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To all the teachers who helped ignite our love of reading and writing, and to book lovers everywhere




‘If one cannot enjoy reading a book over and over again, there is no use in reading it at all.’


— Oscar Wilde
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Bea Babbage would have killed to be any of the ladies sitting neatly in a row in front of her. Eliza Doolittle, Elizabeth Bennet, Rachel Chu, Nancy Drew, Aibileen Clark. Each of these women lived boldly between the pages of the books nestled in the towering oak bookshelves she had come to know so well. Bea still remembered the first time she laid eyes on Cassandra’s family’s library. Her heart had panged with jealousy, then desire. She’d been desperate to explore its grand oak bookshelves, which spread across every wall and reached up to the high ceiling. And after she and Cassandra became best friends, that’s exactly what she did most weekends, until they left their hometown of Dunsborough for university in Perth. It was something else being back in this room after all these years, as Cassandra’s maid of honour.


Bea’s reminiscing was interrupted by a hand on her shoulder.


‘What are you doing up here?’ Matt asked, eyes a little glazed. His bowtie was untied and hung loosely around his neck. His brown hair was a little scruffy, but he still looked indescribably happy.


‘Me? What are you doing here?’ Bea stumbled a step forward, slightly tipsy. ‘You’re the groom!’


He smiled, placing his hands in his pockets. Then they stood in silence for a moment, taking in the impressive room that held so many memories for them both.


‘I just needed a little breather, Beatrix Potter,’ he said. Matt had been calling her that ever since discovering she was named after the author. ‘It gets overwhelming, everyone staring and smiling at you.’


Bea nodded, as if she’d been married tons of times and could totally relate.


‘You look great, by the way,’ Matt commented. Bea smoothed her sleek black ponytail and awkwardly played with the straps of her too-tight suede dress.


‘Doesn’t Cassandra look beautiful today?’ Bea drifted to the other side of the bookshelf, fingers skimming the colourful spines. ‘You’re a lucky guy, Matt. Truly.’


‘I know. She’s perfect. But she always looks perfect.’ Matt smiled. ‘Except after her hen’s weekend. Then she was an absolute wreck. And, Bea, she was mortified. I don’t know how you let that happen!’ Matt laughed.


‘Oh, so she told you?’


‘Of course she told me.’


‘Yeah, of course.’ Bea hiccupped inelegantly and covered her mouth. ‘She told me she would.’


‘It’s just one of those things, you know? It’s your last hurrah, after all! It’s really no big deal, Bea. I did the same thing at my bachelor party.’ Matt winked.


‘You also slept with the topless waiter?’ Bea gasped, dropping the copy of Little Women she had just plucked from the shelf.


Matt froze. ‘What? No! I vomited at my bachelor party!’ He took a step forward. ‘Wait – Cassandra slept with the topless waiter?’


Bea shuffled uneasily. ‘Oh, did I say slept with the topless waiter? I meant, um, she was a topless waiter. No, I meant she danced with the topless waiter.’ Bea knew that her lame attempts at covering for Cassandra weren’t working. Her head began to whirl, her chest tightening – she couldn’t breathe.


‘No.’


‘Matt.’ Bea stumbled towards him and grabbed his arm, but it was too late. He pulled away and sprinted from the library. Bea hobbled after him, struggling to walk straight in her stilettos.


‘Cassandra!’ Matt bellowed, storming down the flower-adorned marble staircase. Women dressed in silk gowns and pearls froze on the dance floor. Men wearing crisp shirts and sharp bowties turned their heads in surprise.


‘Cassandra!’ Matt roared again. He flew by beribboned chairs and tables decorated with soaring floral arrangements and sweet-smelling candles, past beaming guests and beneath fairy lights. Bea chased him. Then Matt spotted Cassandra. Standing gracefully beside the chocolate fountain, a champagne flute in one hand, the other resting on the railing of the outdoor decking, his wife was the epitome of beauty. She wore a low-backed, white lace dress that enhanced her height and her tan. Her lips were stained a cherry pink and her thick blonde hair was held in a loose braid that draped down her back. She was the stark opposite of pale, dark-haired, barely-taller-than-five-foot Bea.


‘My loves,’ Cassandra said in her whispery voice as she caught sight of her new husband and her best friend.


‘Is it true?’ Matt asked.


‘Is what true?’ Cassandra asked, glancing nervously at Bea, who shook her head.


The photographer and videographer homed in on the couple, capturing their conversation as diligently as they’d captured every minute of the ceremony.


‘Did you or did you not cheat on me at your hen’s party?’ Matt demanded.


Cassandra blanched. She looked at Matt and then at Bea, accusation forming in her eyes. ‘You told him?’ Cassandra’s usual whisper was now a violent spit. The photographer snapped ferociously and the videographer fiddled with his lens. Bea hoped he wasn’t zooming in.


‘Cass, I’m sorry. I just blurted it out. I thought he knew. He implied that he knew,’ Bea pleaded, trying her hardest not to slur her words, and not to dissolve into a heap of tears.


Cassandra ignored Bea and turned to her husband. ‘Matt, it was a mistake. A terrible, horrible mistake. I was out-of-my-mind drunk. It obviously meant nothing. I love you, you know how much I love you.’ Her hand trembled as she reached for him. Guests surreptitiously gathered around the three of them, their hushed, intrigued whispers rising like hot air.


Matt pulled away from Cassandra. ‘A terrible, horrible mistake you’ll have to live with for the rest of your life, Cass,’ he said, his voice dark. ‘I can’t even look at you. How could you do this to me? To us?’ He looked devastated. Defeated. Taking one last look at his now less than blushing bride, he spun around, pushing his way through the cluster of guests. The videographer and photographer looked at each other as if to say Do we stay with the bride or follow the groom?


Cassandra went to race after Matt.


Oh Bea, you terrible person, you have to fix this. She knew Matt well enough to know he needed space. So she enveloped Cassandra in the biggest hug she could muster.


‘It’s going to be okay, Cass. I promise you, I’ll make it all okay,’ she said.


Snap, snap, snap. The photographer had decided to stay.


‘Get off me!’ Cassandra yelped, shoving Bea away.


Bea struggled against her, holding onto Cassandra for dear life, hoping that, eventually, she would collapse into her arms. The harder Cassandra pushed, the tighter Bea held on. Then Cassandra punched and kicked, and Bea relented and fell away. Unfortunately, that was the exact moment when Cassandra gave one last heave, pushing herself and her couture dress straight into the chocolate fountain.
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Dear Justine,


Thanks for coming on such short notice. Please do a thorough clean today, including wiping down all the cupboards and cleaning the windows. This will be my last clean as I’m moving to Melbourne tomorrow. I know what you’re thinking, that’s pretty short notice to uproot everything and jet off to a new city where I have no friends, job leads or accommodation – save for my sister, who lives fifty minutes out of the city. But desperate times call for desperate measures and I’m off to start afresh in Melbourne – the city of literature, coffee art and smashed avocado. I’ve always wanted a more exciting life, and if not now, then when? Maybe I’ll even ‘live large’ and get balayage? Oh, Justine, I’m so excited (while still filled with the usual dread, remorse and humiliation).


Sincerely,


Bea x


PS. I know that the year’s worth of cleaning services that I won from Spick & Span doesn’t include end-of-lease cleaning, so I’ve left $50 extra for you. I hope that’s enough.
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Bea squeezed the bottom of the toothpaste tube and smeared a blob onto her finger. She put the tip of her finger on her tongue and tasted the minty freshness. Furrowing her brow, she picked up her pen and scribbled some notes: Mildly minty, crunchy, crisp. Crisp crunch???


This was not what Bea had envisioned her first month in Melbourne would be like. While books and reading were her lifeblood, working in the fast-paced, creative world of marketing was what got her out of bed in the morning. She thought of her work like a book cover – an opportunity to create something that drew consumers in. At her old job, she’d felt fearless – in fact, it was just about the only time she felt confident and in charge. But after securing what she thought was her dream job at a marketing agency not long after arriving in Melbourne (‘They have the Melbourne Writers Festival as a client!’ she had squealed down the phone to her sister, Lizzie), Bea had been positioned solely on the CoolFresh Oral Hygiene account. This involved coming up with new names and slogans for toothpastes, whitening products and, on a good day, dental floss.


Bea looked up from her desk and peered over at her cubicle neighbour, Bill, who was typing so slowly Bea thought he might actually be dying. Balding on top and bulging on the sides, Bill had barely said boo to Bea since her first day at the office. In fact, almost nobody had. Up until this point, Bea had never really had to put herself out there in the friend department. Somehow, she always ended up with the friends, boyfriends, work wives who chose her – she never had to think about choosing anyone else. Even when it came to Cassandra, the cards had never been in her hands. As a very assured eight-year-old, Cass had plopped herself down next to Bea during fruit break, declared, ‘now we’re best friends!’ and well, they just were.


She glanced over at the Melbourne Writers Festival section of the office. In comparison to her sparse, white surroundings, colourful book posters adorned the cubicles. A giant plush penguin sat in the corner, and the Melbourne Writers people sat on blow-up bosu balls. Dressed in polka dots, Doc Martens and velvet scrunchies, they reeked of quirky fun. Bea adjusted her own drab silk shirt and beige capri pants. No wonder they wouldn’t let me swap onto their account.


‘What’re you looking at, Bea?’ It was Anika from Melbourne Writers. She passed Bea approximately three times a day on her way to the tea room, and was one of the few people to acknowledge her existence (possibly out of guilt, but Bea would take whatever she could get!). Dark-skinned with long brown hair, Anika was wearing her signature glasses with their thick purple frames, which took up most of her dainty face.


‘Just looking at the fun you’re all having,’ Bea said with a twinge of longing. Good one, Bea. Could you sound any more desperate?


‘Oh. You can come over and join us for a chat any time!’ Anika said sweetly, with only a tinge of pity.


‘Oh, thanks. You can come over to me too.’ Because I’m such a hoot? I am literally talking to no one at all times.


Anika smiled at Bea cautiously. Bea needed to break the awkward silence, and fast.


‘So, books.’


Anika looked confused. ‘Books?’


‘Do you … like them?’


‘Yes, of course.’


‘Oh. Me too.’


‘That’s great.’ Anika looked uneasily towards the big glass doors that would take her far away from Bea.


‘Okay, you can leave now,’ Bea said in an octave she had never heard her voice reach.


Anika laughed nervously and walked away at a speed that almost looked like running.


Bea cringed, and checked her phone hoping that she might find some less cringe-worthy human interaction there. Nothing. After three months of radio silence, Bea still hadn’t given up her repentant daily messages, hoping to make amends with her best friend. Her cheeks still flushed red with horror whenever she thought about the wedding day. The agony of it all had taken up firm residence in her heart – the pain she caused her best friend, and the fact that she wasn’t her best friend anymore, after all.


[image: Image]


When the clock ticked over to 11am, Bea rushed downstairs to The Nook, the little café that sat under her office building, to get her second caffeine fix for the day. It was a new, three-times-a-day ritual that she couldn’t quite afford, but which almost made work bearable. Especially because of Grover Dinopoli, AKA Dino, AKA her barista-slash-knight-in-caffeinated-armour. Fond of paperbacks, poetry and soy piccolos, he was the closest thing she had to a friend. And he only spends time with me in exchange for money, Bea thought with despair.


She walked through the bright blue door and into her salvation. A cosy café hidden away amongst the hustle and bustle of Commercial Road in South Yarra, only six wooden tables filled the compact coffee shop. The light autumn sun shone through the large window panes, almost beckoning Bea to make the most of the warmer days while they lasted, and the soothing smell of freshly baked danishes and rich coffee made Bea feel instantly at ease.


She waltzed up to the counter and smiled, waiting patiently for Dino to recognise her. He stood in his usual pose: hunched over a Moleskine notebook, ballpoint in hand. He was scribbling away at what she assumed was his latest poem. Dino didn’t seem like the poetry type. Six feet tall, with one tanned arm covered in tattoos, shaggy brown hair, perpetually clad in a dusty green apron and oversized op shop purchases, he hated talking about ‘his feelings’. He was the opposite of what she imagined E. E. Cummings, T. S. Eliot and Edgar Allan Poe had been like. In fact, it didn’t take long for Bea to discover that there was nothing typical about Dino at all.


When she realised Dino wasn’t going to notice her any time soon, Bea cleared her throat ever so delicately. He curved around instantly, trance broken. When he spotted her, he simply raised an eyebrow.


‘I should’ve known. Right on time, Beatrix Babbage,’ he said, nodding at the clock that hung precariously on the wall behind him. Bea was never sure whether he was playing at being pissed off.


‘I couldn’t go another second without seeing you, dear Grover Dinopoli.’ Bea feigned a faint, draping her arm across her forehead.


‘We’ve talked about this – don’t call me Grover. The very syllables of that name grate like nails on a chalkboard. If it weren’t for that nasty caffeine habit of yours keeping my business afloat, I’d have thrown you to the kerb,’ Dino said, already going to work on her strong skinny latte: one large hand steadily grinding the beans, while the other steamed the milk.


‘Ah, you’re welcome.’ Bea rubbed her thumb and fingers together in the universal symbol for money. She watched his coffee-making skills with admiration, before getting distracted by a gentle lapping at her hand. She looked down to find Agatha Christie, the apricot-coloured toy poodle Dino had inherited from his late grandmother, sitting in her canvas basket on the bar stool next to the counter. ‘Why, hello to you too, Agatha,’ Bea chirped, scratching the tiny poodle behind the ears. The dog groaned in delight and continued stamping wet kisses along her arm.


‘She’s a serial licker.’ Dino winked, handing over a steaming cup of frothed coffee. Bea gave him a grateful look and pressed the caffeinated goodness to her lips, savouring her first taste.


‘You’re an addict.’


Mouth still resting on the lip of her coffee cup, Bea shrugged, as if to say, tell me something I don’t know.


A brief commotion from the kitchen drew Bea’s attention. A flash of fairy floss–pink hair poked from a hole in the back wall.


‘Bea! Is that you?’ called Sunday, Dino’s silent business partner, pastry chef, customer service manager and wannabe fashion stylist. ‘Get your arse over here. I’ve got spoons that won’t lick themselves!’


Bea went to the serving hatch, leaving her coffee to cool on the counter. ‘What’s cookin’, good lookin’?’


‘Peanut butter, jelly and honeycomb slice.’ Sunday placed a burnt orange–coloured nugget into Bea’s open palm.


Popping it straight into her mouth, Bea let the dessert sit on her tongue, allowing the flavour to slowly soak into her taste buds. She sighed, closing her eyes. ‘You’re an artist, Sunday!’


‘Wait till you taste what I have in store for you next week. Spoiler alert: it has three different kinds of chocolate in it.’


Bea licked her lips.


‘So, how’s work going? Still spending your days coming up with names for toothpaste?’ Sunday asked.


Bea nodded, wiping the corners of her mouth with the back of her hand. ‘And to make matters worse, I’m horrible at it. I haven’t thought of one approved name since I started. But work is work and I guess my bills won’t pay themselves!’ She forced a smile. ‘Speaking of, I better get back to it.’


Sunday placed another of her peanut butter creations into Bea’s hand and waved her off. On her way to the front door, Bea grabbed her coffee and bid goodbye to Dino, who was wiping croissant crumbs off the bench. At the door, she paused and turned around. ‘I was in such a rush to get my hit I didn’t even read your quote! Now, let’s see.’


Bea walked back to the front counter and angled her takeaway cup to reveal a scratchy note written around the circumference of the cup: Enough fuss about sleeping together. I’d rather go to the dentist.


Dino, she had come to learn, did nothing half-arsed, nor conventionally. Rather than her name, Dino wrote a more or less accurate book quote on each of her takeaway cups. He had done so on her very first skinny latte, while her head was buried in a copy of Normal People by Sally Rooney, and it had become routine. A routine Bea chose to believe was shared only by the two of them.


‘Inspiration for your next toothpaste commercial. It’s from Vile Bodies, Evelyn Waugh.’


Before Bea could put her smug barista in his place, a blonde woman wearing a smear of bright red lipstick appeared next to her and coughed dramatically. ‘I’d like a tall, nonfat, soy flat white with whipped cream and a caramel drizzle.’


‘Coming right up,’ Dino said with a scowl, already beginning on her order.


As Bea was about to leave, Dino held his finger up and mouthed, Just give me a second. Bea shrugged and stepped to the side. She took out her phone, hoping again she might have received an email, a Facebook message, a text, or even a Words with Friends instant message from Cassandra.


[image: Image] Hey Cass,


I’m thinking of you. I heard from Mum that you’re back at work. That’s so great! I’m still in Melbourne and you’ll be happy to know that things aren’t going too well for me here – I hate my job and I have no friends. Karma’s a bitch, hey?


Anyway, once again, I’m so immensely sorry. I love you and miss you more than I miss summer fruit in winter. Please, please get in touch when you’re ready.


Bea xo


‘So, what do you think?’ Dino asked as she pressed send on her one hundred and seventeenth unacknowledged message to Cassandra.


‘About what?’ Bea looked up, confused. The five-adjectives-too-long-coffee-orderer guzzled her drink in the corner, a dab of cream hanging from the tip of her nose.


‘Jesus, Bea. You never pay attention to anything but the screen in front of you,’ Dino remarked.


Bea stared at him. Dino and Bea were friendly, but not quite friendly enough for his sudden abruptness.


‘I’m performing at some slam poetry gig tomorrow night,’ Dino began, looking down at Agatha Christie. ‘I have a spare ticket – my mum pulled out last minute, which probably says something about the quality of my art. But anyway, I thought you might like to come? Broaden your Melbourne horizons?’


Slam poetry? Bea wasn’t sure it was exactly her thing, but then again, she was hardly swimming in invitations. Besides, a chance to see Dino recite poetry on stage? Priceless.


‘Wunderbar, barista.’ Bea smiled encouragingly and made a note of the details in her phone. Dino nodded decisively and began cleaning his coffee machine.


‘Oh by the way, is it okay if I get a couple of prizes delivered here? I would get them sent to my house but I’m never home to sign for them. And we aren’t allowed personal packages sent to the office,’ Bea moaned.


‘Ah, sure, I guess. What sort of “prizes”?’ Dino narrowed his eyes, confused.


‘Oh, well, you know 25 words or less competitions?’


‘Mmm…’


‘I’ve sort of, got a knack for them.’ Bea shrugged.


Dino smiled, amused. ‘A knack?’


‘Yeah, I enter a couple a week, and I often win. The secret is to be super honest in your answers. No fluffing around, sucking up to the company who’s giving away the prize. Just tell it like it is, you know?’ Bea leaned over the counter, as if letting Dino in on some long held conspiracy theory.


‘I think the secret is that you enter a few a week! Who has time for that?’ Dino laughed.


‘I don’t have any friends here – remember? I’ve got loads of free time!’


‘Okay, sure, you can get your prizes sent here, you weirdo.’
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‘Broaden your Melbourne horizons.’ Dino’s words had stuck in Bea’s head all afternoon, so after work, Bea found herself strolling down bustling Brunswick Street, eyeing off young couples making the most of the last of the longer days, drinking glasses of wine on outdoor terraces, and glaring at best friends grabbing each other’s arms while laughing hysterically. She so desperately wanted what they had. To think, just a matter of weeks ago, she and Cassandra had mirrored these women, meeting for their weekly ‘book club for two’, trading novels, gossip and pop culture titbits. A custom which they had practised just about all their lives. Only instead of hot chocolates, they now drank wine, and rather than rehashing MSN Messenger faux pas, they discussed, in minute detail, Bea’s latest failed Tinder date.


She had come to Brunswick Street because her copy of Lonely Planet: Melbourne & Victoria had told her to. It promised a vibrant and friendly atmosphere boasting a youthful and eclectic crowd. It had also guaranteed a lovely bookstore with knowledgeable staff and an excellent selection of novels. And, after leaving most of her books behind in Perth (she had put a pile of some of her favourites on Cassandra’s front porch as some kind of symbolic peace offering, but later learned that Cassandra had set the whole thing alight), Bea desperately needed to add to her dismal Melbourne collection, as well as force herself to go beyond the familiar five block radius in which she resided. Bea loved her new neighbourhood, Windsor. Leafy winding streets, and quaint Victorian terraces with brightly coloured doors, made exploring the area a treat. But she couldn’t truly call herself a Melburnian before venturing north of the Yarra River.


Arriving at The Little Brunswick Street Bookstore, she pushed open its glass door and heard a small bell chime. Inside, the familiar smell of fresh paperbacks beckoned her like an old friend. Books of all shapes and sizes lined the shelves that snaked around the store, and Bea immediately felt at home.


Two women, one with brown hair and the other with fiery red, greeted her from behind the counter. The redhead was wearing a strange knitted hat and a black knitted T-shirt, and cradled a small baby. The brunette had her feet propped on top of the counter, a copy of The Fault in Our Stars open in her hand. She took one look at Bea and shouted, ‘Rom-com!’, and then went back to reading. Bea rolled her eyes, assuming they were guessing what book she was intending to buy. She had heard that booksellers sometimes played games like that. She walked slowly through the aisles, eyeing off the classics, then Young Adult, followed by thrillers.


So, what’s your plan, Bea? You came here to make a fresh start, but aren’t you really just running away? You hate your job, you have no friends and your new balayage highlights look ridiculous with your black hair. She self-consciously tied her long, now slightly blonde hair in a ponytail. What are you going to do to make things better, Bea? How are you going to shake things up?


She absentmindedly picked up a copy of The Huntress, flicked through the first few pages, and racked her brain. How could she get out of this new rut she had created for herself? She could feel the eyes of the women at the front counter watching her and looked up. They smiled at her. The store was empty apart from the four of them, and she felt a sort of silent connection, a paperback-loving comradery, with these two nameless bookworms.


‘Try our second-hand section, it’s new.’ The brunette woman pointed towards the back of the store. Bea nodded and followed the direction of the woman’s outstretched hand. There, she found a stout antique armoire filled with beautiful old covers. Some hardbacks, some clothbound and some paper, but all with the worn look of a book much loved. She had always had a soft spot for second-hand books. There was something about reading the same book somebody else had already lived through. Excitedly, Bea flicked through the first few books and then paused. One was peeking up a little taller than its neighbours, as if it had been bookmarked just for her. She lifted it cautiously, grazing her fingers across its frayed edges and over the embossed title. Meeting Oliver Bennett by Emma Delcour. The cover blushed a dark shade of green, and was adorned with gold letters, flecks and imperfections, it instantly exuded intrigue. Bea hadn’t heard of the book before, but the front matter revealed that it had been published in 1994, after being translated from French to English.


Glancing around, she checked if the women were still watching her, but saw that their heads were again buried in their own books. The redhead had hers propped in a cook-book stand, and was rocking her baby gently.


Turning the book over, Bea squinted at the slightly faded blurb.


Meeting Oliver Bennett is nothing short of magic. With broad shoulders, dark features, and a mind that ticks faster than an Imperial Model 58 typewriter, he makes Amelia’s heart blossom with a love she had never dreamed possible. After a brief but impassioned courtship, Oliver gets down on one knee and proposes to cherish her forever.


And then the first bomb drops.


A daring World War Two story of bravery, the injustice of war and the unshakable determination of two star-crossed lovers amid the chaos and devastation of London. Once you meet Oliver Bennett, nothing will ever be the same again.


Bea practically swooned on the spot. A historical fiction romance was just what the doctor ordered! She opened the cover. Chapter One. She ran her fingers down the page, imagining the new friends waiting to be discovered. No character is one dimensional (even Miss Trunchbull had her charm), and they often have ways of surprising you. In fact, on the days when she would row with her sister Lizzie, or on the odd occasion when she couldn’t seem to put a foot right with Cassandra, Bea wished she could be surrounded only by fictional characters, rather than those who inhabited the real world. How fun it would be to have dinner with Don Tillman, to ride a rollercoaster with Jo March or to gossip the night away with Emma Woodhouse.


She turned the page and her eyes caught on a scribble punctuating the bottom left corner. She squinted and pulled the book closer to her face.


your name is my favourite word


Each letter curled neatly into the next, without a single capital or space breaking its flow. The flawless cursive script gave off a primary school teacher vibe.


Bea frowned and flipped forward a few pages. This time, a sentence was underlined in thick, black ink. Three pages on, yellow highlighter dotted the paper, illuminating random words: fell, alarmed, disjointed, weathered, thick fog, him. Again, she shifted through the pages, moving chunks of paper at a time, until she arrived in the middle of the book. And there, wedged in the margin, she found another note.


ready or not?


Three little words. A question.
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Helloisthisyourbook


Hi everyone!


I never thought I’d make an Instagram account (I don’t live the kind of life that’s worth snapping), but alas here I am. And here’s why:


I’m looking for the owner of something. And apparently hashtags are the new mind map.


Today I bought this book because it seemed to be calling my name. And boy am I glad that I did. You see, when I cracked its spine (figuratively – I’m not an animal!) I discovered a rather extraordinary thing: scribbles. Pages and pages of personal annotations and underlines. All lowercase letters and old-school Bs and Zs. And the meaning – what meaning! What kind of person comes up with notes like ‘scowls won’t cover that big heart of yours’ and ‘a renewed brightness shifting shadows in your wake’? Could these be the scribbles of my dreams?


DM me if you’ve seen anything like this before, or if you’re interested in discovering what other gems this story holds, stay tuned. #ilovereading #bookish





11 likes


Comments (1):


lostinthepages41: Welcome to #Bookstagram. You’ll never leave [image: Image]
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[image: Image] Cass, I turn 30 next week! I never thought this was where I would be. And I certainly never dreamed that you would be anywhere but by my side. If a trip to Melbourne is on the cards, please come to my drinks on Saturday. We’ll be at The Woods of Windsor from 8.30pm. I have to show you this second-hand book I bought at The Little Brunswick Street Bookstore (the Boffins Books of Melbourne). Meeting Oliver Bennett. It’s filled with the most startling and raw annotations. You would go crazy for it! I miss you more than I miss Dumbledore. Love you xxx


Bea had been up all night reading the beautiful scribbles that adorned the dog-eared pages of Meeting Oliver Bennett. She was so consumed by the handwritten annotations that she had barely taken in the story. In fact, she couldn’t stop thinking about the heartfelt notes, and who they were describing, as she made her way to work. The person on the other end of the ballpoint was like another complex, intricate character in the book. And the best part? This character existed in the real world! And maybe I could find them? She desperately needed to fill the vacancy left behind in her ‘book club for two’, Bea thought before shaking the feeling. She patted the hardcover novel in her canvas bag to ensure it was still there, and smoothed the front of the pink polka-dot shirt she was wearing. She had bought it the other day, thinking it was the epitome of Melbourne Writers Fest chic.


Bea stepped inside The Nook and spotted Dino instantly, wearing a shirt at least two sizes too big. Bea rolled her eyes. He had admitted to her once that he shopped exclusively at op shops; something about not wanting to spend money on things he could get for half the price. But despite his best intentions (or maybe it was intentional, knowing Dino), he tended to look a little misshapen. He was tapping a cinnamon shaker over a reusable coffee cup, as a tiny woman dressed head to toe in black stared longingly at the drink. The woman was patting Agatha Christie aggressively on the head, while her other hand held onto her phone for dear life. As soon as Dino handed the drink to the woman, she scurried away, lips pressed to the cup, eyes now ogling her phone.


Back straight, hand on hip, Bea stood at the counter before Dino, beaming.


‘Bea? You’ve got a spring in your step. Still juiced from a big night of clubbing?’ Dino chuckled.


‘Reading, more like it,’ she said, the excitement of her literary discovery practically oozing off her. ‘I found the most extraordinary book yes—’


Dino held a finger up. ‘I think I hear the oven. Sunday called in sick today and I’m like a headless chook trying to keep this ship sailing. Give me a tick.’ He hurried to the kitchen.


She felt the gentle lick of Agatha Christie on her wrist. Taking a step back, she whipped out her phone, opened the camera, and crouched on the ground in an attempt to get the best angle. She was trying to get the perfect combination of cute dog and pastries, which was no easy feat – she resorted to lying on the floor. Satisfied with her work, Bea picked herself up and dusted herself off. She took the cup Dino, who had returned with a tray of scones, held out to her, twirling it around to reveal the quote.


‘Lives a mimicry, passions a quotation,’ she read aloud.


‘It’s Oscar Wilde.’


‘I know it’s Oscar Wilde,’ Bea said pertly, even though she didn’t. Despite her Year 9 English teacher Miss Lew’s best efforts, The Picture of Dorian Gray had only ever been that: grey.


‘So I suppose you know what I’m trying to say.’ He leaned across the counter, scooped Agatha Christie into his arms and held half a piece of fruit toast to her mouth, which she nibbled at intensely.


‘Of course I do.’ Bea took a long swig of her latte to cover the fact that she did not, in fact, know.


‘It means that today, for some reason, you’re being like everyone else. Please don’t tell me you’re one of those Instagram influencers.’ He looked at Agatha Christie as he talked, as if she totally knew where he was coming from, then gestured to the small sign hanging next to shelves of coffee beans and takeaway cups, which read: #NoFoodPorn. ‘You’re too good for that, Beatrix Babbage.’


Bea frowned. ‘You’re such an old man, Dino.’


Dino shrugged. ‘Ever thought how pertinent the saying, “If a tree falls in a forest, but there’s nobody to hear it fall, does it make a sound?” is today? I mean, nobody has fun these days without the validation of somebody else liking it!’


‘I don’t know what you’re on about.’ Bea didn’t need his holier-than-thou attitude dampening her spirit. Perhaps today wasn’t the day to reveal her discovery and social media venture. She picked up a sugar packet sitting in a jar next to her and waved it assertively in Dino’s direction.


‘What are you doing now?’


‘I’m putting a spell on you, to stop you from being so judgmental.’ She continued to wave the sugar stick at him, for once not caring how ridiculous she looked.


Dino nodded as if he understood perfectly well, and then placed his hand softly on top of hers, putting an end to her incessant waving. ‘So, will I see you at the poetry slam tonight?’ he said nonchalantly.


‘Of course you will,’ Bea said, then thought of the Mystery Writer, somewhere out there in the world, and, bolstered by this thought added, ‘Can I bring a friend though?’


‘A friend?’


‘Yes. There’s a chance I may make my first one today, and if I do I will simply have to bring him or her along.’


‘Okay then. Sure.’


[image: Image]


Bea sat on the toilet, black jeans scrunched around her ankles, Meeting Oliver Bennett balanced precariously on her knees. She had been relishing in the annotations and when she heard the pitter-patter of heels and the door of the cubicle next to her open and close, she lifted her eyes from the page. Bea angled her head so that she could get a good look at the woman’s shoes: a pair of glittery, navy blue Jimmy Choos with a thin strap, kitten heel and diamanté pendant at the front.


‘Martha?’ Bea whispered.


Bea had first met Martha when she was sitting in this exact position – and had dropped her bookmark. The two had gotten talking about reading in unusual places, and the rest was history. But when Martha had flushed, Bea felt a sudden embarrassment, not wanting to say something stupid to this well-read, smart woman, face-to-face. So she stayed on her toilet seat, and had done so every time since.


Never having actually seen each other face-to-face in real life, Bea recognised Martha by her parade of fabulous shoes.


‘I rewatched the finale again last night,’ Martha said in her posh English accent. She was talking about the 1995 Pride and Prejudice series, which they had recently discovered they were both infatuated with.


‘That double wedding. I still dream about it,’ Bea sighed, folding a piece of toilet paper into a neat square.


‘Who do you prefer, Jane and Bingley or Elizabeth and Darcy?’ Martha asked.


‘Is that even a question? Definitely Elizabeth and Darcy,’ Bea said. Her conversations with Martha had thus far been limited to Classics specific banter, but today Bea was someone different. Today she had the mysterious annotations – written by her literary soulmate – to encourage her to be a little more open. She cleared her throat. ‘So, do you have plans tonight? I’m going to this little poetry slam if you want to join?’


Bea waited for a response, listening agonisingly to the discreet rustles coming from the next cubicle.


‘Oh, that’s so sweet,’ Martha finally responded. ‘I can’t tonight though. Maybe another time.’


Flush. The sound of a tap running and a final tapping of heels leaving the bathroom signalled that Bea was, once again, on her own.


‘Oh,’ said Bea, chewing on her lip, trying not be stung by the rejection. She took out her phone, not quite ready to leave the sanctuary of the toilet, and started to type her thrice daily apology to Cassandra when another message popped up on her screen.


[image: Image] Dino: See you tonight – 8pm at The Sea Bar. – D


[image: Image] Bea: SEA you then, D – B x


[image: Image] Dino: Ugh! You’re terrible.


She smiled, getting a kick out of annoying Dino with a good pun.


[image: Image]


Dressed in a tight black faux leather skirt and a low-cut olive green singlet, Bea was ready to be somebody else. Her hair was freshly curled and she had swapped her canvas sneakers for nude wedges. She tried to ooze conviction and coolness – even if she didn’t entirely feel that way – as she walked into the hip Hawthorn bar. On an ordinary day, walking into a bar alone would mean all sorts of social angst for Bea. Plus, she wasn’t used to having to be alone at all. She’d always had Cassandra. And Cassandra being Cassandra, all extroverted giggles and brazen banter, knew how to command an audience. To her credit, Cassandra would diligently find a way to work Bea into any conversation, setting her up for jokes or daring her to flirt with the bartender. But, sometimes, it was just easier listening to the punchline than having to devise one yourself. Now, as the increasing ‘new town’ isolation threatened to consume her, Bea was desperate for companionship. And as much as she wanted to avoid it forever, making new friends meant making the effort to go out.


Small tables cluttered the tiny, beer-stained bar which was lit almost solely by candlelight. A hearty mixture of laughter and chatter filled the room. Bea felt elated by the buzz of the bar, so different from the quiet and slow-paced Perth nightlife. Holding onto the glass of wine she just ordered, she spotted a seat at a table with two women already sitting at it, and made a beeline towards it.


‘This chair free?’ she said, sitting down. So forward, Bea! Bravo!


‘Sure,’ a woman with purple hair and piercings running along the ridge of her left ear replied.


‘Come here often?’ her companion asked.


‘No, my first time. You?’


The two women smiled condescendingly and turned their heads away to chat among themselves. Bea took out her phone and snapped a photo, uploading it to Instagram.
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Helloisthisyourbook


[image: Image] William ShakespHERE


Feeling #cultured waiting for my friend to slam some poetry #talknerdytome #hewouldhatethatpun





She was excited to see Dino perform. She hoped his poetry would be the funny, slightly self-deprecating kind and not the tragic, I-feel-sorry-for-you-and-must-not-make-direct-eye-contact kind.


Laughter slowly morphed into murmurs as the first poet crept on stage: a small man with a long, bushy beard, who rhymed ‘dog’ with ‘log’ approximately four times and hiccupped once in the middle of his poem. Bea bit her lip, wincing her way through the performance. Three judges sitting in the front row of the bar held up scrap paper emblazoned with the numbers 3, 2 and 5. The man was clapped politely off stage and an elegant woman wearing a high-necked, floor-length golden dress appeared. She sung her poem in an airy, high-pitched voice that was beautiful, yet completely indecipherable. She curtsied after her performance and the same judges held up new pieces of paper reading 5, 6 and 5.


Tough crowd, Bea thought. Next to her, the two women giggled, pointing at a blinding iPhone screen. Just as Bea was about to take out her own phone, Dino appeared on stage. He was dressed differently from his usual The Nook attire. He wore black Converse, black chinos and a big black tee; his hair was slicked back and a passionate expression adorned his face. Bea caught his eye and the corner of his mouth curled up ever so slightly.


He walked towards the microphone, careful not to trip on its snaking cord, and spoke into it in a deep, penetrating voice Bea had never heard before.


‘Ah, this poem is a little something I whipped up a week ago.’ A burst of static echoed from the speakers, forcing Dino back a step. ‘It’s still a little raw. It’s called “The Grind”.’ Clearing his throat, he began.


Made of small, oval beans


Turning quick glances and brash requests


Of warm smiles and glazed eyes


Of light feet, wanting hands on frosted glass.


Bea was surprised. She had expected Dino to be bitter or trivial with his poems. She had not been prepared for – well, this.


Dino continued.


Light tug. Small whine. Bell chime.


Bea joined the chorus of claps and whoops. She tried to catch Dino’s eye again, but he disappeared from stage all too quickly. Pushing her seat back, Bea stood up at exactly the same time as the purple-haired woman returned to her seat carrying two glasses of shiraz. They collided and the red liquid splashed onto Bea’s silk top. She squealed as the woman muttered brash apologies and, somewhat unhelpfully, patted her down with her hand then quickly vanished leaving Bea’s spirit stained.


After a few more poetry readings (and the 15 minutes Bea haphazardly spent soaping her top in the bathroom, before clumsily drying it under the hand dryer) the formalities ended and the judges announced a winner. Dino! The audience whooped and cheered, got up from their tables and gathered at the bar – ready to order their next drink. Bea walked towards the cluster of people, where she spotted Dino standing with the other poets. He was nodding along seriously to something the operatic rhymer in the golden dress was saying. He leaned in, as if to hear her better. Bea tapped him on the shoulder.


‘Congratulations, you superstar!’ She pulled him into a hug. He remained stiff and straight.


‘Thanks,’ Dino replied.


‘To be honest, I didn’t know quite what to expect.’


Dino smiled and took a long sip of his drink.


‘But seriously, will your mum please not come in the future so I can take her ticket again? I really enjoyed myself tonight!’


‘Yeah, well, I can almost guarantee that. She’s missed more of my events than she’s come to. So you can take her ticket any time.’ Dino shrugged.


‘Does she live around here?’ Bea asked.


‘No. Anyway, I better get back to the party. They’re celebrating yours truly, after all.’ Dino winked. ‘Thanks for coming, Babbage. Now you can get back to your real friends!’


‘Shall do.’ Bea smiled, thinking of the only friend in Melbourne she had to get back to. Meeting Oliver Bennett.
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Scribble of the day: Love completely. Trust wholly. Question constantly. What a farce.


I just can’t tear my eyes away from the inscriptions in this book.


You know when you overhear someone’s conversation at a café and you can’t help but listen and wonder about their backstory, their life? About where they work and who they love, and who loves them? That’s what these scribbles are like for me. I’ve had a glimpse into Mystery Writer’s world – and I can’t stop imagining who they might be. And for the first time in a long time, I suddenly feel connected to someone or something.





45 Likes


Comments (7)


StephenPrince: @NoOffenceBut Have you seen this Instagram account? I think you’ll like it. Reminds me of the book blog where we met. [image: Image]


Holliefraser: Thanks for following! I love people watching!


NoOffenceBut: @StephenPrince Ha, it’s pretty cute. But not as cute as you.
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Back in Perth, Bea would always host drinks at the Wines of While bar for her birthday. Every year Cassandra would come over to her apartment early, bring a spectacular present (Cass was the best at presents) and Bea’s favourite bottle of pinot noir, and the two of them would have a glass before joining the rest of their friends at the bar.


Bea had tried to recreate a similar birthday in Melbourne this year. And since then had scolded herself for thinking that she could. You have no friends and no Cassandra – how could it possibly be the same? She paced up and down in her poky apartment, sipping on the same pinot noir, which no longer tasted as sweet. Bea was dressed and ready for her thirtieth birthday drinks with another two hours to go until anyone would arrive at the bar, which was only a ten-minute walk away. Not really knowing what to do, or where to go, she took out her phone and dialled her sister Lizzie’s number.


Named after Elizabeth Montgomery, AKA Samantha Stephens from Bewitched (because she put a spell on her parents as soon as she entered the world), Lizzie seemed to blaze through life, collecting acquaintances, tales of romance and piercings as she went. Her most notable escapade? Being the third runner-up on the second season of The Bachelor (for Bea, there was nothing more mortifying than having a reality TV star for a sister). Now the mother of two-year-old identical twin girls, Lola and Willow, and a professional social media influencer, Lizzie lived her newly piercing-free life loudly through Instagram filters and Snapchat stories. Today would be only the third time Bea had seen her sister since moving to Melbourne. Lizzie lived almost an hour away in the beautiful seaside town of Mount Eliza, and Bea had moved to Melbourne knowing that she was just close enough to her sister in case the shit hit the fan (like if she became a penniless nomad), but still far enough away that she wouldn’t get roped into becoming Lizzie’s personal Instagram photographer. Or on-call babysitter.


‘Hi Liz,’ Bea chimed into the phone, holding it in between her shoulder and neck so she could pour herself some more wine.


‘Bea! Aren’t I seeing you in a couple of hours?’


‘Yeah. Just thought I’d call to pump myself up for tonight. I used to spend my birthday pre-drinks with Cass. And now, well, I’m feeling a little lost.’ Bea sipped at her wine, hating how desperate she sounded to her cool, older sister.


‘Oh, Bea. Like I told you, you need to put yourself out there a little more. When I signed up for The Bachelor it opened so many doors for me. How many times have I told you to reactivate your Tinder account?’ Lizzie shrilled.


‘I don’t need a boyfriend, Liz. I need friends. People who can keep me company. Right now the only thing I’ve got close to that is this book I found.’


‘A book? Well, that’s pathetic. I’m signing you up to Tinder right now. One second. It’ll only take a tick!’ Lizzie interrupted.


‘Liz, no! Please stop!’


‘I’m almost done.’


‘Liz, listen to me! I’m sick of online dating.’


‘Okay, all done. Your profile photo is that hot one of me and you from my wedding. More guys will click into it if they see your sister is from The Bachelor. Trust me. Your username is your email, your password is my birthday. Anyway, I’ve got to run. Nick is starting up the car. We’ll all see you soon!’ Liz hung up the phone before Bea could utter another word.


Bea groaned, opened her phone, downloaded the Tinder app, logged in, and then deleted her account.


God, how I miss Cass.


[image: Image]


Sick of aimlessly fidgeting in her apartment, Bea arrived at Woods of Windsor, a small wine bar tucked away on Chapel Street, half an hour early. Still new to town, and to the art of making friends, Bea had an embarrassingly small invite list. Apart from her family, it consisted of Anika from the Melbourne Writers Festival team at work (who Bea was convinced had agreed to come out of sympathy) and her partner Ruby, Sunday, Dino and, of course, Cassandra. Driven by blind hope and desperation, Bea had texted her not once, but three times to beg her to be there, if only via FaceTime.
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