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  Chapter 1


Henrik turned the key twice and pushed the door with his shoulder. The wood had swollen again in the cold. Pjevs stood behind him on the pavement, waiting. 
Inside, the shop was dark and nearly as cold as the street. Henrik reached for the brass lamp above the counter and the green glass shade threw its circle of light across the wood. He could see his breath.
He went to the space heater and turned the dial. The coils reddened slowly. The first element came on with a faint tick and the second followed a few seconds later. The third had not worked since November. Henrik crouched beside it and held his hands near the grille until they were warm enough to do something useful.
Pjevs had found his cushion. The green tweed was dark with years of his weight pressed into it, and he circled once, lowered himself, and was still within a minute. His muzzle had gone almost entirely white over the autumn and his eyes, when open, had a milky quality Henrik tried not to look at too carefully.
The shop smelled of old paper and damp and the particular cold of a room that had been unheated since five the previous afternoon. Henrik opened the storeroom door and checked the bucket under the leak. An inch of rainwater from the night. He emptied it into the small bathroom sink and set it back.
Upstairs, Vilma was awake. He could hear her shifting on the perch in her cage, the small sounds of a bird preparing to be uncovered. He went up the interior staircase, through the storeroom, up the narrow steps.
“Vilma,” she said, when he lifted the cloth. She said it the same way every morning, two syllables, with a rising note on the second, and he did not know whether she was announcing herself or greeting him.
He brought her down to the shop on his arm. She stepped onto her perch near the poetry shelf and settled her feathers and looked at the room. The room had not changed since yesterday but she looked at it as if it might have.
Henrik put the kettle on in the storeroom. While it heated he stood at the front window and looked out at Skipperstræde. The cobblestones were wet and dark. A bicycle was locked to the railing across the street, same bicycle that had been there for a week. The fountain at the far end was off. In the buildings opposite, a few windows were lit. The sky above the roofline was the colour of wet cement and it would stay that colour until three in the afternoon, when it would darken, and by four Henrik would close.
He made tea. No coffee until the afternoon, a rule he had kept for twenty years without remembering why he had started it. He brought the mug to the counter and sat down. The chair gave its familiar creak. He put on his reading glasses and opened the notebook.
Three orders to place. A set of Lars Saabye Christensen novels for a customer in Aarhus who had called before Christmas. A German naval history monograph Holger had asked about in November. A letter to a dealer in Hamburg about a first edition that was probably too expensive and that Henrik would write about anyway.
He wrote in the notebook with a pencil, small neat letters, the same pencil he had been using for a week. The pencil was getting short. He had six more in a jar on the shelf behind him and this fact, the preparedness of it, pleased him in a way he would not have been able to explain.
The phone rang at a quarter to nine. A woman asking if he had anything by Vita Andersen. He checked the fiction shelves from memory and said he had two collections, both paperback, both in good condition. She asked the prices. He told her. She said she would think about it. She did not come. This was the way of most phone calls. People asked and thought about it and the thinking was the end of it.
Tycho appeared from the stairwell at a quarter past nine. This was late for him. In summer the cat came down with Henrik or before him. In January, with the shop this cold, Tycho waited until the space heater had been running for an hour. He crossed the room without acknowledging Henrik or Pjevs or Vilma, jumped onto the windowsill cushion, turned twice, and lay down with his face toward the street. The pale morning light came through the glass and caught the faint darker stripes on his grey back.
Henrik watched him for a moment, then returned to the notebook. He wrote the letter to Hamburg on a sheet of paper from the drawer, folded it into an envelope, addressed it, and set it by the register with the morning’s outgoing post: the Hamburg letter and a parcel for the customer in Aarhus, wrapped in brown paper and tied with string, the address written in his careful hand.
The first customer came at twenty past ten. A woman Henrik did not know, fifties, in a dark coat, looking for something to read on a train. He showed her the fiction table near the front. She picked up a Kjell Askildsen collection and read the first page standing there and put it back. She picked up a novel by Dorrit Willumsen and read the first page of that and put it back. She picked up a Helle Helle and read the first page and held onto it.
”That one is good,” Henrik said. He did not usually offer opinions. Something about the way she held the book, both hands, as if she had caught something live.
She bought it. He wrapped it in brown paper because she said she had a long journey and the paper would keep it dry. She thanked him and left and the shop was quiet again.
A man came in at eleven and asked if Henrik had maps. Henrik showed him the local history shelf, which had maps. The man wanted a map of Denmark from before the war. Which war, Henrik asked. The man said he would know it when he saw it. He spent twenty minutes going through the shelf and left without buying and without closing the door entirely, and the cold came in and Henrik got up and closed it.
At noon he took Pjevs out for the short walk. The corner and back. The dog moved slowly on the cobblestones, his legs stiff from the cold or from something else, and Henrik slowed his own pace to match without thinking about why.
He heated soup for lunch, standing at the storeroom counter, and gave Pjevs a piece of cheese from the board while pretending to look at the order book. The dog took it with care and went back to his cushion.
The phone rang again after lunch. A dealer in Odense Henrik had written to in December about a set of Gyldendal first editions. The dealer had found two of the four. They discussed condition and price for ten minutes. Henrik wrote the figures in the notebook and said he would take both and the dealer said he would post them Wednesday and Henrik said he would send payment when they arrived, which was how they had done business for fifteen years, on trust and by post.
A couple came in at one, tourists or near enough, speaking German. The man went to the history section. The woman went to the fiction and stood there for a long time and came to the counter with a Danish novel and asked, in careful English, what it was about. Henrik told her. She bought it. Henrik did not know if she read Danish. He did not ask. People bought books in languages they could not read for reasons that were their own.
Vilma said something in the early afternoon that Henrik did not catch. He looked up from the counter. She was on her perch, head tilted, watching the front door as if someone were about to come through it. No one came. She said it again, quieter, and he thought it might have been one of his mother’s phrases but he could not be sure, and then the moment passed and she was preening and the shop was the shop again.
At half past three the light was gone. He turned on the standing lamp by the reading chair and the small lamp over the music alcove and the shop became what it was in winter: a warm room seen from a dark street. The brass lamp and the green glass. The shelves and the spines. The old cat on the windowsill. The small dog on the cushion. The man at the counter with his glasses pushed up into his hair.
He put on the Bach, the second cello suite, quietly enough that a customer could speak over it and loud enough that the room would not feel empty. The allemande filled the space between the shelves. Pjevs did not stir. Tycho opened one eye and closed it.
He opened the register at half past three and counted. Four hundred and ten kroner. A January day. The rent was due on Friday and the Odense books would cost more than he had taken in all week. He closed the register and the brass drawer made its sound and he did not look at it again.
At four he locked the door and turned the sign. He lifted Pjevs’s lead from the hook. The dog stood and stretched, front legs first, then back, the way he had always done it, and they went out into the dark for the evening walk, down Skipperstræde toward the harbor, where the water was black and the quay lamps had come on and a gull was sitting on a bollard, doing nothing at all.






  
  Chapter 2


The morning had been slow. One customer before ten, a young man looking for a gift for his girlfriend who read crime novels, and Henrik had sold him a Stieg Larsson because the young man wanted something she would recognize and Henrik had learned long ago that the right book for a gift is not always the best book on the shelf. After that the phone rang twice: a woman asking their hours, and a dealer in Copenhagen confirming a shipment of books from an estate in Frederiksberg that would arrive Friday. Henrik had written the details in the notebook and returned to pricing a stack of paperbacks from the Horsens clearance, marking each one in pencil on the inside back cover. 
Henrik heard the door open at two and did not need to look up. It was Tuesday.
Mrs. Lindhardt stepped inside and closed the door carefully behind her. She was wearing the grey wool coat she wore from October until April and the same leather handbag she had carried for at least a decade. Her shoes were sensible and polished. Her white hair was done neatly and her scarf, a dark blue one Henrik had not seen before, was folded at her throat.
She hung the coat on the hook by the door. She did this slowly and precisely, smoothing the shoulders before stepping away. Then she went to Vilma.
"Good afternoon, Vilma," she said, in a quiet voice, the way she always said it, as if the two of them were continuing a conversation from the week before. Vilma shifted on her perch and made a low sound Henrik had come to think of as the Mrs. Lindhardt sound, because she did not make it for anyone else.
Mrs. Lindhardt stood at the perch for a minute or two, speaking to Vilma in complete sentences Henrik could not quite hear from the counter. He did not try to hear them. Whatever passed between the old woman and the parrot was theirs and he had understood this for a long time.
She moved to the poetry shelf. She stood in front of it with her handbag at her side and looked at the spines. Henrik watched her from behind the counter the way he had watched her for nineteen years without being able to tell you what she did there. She read. She considered. She was somewhere he could not follow. Sometimes she pulled a volume out and opened it and read a page and put it back. Sometimes she stood without moving for five or six minutes, her head slightly tilted, and Henrik did not know if she was reading or thinking or doing some third thing that was neither.
Today she pulled out a slim volume. He could not see the title from the counter. She held it in both hands and her hands, he noticed, were trembling. She held them together around the book to steady them. She had begun doing this in the past year or two, the steadying, and Henrik was careful not to look at it directly.
She brought the book to the counter. A collection by Thorkild Bjørnvig. She placed it down and reached into her handbag for her purse.
"Shall I wrap it?" Henrik asked.
"Please."
He tore a piece of brown paper from the roll and placed the book in the center and folded the paper around it, creasing the edges. He tied it with string. He had done this for her every time she bought a book, for nineteen years, and neither of them had ever discussed whether she wanted it wrapped. She wanted it wrapped. He wrapped it.
She paid in coins, counted out carefully. She said, "Thank you, Henrik." He said, "I hope you enjoy it." She put the package in her handbag and closed the clasp and stood at the counter for a moment with her handbag in the crook of her arm, looking toward the window where Tycho was asleep on his cushion. The grey light from the street caught the side of her face and Henrik saw that she was tired. Not unwell. Tired in the way people in their eighties are tired on a January afternoon when the light has been thin since morning and the day is mostly used up.
"Good afternoon," she said.
"Good afternoon, Mrs. Lindhardt."
She took her coat from the hook and put it on and smoothed the front and left. The door closed behind her. Vilma made a small sound, not the greeting sound. Something else, something Henrik had heard many times on Tuesdays and never at any other time.
He stood at the counter with the coins in his hand and did not move for a moment. Then he put them in the register and the brass drawer closed with its particular clank.
At three a man came in with a cardboard box under his arm and put it on the counter. "My mother's books," he said. "She's downsizing. Are they worth anything?" Henrik opened the box. Thirty paperbacks, mostly book club editions from the 1990s, a few water-damaged. He went through them quickly, the way he went through all boxes people brought in: spine, binding, title page, condition, five seconds each. He found nothing he could sell. He told the man this as gently as he could and the man looked at the box and said, "She thought they were valuable," and Henrik said, "They were valuable to her," and the man picked up the box and left, and Henrik watched him go and the door closed and the box was gone and the afternoon continued.
At half past three the front door opened again and Marianne came in carrying a loaf of bread wrapped in a checked cloth. She set it on the counter beside the register.
"Still warm," she said.
Henrik picked it up. The bread was heavy and the cloth was warm against his hands. Sourdough rye. The good one, the one she made on Tuesdays because it took the longest and she liked the patience of it. She had been bringing him bread for three years, once a week or nearly, and he had never asked her to start and she had never explained why she did.
Marianne leaned against the counter and looked at the shop. Her hair was down, which meant she had finished at the bakery and gone home before coming here. She wore a blue sweater Henrik liked. He had not told her he liked it.
"Mrs. Lindhardt?" she asked.
"Two o'clock. Bjørnvig."
Marianne nodded. She knew who Mrs. Lindhardt was, the way a woman who has lived in a small town for thirty-four years knows most of the people who come through a door two streets from her own.
"How was the bakery?" he said.
"Slow. Nobody wants bread in January."
"I want bread in January."
She looked at him. A quick look, warm and direct, and then she reached across the counter and took the cloth back. "I'll need that for Thursday," she said.
She stayed for twenty minutes. They did not talk about anything that mattered and everything they said mattered in the way that ordinary talk between two people who have learned each other's rhythms matters, which is to say it held the afternoon together and kept the dark at a distance for a while longer. She told him about a woman who had come into the bakery wanting a cake she had seen in a magazine, a cake so elaborate that Marianne had suggested the woman try Copenhagen, and the woman had not been amused, and Marianne had not been sorry. Henrik made a sound that was close to a laugh.
She left before four. At the door she stopped with her hand on the handle and looked back at the shop, at the shelves and the lamp and the animals and Henrik behind the counter, and for a moment her face had an expression he could not read, or did not try to read, and then it was gone and she said she would come by on Thursday evening. Henrik said that would be good. She touched his arm, briefly, two fingers on his forearm, and went out into the dark and turned left toward Adelgade and he watched her go until she passed the fountain and then he went back to the counter where the bread sat, still wrapped, and he did not cut it yet.






  
  Chapter 3


Sebastian came on the Friday evening train and was in the shop by eight. Henrik heard him on the stairs, taking them two at a time, and then the storeroom door opened and Sebastian stood in the doorway in his dark wool jacket with his bag over one shoulder and his face red from the cold. 
"Train was late," he said. "Signal fault outside Skanderborg."
Henrik was at the counter with the order book open. "There's tea," he said.
Sebastian put his bag down in the storeroom and poured himself a cup and came to the counter and stood there drinking it with both hands around the mug. He had not taken off his jacket. He looked around the shop the way he did every Friday, checking that everything was where it had been the week before. The shelves. The lamp. The cat on the philosophy shelf above, watching him with one open eye. The dog on his cushion, who had lifted his head when Sebastian came in and wagged once and gone back to sleep.
"Anything new?" Sebastian said.
"A box from a clearance in Horsens. Came Wednesday. I haven't opened it."
Sebastian put down his cup. He went to the storeroom and came back carrying the box and set it on the counter. Henrik handed him the knife, the bone-handled folding knife that had been Aksel's. Sebastian took it the way he always took it, with care, because he had learned in two and a half years that this knife was not a tool but something closer to an inheritance.
He cut the tape and opened the flaps. Inside, wrapped in newspaper, forty or fifty books. Sebastian took the first one out and held it in both hands and turned it over and looked at the spine and opened it to the title page. He held it too tightly. Henrik had noticed this from the beginning, the grip, and had said nothing, because hands learn from books and not from being told. Sebastian's hands were looser than they had been a year ago. They were not yet right.
They worked through the box together. Henrik picked up each book for three or four seconds and set it down. A 1967 Danish translation of Saul Bellow, club edition, not worth much. A first printing of Klaus Rifbjerg's stories, jacket torn but the book clean, worth keeping. A set of Nexø novels, water damage to the second volume, not worth the shelf space.
Sebastian was writing in his notebook, the small brown one he kept in his jacket pocket. He wrote down what Henrik said about each book. He did not know that Henrik had noticed the notebook months ago and had not mentioned it.
They sorted the box into three piles: shelve, price later, discard. The discard pile was small. Most of what came in boxes was ordinary. The price-later pile had the Rifbjerg and two others Henrik wanted to examine in better light.
"The Rifbjerg is good," Sebastian said.
"It's good."
"How much?"
Henrik picked it up again. Opened it to the copyright page. Ran his thumb along the edge of the pages. Closed it and looked at the jacket tear, which ran along the top of the spine in a way that suggested someone had pulled it off a high shelf by the top edge, which was the wrong way to take a book from a shelf, which was how most people did it.
"Three hundred. Maybe three-fifty."
Sebastian wrote the figure in the notebook.
They worked until nine. Sebastian took his bag upstairs to the apartment, where he would sleep on the sofa, because there was no guest room and the sofa was where he had slept every weekend for two and a half years. Henrik heard him moving around above. The kettle. The bathroom door.
Henrik lifted Pjevs from the cushion and carried him to the storeroom. The dog was warm and heavy in his arms. Tycho was already upstairs. Vilma had been moved to her cage an hour ago and covered. Henrik turned off the brass lamp and the green glass went dark and the shop was a room full of books that no one could see.
On Saturday Sebastian opened while Henrik walked Pjevs. When Henrik came back, stamping his feet on the mat, Sebastian was behind the counter with the Rifbjerg already shelved and priced at three hundred and twenty-five kroner.
Henrik looked at the price tag. He looked at Sebastian. Sebastian pushed his hair back from his eyes with his whole hand and said nothing.
The morning was busier than a January Saturday had any right to be. A man wanted a Danish Bible with large print for his mother in a care home. Henrik found one, brown leather, 1978, the text still clear. The man held it open at arm's length and nodded and paid. A woman came in asking for books about knitting and Henrik directed her to the crafts shelf near the back and she browsed for twenty minutes and bought nothing and thanked him on the way out with the warmth of a person who had enjoyed being in a room full of books without needing to take one home. A retired schoolteacher Henrik knew by name came in for his monthly visit, checked the new arrivals table, picked up a history of the postal service, read the back cover, put it down, picked up a biography of a Danish politician, read the first page, bought it. Forty-five kroner. He told Henrik about his daughter's new job in Vejle and Henrik congratulated him and the man left and Sebastian, who had been shelving the rest of the Horsens box, came to the counter.
"Do you know all of them?" Sebastian said.
"Not all. Most."
"How long does it take?"
Henrik thought about this. "You stop counting after five years. After ten they stop being customers."
Sebastian wrote something in the notebook. Henrik did not ask what.
In the early afternoon, two boys came into the shop. The older one was perhaps fourteen, thin, with a face that had not yet decided what it would be. The younger was twelve or so, solid, watchful. They were not with an adult. The older one went to the back wall where the paperback mysteries were shelved low to the floor. The younger one followed partway and then stopped near the children's section.
Henrik watched them from the counter. The older boy crouched and ran his finger along the spines and pulled out a yellow-spined mystery and opened it and read a few lines. The younger boy was standing over a book of illustrated birds on the low shelf near the window. He did not pick it up. He stood there with his hands at his sides, looking down.
They were in the shop for ten minutes. The older boy put the first mystery back and tried another and put that back and took a third. The younger boy moved away from the bird book and went to stand beside his brother. The older boy said something Henrik could not hear. They went to the door. The paperback was inside the older boy's jacket. Henrik saw it and did not move.
The door closed behind them. Sebastian was in the back and had not seen.
Henrik sat at the counter with his hands flat on the wood. His jaw was tight. The book the boy had taken was a Chandler, sixty kroner, and it was not the sixty kroner. It was the taking. He had watched it happen and he had not moved and he did not know why he had not moved and this bothered him in a way he could feel in his shoulders and the back of his neck.
He picked up his pencil and opened the notebook and did not write. He looked at the low shelf near the window where the bird book sat, its cover facing out, the painted goldfinch catching what was left of the afternoon light.






  
  Chapter 4


The son called on a Wednesday morning. His mother had moved into the care home on Vestergade in November and the house needed clearing and there were books. He did not know what to do with the books. 
"How many?" Henrik said.
"A lot. Several shelves. My father was a reader. She was too."
"I can come tomorrow afternoon."
"That would be fine."
Henrik left Sebastian in charge of the shop and walked to the house with Pjevs. It was ten minutes, down past the gymnasium and into a street of 1920s houses with small front gardens and low iron gates. Number eighteen had a gate that needed paint and a path of cracked tiles to the front door. The son, a man in his early fifties named Lars, was waiting.
He shook Henrik's hand and looked at Pjevs.
"He's well behaved," Henrik said. "He'll wait in the hall."
Lars nodded and let them in. The hall smelled of a house that had been heated for visitors but not lived in for two months. A coat rack with two women's coats still on it. Shoes lined up on a mat. A framed photograph of a couple at a garden table, summer, the woman laughing at something outside the frame.
"The books are mostly in the living room," Lars said. "Some in the bedroom. My father had a few upstairs."
Henrik tied Pjevs to the coat rack leg and followed Lars into the living room.
Three walls of shelves. Floor to ceiling on the north wall, waist-height on the other two with photographs and ornaments on top. Henrik stood in the doorway and looked. This was the part he was good at. Not the buying or the pricing but the looking. He could read a library the way certain people read weather. Not the titles, not yet, but the shape. Where the density gathered. Where the shelves thinned. What was there and what was conspicuously absent.
The north wall was the father. History, mostly Danish. Political biography. Some economics. A full set of Gyldendal's encyclopaedia, 1960s, the spines still tight, which meant they had been consulted rather than read through. The books of a man who kept informed. A serious citizen.
The other two walls were the mother. Fiction, Scandinavian and European, a shelf of American novels in Danish translation. Poetry on the bottom shelf, which was unusual. Most people put poetry high. She had put it where she could reach it from the armchair without standing, which told Henrik she read it often and not for display.
He moved along the shelves, pulling books out at intervals. A first edition of Karen Blixen's winter tales, book club binding, not valuable but held together by use. He could see where her thumb had worn the cloth at the bottom right corner, the same spot, turning the same pages across decades. A Danish translation of Marguerite Duras, the pages foxed, a postcard from Paris being used as a bookmark, a few words







