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Tom stepped off the bus in downtown Bevershire with a backpack strapped to his back, fifty bucks and a maxed-out credit card in his wallet, and an address in the notes on his phone. He stretched as best he could in his heavy wool winter coat and breathed in the brisk morning air, thankful he wouldn’t have to spend another night in a cramped seat.

Across the street from the bus station, a few people were milling about tables in a town square behind a building with a clock tower. Tucked under two permanent awnings that ran the length of the square, the tables were sheltered from precipitation but still open to the air. A Christmas market, judging by the giant tree with a star on top that sat in the middle of it all. Tom waited for the traffic light to turn green and walked over to the only vendor currently selling anything—a chip truck. Smoke came from a chimney in the truck’s roof, and the guy inside seemed to be doing a booming business. The aroma of coffee and poutine tinted the fresh smell of snow. 

With a prayer that his brother would support him financially for a while, Tom pulled a five-dollar bill out of his wallet and stood in line to order. 

As the stocky, friendly-faced vendor poured his coffee, Tom made a show of looking around again. “This is a Christmas market being set up?” he asked. 

“That it is,” the man said. He nodded in the direction of a stack of boxes sitting beside a snowbank at the corner of his truck. Christmas decorations spilled out of the box on top. “Today’s the first day.”

“You wouldn’t know if there are still any booths available, would you? I had one last year just outside of Edmonton, and I’m going to miss it this season.”

The guy handed Tom his coffee and smiled. “No kidding. What did you sell?”

“Baked goods. I’m a pastry chef,” Tom said, dropping his change into the tip jar.

“Huh.” The man glanced across the way and hesitated a second before he said, “We just had someone back out yesterday. I’m one of the organizers of this thing. Give me your number, and we’ll get in touch.”

Tom gave the chip truck guy his information, still unable to believe his luck.

“Name’s Gabe,” the man said as he stuck out a hand to shake. “I’ll talk with my co-planners tonight. It’s probably just a formality, though. There aren’t any more vendors in town we really want to do business with, so if we don’t take you, we’ll have to choose one of them.”

Not much of a compliment.

“I’ll be sure to try to impress you more than those people, then,” Tom said.

“You already have. Although I’ve got to tell ya, we don’t really need another baked goods vendor.” Gabe looked over Tom’s head across the space between the truck and the opposite covered tables.

Tom turned and saw a woman facing the other way, setting pastries in cling wrap on a wedge-shaped display. She was dressed in a heavy knee-length parka and snow pants and a pink woolly hat.

Tom took a sip of his coffee and turned back to Gabe. “It’s the time of year for it, though, with people looking for extra desserts.”

Gabe nodded. A noisy group of teens were headed over, giving Tom his cue to leave.

“It was nice talking to you,” Tom said.

“Right on. We’ll give you a ding one way or the other.”

As he walked away, Tom tried to get a good look at the pastry vendor, but she kept turning her back as though she was already angry with him for giving her competition. 

He pulled out his phone and Googled his brother’s address to get directions, hoping his phone wouldn’t die before he figured out where to go. Tom hadn’t seen Marvin in almost a year, when he’d visited him in Alberta. That was back when everything was going well. He had a relationship, his own business, a great apartment, and he was happy. Nothing could have prepared him for what was coming. Nothing at all. Now, all he had was what he carried with him and the possibility of starting over, beginning with a Christmas market, if all went well.

Tom walked down the bustling Main Street’s snowy sidewalk toward Marvin’s place, drinking his coffee and consumed with speculation about how big his brother’s kitchen was and whether he had a decent oven, should he get the gig.
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Mary put the last of her baked goods on her table and took a deep, calming breath. Closing her eyes, she took another.

Damn Beatrice for pulling out at the last minute.

She exhaled one more time, pushing out the negative thoughts about her sister, who had promised to help her pay for the van to carry their goods back and forth from home to their booths, but now she wasn’t going to because “It was too cold last year so I’m dropping out.” Her sister’s whine still rung in her ears. As did the sound of flushing money down the toilet—money that Mary had planned to use to buy out her partner at their bakery on Main Street. She had tried to cancel the van, but it was too late. The non-refundable payment had already gone through. So she figured she may as well use it even though there was far too much space for what she had to bring in every day.

“Out with the negative,” she whispered and opened her eyes. 

It was only the first day, and most of the vendors were still getting their bearings. Excitement was in the air, the type of which could only be found on day one of the Christmas market. Give it a few days and everyone would be talking about nothing but the weather. Mary supposed that was one bright side—she wouldn’t have to listen to her sister complain that her feet were cold every day for the next three weeks.

Only one vendor was new—a couple who had taken over Mr. Givens’s jewelry booth since he’d taken ill over the summer and wouldn’t be back. Last night she’d gone with a few of the longtime vendors and delivered a gift basket to the old man and his wife and had a cup of egg nog with them. Family. This place, this yearly event, was made up of family. Some of the participants had been doing this for more than twenty years. Only Mr. Givens had been around since the market’s inception sixty years ago. Mary was a relative newcomer, but she’d been a regular long enough. She and Beatrice, who should have been in the booth beside hers selling handmade sweaters. She looked at the empty stall and wondered who would take it over. 

Mary spied one of her favorite customers approaching with her toddler and her baby in a double stroller. Hannah, whose husband owned Woody O’Flanagan’s Pub, smiled at Mary when she caught sight of her.

She rushed around her table to greet the other woman. “It’s the new addition to the family,” Mary exclaimed as she closed the space between them, her arms wide to bring Hannah in for a hug. “Boy or girl?” The infant was in lavender.

“Mary, meet Dylan,” Hannah said. “Livvie’s so happy to have a baby brother.” 

“Oh, let me look at you.” Mary bent to smile at the child, who looked up at her with the biggest, bluest eyes.

“He’s beautiful. And how’s Mommy doing?”

“Exhausted,” Hannah said with a laugh. “Cal helps when he can, and he really does his best, but his hours at the pub are long. I’ve been pushing him to hire someone, but he’s reluctant to part with the money.”

“Remind your husband that health comes first. As does the happiness of his children’s mother,” Mary said, wagging a finger in a half-pretend, half-serious admonishment.

“I’ll do that and tell him you said so,” Hannah said, grinning. “I’ve been working behind the bar just to get some adult time while Cal looks after the kids. Even though it’s not rest exactly, sometimes it’s heavenly just to be Hannah instead of Mom, you know?”

“I can imagine,” Mary said. “Not that I have any inkling what it’s like to have kids, but I’m sure it’s a bit like any job. Only times-ten.”

“Exactly.” She bent down to adjust Dylan’s hat and Livvie’s scarf before she fixed her own.

Hannah had been coming around every year since Mary started at the Christmas market, back when Mary was still with her partner beyond the business they still shared and Hannah was single and working in an office. In that time, they’d spent many an hour chatting. It was one of those rare connections that came along only a few times in a lifetime. 

Hannah smiled and rubbed her hands together. “I see you’re all set up. Do you have any of your famous sticky buns yet?”

“I made some just for you.” Mary walked around to the business side of the booth. 

Glancing at the empty spot beside Mary’s table, Hannah asked, “No Beatrice this year?”

“She noped out at the last minute.” Mary scowled. “I hope they find someone good to take over her spot.”

“I’ll keep my fingers crossed for you,” she said. “And who knows, maybe you’ll get a charming and handsome neighbor to keep you company this winter.”

“One can only hope. It’s that or Old Man Jacobs.” Mary rolled her eyes. She packaged up two of her sugary buns and threw in a small treat for Livvie, who was just waking up.

Hannah put the bag under the seat of the stroller and straightened. “How are things going with Jacques and the bakery?”

“Let’s just say I was happy the market started up so I didn’t have to cross paths with him as often,” Mary said with a raised eyebrow. 

For all the ups and downs of Mary and Jacques’s relationship, Hannah had been a most supportive friend. She’d commiserated on more than one long evening at the pub when Mary had needed someone to talk to. She and her sister were close, but Beatrice had her own views on relationships that often didn’t coincide with Mary’s. She’d needed Hannah’s shoulder to cry on, and Hannah had been there for her.

“I’m no closer to buying him out of the bakery, though,” Mary went on. “I only hope this Christmas season is a profitable one. It has to be.”

“Well you know I’ll send as many of the patrons of the bar to you as I can.” Hannah’s face lit up with an idea. “What about making up brochures?”

“That’s a great idea,” Mary exclaimed. “I’ll see if Beatrice can whip something up. It’s the least she can do.” She hugged Hannah again. “It was so great to see you.”

“Great to see you too. I’ll be back in a couple of days for some more sticky buns. And hopefully by then that handsome neighbor will have moved in.”

“No one will be happier than me if he does.”

They said their goodbyes and Mary watched Hannah walk away, thinking that for all her exhaustion, the contentment in the woman’s demeanor was something to strive for.
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After a stressful five-minute walk during which Tom hoped he had Marvin’s address memorized correctly since his phone had died, he arrived at what he thought was his brother’s apartment building. They hadn’t spoken since Tom’s desperate, half-drunk late-night call to double-check that Marvin had room at his apartment for him to stay. For the life of him, he couldn’t remember whether his brother had said yes or no. He’d texted Marvin earlier this morning to let him know he’d be there soon, but Marvin hadn’t texted back. 

But between trains and buses, it had taken him three days to get to Bevershire and he wasn’t about to turn around and go back now. Anyway, he’d planned to come back to Ontario to be close to Marvin all along. They were the only family each other had.

With a plea to the universe that Marvin was home, he hit the buzzer beside which, thankfully, was his brother’s name. A few seconds later, a voice that Tom would have known anywhere came over the tinny intercom. 

“Tom? Is that you?”

“Yep. Can I come in?”

“Do you need help with your bags? I have a strapping young man here who—”

“No. I don’t need help. Just let me in.”

The door buzzed and Tom pulled on it. Moments later, he was walking down a long hallway toward a pink bespectacled, platform shoe and tie-dyed bellbottom-wearing Marvin. He held his arms out and Tom walked faster to reach him. 







OEBPS/images/6c53b144-0a53-430d-883b-2a7c8b3235b2.png





OEBPS/images/8f38ac8f-d754-44c2-9a72-1711898cd86b.png
‘Y Yo 'o""







