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  Chapter 1: Arrival in Snow Pine Village

  
  






Emma Hayes gripped the steering wheel tighter as her sedan crept through the snow-dusted streets of Snow Pine Village. Fat flakes drifted past her windshield, catching the glow of twinkling lights strung across storefronts like something out of a Hallmark movie. She’d never seen so many Christmas decorations in one place. Garland wrapped around every lamppost. Wreaths hung on every door. Even the fire hydrants wore festive red and green covers shaped like tiny elves.

It was exactly two weeks before Christmas, and the town looked like it had been dipped in holiday magic.

Emma wasn’t sure she believed in magic anymore.

The GPS announced her arrival in its cheerful robotic voice, and Emma pulled to a stop in front of a narrow brick building wedged between a knitting shop and what appeared to be a vintage toy store. Her heart squeezed painfully in her chest.

The Peppermint Bookshop.

Even under a layer of grime and neglect, she could see the whimsy her great-aunt Rosemary had poured into the place. Candy cane striped columns flanked the entrance. Hand-painted books and snowflakes decorated the frosted bay windows. A wooden sign swung gently in the December breeze, the letters barely visible under peeling paint.

Emma killed the engine and sat in the sudden silence. The box from her former employer sat in the passenger seat, containing the meager contents of her desk. Fifteen years at the Boston Central Library, and all she had to show for it was a coffee mug, three awards for excellence in service, and a termination letter.

Not a team player. That’s what they’d called her. As if standing up for intellectual freedom and refusing to remove classic literature from the shelves made her difficult.

Her phone buzzed. Another text from her former colleague Marcus.

They’ve already replaced you. Some guy who’s never read Fahrenheit 451. You dodged a bullet getting out of here.

Emma locked the phone without responding. She hadn’t dodged anything. She’d been shoved out, and now she was here in a town she’d never visited, staring at a building she’d inherited from an aunt she barely remembered.

The snow was falling harder now. Emma pulled her coat tighter and stepped out into the cold. The air smelled like pine and cinnamon, probably from the bakery two doors down. Christmas music drifted from somewhere, tinny and distant. A few people walked past, offering friendly nods and curious glances at the stranger in their midst.

Emma approached the bookshop door and dug the key out of her pocket. The attorney had mailed it three weeks ago, along with the letter explaining that her great-aunt Rosemary had passed quietly in her sleep and left Emma her “most precious treasure.”

The key slid into the lock but wouldn’t turn. Emma jiggled it, then pulled it out and tried again. Still nothing. The metal was frozen solid.

“Perfect,” she muttered, her breath fogging in the cold air. “Just perfect.”

She tried again, putting her shoulder against the door for leverage. The key refused to budge.

“You’re wasting your time.”

Emma jumped, spinning around. A man stood behind her, tall and broad-shouldered in a canvas work jacket dusted with sawdust. Dark hair curled slightly under a knit cap, and his jaw was shadowed with stubble. He might have been handsome if he weren’t scowling at her like she’d personally offended him.

“Excuse me?” Emma said.

“The lock’s been temperamental for months.” His voice was deep and gruff. “Place is a teardown waiting to happen.”

Before Emma could respond, she noticed the little girl holding his hand. She couldn’t have been more than eight, with the same dark hair as the man, pulled into two braids. Unlike her companion’s scowl, her face was lit up with excitement. She wore a bright red Christmas sweater with a reindeer on it and clutched a worn copy of The Polar Express against her chest.

“Are you the new book lady?” the girl asked, bouncing on her toes. “Dad says you’re probably going to sell, but I told him maybe you’d stay because Aunt Rosemary said the right person would come and save the bookshop and I think you look like the right person even though Dad says I shouldn’t get my hopes up because grown-ups always disappoint you but I don’t think you look disappointing at all.”

She said it all in one breath, without any punctuation.

The man, her father apparently, sighed heavily. “Lily.”

“What? I’m being welcoming. You said to be welcoming to new people.”

Emma couldn’t help the small smile that tugged at her lips. “I’m Emma Hayes. Rosemary was my great-aunt.”

“I’m Lily Morrison, and this is my dad, Jack.” Lily thrust out her free hand with the solemnity of a diplomat. “We live next door. Well, we live above the hardware store, but that’s next door to above the bookshop, so basically we’re neighbors. Do you like books? That’s a silly question because you’re inheriting a bookshop, so obviously you like books. What’s your favorite? Mine’s The Polar Express because it’s about believing in magic even when things seem impossible.”

Emma shook the small hand, charmed despite herself. “It’s a good one. I’m partial to A Little Princess myself.”

“Oh, I love that one! The part where she pretends the attic is a palace even though it’s cold and ugly? That’s my favorite.”

“Lily, that’s enough,” Jack said. His tone wasn’t unkind, but it was firm. He turned his attention to Emma, and she noticed his eyes were a deep brown, currently narrowed with something between suspicion and resignation. “Jack Morrison. I own the building. Your aunt rented the commercial space.”

“Rented?” Emma’s stomach dropped. “The attorney said…”

“The lease expires December thirty-first.” He pulled a folded paper from his jacket pocket. “I’m assuming you’ll want to sign the release so I can move forward with the sale.”

“Sale?” Emma looked between him and the bookshop. “You’re selling?”

“Developer made an offer. Good offer.” He shifted his weight, and Emma noticed how he kept his daughter slightly behind him, protective. “Some of us have practical concerns. College funds. Retirement. The real world.”

The words stung, probably because they echoed the same arguments her former supervisors had used. Be practical, Emma. Think about the budget. Consider the donors.

“I haven’t even seen inside yet,” Emma said, hearing the defensive edge in her voice.

“You’re welcome to look. But the building needs extensive work. New roof, updated electrical, heating system’s on its last legs.” He rattled off the problems like a grocery list. “Unless you’ve got fifty thousand dollars lying around for renovations, you’re looking at a money pit.”

“Dad,” Lily whispered, tugging his sleeve. “You promised we’d have a bookshop forever.”

Something flickered across Jack Morrison’s face. Pain, maybe. Or regret. But it was gone in an instant, replaced by that stern practicality.

“Things change, Lily-pad. We talked about this.”

The little girl’s eyes filled with tears, but she blinked them back with the kind of fierce determination that made Emma’s heart ache. This was a child used to swallowing disappointment.

Emma turned back to the frozen lock, more determined than ever. She wasn’t going to be another person who let this little girl down. She jiggled the key harder, throwing her whole weight against the door.

“Here.” Jack’s voice was closer now. “You’re going to break something.”

He reached past her, his arm brushing hers. Emma caught a scent of sawdust and something spicy. Cinnamon, maybe. His hands, bare despite the cold, covered hers on the key.

“Gentle pressure, then turn when you feel it catch.”

His hands were warm and calloused. Emma became hyperaware of how close he was standing, the solid presence of him at her back.

The lock clicked. The door swung inward.

Jack stepped back immediately, shoving his hands in his pockets. “There.”

“Thank you,” Emma said, hating how breathless she sounded.

“Like I said, temperamental.” He was already turning away. “I’ll give you until the end of the week to look around and make your decision. Developer wants an answer by January first, but I’d rather not wait until the last minute.”

“That’s only two weeks away!”

“Exactly.” He took Lily’s hand. “Come on, Lily. Let Miss Hayes look around in peace.”

“But Dad, I want to see if my favorite reading corner is still there. The one with the cushions shaped like mushrooms and the lamp that looks like a fairy house and…”

“Lily.”

The girl’s shoulders slumped. She looked back at Emma with those big, hopeful eyes. “Will you stay? Please? Aunt Rosemary always said the bookshop was waiting for the right person. Someone who understood that books aren’t just pages and words. They’re magic.”

Emma’s throat tightened. “I… I don’t know yet, sweetheart.”

“See?” Jack’s voice was gentle but final. “Don’t get your hopes up.”

Emma watched them walk away, Jack’s hand firmly clasping his daughter’s, their breath fogging in the cold air. Just before they turned the corner, Lily looked back and waved. Emma waved back, feeling the weight of that small gesture.

When they were out of sight, Emma finally stepped into The Peppermint Bookshop.

The first thing that hit her was the smell. Old paper and dust, yes, but underneath that… vanilla and peppermint and something indefinably cozy. Afternoon light filtered through the dirty windows, casting everything in a soft, golden glow.

The shop was larger than it looked from outside. Bookshelves stretched from floor to ceiling along every wall, the wood dark with age. A stone fireplace dominated the back wall, its mantel crowded with snow globes and ceramic figurines of reading children. Built-in window seats offered perfect reading nooks, their cushions faded but still charming. A wrought-iron spiral staircase led to a second level, where Emma could see more shelves and what looked like a children’s section.

But it was all buried under layers of neglect. Books lay in haphazard piles. Some shelves sat empty while others overflowed. Cobwebs draped the corners. A fine layer of dust covered every surface. Dead plants sat in decorative pots. The whole place felt frozen in time, abandoned.

Emma walked deeper into the shop, her footsteps echoing on the hardwood floors. She ran her finger along a shelf and came away with a thick coating of dust. The organization system, if there had ever been one, was long gone. Fiction mixed with non-fiction. Children’s books sat next to adult thrillers. It was chaos.

And yet.

There was something here. Something underneath the disorder and dust. She could see it in the careful craftsmanship of the built-in shelves, the cozy reading nooks, the thoughtful placement of lamps and comfortable chairs. Someone had loved this place once. Had poured their heart into making it a sanctuary.

Emma found a desk near the back, an old roll-top covered in papers and receipts. She opened drawers at random, finding bookmarks and rubber stamps and ancient inventory logs. In the bottom drawer, tucked beneath a stack of old newspapers, she found a cream-colored envelope with her name written in elegant script.

Her hands trembled slightly as she opened it.

My dearest Emma,

If you’re reading this, then I’ve gone on to my next great adventure, and you’ve come to Snow Pine Village. Good. This place needs you, though you may not see it yet.

I know we didn’t stay in touch as we should have. Life gets busy, and distances grow. But I’ve watched you from afar, my dear girl. I’ve seen your love of books, your fierce protection of stories and the people who need them. I’ve seen your heart.

The Peppermint Bookshop is more than a business. It’s the heart of this town. A sanctuary. A place where magic still lives in the turning of pages and the sharing of stories. But it’s been dying, slowly, and I haven’t had the strength to save it.

You do.

I’m asking you to give this place two weeks. Just two weeks. Stay through Christmas. Fix what’s broken. Remember what matters. And if at the end you still want to leave, I’ll understand.

But I don’t think you will.

This town needs wonder, Emma. It needs someone who believes that books can change lives, that stories matter, that there’s magic in the everyday. It needs you.

Save the magic. Give it two weeks. You’ll understand.

All my love, Aunt Rosemary

P.S. The apartment upstairs is yours if you want it. The key’s in the drawer with the bookmarks. And if you find yourself losing faith, look for the box labeled “Emergency Magic.” Open it when you need belief.

Emma read the letter three times, her eyes burning with tears she refused to shed. Two weeks. Her aunt was asking for two weeks.

She looked around the disheveled shop, thinking about Jack Morrison’s practical concerns and his daughter’s hopeful eyes. About a developer who wanted to turn this place into luxury condos. About a little girl who believed in magic.

About a woman who’d just lost everything and had nowhere else to go anyway.

“Okay, Aunt Rosemary,” Emma whispered to the dusty air. “Two weeks.”

The bell above the door chimed. Emma turned to find Jack Morrison standing in the doorway, a clipboard in his hands and that same grumpy expression on his face.

“Forgot to give you this. Lease terms, repair estimates, property tax information.” He walked over and set the clipboard on the desk with a decisive thunk. “I know what you’re thinking. You’ll fix it up, make it work, prove everyone wrong. But this isn’t some feel-good story where determination wins the day. This is business. Real money. Real consequences.”

Emma crossed her arms, irritation flaring. “You don’t know what I’m thinking.”

“I know the type. Idealistic. Sentimental. Thinks passion can replace practical planning.” His eyes swept the chaotic shop. “Your aunt was the same way. Sweet woman, but no business sense. This place has been bleeding money for years.”

“Then why did you keep renting to her?” Emma challenged.

Something flickered in his expression. Guilt, maybe. “My wife loved this place. Brought our daughter here for story time every week. When Sarah…” He stopped, jaw clenching. “After my wife died, I couldn’t bring myself to kick Rosemary out. But that doesn’t change facts. The bookshop is failing. The building needs work I can’t afford to do without selling. And I’ve got my daughter’s future to think about.”

“What about her present?” Emma heard herself say. “What about giving her something to believe in besides cold hard cash and practical concerns?”

Jack’s eyes narrowed. “Easy for you to say. You can walk away whenever you want. Leave when things get hard. I’m the one who has to live with the consequences. I’m the one who has to look my daughter in the eye when another promise gets broken.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Emma said, surprising herself with the conviction in her voice. “Not for two weeks, at least. I’m going to stay, fix up this shop, and show you it can work.”

“Two weeks?” Jack laughed, but there was no humor in it. “Two weeks until Christmas? You’re delusional. This place needs months of work and thousands of dollars.”

“Then I’d better get started.” Emma met his gaze steadily. “Unless you’re planning to kick me out before the lease expires?”

“The lease says commercial space only. The apartment upstairs isn’t included.”

Emma pulled the key from the drawer, the one Aunt Rosemary had mentioned. “My aunt’s letter says otherwise. So unless you want a legal battle, I’m staying.”

They stared at each other, neither willing to back down. Finally, Jack shook his head.

“Fine. Two weeks. But when you fail, don’t expect sympathy from me. Some of us have actual responsibilities. Some of us can’t afford to live in fairy tales.” He turned toward the door, then paused. “And lock up properly when you’re done. Insurance won’t cover your carelessness.”

The bell chimed as he left, the sound almost mocking in the silence that followed.

Emma stood alone in the dusty bookshop, surrounded by chaos and impossible odds. She should feel discouraged. Overwhelmed. Ready to give up.

Instead, she felt something she hadn’t felt in months.

Determined.

She started searching through the boxes and drawers, looking for the one her aunt had mentioned. After twenty minutes, she found it tucked behind the desk, a wooden crate with neat handwriting on the side: Emergency Magic – Open When You Need Belief.

Emma lifted the lid carefully. Inside, wrapped in tissue paper, was a snow globe. But not just any snow globe. This one contained a tiny replica of The Peppermint Bookshop, complete with miniature books in the windows and a small figure of a woman standing at the door.

Beneath it was a note in Aunt Rosemary’s handwriting: Magic isn’t in grand gestures or impossible miracles. It’s in choosing to believe when everything says you shouldn’t. It’s in trying when trying seems foolish. Shake the globe, dear girl. Remember what wonder feels like.

Emma picked up the snow globe, feeling the cool glass against her palms. Through the window, she could see Jack Morrison’s building next door, lights glowing warm in the gathering dusk. She thought about his scowl and his cynicism, about the way he protected his daughter like the world was constantly waiting to hurt her.

Maybe it was. Maybe he had good reasons for those walls.

But walls could come down. Hearts could heal. And bookshops could be saved.

Emma shook the snow globe, watching glitter swirl around the tiny shop like a blizzard of possibility.

“Two weeks,” she whispered. “Let’s see what kind of magic we can make.”

Outside, snow continued to fall on Snow Pine Village, covering everything in a blanket of white. And in The Peppermint Bookshop, surrounded by dust and chaos and impossible odds, Emma Hayes smiled for the first time in months.

The story was just beginning.
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  Chapter 2: Forced Proximity

  
  






The apartment above The Peppermint Bookshop was exactly what Emma expected from a space that hadn’t been occupied in months: cold, dusty, and stubbornly charming despite its neglect.

She climbed the narrow staircase at the back of the shop, her suitcase bumping against the wall with each step. The key Aunt Rosemary had left fit perfectly into the weathered lock, and the door swung open to reveal a small studio with sloped ceilings and exposed brick walls.

A kitchenette occupied one corner, the appliances vintage but clean. A bathroom door stood slightly ajar, revealing black and white hexagonal tiles. The main living space held a daybed covered in a faded quilt, a reading chair positioned near the dormer window, and built-in bookshelves that matched the ones downstairs. Empty bookshelves, waiting to be filled.

Emma set down her suitcase and walked to the window. From here, she could see Main Street below, the Christmas lights twinkling in the early evening darkness. Across the way, she could make out the hardware store Jack had mentioned, its second-floor windows glowing warm and golden. She wondered which one was Lily’s room.












