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Ivy

The shop had been my grandmother's, then my mother's, now mine by default. I was the only one who hadn't left.

Laurent's Books sat at the end of Havnstad's single cobblestone street, sandwiched between a closed bakery and a fishing supply store that smelled perpetually of salt and diesel. The building leaned slightly to the left, as if bowing under the weight of sixty years of stories. I worked the night shift because no one else wanted it, because the owner—my uncle, who lived in Oslo and called once a month—couldn't afford to hire anyone else, and because I had nowhere else to be.

It was Tuesday. In northern Norway, in the dead of winter, Tuesday looked exactly like Thursday and Saturday and every other day: dark by three-thirty, the sun a rumor you told yourself to keep going. I unlocked the door at four, flipped the sign to OPEN, and settled behind the counter with a mug of coffee that had gone cold during my walk from the apartment upstairs.

The radiator clanged its familiar protest. I pulled my sweater tighter—hand-knitted, unraveling at the cuffs, the last thing my mother made before she left—and opened the book I was pretending to read. The Waves by Virginia Woolf. I'd been on page forty-seven for three weeks. The words kept sliding off the page, slipping into the gray static that had become my default mental state.

At six, Mrs. Henrik shuffled in for her weekly mystery novel. At seven, a teenager bought a battered copy of The Catcher in the Rye for a school assignment, looking like he'd rather drown than read it. At eight-thirty, I ate a sandwich standing up, staring out the window at the harbor. The fishing boats were locked in ice, their masts skeletal against a sky the color of old dishwater.

By nine, I was alone.

I did the closing ritual early: straightening shelves that didn't need straightening, dusting spines that would be dusty again tomorrow, counting the till that held exactly enough to keep the lights on and not enough to keep the heat above sixty degrees. I was reaching for the light switch when I remembered the donation box.

It sat by the door, a wooden crate my grandfather had built, now scarred and splintered. People left books there when the shop was closed, when they didn't want to face another human being while giving away pieces of their lives. I usually emptied it on Fridays. Today was Tuesday, but I was avoiding going upstairs to the apartment where the walls were too thin and the silence was too loud.

I dragged the crate to the counter and began sorting.

Cookbooks with sauce stains. A dictionary missing pages Q through T. Three copies of The Alchemist, because everyone in Norway had read it and no one wanted to keep it. A water-damaged atlas. A romance novel with a cracked spine and a bookmark still inside—page 187, the scene where they finally kiss. I wondered about the person who had stopped there, who had given up on love mid-page.

Then: The Sun Also Rises.

Hemingway. First American edition, or a very good fake. The dust jacket was torn at the corners, the pages foxed with age. I opened it to check for damage, to price it, to decide if it was worth shelving or donating to the library.

A folded paper fell out.

It landed on the counter like a leaf, like a dead thing. Cream-colored, unlined, the kind you buy in packs of fifty at the general store. I almost threw it away. People left things in books all the time—receipts, grocery lists, ticket stubs from concerts they'd forgotten. But something about the weight of it, the careful creases, made me unfold it.

The handwriting was careful, as if the writer had paused between every word.

By the time you find this, I will already be gone.

I read it three times before my brain caught up to my eyes.

I have spent twenty-three years trying to be someone who deserved to stay. I have failed. This is not a tragedy. It is simply a fact, like gravity, like the tide. I am leaving this in a book because books are the only things that ever made me feel less alone. I hope whoever finds this knows that you were not the reason. There is no reason. There is only the weight of continuing, and I am too tired to carry it.

Do not look for me. Do not mourn. I am finally at peace.

—E.

No last name. No date. No clue to who he was or when he had written it or whether he had already done what he promised.

My hands were shaking.

I looked at the door. I looked at the window, frosted over with my own breath and the perpetual cold. I looked at the letter again, searching for something I'd missed—a joke, a prank, a creative writing exercise. The paper was slightly yellowed at the edges. The ink was blue-black, fountain pen, the kind that bled if you pressed too hard. In some places, the letters were darker, as if the writer had lingered, had needed to gather courage before finishing the sentence.

I am finally at peace.

I had spent two years in this shop, in this town, in this life that felt like a waiting room for something that never arrived. I had perfected the art of not feeling too much, of not wanting too much, of being present without being invested. My mother had taught me that, in the end, when she folded her goodbye into a note and slipped out before dawn. I need to find myself, she'd written. Don't wait up.

I had waited up. For six months, I had waited. Then I stopped.

Now, at twenty-one, I was excellent at not waiting. At not hoping. At not caring so deeply that absence could wound me.

But this stranger—this E.—had cared enough to write a goodbye. Had spent his final hours choosing a book, folding paper, leaving a piece of his death for a stranger to find. That was a kind of caring, wasn't it? Even if it was the last kind. Even if it was twisted and sad and final.

I should call the police. I should show someone. I should—

I folded the letter along its original creases. I smoothed it flat. Then, before I could think better of it, I pulled a blank sheet from the drawer beneath the counter and copied every word in my own handwriting, slower than necessary, as if the act of transcription could somehow reach back through time and change the ending.

I told myself it was evidence. That I might need to show someone.

But I knew, even then, that I was keeping a piece of a stranger's death in my pocket.

I returned the original to the book. Shelved The Sun Also Rises in the Classics section, spine out, exactly where it belonged. The copy I folded into my sweater, against my heart, where I could feel it beat with every breath.

The bell above the door didn't ring. No one came in, no one left. But at ten-fifteen, as I was locking the front door, a shadow passed the frosted window.

I froze, key still in the lock. The streetlight outside cast everything in sodium orange, but the shadow was dark, human-shaped, tall enough to be a man. It paused. I could see the outline of a hood, the slope of shoulders hunched against the cold. For three seconds, maybe four, we existed in parallel—me inside, warm and terrified; him outside, frozen and unknown.

The bell didn't ring. Whoever it was didn't come in.

But I stood there, holding my breath, until the shadow moved on.

I didn't sleep that night.

I lay in my narrow bed beneath the slanted ceiling, the radiator clanging its lullaby, and read the letter by the light of my phone. I read it until I had memorized the shape of every sentence, the rhythm of his grief, the precise moment when resignation hardened into resolve.

I have failed.

There is no reason.

I am too tired to carry it.

I thought of my mother, who had not been tired but restless, who had not said goodbye to the world but only to me. I thought of the university I'd dropped out of, the friends I'd stopped texting back, the future I'd stopped imagining because imagining it hurt too much. I thought of the way the harbor looked at dawn, gray and infinite, and how sometimes I stood at the window just to remind myself that the world continued without my participation.

I didn't know his name. I didn't know if he was alive or dead.

But for the first time in two years, I had a reason to wake up tomorrow.

I folded the copy into my coat pocket, right next to my heart, and watched the window until the sky turned from black to the color of old bruises, from bruises to the weak, watery light that passed for morning in Havnstad.

The shop would open at four. The donation box would wait until Friday. But I would be there at three, at two, at any hour the darkness allowed, because somewhere in this town, a man who signed his death with a single initial had chosen my shop to hold his goodbye.

And I was not ready to let him go.
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Chapter 2.THE BOY WHO CAME BACK
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Søren

I had written it three months ago. I had meant to leave it somewhere it would never be found. Instead, I had handed my death to a stranger.

The realization hit me at four in the morning, waking me from a dreamless sleep with the force of a physical blow. I sat up in the narrow bed that had been mine since childhood, the mattress thin as ice, and stared at the dark until my eyes adjusted. The book. The wrong book. I had cleared out my flat three days ago, sorting through possessions I no longer needed, and in my haste I had grabbed the wrong stack. The Hemingway had been among them—my father's copy, spine cracked at the same pages he had read and reread after Lukas died. I had hidden the letter inside it because it felt like a fitting tomb. Then I had donated the whole lot to the shop on the corner, the one with the faded green awning and the window that stayed lit until midnight.

Laurent's Books.

I knew the place. I had passed it a hundred times on my way to the harbor, had watched the girl through the frosted glass more times than I could count. She moved like someone underwater, slow and deliberate, surrounded by towers of books that seemed to hold her up rather than weigh her down. I had never gone in. I had never needed to. The letters were meant for no one, addressed
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