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        For Granny, who knitted magic into every December, turning simple moments into sparkling memories. Your love made Christmas feel like wonder, and it’s looped into every story.

      

        

      
        For Papa, whose steadfast love for Granny showed me what loyalty truly looks like. Your devotion to each other was the greatest love story I’ve ever witnessed, and it lives in every romance I write.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Elysabeth

      

      “Did you hear the news?” Lydiah, my younger sister, asked with her hazel eyes full of mirth. Lydiah loved gossip about as much as I loved avoiding it. She’d just gotten home from her shift at the café, The Ginger Jar, where she worked as a part-time barista and filled up on all the latest tea.

      “I did not,” I replied dryly, scarcely paying attention to her. I was refilling the local homemade jam and preserves shelf in our on-site farm shop. I’d been working at the shop since noon, after making new wreaths and garlands from the boughs of our trees earlier this morning.

      Our farm shop was a cozy, rustic space packed with seasonal charm and small-town magic. In addition to the fresh wreaths, garlands, tabletop-sized mini trees in tin buckets and burlap sacks, swags, and tree ornaments made by us at the farm, we also sold all kinds of local goodies.

      Lydiah had bounced into the shop late to take over, but with the same dramatic flare she exuded with everything she did. She’d immediately rushed over to share the latest gossip, hot off the press.

      But I didn’t have time for gossip. There was too much to do. I didn’t mean to tune her out while she was talking, but my mind immediately went to my never-ending To-Do list. ‘Twas the season, after all.

      Christmas was more than just my favourite time of year; Christmas was a family business. For three generations my family had owned and operated Bennett Christmas Tree Farm on the outskirts of Cobourg, Ontario. People came from all over Northumberland County to purchase their Christmas trees from us, and local wares from our on-site farm shop. Items flew off the shelves of our little shop with all the foot traffic we got during the Christmas season.

      Supporting local was something we really prided ourselves on doing at Bennett Christmas Tree Farm. Every year, the cranberry-orange jam made by Grace Teller, a small local business owner of Preserve & Grace, practically sold themselves. I was going to have to reach out to her and see if she had any more in stock.

      “Are you even listening?” Lydiah demanded, drawing my attention back to her. She was scowling at me.

      “Sorry, can you repeat that? I was just thinking about my massive To-Do list,” I said dryly, giving her my full attention.

      “I said that there’s a new guy in town. Helen’s great-nephew finally arrived, and rumour has it he’s going to sell the whole building!”

      “Wait, what?” It was my turn to scowl. Helen Everhart had been a beloved staple in our community. She owned the red brick Victorian building on King Street and had run Everhart’s Books for over forty years. When she passed away in August, she’d left her shop to a distant great-nephew nobody had ever met. He’d certainly taken his time to come out and settle her affairs.

      “Yeah, I heard him talking to Jamie about it. Guess they met up at the café before going to check out the bookstore. Apparently, he’s some hotshot lawyer from Toronto.”

      Jamie Wilkinson was one of my best friends from high school, and he most definitely hadn’t mentioned Helen’s great-nephew wanting to sell. I was supposed to be meeting him after Lydiah took over for me at the farm shop, and I had every intention of grilling him some more.

      Everyone in town had been waiting with bated breath over the arrival of Helen’s great-nephew. Helen had run the whole business by herself until she died at eighty-six years old. She’d hired some locals, usually teenagers, to work part-time, but hadn’t established a legacy plan. The great-nephew hadn’t stepped up either, so Everhart’s Books had been closed. The summer display was still up in its windows, the entire bookstore a memorial of Helen’s last touches.

      I disliked this mysterious great-nephew of hers on principle, now. I’d been hoping—along with everyone else in town—that he’d keep the bookstore operating in her memory.

      And what was to become of the other businesses in Helen’s building? The Ginger Jar, Loop & Purl, and The Creator’s Loft? Plus, there were the tenants that lived in the apartments above to think about.

      “What a sleazy bastard,” I muttered, and Lydiah nodded eagerly in agreement.

      “Yeah, totally. But Elysa, he’s so hot, like movie star hot,” Lydiah said.

      “I don’t care if he looks like Henry Cavill’s long lost twin, the fact that he’d do that to poor Helen makes him a zero in my books,” I shot back.

      I’d been very fond of Helen. I’d loved visiting her bookstore, and she had always been so eager to donate to my Fill Ruby’s Bed charity. She had helped make the Storybook Stroll what it was today. With the Stroll less than a week away, I’d given up hope of Helen’s mysterious nephew coming to town in time to open the bookstore and participate, but this was much worse.

      Helen’s death had saddened me greatly. She was like everybody’s Great Aunt, and here her actual great-nephew was coming to destroy her very memory and legacy. It was enough to make me sick, and I’d be sure to tell Jamie that when I pressed him for more information.

      Jamie, like Lydiah, loved gossip. Or rather, he loved knowing everything about everyone and everything in Northumberland. He said it was his job as a real estate agent to know everything, and I suppose he’s right.

      “You say that now, but wait until you see him,” Lydiah said, fanning herself dramatically. “He is delicious! I wonder if he’s single?”

      “Whatever. Are you going to take over restocking so I can get out of here? I’m supposed to meet Jamie soon to do our Hometown Hello drop offs.”

      Each Hometown Hello basket included goodies from local businesses and artisans as well as my local guide, The County Compass: A Guide to Northumberland County’s Best Kept Secrets. The guidebook was packed with local tips, stunning photography, must-visit attractions, dining recommendations, seasonal events, and hidden gems only locals knew about. Our new community members would know all the local happenings.

      “Ugh, I’m here, aren’t I?” Lydiah rolled her eyes. “Go on, I’ll finish restocking.”

      “Make sure you note if we’re getting low on local goodies. I’ve made a mental note to reach out to Grace for more jam and preserves. We can’t have the shelves looking bare, and it’s a busy time for local businesses, too.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I know. Now get out of here,” Lydiah said.

      I left the farm shop, followed by my two-year-old black lab Dasher, who’d been sleeping beneath one of the display shelves on the other side of the shop. Since the moment I’d brought him home two years ago, he’d been my constant shadow.

      “Sorry, Dasher. You can’t come this time, bud,” I said, rubbing his ears affectionately. “There won’t be enough room in the truck.”

      Dasher whimpered, not liking this development.

      I stopped off at the house to let Dasher inside and grab the baskets I’d left on the kitchen table. The scent of fresh chocolate chip banana bread hit me the moment I opened the door to the house. My mom was in her baking glory, listening to Christmas carols while she worked.

      “Elysabeth! I’ve baked a few chocolate chip banana bread loaves for your baskets, they’re wrapped and on the table.”

      “Thanks, Mom,” I said. Mom was always so supportive of us all, and when I’d told her I would be collaborating with Jamie to bring welcome baskets to his clients, she and Jamie’s mother, Shelly, started to take turns baking for the baskets.

      I put the cling wrapped loaves into the four baskets I’d put together last night and headed out into the brisk winter air.
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      Elysabeth

      

      After loading up the baskets into my truck, I left the farm in my red 1951 GMC. As I drove down the driveway and looked around the property bustling with people, a sense of pride washed over me.

      The Bennett Christmas Tree Farm was twenty acres of gently sloping landscape. The rows of fir, spruce, and pine trees were staggered by height and variety and divided into three different sections.

      The Ready to Cut section was where people picked their trees and cut them down. The Growing For Next Year section we would use the following year as our Ready to Cut section, and our Photo Only section was where local photographers could rent time slots to do mini sessions.

      There were signs hanging from rustic posts that identified the type of trees and narrow pathways lined with woodchips, making it easier for couples and families to walk around without having to deal with mud.

      The Ready to Cut section was busy today, with plenty of families and couples milling about, looking for their perfect tree. A local photographer was in the Photo Only section, having set up a day of mini sessions.

      My parents were hoping that one day my sisters and I would take over running the Christmas Tree Farm, continuing the legacy. They’d taught us everything we needed to know and more.

      Between the five of us, someone was bound to take over, but our father was far from ready to hang up his hat. He was likely in the workshop attached to the back of the farm shop, where we wrapped trees, drilled holes in the trunks, and helped people secure their trees onto their vehicles.

      Uncle Tom, Dad’s brother, played the part of Santa. Every weekend all season long, he’d dress up as Santa Claus himself and sit in Santa’s sleigh near the courtyard. We’d dubbed it Santa’s Corner, and families would come from all over Northumberland to get photos and sit on Santa’s lap.

      Uncle Tom was one of the best Santas in Southern Ontario: his white beard and rosy cheeks were real, and his costumes were authentic and timeless. Uncle Tom had a knack for making children truly believe in the magic of Santa. When Uncle Tom wasn’t playing Santa on the farm, he was running the local theatre program. He also moonlit as a narrator. He’d done several mystery audiobooks, but his biggest job had been narrating a Christmas movie filmed in Northumberland.

      Although we still helped on the tree farm, my sisters and I were able to pursue other endeavours and interests. Jayne, the oldest of us, worked as a florist at Petals & Pine, our aunt Vivienne’s floral boutique. Jayne’s romantic nature fit beautifully with flowers. She was graceful and loved by all, a soft presence that kept our family grounded.

      Maree was a classical music teacher in training, and she volunteered at the local community centre, teaching beginner piano and music theory. Maree was intellectual, introspective, and more than a little socially stiff. She loved rules, routines, and historical lectures. She didn’t like to get her delicate hands dirty, so she usually only helped with the farm shop.

      Catherine, or Kitty, as we called her, worked at a trendy Cobourg clothing boutique called Maple & Thread. She’d gone to college for Costume Cutting and Construction, and she had a few certificates under her belt for historical garment construction, pattern drafting, and wardrobe styling.

      Kitty ran a side business as a seamstress making costumes for the local theatre and was known for creating Uncle Tom’s authentic Santa suits. She dreamed of designing period costumes for movies and was building her portfolio to apply for on-set work if Harbour Street Mysteries continued filming in Cobourg.

      Apart from working part time at The Ginger Jar, Lydiah didn’t seem to have direction, as Aunt Vivienne would say. She was bold, nosy, dramatic, and full of flair. She came up with a lot of crazy schemes that she convinced Kitty to participate in. Jayne and Maree were too mature for their antics, and I was the one that often had to come to the rescue and smooth things over.

      Kitty and Lydiah’s schedules allowed them to help most at the farm shop, giving me a much-needed break so I could focus on the million other things I did, in addition to being Dad’s righthand man—or woman, rather.

      Dad still managed harvesting trees and organizing the staff, but I helped. I didn’t mind getting my hands dirty and doing what needed to be done to keep things running smoothly at the farm. I also took on coordinating events and modernizing the farm’s business by offering event bookings, social media marketing, and collaborative initiatives with other local businesses.

      On my twentieth birthday, my father and I began restoring my 1951 red GMC truck, Ruby. I documented the process on Instagram at @MissMerryGMC, which grew into a large following and turned Ruby into a local icon. Now, I used the account to share updates on Ruby’s appearances at parades, community events, and holiday photoshoots.

      To give back, I started a non-profit initiative called Fill Ruby’s Bed, collecting donations in Ruby’s truck bed for local families and pet shelters. The project was busiest during Christmas through Trees of Hope, a program my grandparents developed to provide free trees for families in need. I expanded it to include Santa sacks of gifts and food baskets, with extra donations going to shelters. My goal was to fill Ruby’s bed as many times as possible each year, especially during events like parades and the Cobourg Storybook Stroll.

      I waited for my friend outside his real estate office, fiddling with the radio to try and make a local station come in clearer. Despite the sun in the sky and the lack of snow on the ground, it was cold in Cobourg, and the heater was on full blast.

      The passenger door creaked open, and Jamie climbed in.

      “You’ve got a little dirt on your nose,” he said by way of greeting, flicking my nose.

      I sighed. “Sorry, I was planting mini trees in buckets this morning. I didn’t have time to shower because Lydiah was late, and then she wanted to fill me in on the latest hot gossip,” I said, using my sleeve to wipe it off. Jamie wasn’t bothered, he knew how messy my day job could get.

      Jamie Wilkinson and I had been best friends since we were five years old. Our mothers had been best friends and still were. They’d grown up in Port Hope, and the Wilkinsons still lived there. It was our mothers’ greatest disappointment that Jamie and I were never more than friends. I think they’d envisioned the two of us growing up and getting married, but we considered each other siblings.

      “Hot gossip being about our latest Cobourg arrival and the reason for the fourth Hometown Hello basket,” Jamie grinned wickedly.

      “Wait, one of these is for him? No. Not happening. I’m not giving him a hometown hello. He’s going to get a hometown kick in the ass instead,” I grumbled.

      “Aww, don’t be like that!”

      “Why not! I heard he wants to sell the whole building, so why are we giving him a welcome-to-town basket?”

      “Well, I’m a realtor. If he sells the building, I will get the commissions of that sale—and it’d be a nice commission. If he doesn’t end up selling, he’s going to be a member of our community. Either way, he gets a basket.”

      I frowned. Jamie’s logic made sense. “I’m just not happy he’s even considering selling. You know that bookstore was the love of Helen’s life. And what about everyone else in that building?”

      “Yes, but Helen isn’t here anymore. And as much as we all miss her, she left it to Luke to do what he wants with it. If he wants to sell it, then we need to be okay with that,” Jamie said gently. “As for the renters, they’ll be safe. It’ll be in the sales listing that long-term renters for the storefronts and the apartments come with the building, which is an incentive for buyers.”

      “Not if the buyer is a sleazy developer who just wants to gentrify the neighbourhood,” I pointed out.

      “That can’t happen. It’s a historic building so there will be rules they have to follow,” Jamie assured me.

      “Well, I’m still not okay with it. Especially because that doesn’t mean the bookstore will remain a bookstore. I swear, if it ends up getting turned into another damn pizza shop, I will riot.” I complained.

      I loved good pizza as much as the next person, but our town already had several pizza places. What we needed was our beloved bookstore. Helen’s bookstore, to be exact.

      “Put a smile on, we need welcoming Elysabeth, not ‘I will devour your soul’ Elysabeth.”

      Our final stop was Everhart’s Books on King Street. Located in a beautiful Victorian commercial block with Italianate influences, it was by far one of my most favourite historic buildings.

      The bookstore had large, paned display windows in dark wood that framed that a recessed entrance, flanked by two spacious windows. It created a welcoming nook-like feel and showed off the seasonal displays perfectly.

      Helen’s Summer by the Water display was still set up, untouched from before she passed. The sight of it always made a lump of emotion well up in me. I couldn’t help but think about all her past displays, and how much effort and care she’d put into each of them.

      The closed sign was up, but there were lights on in the shop, indicating that the infamous great-nephew was in there somewhere.

      I stood begrudgingly behind Jamie, who knocked all-too-eagerly at the door to the bookstore. I peeked over Jamie’s shoulder through the glass storefront door, catching sight of a well-dressed man behind the counter. He looked up when Jamie knocked, and for a moment I thought he was going to ignore us. Selfishly, I hoped he would—but luck wasn’t on my side. The man walked around the counter, taking long deliberate strides as he made his way to the storefront door.

      He unlocked the door and opened it, and I was hit with such a sudden and intense wave of attraction I could almost feel my treacherous knees going weak.

      Lydiah hadn’t been exaggerating, this man…he was movie star handsome. In fact, he was downright scrumptious. A light stubble dusted his strong jawline, and he had chiseled, perfectly symmetrical features. His eyes were a striking blue, his hair was dark brown, styled in neatly tousled waves I immediately wanted to comb my fingers through. He was tall—over six feet—and muscular, the expensive looking suit he was wearing did little to disguise that fact.

      “Did you find a buyer already?” the man asked, those blue eyes fixing on me with interest. His voice had a rich, magnetic quality that made me melt. Each word rolled off his tongue with quiet confidence, his tone smooth and steady with just a hint of gravel. But then, I registered the words he was saying, and that abrupt attraction shrivelled up and wilted on the spot.

      My jaw—which admittedly, had been slack from the shock of how attractive he was—clenched with irritation, and I frowned.

      “Actually, it’s a Hometown Hello basket, to welcome you to the neighbourhood,” Jamie said, his tone cordial and welcoming. “My dear friend Elysabeth and I like to make a point of welcoming new residents to our community!”

      “Not sure why we’re bothering, since he’s determined to sell,” I muttered, thrusting the basket at him. His hands went up to take it, and I tried not to note how large and strong they seemed. I might have shoved it a little too hard, but it was difficult to feel bad about that knowing he planned on selling Helen’s bookstore.

      Jamie sent me a warning look, urging me wordlessly to be on my best behaviour. Too bad for him, because there was something about this insufferable man that made me want to be on my worst behaviour.
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      Luke

      

      The feisty beauty standing in front of me had taken my breath away, and not just from the welcome basket colliding with my chest.

      The moment she spoke I knew there was a fire in her. It was raw and undeniable, and it made something within me shift. She had large, expressive brown eyes that conveyed the intensity of her dislike. High cheekbones, a defined jawline, and a long, graceful neck. Her lips were naturally full, with a distinctive pout that I wanted to kiss away. Her hair was the colour of dark chocolate and pulled back in a messy braid with several loose pieces escaping to frame her face.

      “You seem to have an issue with me wanting to sell this bookstore.” I was goading her on purpose to stoke the fire.

      “Of course, I do! Helen would be heartbroken,” the woman fired back, her eyes flashing with anger. I couldn’t help but stare directly into those brown eyes, noting the orange rims around the pupils that seemed to glow with the intensity of her outrage.

      “Elysabeth!” Jamie scolded, but Elysabeth paid him no mind.

      “Helen did so much for our community. Every year, she donated books to the Fill Ruby’s Bed fundraiser. She had initiatives to help encourage literacy in schools, and you’re going to throw away her entire legacy for a dollar.”

      “Elysabeth, enough.” Jamie looked embarrassed by his friend’s outburst, but I was amused. I leaned against the doorway, still holding the welcome basket in my hands.

      “Fill Ruby’s Bed?” I asked skeptically. I couldn’t help the fact that my mind was instantly flooded with thoughts of her filling my bed. I normally didn’t have such improper thoughts while simply talking to a woman, but there was something about her intensity that lit a fire low in my own belly.

      “It’s Elysabeth’s charity, she does seasonal fundraising for the community to fill the bed of her 1951 GMC truck with toys, gifts, food, and pet supplies,” Jamie explained. “Since it’s Christmas, the goal is gifts for little ones.”

      “You’re collecting donations in your vintage truck bed? That seems a little performative,” I remarked. Evidently, it was the wrong thing to say. I could almost feel the energy drop. My dismissal only seemed to add fuel to the fire that was Elysabeth.

      Elysabeth’s eyes flashed dangerously. “Well, you’d know all about performative, wouldn’t you?” she tossed back, stepping closer. She studied me, her eyes taking in every inch of me from my tailored dress shirt to my Italian leather shoes and up again, her gaze sharp and assessing. “Wearing thousand-dollar shoes to court to defend developers gutting small towns while pretending you’re saving the world? Now that’s performative.”

      “Ah. So now I’m the villain in your made-for-TV morality play,” I said, smiling without humour. The words were flying out of my mouth before I could fully decide if I wanted to say them. “Let me guess—I’m the cold outsider who doesn’t ‘get it’, who needs a little holiday magic and a cocoa-fueled redemption arc to become worthy of your small-town sparkle.” My voice dropped, and Elysabeth’s eyes flared. I could tell she was gearing up to take another hit, but I didn’t give her the opportunity. “Sorry to disappoint, Elysabeth. I didn’t come here for a personality transplant; I came to settle an estate.”

      “Okay, I think we all need to take a breather,” Jamie said, coming between the two of us as if hoping to break the tension-filled standoff.

      Elysabeth drew in a breath, then turned to face Jamie. “I’ll wait for you in my ‘performative’ truck,” she said, spinning on her heel and heading to her little red truck, a perfectly restored 1951 GMC. My chest tightened as I watched her walk away.

      I tried to tell myself she was just as self-righteous as the lawyers she mocked, but I knew that wasn’t true. It was a lie I was telling myself in a weak attempt to make myself feel better about hurting her, this woman that showed up to offer me a welcome basket. This woman who collected donations and fundraised for her community. This woman who spoke as if she knew Aunt Helen better than me, and truth be told…she probably did.

      I was feeling all kinds of things—an unsettling attraction, a hollow ache in my chest.

      Guilt.

      She saw something in me that I didn’t want anyone else to see. She saw the doubt, the regret. She saw the flicker of shame that I haven’t done anything real in a long time, and my go-to response was to dismiss her efforts.

      “Your Aunt Helen was a big supporter of community endeavours,” Jamie said softly, his voice breaking the spell and reminding me that he was still there. “You inherited not just the bookstore, but a reputation. Helen was beloved, and this bookstore is a town staple. People are watching what you’ll do next. I know you’re still set on selling, but people are expecting you to participate in the Cobourg Storybook Stroll.”

      “What’s that?” I scowled.

      “It’s a literary-themed walking tour and charity fundraiser. Elysabeth started putting it on a few years ago, and Helen was an eager participant. She’d decorate the storefront and select seasonal books, and she’d always allow Elysabeth to park her truck in front of the bookstore to collect the donations. Helen was also one of the biggest donors. Several other stores in town are participating.”

      “And Aunt Helen participated in this nostalgic nonsense?”

      “Every year. It’s not nostalgic nonsense—it really does make a difference in our community. The Stroll allows Elysabeth to raise tons of money and collect donations for those in need, making their Christmases a little more magical,” Jamie explained. He was still trying to mediate, but a note of irritation was detectable in his tone. “I think that’s what has Elysabeth heated. She looks forward to this fundraiser, it’s a big deal, and she really enjoyed working with your aunt.”

      That hollow ache inside only grew with Jamie’s words. I felt bad for brushing off Elysabeth and minimizing her efforts, but I was too stubborn to show it.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Let the bookstore be part of the story one last time. Think of it as strategic staging with a charitable twist. If the shop were open, even just for the event, you’d have a line out the door. You could raise your sale price, maybe even get a buyer on the spot. Plus, I heard the Mr. Darcy role is still unclaimed. You seem to be the brooding type, might as well do it in costume.”

      “So your pitch is for me to open the shop, wear a cravat, and play tour guide while strangers wander through a building I don’t plan to keep?”

      “Yup.” Jamie grinned. “There will be plenty of local news coverage of the event, and I’m sure they’d mention the building is for sale. And maybe if you ask nicely, Elysabeth will help you get everything figured out.”
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      By the time I made it upstairs to Aunt Helen’s apartment, I was ready to crash. Although I’d only arrived in Cobourg that morning, I felt like I’d been there for days. Thankfully, the chocolate chip banana bread tucked into the welcome basket Elysabeth had shoved at me had served as a delicious dinner. I hadn’t eaten since lunchtime and hadn’t had the energy to track down food after finally calling it a day.

      I’d spent the first half of the day filling out paperwork at Aunt Helen’s lawyer’s office. Edgar Wilkinson of Wilkinson and Weiss Law was far too busy to show me the lay of the land and had arranged for his son, Jamie, to meet me at The Ginger Jar.

      I’d taken a leave of absence from my job to settle Aunt Helen’s estate. I specialized in corporate law, particularly real estate development and acquisitions. I knew settling estates could take some time, but I had a life back in Toronto I had to get back to.

      It hadn’t been a major shock to find out I’d inherited all of Aunt Helen’s worldly possessions and business assets, after all…I was her only living relative, aside from my father, who had no interest in or time for small towns and small businesses.

      Aunt Helen had been the sister of my late grandfather. She’d had no children of her own, and as far as I’d known, she’d never married, preferring to live a quiet life as a spinster bookstore owner. The Everhart family had shrunk a lot over the years, and now it had whittled down to just my parents and me.

      We hadn’t seen Aunt Helen since my grandfather’s funeral. I’d been fifteen at the time. She’d stayed in touch with my parents, calling on holidays and sending cards for special occasions.

      I’d made the decision to stay in Aunt Helen’s apartment temporarily, while I settled the estate. It made the most sense. Aunt Helen hadn’t even wanted a funeral; she’d just wanted to be cremated and “be done with it”. Edgar had told me she had arranged everything ahead of time, and that her remains were waiting at the funeral home to be picked up.

      After Jamie and his feisty friend, Elysabeth, left, I spent another hour looking around the bookstore and sifting through the notes piled beside the cash register, trying to make sense of things. When the letters started to blur together, I decided it was time to retire for the night.

      Unlocking the door, I pushed it open and hit the light switch in the entryway. I hesitated in the doorway as the scent of lavender and pipe smoke washed over me, bringing with it memories of my aunt. Aunt Helen had always smelled like lavender and pipe smoke; it was a distinctive smell that had stayed with me even though I’d only met her a few times throughout my life.

      I walked in, closing and locking the door behind me, and set my bags down. The apartment was filled with books, antique furniture, and memories. It was overloaded and yet…it was cozy and welcoming.

      The tall arched windows overlooking King Street would undoubtedly let in plenty of light. The original hardwood floors were scuffed, but still beautiful. Bookshelves lined one wall in the living room, some sagging under the weight of the books and mementos.

      By the window, there was an old high-backed wing chair with a deep indent that came from years of Aunt Helen sitting there, probably reading, if the end table beside it piled with a stack of books was any indication.

      In addition to the well-loved armchair, there was an antique Victorian settee with a gentle curved back and scrolled wooden arms. It had a solid mahogany frame, hand-carved with delicate floral motifs. The wood was aged to a rich, warm brown with a soft, worn discolouration where generations of hands had rested. The aged damask moss green fabric was faded at the edges by sun and time, a couple of discreet mends done by hand.

      It was a gorgeous piece that would likely be worth a lot; not that I meant to think in terms of money when looking around my late aunt’s worldly possessions. But that was what I was here for: to figure out what to sell, what to donate, and what to toss.

      I continued my self-guided tour, feeling Aunt Helen’s presence and touch everywhere.

      The kitchen was compact but functional, with butcher-block counters, vintage white enamel cabinets, and an old gas stove with a copper kettle on the back burner. Aunt Helen had one of those mug trees on the counter, with vintage teacups hanging off it. I opened the cupboard above it, finding the shelves full of labeled glass jars with loose-leaf tea. It seemed Aunt Helen loved her teas.

      A small two-seater table was positioned by the window, with a stack of papers and a leatherbound journal. I crossed over and upon opening the journal recognized Aunt Helen’s slanted writing from all the chaotic notes she’d left in the bookstore by the register. It was full of her thoughts and memories. She had probably sat down every morning at that table with a cup of tea and wrote in her journal. My heart tightened a little, and I left it alone, not wanting to invade her privacy.

      The whole apartment felt lived in, like the walls had soaked up Aunt Helen’s quiet life. It was unsettling, and though a part of me tried to dismiss it as quaint or inefficient, another part of me felt a tug in my chest.

      Whoever lived here hadn’t just existed, they had belonged.

      I couldn’t say the same about my modern condo in Toronto, so cold and sterile compared to Aunt Helen’s lived-in apartment. Her apartment radiated warmth and personality and made my condo feel about as personalized as a hotel room.

      It was unsettling to feel more at home in Aunt Helen’s apartment than I did my own condo. I pushed the thought away abruptly, not wanting to dwell on that too much. I was tired, and I supposed some of the nostalgia was rubbing off on me. A good night’s rest should clear that right up.

      My cellphone rang, and I fished it out of my pocket.

      “Hello?” I said, pulling myself away from examining my late aunt’s life.

      “Luke! I thought I told you to call me when you got to Cobourg,” my mother said, her voice scolding me for my inconsideration.

      “Sorry, Mom. It’s been a busy day with all the paperwork and whatnot,” I replied, my free hand coming up to massage my temple.

      “I can only imagine. How is it going there? Did Aunt Helen leave a disaster for you to clean up?” Mom said, a soft chuckle following her question.

      “Nothing I can’t handle,” I assured her. “I’ll be stuck here for a while, donating all of Aunt Helen’s things and trying to find a buyer for the building.”

      “So…you’re set on selling?” The disappointment was evident in her voice.

      “Yes, Mom. I have a life I’d like to get back to,” I reminded her.

      “Do you really?” Mom sounded skeptical. “I didn’t think you were happy at your job.”

      “A job doesn’t have to make you happy,” I said, returning to the small front hall to collect the bags I’d set down.

      “Well, something about your life has to make you happy. If not your job, is it Celeste?”

      I winced at the reminder. Celeste was my on-again, off-again girlfriend. She worked as a financial adviser, and while she was lovely, there was something lacking in our relationship. We’d both agreed on that indisputable fact, which was why we were off again. But we usually ended back together out of boredom and a lack of any other viable candidates.

      “No, we aren’t seeing each other anymore,” I told her, and for some forsaken reason, my thoughts went to the feisty brunette I’d just met. Despite her immediate dislike of me, a part of me felt a pull toward her. I didn’t have time for dalliances, though. I needed to stay focused, and I had a feeling Elysabeth would take all my focus if I let her.

      “Hmm,” my mother said, and I could tell by the sound that she had opinions she was biting back on saying.

      “Look, Mom. It’s been a long day and I’m ready to crash. Can I call you tomorrow?” I said, not giving her a chance to blurt them out. I really didn’t want to get into a discussion about all the ways she felt my life was lacking substance, especially because I’d been noticing it more lately myself.

      “Sure, sweetie. Get some sleep and call me tomorrow!”

      I tucked my phone back in my pocket and picked up my bags, carrying them to the bedroom at the back of the apartment. The bedroom door was open, the wrought-iron bed made up with a patchwork quilt that was clearly handmade, likely by Aunt Helen.

      The room had sloped ceilings which I had to avoid knocking my head on. I turned on the bedside lamp and took in the faded floral wallpaper from decades ago. Like everything else in the apartment, the room was dated.

      I found an outlet by the bed and plugged my wireless phone charger in, setting my phone on it to charge. Then I continued looking around the room.

      A vase with dried flowers was on the worn dresser beside an old black and white photograph of Aunt Helen and Grandpa Gerald when they were kids.

      Peeking inside the small closet, I found it overflowing with Aunt Helen’s clothes. There wasn’t any space to hang my suit. I had my work cut out for me; I’d have to pack up and donate all of Aunt Helen’s clothes, and everything else she owned. Not to mention, there was the bookstore to think about. It was a good thing I hadn’t given work a timeframe on when to expect me back from my leave.

      I had no clue how long it took to pack up an eighty-six-year-old woman’s entire life, but judging by the amount of stuff she had, it wouldn’t be a quick process by any means.

      Sighing, I set my bag on the bed. Unzipping it, I grabbed my pajamas and toiletry bag and headed to the bathroom to brush my teeth and get ready for bed. It had a clawfoot tub and hexagon tiled floors. The walls were painted a soft, feminine pink. It was nice and clean, minus the layer of dust that decorated the entire apartment in Aunt Helen’s absence. The pipes seemed to groan in protest when I turned on the tap—not a comforting sign.

      I put my suit in the garment bag I’d brought, hanging it on the back of the bathroom door before changing into my pajamas and going on a quick hunt for fresh towels. I found them in the linen closet in the hallway.

      Returning to the bathroom, I removed my contact lenses and washed my face, patting my face dry with one of the soft pink towels I’d grabbed from the linen closet. I put my glasses on and wandered around the apartment, making sure all the lights were turned off and the door was locked before grabbing fresh bedding from the linen closet.

      After that, I returned to the bedroom, hesitating in the doorway for a moment. Shrugging off my discomfort, I walked in and started stripping the bed, tossing the old linens into the empty laundry hamper by Aunt Helen’s closet.

      Aunt Helen hadn’t died in the apartment, she’d passed away in the hospital. She’d had a chronic heart condition that she’d spent years waving off with a shrug and a smile. She’d been feeling tired for weeks and had brushed it off as “just age”. But one morning in mid-August, she’d had a fainting spell and Margaret from The Ginger Jar had called for an ambulance. Aunt Helen passed away overnight in her hospital bed, and that was that.

      I only knew this because Margaret had told me all about her version of things earlier at The Ginger Jar, after giving her condolences.

      My parents hadn’t even known she’d been admitted to the hospital, because Aunt Helen hadn’t wanted to bother them when she’d insisted that it was just a little bit of heat stroke.

      A part of me felt a little guilty, that no family had been around to be with Aunt Helen as she passed, but assured myself we weren’t to blame. After all, we hadn’t known until it was too late.

      I tossed a fresh quilt on top of the bed and I crawled in, finding the mattress lumpy and uncomfortable. Like everything else in Aunt Helen’s apartment, the mattress was old. I could forgive old antique settees and armchairs, but I’d have to rectify the mattress situation if I had any hope of my back surviving this ordeal.
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