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The Boak of Doors

'I have,'Cassie said, hitching the pile of books up under her arm.

'I read it when I was ten, I think.'She recalled long rainy days one

autumn weekend when The Count of Monte Crista,like so many other

books, had taken her away.

'I don't remember being ten,'Mr Webber murmured with a smile.

'I think I was born middle-aged and wearing a suit. What did you

think of it when you read it?'

'Itt a classic, of course,'Cassie said.'But the bit in the middle, that
whole section in Rome - that was too long.I always wanted to get to

the revenge stuff at the end.'

Mr Webber nodded.'He certainly makes you wait for the pay-off)
'Mmm,'Cassie agreed.

The moment expanded, the silence filled by the soft jazz mtsic
plalnng through the speakers on the wall.

'Have you ever been to Romd?'Mr Webber asked, rubbing his

hands together as if they were cold. Cassie knew that he had been a

pianist and composer before he had retired, and he had the sort of
long, delicate fingers that would dance easily across a keyboard.

'Yeah, I've been to Rome,'Cassie said.'I dont remember much

about it.'She had spent a week in Rome years earlier when she had

travelled around Europe and she remembered it well, but she wanted

to let Mr Webber speak. He was a man firll of stories of a life well
lived; a man with more tales than people to tell them to.

'I loved Rome,'he said, relaxing back into his chair. 'Of all the

places I travelled to - and I travelled a lot - Rome was one of my
favourites. You could walk around and just imagine what it was like
five hundred years ago.'

'Mmm,'Cassie murmured, watching as Mr Webber's attention

drifted offinto his memories. He seemed huppy there.

'You know; I stayed in a small hotel near the Tievi Fountain,'he
said, suddenly seized by a memory. And theywould bring me coffee

in bed every morning, whether I wanted it or not. Seven a.m. sharp.

A quick knock and then the old woman who ran the place would

march in, bang it down on the nightstand and march out again. On
my first morning I was standing naked in the middle of the room just

contemplating getting dress

She gave me one loolq uP

what she saw; andwalkedbra
'She saw me in my . - . entin

'Oh my god,'Cassie said"

He studied her as she lau
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The Book of Doors

said when she reappeared, his expression serious. 'I hope I didnt
insult you.'

'Insult me?'Cassie asked, genuinelv ptzzled.'Don't be sil1y. I didnt
give it a second thought.'

'We11, what I mean to say, really, is please dont let Mrs Kellner

know that I was suggesting you might abandon her and her

bookstore.'
'She would ban you fbr life,'Cassie said, grinning.'But dorit worry.

I wont say anything. And I'm not going anp,vhere anltime soon.'

As she tidied mugs and plates from the tables, Cassie looked around

the store, the place she had worked ever since arriving in New York

Cin- slr -vears earlier. It was everything a bookstore should be, with
shelves and tables laden with books, soft music always playing in the

background and lights dangling on cables from the high ceiling, cre-

ating spots of brightness and cosy gloom. There were com$, chairs in
corners and in between the shelves, and mismatched artwork on the

walls. The paint hadnt been redone in ten years, and the shelves had

probably been first bought in the 196os, but it felt appropriately shabby

rather than run-down. It was a comfortable place, the sort of store

that felt fhmiliar the first time you stepped through the door.

She nodded down at Mr Webber's coffee cup.'Do you want a last

refill before I close up?'

'I've had more than enough,'he said, shaking his head.'I'11 be up

and down like an elevator all night to pee.'

Cassie pu11ed a face, half amused, half disgusted.

'I offer you a window into the life of an old person,'Mr Webber

said, unapologetic.'It's a constant pleasure. Nour, give me a few min-
utes to gather my strength and then I'11be out of your way.'

'Take as iong as you want,'she said.'It's nice to have the company

at the end of the day.'

'Yes,'1\1lr Webber agreed, gazing down at the table, his hand rest-

ing on the cover of his book. 'Yes, it is.' He looked up and smiled at

her a little shyly. She patted him once on the shoulder as she passed.

At the front of the store the large window spilled soft light out into
the night, a fireplace in the dark room of the city, and as Cassie

perched on her stool, she :
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'Lovely,' she murmured ir
She watched the snow tb:
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bypulled their hoods up and
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Tbe Book of Doors

'He's gone,' one of them told her, and the three of them stood

around in an awkward silence like strangers at a party. Mr Webber
watched nothing in the middle distance with glassy eyes.

Then the police came, a young man and an older man, both of
them asking her questions as the EMTs lifted Mr Webber from his

chair and strapped him on to a stretcher.

'He comes in the evening,two or three times aweekr'she explained

to them. Just before the coffee counter closes for the day. He gets a

drink and then sits there and reads his book until I close up the store.'

The young police officer looked bored, standing with his hands on

his hips and watching the EMTs as theyworked.'Probably lonely,'he

said.

'He likes books,'Cassie said, and the cop looked at her.'Sometimes

we talk about books we've read, books he's reading. He likes the clas-

sics.'She rcahzed that she was pratding even as the words continued

to tumble from her lips. She folded her arms to stop herself. Some-

thing about the police made her self-conscious, excruciatingly aware

of everything she was doing.
'Right,'the cop said, watching her with professional indifference.

'I guess he liked talking to you, ma'am,'the older cop said, and

Cassie thought he was trying to be nice. He was thumbing through
the contents of Mr Webber's wallet, seeking an address or next of
kin. It seemed oddly obscene to Cassie, like rummaging through
someonet underwear drawer.

'Nothing like a pretty lady to give an old man something to look
forward to,'the younger cop said, a mischievous smile tugging the

corner of his mouth. The older cop shook his head in disapproval

without looking up from MrWebbert wallet.
'It wasnt that,'Cassie snapped, her words sharp with irritation.

'He was just a nice man. Dont make it something it wasnt.'
The young cop nodded an approximation of an apologybut made

no attempt to hide the loaded glance he then threw at his colleague.

He walked to the door to hold it open for the EMTs.
'Here we go,'the older cop said, pulling out Mr Webber's driving

licence. Apartment 4,3oo East 94th Street. Nice neighbourhood.'

He returned the driving lict

'We'11 let you know if we n,

Cassie.'But call us ifyou thin
business card with a phone n

'Like what?' Cassie asked.

The cop shrugged looselr-.'

Cassie nodded as if tlis w
'What about his familY?'
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