again next year, Rose has gotten me a job in the café at St. Albert’s Hospital, where she’s a doctor.

Cal and I grew up in Gracetown. We moved to Sea Ridge three years ago, when I was fifteen. Gran needed help, and we didn’t want her to sell the house or go into a home. We’d stayed with her every holiday, summer and winter, since we were born, so Sea Ridge was like our second home.

‘Year 12 isn’t everything,’ Mum says.

Maybe it’s not, but before Cal died, I had my life planned. I got As, I was happy. I sat on this exact spot last year and told Cal I wanted to be an ichthyologist, studying fish like the Chimaera, which evolved 400 million years ago. We both tried to imagine a world that went that far back.

‘I feel like the universe cheated Cal and cheated us along with him,’ I say now.

Before Cal died, Mum would have explained calmly and logically that the universe was all existing matter and space – 10 billion light-years in diameter, consisting of galaxies and the solar system, stars and the planets. All of which simply do not have the capacity to cheat a person of anything.

Tonight she lights another cigarette. ‘It did,’ she says, and blows smoke at the stars.
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I’m lying next to Amy in the self-help section of Howling Books. We’re alone. It’s ten on Thursday night and I’ll be honest: I’m currently mismanaging a hard-on. The mismanagement isn’t entirely my fault. My body’s working on muscle memory.

Usually, this is the time and place that Amy and I kiss. This is the time our hearts breathe hard and she lies next to me, warm-skinned and funny, making jokes about the state of my hair. It’s the time we talk about the future, which was, if you’d asked me fifteen minutes ago, completely bought and paid for.

‘I want to break up,’ she says, and at first I think she’s joking. Less than twelve hours ago, we were kissing in this exact spot. We were doing quite a few other very nice things too, I think, as she elbows me.

‘Henry?’ she says. ‘Say something.’

‘Say what?’ I ask.

‘I don’t know. Whatever you’re thinking.’

‘I’m thinking this is entirely unexpected and a little bit shit.’ I struggle into an upright position. ‘We bought plane tickets. Nonrefundable, nonexchangeable plane tickets for the twelfth of March.’

‘I know, Henry,’ she says.

‘We leave in ten weeks.’

‘Calm down,’ she says, as though I’m the one who’s sounding unreasonable. Maybe I am sounding unreasonable, but that’s because I spent the last dollar of my savings buying a six-stop-around-the-world ticket. Singapore, Berlin, Rome, London, Helsinki, New York. ‘We bought travel insurance and got our passports. We bought travel guides and those little blow pillows for the plane.’

She bites the right side of her lip, and I try very hard, unsuccessfully, not to think about kissing her. ‘You said you loved me.’

‘I do love you,’ Amy says, and then she starts italicizing love into all its depressing definitions. ‘I just don’t think I’m in love with you. I tried, though. I tried really hard.’

These must be the most depressing words in the history of love. I tried really hard to love you. I’m not certain of a lot of things, but I’m certain of this – when I’m old and I have dementia, when my brain has aged to smoke, these are words I will remember.

I should ask her to leave. I should say, ‘You know what? I don’t want to see the homelands of William Shakespeare and Mary Shelley and Friedrich Nietzsche and Jane Austen and Emily Dickinson and Karen Russell with a girl who’s trying very hard to love me.’ I should say, ‘If you don’t love me, then I don’t love you.’

But fuck it I do love her and I would like to see those homelands with her and I’m an optimist without a whole lot of dignity, so what I say is ‘If you change your mind, you know where I live.’ In my defense she’s crying and we’ve been friends since Year 9 and in my book that counts for a lot.

There’s no other way for her to leave but to climb over me, because the self-help section is in a small room at the back of the shop that most people think is a closet, but it’s just big enough for two people to lie side by side with no space to spare.

We do this weird fumbling dance as she gets up, a soft untangling wrestle. We kiss before she goes. It’s a long kiss, a good kiss, and while it’s happening I let myself hope that maybe, just maybe, it’s so great that it’s changed her mind.

But after it’s done, she stands and straightens her skirt and gives me a small, sad wave. And then she leaves me here, lying on the floor of the self-help section – a dead man. One with a non refundable, nonexchangeable ticket to the world.

 

Eventually I crawl out of the self-help section and make my way to the fiction couch: the long blue velvet daybed that sits in front of the classics shelves. I rarely sleep upstairs anymore. I like the rustle and dust of the bookshop at night.

I lie here thinking about Amy. I retrace last week, running back through the hours, trying to work out what changed between us. But I’m the same person I was seven days ago. I’m the same person I was the week before and the week before that. I’m the same person I was all the way back to the morning we met.

Amy came from a private school across the river and moved to our side of town when her dad’s accounting firm downsized and he had to shift jobs. They lived in one of the new apartments that had gone up on Green Street, not far from the school. From Amy’s new bedroom, she could hear traffic and the flush of next-door’s toilet. From her old bedroom, she could hear birds. These things I learned before we dated, in snippets of conversations that happened on the way home from parties, in English, in detention, in the library, when she stopped by the bookshop on Sunday afternoons.

The first day I met her I knew surface things – she had long red hair, green eyes and fair skin. She smelled flowery. She wore long socks. She sat at an empty table and waited for people to sit next to her. They did.

I sat in front and listened to the conversation between her and Aaliyah. ‘Who’s that?’ I heard Amy ask. ‘Henry,’ Aaliyah told her. ‘Funny. Smart. Cute.’

I waved above my head at them, without turning around.

‘An eavesdropper,’ Amy added, gently kicking the back of my chair.

We didn’t officially get together till the middle of Year 12, but the first time we kissed was in Year 9. It happened after our English class had been studying Ray Bradbury’s short stories. After we read ‘The Last Night of the World’, the idea caught on that we should all spend a night pretending it was our last and do the things we’d do if an apocalypse was heading our way.

Our English teacher heard what we were planning, and the principal told us we couldn’t do it. It sounded dangerous. Our plans went underground. Flyers appeared in lockers that the date was set for the twelfth of December, the last day of school before summer vacation. There’d be a party that night at Justin Kent’s house. MAKE PLANS, the flyers told us. THE END IS NEAR.

I stayed up late on the night before the end, trying to write the perfect letter to Amy, a letter that’d convince her to spend her last night in the world with me. I walked into school with it in my top pocket, knowing I probably wouldn’t give it to her but hoping that I would. My plan was to spend the last night with friends unless some miracle happened and Amy became a possibility.

No one listened in class that day. There were small signs all over the place that things were coming to an end. In our homeroom, someone had turned all the notices on the board upside down. Someone had carved THE END into the back of the boys’ toilet door. I opened my locker at lunch to find a piece of paper with ONE DAY TO GO written on it, and I realized that no one had bothered working out the finer details of when the world would actually end: Midnight? Sunrise?

I was thinking about that when I turned and saw Amy standing next to me. The note was in my pocket, but I couldn’t give it to her. Instead, I held up the paper – ONE DAY TO GO – and asked her what she was planning to do with her last night. She stared at me for a while and eventually said, ‘I thought you might ask me to spend it with you.’ There were several people in the corridor listening, and all of us, me included, couldn’t believe my luck.

To give myself maximum living time, I decided that the world should end when the sun came up – five fifty in the morning, according to the Weather Channel.

We met at the bookshop at five fifty in the afternoon to make it an even twelve hours, and from there we walked to Shanghai Dumplings for dinner. Around nine we went to Justin’s party, and when it got too loud, we walked to the Benito Building and took the elevator to the top – the highest place in Gracetown.

We sat on my jacket and watched the lights, and she told me about her flat, the smallness of her room, the birds that she’d swapped for the toilet. It’d be years before Amy would tell me about the strangeness she felt when she heard her dad crying about his lost job. Then she only hinted at her family’s worries. I offered her the bookshop if she ever needed space. Occasionally there’d be bird sounds if she sat in the reading garden. The sounds of turning pages are surprisingly comforting, I told her.

She kissed me then, and even though we didn’t date till years later, something started in that moment. Every now and then, when she was alone at the end of a party, we’d kiss again. Girls knew, even if Amy was with some other guy at the time, that I belonged to her.

In Year 12, Amy came to the bookshop one night. We were closed. I was studying behind the counter. She’d been going out with a guy called Ewan, who went to school in her old neighborhood. I liked those kinds of guys because I rarely had to see them. Ewan had broken up with her, and Amy needed someone she could rely on to take her to the formal. So there she was at the door of the bookshop, tapping on the glass, and calling my name.
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Mum goes back to the house, but I stay on the beach with Woof. I take out the letter I’ve been carrying around since I decided to go back to the city – the last letter that Henry wrote to me. After I moved to Sea Ridge, Henry wrote every week for about three months until he got the message that we weren’t friends anymore.

‘There’s no point writing back unless he tells me the truth,’ I’d say to Cal every time I got a letter, and every time Cal would stare at me, eyes serious behind his glasses, and say something like, ‘It’s Henry. Henry, your best friend, Henry who helped us build the tree house that time, Henry who helped us both in English, Henry.’

‘You left out shithead,’ I’d remind him. ‘Henry who is a shithead.’

It wasn’t really a problem that I was Henry’s best friend and in love with him at the same time until the beginning of Year 9. He got small crushes on other girls but he didn’t act on them and they didn’t last and I was the one he sat with and called late at night.

But then Amy arrived. She had red hair and this impossible skin with not a single freckle. I’m covered in a soft dust from years of summers at the beach. Amy was smart, too. We competed for the math prize that year, and she won. I won the science prize. She won Henry.

She told me she would, on the day before summer vacation. We’d been studying the writer Ray Bradbury in English. One of his short stories was about a couple on their last night before the world ends, and the idea had spread around that we should all imagine it was our last night. Really it was an excuse for hookups; a free pass to tell whomever it was that you loved, that you loved them. I wasn’t planning on telling Henry, but since it was also my last night in the city, he said we should spend it together.

‘You like him,’ Amy said, looking at me in the bathroom mirror that morning.

Henry and I had met way back in the primary school car pool. I can’t remember that first conversation, but I remember other ones: books, the planets, time travel, kissing, sex, the circumference of the moon. It felt as though I knew everything there was to know about Henry. Like just didn’t seem to cover it.

‘He’s my best friend,’ I told her.

‘I’m asking him,’ she said, and I knew what she meant.

‘He’s spending it with me,’ I told her.

Henry told me that afternoon that Amy wanted him to spend the last night of the world with her. We were lying on the grass at lunch, watching insects skate on lines of sun. ‘I said yes, but if it really bothers you, I can go back and say no.’ Then he got on his knees and begged for me to let him spend the last night of the world with her.

I closed my eyes and told him it was fine.

‘What else could I say?’ I asked Lola that night. ‘I’m in love with you and I have been forever and if there are two people who should definitely spend the last night of the world together, it’s us. Henry and Rachel.’

‘Why not?’ she asked, sitting cross-legged on my bed, eating chocolate. ‘I mean really, why the fuck not? Why not just say you, you, my friend, are the person I want to kiss?’

Lola was a good friend but she was Lola Hero, the girl who wrote songs and played bass, the girl who people listed when they listed people they’d like to be. If she liked a girl, she asked her out the same day. The kind of love she wrote about wasn’t the kind of love people like me experienced.

Why not? ‘Because I am not a huge fan of failure and humiliation.’

But by eleven that night, after a tub of ice cream, a bag of marshmallows, and three blocks of chocolate, this kind of madness hit and I decided to break into Howling Books and leave a love letter for Henry in the Letter Library.

My world seemed too small that night. The air on the way pressed on my skin and the inside of me pressed out. I’d never even hinted to Henry that I liked him, but with the clock ticking down to the end of the world, it became the thing I had to do before that last second – and the Letter Library was the perfect way to do it.

It’s a section of books that aren’t for sale. Customers can read the books, but they can’t take them home. The idea is that they can circle words or phrases on the pages of their favorite books. They can write notes in the margins. They can leave letters for other people who’ve read the same books.

Henry loves the Letter Library. So does his whole family. I didn’t quite see the point of writing to a stranger in a book. There’s a much better chance of getting a reply from a stranger if you write to them online. Henry always said that if I didn’t understand the Library, then he couldn’t explain it. The Letter Library was something I had to get instinctively.

There wasn’t an alarm on the bookstore, and the lock on the toilet window that faced on to Charmers Street was broken. Lola and I climbed through and listened before we left the bathroom to make sure no one was in the store.

I put the letter in T. S. Eliot’s Prufrock and Other Observations, on the page of Henry’s favorite poem: ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock.’ I remember the circle of the flashlight as I searched for it on the shelves. My hands shook as I wrote the letter. It was mostly I love you – a little go fuck yourself. The perfect love letter, according to Lola.

I could have left everything to chance, but I decided that if I was doing this, I was really doing it. I climbed silently upstairs to Henry’s room. His latest book was on his bed. I left a note in it:


Look in the Prufrock tonight. — Rachel


Lola and I went silently back out the bathroom window, holding our breath the whole way, laughing as we hit the street. We shared a cab home, and by the time I arrived at my place, I was already obsessively checking my phone. I fell asleep waiting.

Lola woke me around three, asking if Henry had called. He hadn’t. He hadn’t come around by the time we left at nine. At ten, when we were on the road, he sent me a text: Sorry, I overslept!! Will call soon.

Henry doesn’t use exclamation marks. He doesn’t like the look of them unless they fill a whole page, in which case they look like rain. If he has to use them, he never uses two. We had a whole conversation about it once that involved him listing the fourteen punctuation marks in order of his favorites. ‘Ellipses,’ according to Henry, are ‘fucking excellent.’ The exclamation mark is just a weird guy who talks too loudly.

Amy loves exclamation points. She wrote the text, I was sure of it. I imagined her reading my letter over Henry’s shoulder and telling him how he should reply. ‘Ignore it. She’s leaving anyway.’

I wasn’t angry with him for not being in love with me. A person can’t help that. I was angry because he let Amy tell him what to do. He put her before me. Henry never replied to my letter. He never mentioned it in the long letters he wrote, which I ignored because they were full of Amy.

Henry doesn’t know about Cal. If he did, I’m sure nothing would have kept him from the funeral. But I haven’t told him and neither has Mum. Rose can’t say the words without crying and she never cries in public. Cal wasn’t on Facebook. He had an account, but he wasn’t interested.

Tim Hooper, his best friend from Gracetown, moved to Western Australia a couple of months before Cal died, so I wrote him a letter with the news. I didn’t need to tell him not to post it on social media. I didn’t have to say that I couldn’t stand the idea that Cal’s death would be gossip for people to comment on. Tim just knew.

…

Part of me wants to walk into Howling Books as soon as I arrive. I could walk up to Henry and tell him about Cal and he’d put down the book he was reading and he’d hug me.

But I open his letter and read the first two lines and all the anger comes back.

 

Dear Rachel,

Since you never write, I can only assume you’ve forgotten me. Again, I refer you to the blood oath we took in Grade 3.

 

I fold up the letter, and with the help of Woof, I dig a hole and bury it in the sand.
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I wake Friday morning to see my sister, George, standing next to the fiction couch, where I fell asleep last night, and where I plan to keep sleeping all week.

Not surprisingly, I haven’t taken the breakup well, and I have no plans to take it well in the future. My plan is to stay on the couch, getting up for toilet breaks and the occasional toasted sandwich until Amy comes back to me. She always comes back to me. It’s just a matter of time.

I collected all the books I thought I’d need before I took to the couch, so they’re all piled up around me – there’s some Patrick Ness, an Ernest Cline, some Gaiman, Flannery O’Connor, John Green, Nick Hornby, some Kelly Link, and, if all else fails, Douglas Adams.

‘Get. Up,’ George says, gently shoving me with her knee, which is her version of a hug. I love my sister, but, along with the rest of the world, I don’t really understand her and it’d be true to say I fear her, just slightly.

She’s seventeen, starting Year 12 this year. She likes learning, but she hates her school. She got a scholarship to a private one on the other side of the river in Year 7, and Mum makes her stay there even though she’d rather go to Gracetown High.

She wears a huge amount of black, and T-shirts with things like READ, MOTHERFUCKERS on the front. Sometimes I think she likes post-apocalyptic fiction so much because she’s genuinely happy at the thought that the world might end.

‘Is the plan to get up sometime soon?’ she asks, and I tell her no, that is not the plan. I explain the plan to her, which is basically to wait, horizontally, for life to improve.

She’s holding a brown paper bag soft with grease, though, and I’m fairly certain it has a sugar-and-cinnamon donut inside, so I sit up. ‘At this point I don’t have anything to get up for,’ I say, reaching into the bag.

‘No one has anything to get up for. Life’s pointless and everyone just gets up anyway. That’s how the human race works,’ she says, and hands me a coffee.

‘I don’t like how the human race works.’

‘No one likes how the human race works,’ she says.

I finish eating and lie back on the bed, staring at the ceiling. ‘I have a nonrefundable round-the-world ticket.’

‘So go see the world,’ George says as Dad walks past.

‘Get up, Henry,’ he says. ‘You’re fermenting. Tell him he’s fermenting, George.’

‘You’re fermenting,’ George says, and pushes me over so she can sit next to me. She lifts my legs and puts them over her legs.

‘I don’t understand,’ Dad says. ‘You were such happy children.’

‘I was never a happy child,’ George says.

‘True, but Henry was.’

‘I’m not anymore. It’s actually hard to imagine how my life could be any shittier at this point,’ I say, and George holds up the copy of the book she’s reading. The Road.

‘OK. Sure. It could get shittier if there was some kind of world-ending event and people started eating each other. But that’s a whole different shit scale. On your average human-emotion scale, my life is registering as the shittiest of the shit.’

‘There’ll be other girls, Henry,’ Dad says.

‘Why does everyone keep saying that? I don’t want other girls. I want this girl. I want this one. This girl. Not another one. This one.’

‘Amy doesn’t love you.’ George says it gently – like she’s sympathetically sticking a piece of glass straight through my left eye.

Amy does love me. She did love me. She wanted to spend an indefinite amount of time with me, and that’s basically the same as forever. ‘If a person wants to spend forever with you, that’s love.’

‘But she didn’t want to spend forever with you,’ George says.

‘Now. Now she doesn’t want to spend forever with me, but then she did, and forever doesn’t just disappear overnight.’ If it does, then there should be some sort of scientific law against it.

‘He’s flipping out,’ George says.

‘Take a shower, son,’ Dad says.

‘Give me one good reason.’

‘You’re working today,’ he says, and I take my heartbroken self off to the bathroom.

 

According to George, it’s a truth universally acknowledged that our family is shit at love. Even our cat, Ray Bradbury, she points out, doesn’t seem to get it on with the other cats in the neighborhood.

Mum and Dad have tried six times to get back together, but, finally, last year they signed the divorce papers and Mum moved out of the bookshop into a small flat in Renwood, a couple of suburbs away. When George isn’t at school, she spends all her time sitting in the window of the shop writing in her journal. Dad’s been on the down side since Mum left, with no sign of stopping his post-divorce habit of eating whole blocks of peppermint chocolate every night while he rereads Dickens.

I don’t agree with George. It’s not that I think we’re great at love, but I think the whole world is fairly shit at it, so, statistically speaking, we’re average, and I can live with that.

Amy did love me. Sure, she leaves me every now and then, but she always comes back. You don’t keep coming back to someone you don’t love.

I stand in the shower and try to work out what I did wrong. There must have been a moment when I messed it up, and if I could find my way back to it, maybe that moment could be fixed.

Why? I text Amy after I’ve dried off. There must be a reason. Can you at least tell me that?

I press Send and head downstairs to the shop.

 

‘He looks better,’ Dad says when I rejoin them.

George looks up, grimaces, and decides it’s best not to answer.

‘What’s that wonderful Dickens line from Great Expectations?’ Dad asks. ‘The broken heart. You think you will die, but you just keep living, day after day after terrible day.’

‘That’s hugely comforting, Dad,’ George says.

‘The terrible days get better,’ he tells us, but he doesn’t sound all that convincing.

‘I’m going book hunting,’ he says, which is unusual for a Friday. I ask if he wants some company, but he waves me off and tells me to look after the shop. ‘I’ll see you tonight – eight o’clock at Shanghai Dumplings.’

Since I finished Year 12 last November, I’ve worked in the bookshop every day. We sell secondhand books, which is the right kind of book to sell for this side of town. Dad and I do the book hunting. It’s getting harder. Not harder to find books – books are everywhere and I’ve got my particular spots to look, spots Dad showed me – but harder to find the bargains. Everyone knows the worth of things these days, so you don’t just find a first edition of Casino Royale sitting on someone’s shelf that they don’t know they’ve got. If you want to buy it, then you buy it for what it’s worth.

I keep reading articles about the end of secondhand bookstores. Independent bookstores selling new books are hanging in there. Digital is obviously poised to thrive. But secondhand stores will be relics soon, apparently.

I’ve been thinking about this lately because, since the divorce, Mum’s been talking about selling Howling Books. She and Dad bought the place twenty years ago, when it was a florist shop. It was priced cheaply for a quick sale. The owner had just walked out for some reason. When Mum and Dad came to inspect it, there were buckets still on the floor and the place smelled of flowers and moldy water. The bills were gone from the till, but there were still coins in the drawers.

Mum and Dad kept the wooden counter running along the right as you walk in, as well as the old green register and red lamp that the florist had left behind, but they changed almost everything else in the long, narrow space. They put in windows along the front of the store, and Dad and his brother, Jim, polished the floorboards. They built shelves that run floor to ceiling the whole length of the shop, and huge wooden ladders that lean against the shelves so people can reach the books at the top. They built the glassed-in shelves where we keep the first editions, and the waist-high shelves in the center of the store at the back. They built the shelves where we keep the Letter Library.

In the middle of the shop, in front of the counter, there’s the specials table, and behind that is the fiction couch. At the back on the left are the stairs to our flat, on the right is the self-help cupboard, and then through the back glass doors is a reading garden. Jim covered it, so people can sit out there no matter what the weather, but he left the ivy and jasmine growing up the bluestone walls. In the garden there are tables with Scrabble boards and couches and chairs.

There’s a stone wall on the right, and in that stone wall there’s a locked door that leads through to Frank’s Bakery. I’ve suggested to Frank that he should open it so people could buy coffee from him and then bring it into our garden, but Frank isn’t interested. In the whole time I’ve known him, which is since I was born, he’s never changed a thing in his shop. It’s still got the same black-and-white tiles, the same diner-style counter with black leather stools along it. He makes the same pastries, he won’t make soy lattes, and he plays Frank Sinatra all day.

He gives me my second coffee for the morning and tells me I look terrible. ‘So I hear,’ I say, putting in some sugar and stirring. ‘Amy dumped me. I’m brokenhearted.’

‘You don’t know what brokenhearted is,’ Frank says, and gives me a free blueberry Danish, burnt on the underside, just the way I like it.

I take my coffee and Danish back to the shop and start sorting through the books that need to be priced.

I check every single one of them, because what I like about secondhand books is that you find all kinds of things inside – coffee rings, circled words, notes in the margin. George and I have found a lot of stuff in books over the years – letters, shopping lists, bus tickets, dreams. I’ve found tiny spiders, flattened cigarettes, and stale tobacco in the creases. I found a condom once (wrapped and unused but ten years out of date – a story in itself). I once found a copy of The Encyclopedia of World Flora 1958. Someone had used leaves to mark the pages of their favorite plants. The leaves had dried to bones by the time I opened the book. All that was left were the skeletons.

Secondhand books are full of mysteries, which is why I like them.

Frederick walks in while I’m thinking that. He’s a bit of a mystery himself. He’s been a regular here since the day we opened. According to Mum and Dad, Frederick was our first official customer. He was fifty then, but he’s seventy now, or thereabouts. He’s an elegant man who loves gray suits, deep-blue ties, and Derek Walcott.
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Dear Stranger,

If you're reading this letter, then most fikely you're reading my book.

Hello. Its nice to meet you.
I The idea for this book came from a lot of different places. A part of it arrived

around my birthday one year, when | received an anonymous text telling me to
check my letter box. | checked it straight away - | was between book ideas - and
found a sandwich bag full of cut up Pablo Neruda poetry, with instructions: | was.
to use the lines of poetry to make a new poem and pos it within twenty-four
hours.

Other messages came over the following weeks. One sent me to the state
—  library, where my sender had hidden messages in books that were shelved in the
permanent collection. | had forty-eight hours to find them. | located all but one.
Asit turned out, the sender of my secret messages was my best friend. (She's
always been great at keeping secrets) Apparently. Id lost my love of words.
Shed decided to help e find it.

Idid find that love again. | found itin libraries and secondhand
bookstores, where | went after her messages stopped. | thought about
that one message | didn'tfind. Who found it? And what was their story?
I thought about all the things left in books - lists, notes, dreams, thoughts.
And | began a story about the things readers leave behind.

When my dad became sick, he mailed me copies of the books that hed read so | could
read them and we could talk. Those books arrived smeliing of tobacco and old woollen
jumpers. In some books he'd left the wrappers of sweets. They arrived covered with his

thoughts, too, visible only to me. Those things were precious before he died, but
even more so after.

Ihope you enjoy Words in Deep Blue. Leave a letter for someone else in this book,
orleave a note in the margin.

Or dontt

You'll be on the pages anyway.
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Every love story is a ghost story.





