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To our badass Book Ninjas,

for dropping books on public transport –

rain, hail or peak hour rush



PART ONE


‘The person, be it gentleman or lady, who has not pleasure in a good novel, must be intolerably stupid.’

Northanger Abbey, Jane Austen
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If Frankie’s life were a book, she would title it Disappointment, named aptly after the disaster that was her career, her family and, of course, her love life.

Frankie’s alarm blared accusingly, declaring that she was already twenty minutes late to get out of bed. She sighed, rolled over, and buried her face in her shabby copy of Emma, which she had shoved under her pillow the night before. Then she bit her lip, thinking she would never be remarkable enough to have a book named simply after her first name.

But Frankie never judged a book by its title. Nor by its cover. She liked to judge a novel purely by its opening sentence, which she and her best friend Cat dubbed a ‘book birth’. In Emma’s birth, Austen described Miss Woodhouse as ‘handsome, clever, and rich, with a comfortable home and happy disposition’. By contrast, the opening sentence of Frankie’s birth was her mother proclaiming, ‘She’s bald and has her father’s big nose.’

Frankie pulled her blanket over her head and drank up the words on the page in front of her. She knew she was approaching the proposal scene, and closed her eyes tight. Just like a good chocolate bar, she wasn’t sure whether she should indulge in its goodness right now, or savour it later. And just like that, the jarring ring of her phone solved the dilemma for her. Frankie picked it up and saw her mother’s name flashing on the screen. She rolled her eyes, clicked ‘ignore’ and slowly dragged herself out of bed.

Searching for an outfit that was easy to put together, she picked up a loose cotton dress from her floor and flung it on. Scooting through her bedroom door, she walked towards her pride and joy – her precisely colour-coded bookshelf. Filled with 172 of her all-time favourites, the bookshelf lined a full wall of her living room. Beginning with reds on top, the wall shaded into oranges, yellows, pinks, purples, greens, blues, greys and, finally, blacks. A rainbow of books. Her happy place. She dragged her fingers absently across the cloth-bound Austens, along the hardcover Fowlers, over the Brontës and then stopped haltingly at the muted green book with ‘Frankie Rose’ embossed on the spine. She picked it up cautiously, as if it were a snake about to bite, and peeled open the first page.


To Mum, Dad, Cat, Ads and, most importantly, pizza.

For all the love, support and cheesy goodness.



Frankie slammed the book shut and threw it to the other side of the room. She grabbed her handbag, which lay beside the couch, slipped on a pair of red sneakers and ran out the door of her too-small Richmond apartment.
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After digging for the keys in the bottom of her bag, Frankie let herself into The Little Brunswick Street Bookshop; her home away from home for the last year and a half, right about the time her dreams shattered and her life fell apart. Working at the bookstore had saved her, in so many ways. It reminded her of the three months she had spent working at the famous Parisian bookstore, Shakespeare and Company, before she returned to start her Masters of English Lit at the University of Melbourne.

Free of responsibility, Frankie had relished this time spent lost between bookshelves, writing, and eating almond croissants. That same carefree feeling washed over her every time she entered The Little Brunswick Street Bookshop. She loved watching people from the inside out, like a backwards kaleidoscope of literature lovers gazing into their beautiful front windows from vibrant Brunswick Street. She loved being surrounded by powerful women such as Angelou, Atwood and Adichie. And most of all, she loved working with Cat. Cat’s husband Claud had inherited The Little Brunswick Street Bookshop from his grandparents, and when he – an accountant at a small city law firm who maintained long hours and an intense knitting hobby – was unsure how he would juggle a second job, Cat had the genius idea of selling the books in the front, while he, occasionally, managed the books from the back. And when Cat offered Frankie a job, it didn’t take long for her to say yes, yes, yes!

Since the days spent penning love letters to Mr Darcy instead of practising algebra in Year 8 maths, their bond had endured even though Cat, pregnant with her first child, now spent Saturday nights watching reruns of The National Knitting Evening on Netflix with Claud, and Frankie, pregnant with last night’s pizza, spent hers on awful first dates. And now, with their days spent surrounded by, discussing and reading books (and of course appraising everyone else based on their book choices), Cat and Frankie were closer than Horatio and Hamlet.

Frankie wound her way through the shelves and unceremoniously flung her bag beneath the front counter. She cranked on the air conditioning, sank into the seat behind the register, placed her feet up on the counter and returned to her worn copy of Emma. She had just turned the page when the front door chimed open and Cat marched into the store. Her red frizzy hair was everywhere, sweat dripped down her face and she wore a hot pink knitted top, black lycra pants and bright orange sneakers.

‘Catherine,’ Frankie nodded from behind her book.

‘Frankston,’ Cat nodded back. She joined Frankie behind the counter, grabbed her copy of Jasper Jones and propped her feet up next to Frankie’s.

‘What’s with the sweat?’ Frankie asked.

‘I had another K-Pop dance class this morning – which was amazing, by the way – but their showers are broken and I couldn’t be bothered walking home to change and then coming all the way back here, so I thought if I just stood outside for a while I would dry. But I forgot that it’s going to be thirty-two freaking degrees today! Plus, these knits Claud keeps making me do nothing for sweat absorption. Look at me dripping, I’m like an ice cream!’ Cat grabbed Frankie and tried to pull her head into her sweaty chest.

If Frankie was the queen of dating, Cat was the queen of exercise classes. From barre to one very confronting summer of pole dancing, Cat became obsessed and then unobsessed with every sort of exercise and health kick imaginable, before dropping it like Marius drops Eponine. It all started a few summers ago and, at first, Frankie thought the fixation on fitness was simply Cat wanting to be healthier and more toned, but lately she had wondered whether it tapped into a deeper insecurity. Cat used to relish watching heads turn at her overly attractive husband, but was she starting to feel overlooked?

‘What are you up to?’ Cat asked, glancing at Frankie’s battered book.

‘Almost at the proposal,’ Frankie gushed.

‘Aren’t you sick of reading the same books over and over?’

‘You’re reading Jasper Jones for the fourth time,’ Frankie countered.

Cat spread her arms as if to say touché.

‘So, something pretty weird happened at K-Pop today.’

‘Oh?’ Frankie asked.

The front door opened, halting their conversation. Frankie and Cat shut their books, dropped their feet to the floor and looked up, alert. A stout, slightly balding man walked in.

‘Sci-fi!’ hissed Cat.

‘War biography!’ spat Frankie.

The man, red in the face, smiled at Frankie and Cat. They smiled back sweetly and asked if he needed any assistance. He shook his head and then proceeded to walk excruciatingly slowly around the bookstore, scratching his head, not touching anything. The women stared at him, examining his every step.

‘Just make your move,’ Cat whispered at him.

‘He’s about to pounce!’ hissed Frankie.

After what seemed an age, the man stopped in the science fiction section and grabbed two Stephen King novels, placing one swiftly under each armpit.

‘Damn it! Shirt but no tie. Dead giveaway,’ Frankie said, disappointed.

‘Pay up, Frankston.’ Cat held her hand out in front of Frankie’s nose, wiggling her fingers in anticipation. Frankie slowly dragged a five-dollar note out of her wallet and slammed it into Cat’s hand.

‘Just these two wonderful sci-fi books, then?’ Cat said to her customer while smiling devilishly at Frankie.

‘Yes, I love a good Stephen King,’ said the man, dropping the books on the counter for Cat to scan. ‘I was actually going to try my hand at that war biog, The Crossroad, by Mark someone-or-other. You know the one I mean? But then I thought, why stop at a good thing? And King – well, he’s a very good thing!’ he chuckled.

Frankie stared, and Cat held back a laugh as she slid the two Kings into a paper bag.

‘Have a lovely day. I’m so glad you decided to go with King over a war biography. King really is such a good thing,’ chirped Cat.

‘He really is! Well, toodaloo!’ the man trumpeted as he walked out the door, the bell ringing behind him.

‘Go you good thing!’ Cat shouted after him, pumping her fist triumphantly.

‘He was going to buy a war biog! Give me my five dollars back!’ Frankie grabbed at the note, but Cat pulled away.

‘He was going to. But alas, he didn’t! The fiver is all mine,’ said Cat smugly.

Frankie sighed. ‘You don’t have to sound so pleased about it.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about!’ Cat said, smiling, and sounding even more delighted with herself.

Frankie frowned. Balancing their legs back on the counter, they reclined in their chairs. The growing heat of the day pressed its way under the gap beneath the front door, only to be stunted by the harsh air conditioning in the store. Beads of cool sweat trickled down Frankie’s neck and into her cleavage.

‘Sorry, I’m in a silly mood,’ Cat said.

Silence. ‘ “Silly things do cease to be silly if they are done by sensible people in an impudent way,” ’ Frankie quoted the Austen she was reading, to a tee.

Cat smiled as Frankie gave a little bow of her head.

‘So, why the silly mood, Kitty Cat? What happened at K-Pop? Are you moving to Korea?’ Frankie joked.

‘Oh, it was nothing. I’ll go get the coffees.’ Cat jumped up just a little too quickly and grabbed her bag.

‘Cat! Seriously? What happened at K-Pop?’ It was unlike Cat to be so evasive. Frankie usually got the lowdown from her about everything, from what she had for breakfast to the romance between the two buskers who sat opposite the bookstore.

‘Nothing. Nothing.’ Cat’s face bloomed even redder, and her eyes darted towards the door.

‘Catherine Adeline Cooper. Tell. Me. Now.’ Frankie squinted suspiciously at Cat.

Cat stared back just as intently, and for a minute – a record for them – they had an ice-cold stare-off.

‘Oh, all right, fine!’ Cat threw her arms in the air, defeated.

‘Yes?’

‘Well, at K-Pop . . . there’s this really cute dancer. A guy. Called Jin Soo.’

‘Jin Soo?’

‘Yes, Jin Soo.’

‘And?’

‘And . . . Jin Soo.’

‘What about Jin Soo?’

‘Well, I sort of, accidentally, slept with him a few weeks back,’ Cat covered her mouth with her hand and bolted for the door.

‘WHAT! Cat? Cat, come back!’ Frankie shouted, refusing to believe what she had just heard.

Cat, cheating on Claud? No; Frankie knew it was impossible. Cat would never cheat on him. Cat and Claud’s marriage wasn’t perfect, but whose was? Cat loved Claud. In his stupidly good-looking, knitting-obsessed entirety. And she was four months’ pregnant with his child, for God’s sake.

Frankie jumped up from her seat and raced after her sweaty, recently adulterous friend. As she pulled open the front door she stopped. Instead of Cat, before her stood a man. Possibly the best looking man she had ever laid eyes on. He was tall; he was burly. He was, to her mind, the perfect mix of John Knightley, Mr Darcy and Edmund Bertram all rolled into one.
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Perched safely back behind the counter with her nose buried in her book, Frankie studied the beautiful man as he strolled through the store. Broad, yet unimposing in a casual white T-shirt and blue jeans, he moved with a quiet confidence, his shoulders rotating as he squeezed through the shelves. Reaching down to the bowl of M&Ms stashed next to the computer, Frankie popped one in her mouth with a smile. Let the games begin!

He approached the classics. A promising start. Yes, caress those antique dust jackets. No, hold on. Movement on the horizon!

He pressed on, making his way towards the travel section. He paused, looking around as he gathered his bearings. Her breath caught as she spied him eyeing off the non-fiction section. A well-read historian? An economist? This, she could work with. But alas, he powered past the biographies and essays. Picking up his pace, the chestnut-haired man walked with decisive strides as Frankie, barely concealed by her paperback, devoured M&M after M&M and gawked at the stranger as he made his way to the back of the store.

No. No. No! Anything but that shelf. The Young Adult section? He must be disoriented. Frankie dropped her book, deciding enough was enough; this customer was obviously confused. Just as she was about to leave the safety of the counter, the man pulled out a hot-orange-spined book without a hint of hesitation.

‘This has to be some kind of sick joke,’ Frankie muttered under her breath. ‘He’s got to be at least thirty years old! Far too mature – and good-looking – to be reading—’ Now Frankie really was confused. ‘Is that Twilight he just picked up? Ach. I mean—’

The man looked up from his book and peered curiously at Frankie.

‘Shit.’ Frankie quickly turned her back to the shelves, leaning up against the front counter. I knew he was too good to be true, she said to herself – silently this time – and picked up her phone to dial Cat’s number.

‘Why isn’t she picking up?’ Frankie tapped her foot impatiently.

‘Ahem.’

At the sound of this low, rhythmic grumble, Frankie swivelled around, almost taking out what remained of the precariously placed bowl of M&Ms.

‘Sorry about that. How can I help?’ Composure regained, she brushed a stray hair from her face.

‘Just this one today, please,’ the man said with a smile, two dimples creasing his cheeks.

Frankie assessed the book before her, squinting with dissatisfaction at the garish movie tie-in edition. She checked his left hand discreetly. No ring.

‘Would you like it wrapped? This must be for your niece? Nephew? Child?’ she asked hopefully.

‘No, no. This one’s all mine. I’ve been itching to know what happens next!’

‘Mmm, sure.’ She forced a thin smile.

Frankie scanned the book and placed it into a bag. Looking up from her work, she found the man looking almost longingly back at her. There was an unmistakable warmth about him. His blue eyes seemed to say, There’s simply no other person in this world I’d rather be gazing at right now. As Frankie tumbled into his eyes, he appeared to move closer. Was that his hand she saw moving towards her? He couldn’t be! Is he— The man’s head was now a complete blur as he leaned over the counter, closing the distance between them. Without thinking, Frankie mirrored his movements and quickly edged towards him. Barely inches away, Frankie was overcome by the earthy scent of his cologne. Surely that isn’t his hand softly grazing my face? She leaned in and so did he, her eyes drifting shut. They were now just centimetres apart. Reflexively, she pursed her lips. And kissed him. Smack-bang on the nose. The nose! As she hung there before him, lips still pressed together, she felt his fingers lightly pinch her left cheek. They both pulled back abruptly.

‘Sorry, you had a bit of chocolate on your cheek.’ He held up the offending morsel apologetically.

‘Oh God. I’m so sorry, that was totally inappropriate. I just kissed you. On the nose!’ she spluttered. ‘I don’t know what got into me. I just received terrible news and my head’s not screwed on right.’ Frankie stumbled over her words. ‘That will be twenty dollars, thanks.’

With her eyes averted, she finalised the transaction and shoved the bag towards him. She shuffled out from behind the counter, placed an arm behind the man’s back and quickly ushered him to the door. He seemed to be trying to say something, but Frankie mumbled her gratitude and apologies over the top of him, and within an instant he was pushed out onto the street, the door closing tightly behind him. Taking a deep breath, Frankie leaned up against the door, letting the heat of the glass seep through her dress, superficially soothing her. When did I get so goddamn ridiculous?


[image: image] Frankie: Cat, please tell me where you are. Let’s talk this through. PS I just molested a customer. I need back-up. Stat.



After staring at the screen for a minute, willing Cat to reply, Frankie exited Messages and, in an attempt to distract herself, began to scroll through Instagram.

Cute puppy.

Flat lay.

Engagement announcement.

Smashed avocado.

Perfectly posed photographs flashed before her eyes. Then, flicking to Facebook, a particular image caught her attention. She smiled.


[image: image] Cat Cooper: Thank you God for this heavenly creation! Lune Croissanterie, marry me.

#cruffin #foodporn [image: image] at Lune Croissanterie



There was Cat, revealed to the world, devouring what could only be described as pastry paradise. Frankie placed the ‘Back in 10! Buying painkillers for book hangover’ sign on the front door and locked up behind her. She zoomed down the footpath, mentally kicking herself. How could she have allowed herself to get so rattled by a couple of medium-sized biceps and a dazzling smile? And besides, his taste in books really ought to have sobered her up. No adult man who reads books featuring lovesick werewolves and angsty teenagers could be that much of a catch. But why was she surprised that a man had left her feeling disappointed? Underwhelmed?

Frankie flashed through her recent dating history.

Exhibit A – her last Tinder experience:


[image: image] Michael: Hi there, Frankie. Whereabouts do you live in Melbourne?

[image: image] Frankie: Richmond. You?

[image: image] Michael: I just got out of prison and my ex changed the locks. I could really use a place to stay?



Exhibit B – her last blind date: ‘It’s real silverware, touch it!’ he said as he stashed the fancy restaurant cutlery in his pockets.

Exhibit C – her last random hook-up: ‘Frankie, your vagina is like a velvet taco.’

And then there was Adam. It had been eighteen months since Ads had broken up with her after two and a half years together. Their relationship had been hot and heavy, until it wasn’t. They’d fallen hard and fast, but external stresses weighed heavily on their young, blinded-by-love shoulders.

When reviews for Frankie’s second book slammed everything from her characters to her use of semi-colons – ‘Hilary’ rated Something About Jane 0 stars, stating she would ‘rather have severe, week-long diarrhoea than have to read this book again’ – an intense bout of writer’s block settled over her.

Ads got promoted to junior partner at his top-tier law firm and was too preoccupied to notice Frankie’s devastation over her career falling apart.


[image: image] Ads: Hey Franks. It seems like you’re in a bit of a transition phase, and I don’t think I can help you with what you’re looking for. I think it would be better for both of us if we were just friends. See you around. Ads x

[image: image] Frankie: I hope you fucking die.

[image: image] Frankie: Sorry, I didn’t mean that.

[image: image] Frankie: I love you.

[image: image] Frankie: Fuck you.

[image: image] Frankie: I miss you …

[image: image] Frankie: I’m deleting your number.



After surviving a tumultuous grieving period, Frankie was at an all time low. She lost not only all confidence in her ability to write, but also her part-time role as a primary school library assistant following a breakdown complete with expletives during Year 1 book club after discovering, via Facebook, that Ads had a new girlfriend. Months of Ben & Jerry’s ice cream and The Notebook viewing sessions later, Frankie braved the dating world again, only to be assailed by failed date after failed ego-bruising date. Had these sexless and waking-up-spoonless months finally led her to lose her mind? Not to mention made her so self-absorbed that she no longer knew what was going on with her best friend?

Arriving at Lune Croissanterie, Frankie inched her way through the waiting crowd, scanning the tables. There, hidden in the back corner, she spotted Cat. In front of her lay an assortment of partially eaten croissants. With a final shudder, Frankie pushed aside the visual of the bookstore nose kiss, and slid into the chair next to her best friend. Startled, Cat looked up, and Frankie’s heart broke at the sight of her friend’s teary, croissant-crumbed face. She pulled Cat towards her, rubbing her back and consoling her with soothing whispers.

‘How did this happen, Catty?’

‘It’s these baby hormones! They’ve invaded my body and have me doing all kinds of crazy things,’ blubbered Cat, dabbing her eyes with a crumpled serviette. ‘And the worst part is, I’ve literally never felt hornier. And Claud insists on being super cautious in the bedroom. He’s worried he’s going to dent the baby or something! But all I want to do is have loud, inappropriate, break-the-bed-in-three-places sex!’

‘Well, it’s certainly no pickles-and-peanut-butter at 3am,’ Frankie said. ‘So, you’re high on hormones and, what, you just fell on his penis after class?’

Cat smiled guiltily, blushing. ‘It just sort of happened. I was all pent up after the K-Pop session. He was just so dreamy. It was almost magnetic,’ Cat gushed. ‘After the class, he came over to help me stretch. You know that stretch when you lie on the floor and you have somebody push against your hip bone and leg? He was practically straddling me and, I don’t know, I was just overcome with desire. I’ve never felt such a pull like that before! And the next thing I know, we’re doing it in the bathroom squashed between the toilet and a Dyson Airblade.’

She sighed and buried her face in her sticky hands. ‘Oh Frank, I’ve been racked with guilt ever since. Especially because Claud’s been extra attentive since we found out about the baby. He tries so hard to make sure I’m comfortable and happy. And then there’s you, Frankie! We just don’t keep secrets from each other.’

Frankie squeezed Cat’s leg. ‘Does he have any idea?’ Frankie asked as evenly as she could manage.

‘God no!’ she hissed, looking up. ‘You know how he’d get. He’d be completely devastated.’

Frankie had always known that Claud adored Cat, but he was sensitive and, at times, unforgiving. It wasn’t unusual for Frankie to arrive at The Little Brunswick Street Bookshop and find the two of them still simmering over the previous night’s argument. They were two strong-minded individuals who lived together and worked together three days a week. They were bound by love and bookkeeping, and after many intertwining years their relationship had become less passionate and more practical. But still, Frankie was having a hard time believing what she was hearing. ‘Do you still love Claud? You want to be with him, right?’

At that, Cat’s whole body seemed to cave in on itself. She hesitated for a moment, then said, ‘Yes, of course. We’re having a baby.’

Frankie sighed again, now at a complete loss for words. She wanted to protect her friend and keep her calm; Cat had precarious blood-sugar levels at the best of times. And was she really expected to throw away a twelve-year relationship after a moment of hormone-induced insanity? Even though they didn’t always see eye-to-eye exactly, Frankie felt a sense of loyalty to Claud, and wanted to protect him from this newly discovered infidelity. Cat had always been a little addicted to life, moving from one infatuation to the next. This has to be another one of her fads, Frankie told herself, a momentary lapse in judgement.

‘And it’s over with this guy?’ she gently prodded.

Cat’s bottom lip quivered. ‘It’s over with this guy.’

‘Have you read Esther Perel’s new book? The State of Affairs?’

Cat shook her head. ‘But with an accent like hers, I’d believe just about anything she said.’

‘She wrote about how sometimes people stray not because they don’t love their partner, or because they are looking for somebody better, but because they are searching for another part of themselves, a part which has become lost in the folds of a safe and comfortable relationship.’ Frankie rubbed Cat’s arm and picked up a half-eaten pain au chocolat. ‘Sweet Jesus, this is heaven in my mouth!’

And there they sat, arms resting against each other, quickly sampling the treats before them. Cat checked her watch, deciding they could spare another few minutes, then turned the interrogation around. ‘So, you sexually assaulted a customer?’

It was Frankie’s turn to bury her face in her hands, cringing and laughing in equal measure as she recounted the incident in all its excruciating glory, periodically blurting out, ‘On the nose, Cat! On the fucking nose!’ Cat was beside herself with laughter, regularly spraying the table with crumbs and bits of custard.

‘And I thought I had problems,’ Cat said between gasps for air.

‘It was hands down the most embarrassing moment of my life.’

‘Was he at least easy on the eyes? Or nose?’ Cat winked at Frankie, who rolled her eyes in return.

‘You have no idea.’ They both broke into a fit of giggles. ‘Oh, but you won’t believe which book he bought.’

‘High Fidelity? Wuthering Heights? Rosemary’s Baby?’ Cat inquired.

‘Worse.’

‘Fifty Shades of Grey?’

Frankie raised her eyebrows, egging Cat on.

‘Fifty Shades Darker?’

‘New Moon!’ Frankie guffawed.

‘No! I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’m partial to hot vampires seeking to avenge death and the odd sexy werewolf, but New Moon? Are you sure this was an adult-sized man whose nose you pashed?’

‘I know. Why are all the good-looking ones such terrible readers?’ Frankie despaired as she attempted to make I’ll-have-a-strong-cappuccino eyes at the nearest waiter.

‘So, what are we going to do about it?’ Cat said to the back of Frankie’s head.

‘Do about what?’

‘This horrible man-drought that’s doing weird things to your fine-motor reflexes.’

‘Nothing. I’m not fit to date!’

A young waitress in distressed jeans and a black tank top finally approached their table, and they ordered a cappuccino and peppermint tea to go.

‘Frank, did you ever consider that you need to be more open-minded? We’ve talked about your “gap”,’ Cat said. ‘Even with Ads, you kept him at arm’s length. Maybe you’re not being open enough, not willing to let anyone in. You know, romance isn’t all Mr Bingley and Atticus Finch!’

‘Well, at least they were well-read.’

[image: image]

Back on the street, Cat clung dramatically to Frankie. ‘I’m too exhausted to walk!’ She fluttered her eyelashes. ‘Can we catch the next tram back? Please?’ Frankie couldn’t help but laugh as they meandered over to the nearest tram stop and collapsed on the bench.

‘You know, Frankenstein,’ Cat said as Frankie bent forward, peering down the street in search of an approaching tram, ‘we’re brought up being told not to judge a book by its cover. Maybe you should start applying the same logic to men.’

‘That’s rich coming from you, Cat Cooper. You just about deck anyone who comes into the store asking for Nicholas Sparks.’

‘Mr Sparks needs to diversify!’ Cat retorted. ‘Fine, you have a point.’

‘See, you can tell a lot from what a person reads.’

At the familiar clang of the approaching tram, the two friends rose from the bench and began their furious hunt for their travel cards. As they tapped on to the packed vehicle, Cat took one look at the teenagers lounging across the priority seat and powered towards them. She stood directly in front of them, legs apart, hands on hips and coughed unsubtly. Looking terrified, they skittered away and Cat sat down with a satisfied grin. Even though she wasn’t showing yet, pregnancy had given Cat a whole new appreciation for the concept of power posing. Frankie sheepishly followed and hung onto the rail next to her smug friend.

‘So,’ Cat said, suddenly sitting up straighter, as if an idea had been beamed into her, ‘use books to find a man!’

‘Excuse me?’

‘Boooooks!’ Cat cooed, as if it were obvious.

‘What are you on about, woman?’

‘Seriously, Frank. If you think you can tell so much from a person’s bookshelf, why not put it to the test? Get your mates John Willoughby and Jo March to veto your men.’

Frankie scoffed. ‘So, I should force my way into men’s homes and peruse their bedside tables to decide whether they’re marriage material? If I’ve learned one thing today, it’s to not invade people’s personal space.’

‘I didn’t say anything about a break-and-enter. Frankie, think about it. Literature is your life. You’ve been trawling Tinder looking for well-read intellectuals, but it’s not working. Let’s shake things up! Just use your favourite books to find a man.’

‘Just use your favourite books to find a man? You’re losing your mind.’ Frankie stared absently out the window, allowing her eyes to relax and move back and forth with the tram’s movement.

‘Yes, start a book club. You can put a sign on the front door saying, “Hot men with a grasp of classic and contemporary fiction wanted!” You can lead it, write notes, test them on their analytical skills . . . At least it would get you writing again.’

Frankie rolled her eyes, but then, as the rhythm of the tram lulled her into a gentle daze, an idea flashed before them.
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A Train of Thought



I was standing in a train carriage, clinging to a (I hope that’s not human residue) moist handrail and a worn copy of Persuasion. There was a man sitting opposite me playing a ukulele, wearing only a pair of green briefs and a top hat (to keep it classy). I could hear a distant banging in the background. Bang. Bang. Bang. You’ve. Hit. Rock. Bottom. It seemed to taunt.

What am I doing here, in this vast, open, new-to-me world of the blog, you’d like to know? After accidentally kissing – ahem, molesting – a stranger’s nose at my place of work, I have been forced to seek alternative methods of finding a mate. So, I hopped aboard the 5.42pm to Alamein, armed with a good book and just a shred less self-respect. My plan? Use my deeply judgemental bookish self (because let’s be honest, we do actually judge books by their covers) to sift through the bad boys, the bad-in-beds and the bad readers. Using the heroic and hopelessly romantic words of some of my favourite novels, I am determined to find a half-decent-looking man who makes me laugh and is capable of sitting through an entire dinner party without using phrases like ‘ROFLMAO’ and ‘That’s what she said’. Surely I’m not asking too much?

So, after surreptitiously raiding the shelves at the bookstore at which I work (#kleptomaniac #shelfie #bestbossever) and taking just a few from my personal collection, I flipped to the seventh-last page of each one and scribbled the following:


You have great taste in books. Fancy a date? Email me, Scarlett O’ x hello@thebookninja.com



Over the next few weeks I will stealthily ninja said books (everything from Atkinson to Zafón) on various train and tram services travelling in and out of the city. My hope? For a man to find one, read it, and be so deeply and irrevocably moved by the words (because he has superb taste in books, is obviously intelligent and has his shit together) that he is compelled to contact me. We shall then hit it off. Date for a few months. Move in together. Get married. And before you can say Fitzwilliam Darcy, live happily ever after with three kids, two Dalmatians and an American walnut veneer bookshelf, of course.

Now, I know what you’re thinking . . . Does this woman not have a shred of dignity? What about feminism? Her concern for privacy and security? Does she realise that her life’s worth is not measured by the man in it?

I’ll admit it: I’m lonely. I haven’t had sex in too many months to count, and the last time another human being held me, really held me, was when I tripped entering a 7-Eleven at 11.40pm to collect a second bucket of Ben & Jerry’s. Don’t get me wrong, it’s okay to want more than the warmth of a stranger late at night. But in actual fact, I’m willing to open myself up to you (whoever and wherever you are) because I need to find a way to bridge ‘the gap’ (as my best friend so eloquently terms it) that I put between myself and other people, and just take a punt at life, and love. I need to get over my desperate fear of failure and put pen to paper again, and maybe along the way I can find the man of my (fictional) dreams.

Oh, and the other thing you must be wondering is: HOW COULD YOU PART WITH YOUR BOOKS?! For that, I have nothing. It’s the single flaw in the plan.

It’s been four days since I released Persuasion to the rails. Tomorrow I’ll put The Goldfinch out there, and the day after that, Catch-22. And all the while I will obsessively refresh my browser until something either expected or (I hope) unexpected comes of this strange social experiment. All notable correspondence and dates will be documented here.

To protect my identity, and by that I mean to prevent my mother from tracking this down, over the next few months you’ll come to know me as Scarlett O’ – the woman whose sanity has Gone with the Wind.

Until next time, my dears.

After all, tomorrow is another date.

Scarlett O’ xx



Leave a comment (3)


Cat in the Hat > I’d date you. Now get over here already so we can watch Outlander.






No offence but . . . > Going to all this effort to find a man? As an independent woman, this does strike me as slightly anti-feminist.






Stephen Prince > @Nooffencebut . . . I think you need to Google the definition of feminism. Scarlett O’, you’re my queen.
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Lost and Found by Brooke Davis

City Loop train to Parliament Station



Frankie had never been surrounded by so much lycra in her life. She watched on in amazement as striped glittery leggings and sweaty lime-green crop tops danced around the room.

‘I cannot believe I let you drag me into this,’ she shouted over the loud Korean pop music that thundered throughout the warehouse.

Cat slid down to the ground and put her leg out at a ninety-degree angle, tapping it ferociously. She rubbed her belly, pulsating to the beat. Frankie crouched next to her and stuck out her leg, trying awkwardly to keep up.

‘I don’t think you understand how bad you are at this,’ Cat said, laughing.

‘I don’t think you understand how much I hate you right now,’ Frankie said between a hip grind and a hair toss.

The purple-haired dance instructor, wearing a white tracksuit and orange sneakers, cranked up the music. ‘Now stand up and Arrogant Dance! One-two. One-two. One-two.’

All eighteen dancing Koreans stood up at once. They shimmied effortlessly into position, legs apart, hips swaying, followed by the very non-Korean Frankie and Cat, who were dancing inelegantly at the back.

‘That’s it! Arrogant Dance! Arrogant Dance!’ yelled the instructor with so much enthusiasm Frankie thought he might explode into a puff of glittery smoke.

Everyone crossed their arms and sashayed their bodies towards the front of the class. Everyone except Frankie, who was concentrating on not falling over.

‘And now the Butt Dance. Quickly, Butt Dance! Butt Dance!’ commanded the instructor seriously, as if he were teaching them how to perform CPR, not wiggle their behinds.

Everyone turned their back to the instructor, and as Frankie looked around at the lycra-clad, fluoro-haired, exceptionally coordinated dancers, along with her red-haired, red-faced, exceptionally uncoordinated pregnant friend, shaking their bums as if their lives depended on it, she suppressed a laugh.

‘Okay, this may be the funniest thing I have ever done in my life,’ Frankie called to a sweaty, derrière-wiggling Cat.

‘Stop talking and wiggle that butt, Frankston! Wiggle, goddamn it!’ Cat slapped Frankie’s bum.

‘Yes, sir!’ Frankie laughed.

Moments later, while attempting the Fantastic Baby, a dance move requiring the simultaneous flicking of legs and arms, Frankie puffed, ‘So, can you please tell me now which one is Jin Soo?’

‘I told you already, I’m not telling you. It was a one-time thing and it’s never happening again. I never want to think about it or talk about it. Ever!’ Cat hissed, angrily moving her arms and legs all over the place like a psychotic octopus.

‘And I told you that the only way in hell I was coming to this dance class was if you pointed out the second guy you have ever slept with!’ Frankie wheezed while shimmying.

‘Oh, all right, fine. But stop shimmying; that’s not even a K-Pop move,’ snapped Cat, looking around nervously. ‘It’s him,’ she said, pointing vaguely towards the front of the room.

Frankie squinted and twisted her neck to get a better look. ‘Who? The one in the silver mesh singlet?’

‘No, him. At the front of the class.’

‘Who? The instructor?’

Cat nodded sheepishly.

‘You slept with the instructor of your K-Pop class? Cat!’ gasped Frankie.

‘Yes. And now you know, we are never talking about it again,’ Cat said firmly.

Frankie shuddered. Cat’s confession suddenly felt all too real. ‘Okay, fine,’ Frankie agreed reluctantly.

‘And to finish up, let’s move into the Ring Ding Dong! Do the Ring Ding Dong!’ bellowed Jin Soo.

‘Do you want to ring ding his dong, Cat?’ Frankie smiled innocently.

‘Stop it!’ Cat punched Frankie’s arm, hard.

Everyone started to grind towards the floor, sweat rolling down their foreheads. Suddenly, the music came to a halt and Frankie jerked to a stop, two beats behind everybody else. Jin Soo, in a surprisingly high-pitched voice, thanked the group for their attendance. As the dancers started to disperse and chat in small groups, he took off his shirt, revealing droolworthy, sculpted abs. Frankie wolf-whistled in Cat’s ear, but then stepped back and saw her friend staring uncomfortably at the floor.

‘What’s wrong?’ Frankie said.

‘Nothing. Nothing. I just want to get out of here,’ Cat replied, leading the way quickly out of the K-Pop warehouse and onto bustling Swan Street.
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‘I still can’t believe you slept with him, Cat. Are you really not going to tell Claud?’

They strolled past cafes, the rich scent of coffee and freshly baked bread wafting around them.

‘I can’t tell him, Frank. He would therapy-knit himself into a frenzy,’ Cat said, stopping out the front of Feast of Merit, their favourite Richmond cafe.

‘I think that’s a good idea, Catty,’ agreed Frankie as they joined the queue at the takeaway window. ‘And remember, you promised me you would never do anything like this again, or off with your head!’

‘Yeah, I know. I know,’ Cat replied.

‘A double-shot latte and one peppermint tea, please,’ Frankie said to the barista, handing over a ten-dollar note.

‘Coming right up. What’s your name, please?’ The barista scribbled down their order directly onto two takeaway cups.

‘Jin Soo,’ Frankie answered with a wry smile. Cat scowled.

They sat on two crates perched on the footpath, waiting for their name to be called.

‘Oh God. I cannot wait to drink coffee again. Only five more months till this baby comes shooting out of me. Promise me that when you visit me at the hospital you’ll bring coffee, sashimi, soft cheese and—’

‘And a bottle of pinot. I know, I know. You’ve only reminded me every single day since the second you found out you were pregnant,’ Frankie said.

‘And I will continue to remind you every day until I see a sashimi-and-soft-cheese platter with a side of coffee and pinot laid before me.’

Frankie nodded, checking the time on her phone. It was already 8.45am. She was going to be so late to open the shop. Frankie spied her reflection in the cafe window and snorted in disgust. Her hair was wild and frizzy and her I ♥ NY T-shirt clung to her, but there was no way she’d make it home in time to shower.

She forced her eyes away from herself and focused instead on Cat, who was explaining how Claud was stuck in Adelaide after progressing to the next round of the Fastest Needles in the South annual competition.

‘He’s devastated to be missing the next appointment with my obstetrician, but I said, “You’ve been training for months, honey! You’ll be there for the next one.” ’

‘Probably for the best; he doesn’t need any more inspiration for baby clothes. How many woollen onesies are you up to now?’ Frankie glanced over to the takeaway station, increasingly anxious to get a move on. If she was going to have to change in the backroom of the bookstore, she at least wanted enough time to run their emergency work straightener through her hair.

‘Did you bring books to drop on the train on your way?’ Cat asked.

‘I sure did, they’re right here.’ Frankie patted her backpack.

‘Any emails about them yet?’

‘Not yet, but it’s only been a week. It takes time to get to the end of the book,’ Frankie said.

‘Oh, hurry up already, dream man! Or crazy stalkers—’ Cat suddenly went silent and ducked her head behind a stray menu, furiously poking Frankie.

‘What are you doing? Ouch! Cat, that hurts.’ Frankie swatted Cat’s hand away.

‘He’s here,’ Cat said.

‘Who’s here?’

‘Jin Soo. He’s in line to order a coffee. Shit. Don’t make eye contact. Don’t look.’

‘Why do you still go to his classes if you want to avoid him?’ Frankie hissed, crouching behind the slightly sad-looking fiddle-leaf fig sitting on the crate in front of them.

‘Because you just don’t get that kind of soundtrack anywhere else. And I never speak to him anymore. I’m just in and out. In and out. In and out!’ said Cat, flushed.

‘Okay, okay. Please stop saying “in and out”! Do you want to leave? I’ll grab the drinks and meet you round the corner.’

Cat nodded furiously, slowly standing up.

‘Jin Soo!’ shouted the barista.

Frankie and Cat both froze.

‘Jin Soo! Jin Soo!’

‘That’s us,’ whispered Frankie to Cat.

Jin Soo looked up from his phone and immediately spotted Cat. He smiled at her, clearly confused.

‘Jin Soo!’ the barista called again.

‘Run,’ hissed Cat.

‘What?’

‘Run!’ Cat repeated, and raced off, as fast as her little legs would carry her. Abandoning their drinks, Frankie sprinted after her, trying to suppress her laughter.

Once a safe two and a half blocks away, Frankie stopped. She curled over and put her hands on her knees, breathing heavily. ‘Jesus you’re fit,’ she called after Cat. ‘Oh God, now I’m even sweatier. And I haven’t even had my coffee!’ Frankie said, between breaths.

‘Sorry, that was ridiculous of me.’

‘That name thing was ridiculous of me,’ Frankie countered with a grimace. She checked her watch and looked herself up and down. ‘I should get going; I feel filthy and I have some book ninja-ing to take care of on the way. Are you going to be all right?’ Frankie smiled.

Cat nodded. ‘I’ll see you in a couple of hours, Frankston.’ Cat laughed, and walked the other way, leaving Frankie to hop on the train with books ready to plant.
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Frankie walked through Richmond station and peered up at the train times on the electronic board. One minute till the City Loop train line; she dashed to platform three and skidded through the closing doors of the train just in time. Leaning against the door for a second, she closed her eyes and attempted to catch her breath. God, I am so unfit; I really have to do more exercise. Maybe more K-Pop? She opened her eyes, scouting out the carriage. Most seats were occupied by commuters on their phones, on their laptops, on their Kindles. Nobody flicked through real books.

‘Typical,’ Frankie muttered as she made her way to a spare seat. She sat down and slowly slid her copy of Lost and Found out of her backpack, balancing it surreptitiously on her lap while peering around to check if anyone was watching her. But everybody was too busy with their heads in their devices. Opening the book to the seventh-last page, she ran her fingers over the indentations left by her pen. Frankie closed the book, kissed it and put it down inconspicuously next to her.

Please let the man who finds this book be my soulmate.

‘O.M.G. Are you Frankie Rose?’ she heard a shrill voice say behind her.

Frankie turned around. ‘Yes,’ she replied sceptically.

‘O.M.G! O.M.G! O.M.G!’ the lanky teenage girl screeched, clambering out of her seat to perch, uninvited, next to Frankie, half-sitting on Lost and Found.

‘Sorry, but have we met?’ Frankie asked.

‘I’m only your biggest fan. I’ve read A Modern Austen AND Something about Jane, like, a million times. They are seriously amazing. O.M.G. – I can’t believe it’s you. I recognised you from your headshot inside the cover. Although, you were a bit more done up there,’ the girl said, taking in Frankie’s dishevelled appearance.

Frankie smiled uncomfortably, shifting in her seat.

‘So, are you going to release a number three? I have to know what happens to Charlotte and Alexander. I just have to!’ The girl edged closer and closer, until Frankie could smell her salty breath.

‘Oh, um, no. No more books, I’m afraid. I’m not writing anymore,’ Frankie said, inching further away.

‘What? Why? That is the worst thing I have ever heard in my whole entire life. Seriously, don’t let those terrible reviews get you down, babe. I don’t know what they were talking about. “The worst book to have ever been published”? Please, have they not read Othello? We had to read it for school and it was boring with a capital B.’ The girl laughed, playfully nudging Frankie’s shoulder.

Not this, not now, Frankie whined to herself. She had to get away from this Shakespeare-bashing fan. ‘I . . . I, think I see my colleague,’ said Frankie, suddenly flustered. She slung her backpack over her shoulder and skidded towards the train’s internal doors.

‘You forgot your book, babe!’ the girl called after her.

Frankie slipped into the next carriage and flung herself onto a spare seat.

She put her head in her hands. ‘What a fucking nightmare,’ she said under her breath.

‘Tough day?’ said the man sitting opposite her.

She looked up and almost died. It was John-Knightley-Mr-Darcy-Edmund-Bertram from the bookstore. The man she had recently kissed, without invitation, smack-bang on the nose. And Frankie had just sworn under her breath at a teenage girl. And she looked . . . like this.

‘You could say that.’ Frankie attempted a smile but was certain it came off as a wince.

‘Anything I can help with?’ he said, his startling blue eyes twinkling everywhere. He looked even more perfect than during their horrific first encounter, this time wearing a checkered shirt and beige chinos.

Who is this guy? Frankie thought as she felt herself blush. The man, entirely composed, smiled warmly and returned to his book. The Hunger Games. Frankie couldn’t stop staring, so she took out her copy of Mansfield Park and pretended to read.

He looked up from his book. ‘What are you reading?’

‘Uh, Mansfield Park. For the hundredth time.’ She let out a low, forced chuckle.

‘Oh, I’ve never heard of it. Any good?’

Never heard of Mansfield Park? Frankie choked back a gasp. But look at those eyes, she thought as she tried not to gape. That bone structure. Maybe I could change his ways, Pygmalion-style.

But before she could answer his question, the man took out his wallet, nodding to a group of inspectors flooding the train.

‘Shit!’ Frankie thought and said at the same time as she remembered her train card sitting in her bag at home.

‘My travel pass, it’s in my other bag. I just changed bags.’ She knew she was babbling, but she couldn’t stop. ‘I was in such a rush for K-Pop and—’

‘Ticket please?’ the inspector said to the couple behind her.

‘Don’t worry. I’ve got this.’ The gorgeous man half-smiled. Oh, I could get lost in that smile, Frankie thought, and then she snapped out of it and focused on the fact that she was about to be hit with a two-hundred-dollar fine.

The ticket inspectors approached, and just then, as Frankie was scrambling for an excuse that might sound reasonable, the man dropped his book and moved his face dangerously close to Frankie’s. There was no doubt about his intentions this time. He grabbed her face, leaned in and kissed her. He pushed his hands through her hair, and a small moan escaped her lips. He kissed her with an ardent need unlike anything Frankie had experienced. If they had been characters in a book, everything around them would have slipped away, buttons would have flown, shoes fallen off. And then, just like that, he broke away.

‘They’re gone.’ He smiled.

‘Who?’ Frankie replied in a trembled whisper.

‘The ticket inspectors.’

‘Oh, uh, thanks,’ Frankie said huskily.

‘No problem. Works every time.’

Every time? This guy is smooth. Frankie let out a breathy, awkward laugh, her cheeks burning and heart fluttering like a caffeinated butterfly.

‘Well, that was better than our first kiss.’ The handsome stranger winked, and then returned to The Hunger Games as if nothing had happened.
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Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou Romeo?



Beginning a new book is much like dating.

First, there’s trepidation. You ask yourself: What am I looking for in a book? What mood am I in? What are my friends reading? Work is picking up, do I really have the capacity to invest in the War and Peaces of this world, or should I be looking for something lighter, perhaps a little more Vinegar Girl?
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