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To my amazing husband.

Thank you for listening to my crazy ideas and always telling me to go for my dreams.
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~ Chapter 1 ~

[image: ]




Julia tapped Save, closing her spreadsheet with a satisfied smile. Leaning back in the worn floral-patterned desk chair, her sapphire-blue eyes fell on the silver frame to her right. Collecting it, she sighed. “Well, we did it, Aunt Sadie. Two months along and the shop is still going strong.” Her finger traced the older woman’s face in the picture. Julia shared the same copper hair as her favorite aunt, though without the silvery gray streaks. Kissing the picture with a fingertip, Julia returned the frame to the desk. “I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for you. Though I’d much rather have you.”

Beyond hair and eye color, Julia also shared her late aunt’s love of the past. When Julia was just a young girl, she would venture off with her aunt to auctions and estate sales looking for bits of treasure. Sadie didn’t have the antique shop then, but she enjoyed connecting with the past through the items they found. With each find, Sadie made up a story, bringing the object’s mysterious past to life. The rides home in her dark red 1932 Oldsmobile convertible, the rumble seat holding their treasures, were filled with romance, chivalry, and sometimes ghost stories. Sadie’s laugh, like a soft spring rain, made Julia smile then, and the memory made her smile now. She sighed again, remembering how she’d lie on the dewy grass dreaming of one day living in an old Victorian house with a huge attic, leaded glass windows, and a grand staircase. Unfortunately, sometimes life doesn’t turn out the way we dream.

The insistent jingle from the brass bell above the front door pulled Julia’s attention. She brushed away an errant tear before heading to greet her customer. Her soft-soled suede boots scuffed along the pine floor, which was badly in need of refinishing. She thought the floor expressed the character of her antique shop, “Past Imperfect,” well...perfectly. Her calf-length retro corded skirt brushed against a sideboard with a whitewash finish as she reached the front entrance. Her old-fashioned sense of style, while misplaced in the Cities, complimented the shop. Julia never felt comfortable in the latest looks, preferring flowy skirts, boots, and poet blouses. When her hair wasn’t in a braid, she looked like a throwback to another time.

“Hello, welcome to Past Imperfect.” Julia offered a warm smile to the older couple. Based on their clothing, she assumed they were tourists. Although Grand Marais was an artist-centered community, those who lived there year-round often opted for functionality over style. The tall, sun-kissed man gave a grin and a slightly accented hello, confirming her impression.

“The wife and I are headed home to Thunder Bay. We were passing through and decided to stop and explore.”

The woman standing next to him curved her perfectly painted red lips into a smile. She reminded Julia of her mother. Olivia Branson never left the house without lipstick on. The woman before her was put together well, in a cream-colored linen pantsuit and soft pink blouse. Her posture and grace suggested she was a woman who knew what she wanted. “I don’t know why we never stopped before. We’ve driven through so many times over the years.” Her intense green eyes scanned the shop as she spoke, finding their intended target, she strolled away. “Mike, isn’t this brilliant?” Her prey was a Victorian carved-oak cylinder secretary with a double-door bookcase hutch. Two etched-glass doors opened to expose a double-shelf interior. The top drawer curved elegantly with two flat drawers beneath and a single cupboard door above.

Mike followed, remarking on the desk. Julia learned early on not to oversell an item; customers generally knew what they liked and high pressures sales were not her style. A few moments into exploring the desk, the woman grinned with delight upon finding a small ink stain. Julia smiled, appreciating a fellow lover of the past. Mike glanced over at Julia and smiled. “We’ll take it.”

Mike followed Julia to her writer’s desk, leaving his wife to discover any secret compartments often found in older furniture. Julia pulled the sales book from the desk drawer as Mike produced a checkbook. Julia smiled, asking quietly, “You don’t want to know the price before you buy it?”

Mike’s lips curled into a warm smile of understanding. “I only need to know that she’s happy.” Glancing at his checkbook, he added, “But I do need to know what to write the check out for.” His eyes twinkled in a way that made Julia smile back. Internally, she hoped to one day find that kind of love.

Finishing up the sales receipt, Julia handed Mike his copy as the bell jingled again. She escorted him back to the front of the shop. Dan, the mail carrier, offered an easy smile, carried a small box tucked under his arm. “Just one package today.”

Julia nodded. “I’ll be right back. I just need to help load a desk.”

Dropping the box and his electronic scanner on the sideboard, Dan shook his head. “I’ll get it.”

Julia watched the young man with thick biceps hoist the desk easily, carrying it out to the couple’s sport utility vehicle.

Mike’s wife flashed an appreciative smile at Julia, who felt the warmth of a blush color her cheeks. “He is handsome.” Leaving the comment on the air, she stepped back into the afternoon sunshine with a soft chuckle.

Dan eased back into the shop, scanned the package, and collected Julia’s signature. “See you tomorrow.” He waved back over his shoulder.

Julia noticed the airmail stickers and customs documents on the front of the box. “Curious. I didn’t order anything.” The box was dented on one corner and smudged with dirt. Examining the customs documents didn’t offer any further clues; the delicate paper was smeared from what looked like recent water damage. Julia could only make out that it came from somewhere in Paris. The date indicated it had left Paris six months earlier. Putting the paperwork aside, Julia looked at the address label. It was addressed to Sarah Walters. “Aunt Sadie.” Julia touched the ink lightly as a sad smile teased her mouth.

Opening the package, Julia found a wooden box inside. Her heart tangoed; the mystery around an unexpected package always brought out childish curiosity. Sliding the small brass hook to one side, she opened it, relishing the singular moment of discovery.

Inside the decorative box, nestled on crushed crimson velvet, was an object hidden in a matching velvet sleeve. She slipped on a pair of white curator gloves and lifted the treasure from its nest, carefully sliding the sleeve off to reveal a silver letter opener. The blade was embellished with a plethora of repoussé scrollwork and a pierced lattice end surrounded by floral motifs. Turning the blade over, Julia discovered the initials E.C. etched at the base near the edge of the handle. She smiled. “If I’m not mistaken, eighteenth century and very English.” Her gloved finger traced over the initials. Julia’s aunt’s voice sang out softly, and a grand story of the owner started to play in her mind.

“That’s beautiful.”

Julia jumped at the unexpected voice behind her. Turning, she let out a breath of relief. “Lucy, you startled me. I didn’t hear you come in.”

Lucy’s normal large brown eyes widened. “I can see that.”

Julia looked down and realized she was holding the letter opener like a weapon. She set it back inside the box and stripped off her white cotton gloves. Turning back to Lucy, she said, “Sorry, I’m just a bit jumpy today.”

Lucy’s demeanor relaxed and bright smile returned, accepting the answer without question. Nothing ever seemed to bother her. Her upbeat nature was nice to have around, especially when Julia first arrived in Grand Marais. She hired Lucy from the community college to help part-time in the shop. The few hours Lucy worked each week gave Julia a chance to get out and enjoy the afternoon sun during the less crowded weekdays. Lucy Wells dropped her pink backpack beside the desk. “Why don’t you take a break? I’ll look after things.”

“That’d be great.” Julia’s skirt brushed the edge of the box, sending it and its contents crashing to the floor. “Damn it.” Julia stooped down to clean up the mess, grasping the letter opener bare-handed while she searched for its protective sleeve. While she was leaned over, a touch of vertigo struck her, and a fragment of memory came to mind like something out a dream. She could see a room decorated in pristine eighteenth-century furniture and then a woman’s hands caressing the roundness of her belly. And then blood...so much blood.

“Julia...”

Julia nearly smacked her head on the desk as she broke from her reverie. She knew that dreams from the previous night could surface in her mind throughout the day, triggered by some reminder, but she had never experienced a dream like this, so real and palpable. It was so believable she’d almost thought she could smell the blood—like a handful of old pennies—as it dripped from her hands.

“Hang on,” Julia called from under the desk, where she spotted the sleeve and carefully fitted it back over the ornate handle. She placed it back in its box, noticing a bit of folded paper concealed beneath. Julia removed the paper before returning the letter opener and closing the wooden box. Straightening up, she slipped the note into the pocket of her skirt and asked, “What did you say?”

Lucy was several feet away, rummaging around in the broom closet. “Hmm?” She looked over her shoulder, confused. “I didn’t say anything.”

“I thought you called my name,” Julia said, furrowing her brow while touching her temples. The vertigo had passed, replaced now with an eerie sense of dread. You’re hearing things. Brushing it off, she agreed with Lucy’s suggestion. “I think a break is just the thing I need right now.” She opened the desk drawer. “I’ll check this in when I get back.” Julia grabbed her purse and Aunt Sadie’s favorite fedora from the desk drawer, replacing them with the box. “Can I bring anything back for you?”

“No thanks, I’m good,” Lucy sang out, her blond ponytail swinging as she grabbed a dusting rag and moved deeper into the shop. Julia liked Lucy, hoping one day she might be able to afford her on a full-time basis.

Julia slung her bag onto her shoulder, sniffing a gentle floral scent in the air. “Is that a new perfume?”

“Do you like it?” Lucy’s voice carried over the various displays. “My mom gave it to me for my birthday. I think she’s finally seeing that I’m not a kid anymore.”

Julia chuckled. “I understand completely. It’s always hard for parents, especially mothers with their daughters. It’s lovely – very mature.” She had one hand on the door. “Well, I shouldn’t be gone long; I have a couple of errands to run after lunch.”

“Don’t worry about anything. It’s a beautiful day, so enjoy the sun.”

Julia headed out. Past Imperfect, located in an older brick building across the street from the Shoreline Motel and next door to Beth’s Fudge and Gifts, was just a short walk from Wisconsin Street. She waved to Brian as he opened Sydney’s Custard for the afternoon. The side street was quiet now, but by Thursday it would be bustling with tourists arriving to enjoy the annual late summer music festival. Continuing along Broadway, Julia cut through the bank parking lot on the corner; she paused, enjoying the new window display at the Siverston Gallery. She took delight in dealing with antiquities, but she favored the local artists for the walls of her one-bedroom flat above the shop.

Adam came out of the gallery, bucket and squeegee in hand. Besides managing the gallery, Adam headed up the arts council. “Afternoon, Julia. How's things at the shop?”

Julia smiled. “Great. Quiet today, but that only makes it easier to enjoy a gorgeous day like this.” Her eyes fell on a piece of carved copper hanging in the window. “That’s lovely. Is it new?”

“As a matter of fact, I just finished putting up the display. The artist uses copper to create the carvings. The one with the tree along the shore is my favorite.”

“It’s amazing. I know the perfect spot for it.”

Adam dropped his window cleaning supplies and held the door open. “Step into my parlor and see what treasures we have.” He offered his trademark laid-back smile as the afternoon breeze teased his brown hair. Although Adam had come to Grand Marais two years earlier, he still looked like a surfer who just stepped off some beach in southern California.

Inside the gallery, Julia admired the various pieces on display, all created by local artists. Along the back wall, Adam had the rest of the copper pieces hanging. All of them were intricately carved, but the tree seemed to call to Julia. “I'll take it. Would you mind delivering it to the shop when you get a chance?”

“Not at all. I'll drop it by when Connor gets back from Lutsen later today.”

“A little early for skiing, isn't it?” Julia teased. Connor was Adam's partner in the gallery and in life. Adam had the talent for art and Connor handled the business side. Together they created a successful artists' co-op of a sort.

Adam’s green eyes twinkled. “This is for the new resort. He’s hoping to get the contract to supply the artwork for the guest suites.”

“Wonderful. I hope it works out. I wonder if they could use a few antiques in the lobby?” Julia mused as she tucked the receipt into her bag. “Say ‘hi’ to Connor for me.” Julia headed out of the gallery towards the next shop.

Pushing the glass door open, Julia entered the Blue Water Café and smiled when she saw the ever-present coffee klatch gathered at their usual center table. They were a close-knit group of people who seemed to know everything that went on in town. They were just one of the many things she loved about Grand Marais. Julia had been in town for almost a month before she was invited to join them. That morning, she found herself accepted by the community of artisans. Julia waved at Jacob, who motioned her over.

“Good afternoon, lovely lady. How’s it going at the shop?” He offered a wide, infectious grin.

Julia returned it. “Great. I just popped in for a bit of lunch.”

“Then I’ll save a seat for you for next time.”

“I promise to take you up on it.” Seeing her favorite booth was empty, Julia squeezed Jacob’s shoulder before heading back. Jacob Prescott was one of the sweetest people Julia knew. He was one of the first artists to settle in the small town on the shores of Lake Superior. Forty years later, the town was a well-known artist community that tourists flocked to each summer for the many festivals, fall for the spectacular colors, winter for the skiing, and spring when life sprouted forth, showing that the world would once again be warm. It made perfect sense; Lake Superior had been a year-round draw for the area for almost a century.

Settling down on the dark blue vinyl seat, Julia passed on looking at the menu. The café was one of her favorite places to enjoy lunch, and they made a mean BLT club she’d been thinking about all morning. The décor’s theme was shipping. On the far wall was a mural of Lake Superior with markers indicating shipwrecks. The lake was famous for ships both on the water and beneath the surface. On the wall where Julia sat were photographs of famous ships, including the Edmund Fitzgerald, the large ore ship that had sunk during a November gale storm. Although the décor focused on the tragedies on the lake, it also showed the town’s proud past and how important commercial shipping was in its creation.

Several minutes passed without anyone stopping by the table. That was unusual. Emily and Sandy never let a customer wait more than a minute before greeting them and offering coffee, no matter how busy the café was. Other than the coffee klatch, Julia was the only customer.

Julia spied Emily Peterson exiting the kitchen, a frown tugged at the corners of her mouth. Her chestnut-brown hair was pulled back in a hasty ponytail. Emily grabbed the kettle of hot water and filled a small ceramic teapot before heading over to Julia.

“Sorry for the delay. Tea, right?” Emily placed the antique porcelain pot, decorated with tiny pink roses, on the table. Julia’s tea was always served in it.

“Perfect.” Julia liked the idea of having a teapot of her own at the café. It made her feel like a true part of the community. Glancing up, she asked, “How are things?” Julia noticed Emily staring at the large front window, though she couldn’t see what had her attention. “Emily?”

Emily jerked her head back to Julia as if she’d been slapped. “I’m sorry. I didn’t catch that.” She pulled out her order pad.

“Are you all right? You seem distracted.”

“I’m fine. What can I get for you?” Emily offered curtly.

Unfamiliar dark circles and puffy eyes suggested otherwise. “Just the BLT Club.”

“Okay, and what kind of cheese?” Emily asked, glancing at the window again.

“On a BLT?” Now Julia knew something was wrong.

“BLT? I thought you wanted a cheeseburger.” She scratched out the order, rewriting it. “I’m so sorry. My mind just isn’t here today.”

Julia smiled sympathetically. “It’s okay. You look exhausted. Is there anything I can do?”

Emily’s dark brown eyes glistened. “Thanks, but I don’t want to bother you.”

Reaching up, Julia touched Emily’s bare forearm gently. “It isn’t a bother. That’s what friends are for.”

Sighing, she replied, “I’ll put your order in and be right back.” She turned, her sneakers squeaking as she took the few steps to the counter and stretched up, clipping the order sheet to the metal wheel.

Over the past month, Julia had grown to consider Emily Peterson a friend. They met the first time Julia stopped by the café. She’d arrived two weeks before but had found herself deep in grief and working through Sadie’s things that she’d never taken a stroll through town. Later that same afternoon, Emily had come by the shop and looked around. She finally settled on a small porcelain teapot, the one that Julia now used every time she ate at the café. It was the sweetest gesture of welcome anyone had ever given her. It was after that day the coffee klatch offered her a seat. Julia was appreciative of the kindness she’d been shown and wanted to help Emily any way she could.

She watched as Emily grabbed a cup of coffee before heading back towards the table. She paused when the glass café door swung open and a man stepped in. Emily put the cup down. “Here’s your coffee. The rest of your order will be right up.” She offered a small smile, then stepped over to the man.

He looked to be in his mid- to late thirties, tall and lean with wavy black hair and a cultivated beard. He was handsome, in a mountain man sort of way. Julia’s brow furrowed as the man escorted Emily outside, his hand gripping her elbow. She couldn’t hear them, but it was obvious their conversation wasn’t a pleasant one. Emily’s arms flailed with anger, and the man’s lip curled indignantly. The couple pulled at memories of Julia’s own relationship experience, still too painfully fresh for her liking.

A plate appeared on the table in front of Julia, as Sandy shot her a smile. She was far more attentive than Emily had been, but even so, Julia could see she was distracted by the same argument going on outdoors as well. “Who is that with Emily?” Julia asked out of impolite curiosity.

Sandy snorted. “That’s her husband, Tom.”

“Doesn’t sound like you like him much.”

Another snort as Sandy shook her head. “Not much to like.”

Julia wanted to ask why, but Emily came back in, wiping her eyes as she hurried past and disappeared into the kitchen.

Sandy bolted from Julia’s table, trailing off after Emily with a troubled look on her face.

Left alone, Julia glanced back out the window just in time to see Emily’s husband forcefully kicking the tire of his truck with one heavy-duty work boot. He then flopped into the driver’s seat of the GMC with wild, exaggerated anger before slamming the door and squealing away.

~  ~
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~ Chapter 2 ~
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Lucy slid open the large desk drawer, wanting to steal a peek at the letter opener again. She knew she should wait for Julia, but she couldn’t help herself. It was almost as if it were drawing her to it like a magnetic piece of art. It was beautiful, and she couldn’t help herself. She thought Julia had amazing taste in everything she did and wanted to learn all she could from her. So much so that Lucy added Art History to her next term of classes. Holding the letter opener by the velvet-covered handle, Lucy carefully turned it from one side to the other. Julia must have been flustered when she put the opener away—she’d left the blade exposed. “E.C., I wonder who you were.” Placing a finger at the tip, Lucy turned it so she could see the etching more clearly.

“What’cha looking at, honey?”

Startled, Lucy dropped the opener onto the desk and turned to the familiar voice. “Nothing. Why did you sneak up on me?” Lucy snapped.

“Honey, why are you so jumpy?”

Taken aback by her own curt response, she replied, “I’m sorry. I just didn’t hear you come in.” Guilt laced her tone.

The woman shook her teased blond head. “Lucille Marie Wells, I’m your mother; I think I know when you’re jumpy.” Heavy high heels echoed along the wooden floor as Lucy’s mother closed the short distance, pulling her into a hug. “Tell me what’s going on. You never snap at anyone.”

Lucy returned the hug, brushing off her out-of-character response as being startled. “Why so dressed up in the middle of the day?” Lucy shifted the subject, though she didn’t have to ask; she knew the answer all too well.

Dottie Cooper smoothed down her curve-hugging leather miniskirt and smiled. “I’m meeting Pete.”

Lucy’s nose wrinkled. Her mother had been dating Pete for about a month, and Lucy still hadn’t met him. She looked at the revealing blouse and ceiling-high heels. Lucy shook internally; she didn’t understand what was going on with her mother. Before she and her father had divorced two years prior, Dottie was a typical soccer mom. One day, Lucy came home from high school to find her father putting suitcases in the cab of his truck. Lucy never knew what really happened, only that her mother said he didn’t want them anymore, took back her maiden name, and now, the ponytails and jeans were replaced with tight, cleavage-revealing clothes. “Mom, will I ever meet this Pete?”

Checking her look in a nearby Hallandale oval wall mirror, Dottie touched up her Ruby Woo by MAC lipstick. “Don’t worry, sweetie. I want to make sure he’s the one before getting you involved.” Stepping back over to Lucy, she said, “Now, don’t pout. You know it’s been hard since your father left. Now, come on, let me see that beautiful smile.”

Lucy couldn’t help but feel wary over this mysterious Pete, especially since her mother was behaving in such a secretive manner. What is it about this man that she’s so afraid of me discovering? she wondered, conjuring up images of tattoos and arrest records. Lucy sighed into her toes and acquiesced. She wouldn’t get the answers she wanted until her mother was ready.

Dottie’s ruby lips curled up. “That’s my girl.” She tapped a red-polished nail on Lucy’s cheek. “Don’t worry so much. Pete is a wonderful guy, and when the time is right, I promise you’ll meet him. There are a couple of things he needs to deal with before that can happen, but I promise it will. Okay?”

The comment only made Lucy more suspicious, but she knew there was really no arguing with her mother, especially lately, so she just nodded and held the expected smile.

“So, what is that?” Dottie motioned to the letter opener on the desk.

“Oh, it’s nothing. Julia just got this in the mail, and I was looking at it.” The front door opened, and a young couple walked in. “I’ll be right back.” Lucy left her mother at the desk to tend to the customers.

The couple headed to the corner where the smaller antiques were kept. Lucy remembered Julia saying that it was always good to have little treasures for customers to discover. Not all sales could be large, and it was often the hunt for tiny treasures that brought newcomers in the door.

“Hi, welcome to Past Imperfect. Is there anything special you’re looking for today?” Lucy had to admit that she was happy to have a break from her mother and interacting with the customers was one of her favorite parts of the job.

“It’ll sound silly, but I collect salt and pepper shakers. Nothing normal—the kitschy kind. Do you have anything like that?”

“Well, we have a few sets, found at various estate sales. They’re right over here, in the corner.” Lucy walked the couple over to the cabinet stocked with shakers—incongruous pairs of owls, matte-finished mice, and even a little elderly ceramic couple.

Lucy looked on with satisfaction when the young woman squealed in delight as she examined a brightly painted set in the shape of a rooster and hen.

As the couple chatted, Lucy thought she heard something fall in the back of the shop. “If there’s anything I can help you with, just yell.” She excused herself and made her way back to the desk. “Mom?”
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