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            Chapter One

         
         “You can’t leave me,” my best friend whispers into the phone, her voice urgent and filled with abject terror. In the background,
            I hear Lillianna Cox, the world’s worst boss, having one of her legendary temper tantrums.
         

         
         “Yikes. That’s at least one good thing about this whole situation. I’ll never have to hear that again.”
         

         
         It’s not the answer Cassie wants to hear.

         
         “Meghan Ann Julliard. Get right back onto that plane and fly back to New York. I can’t do this alone. I heard she’s making
            us work late on Christmas Eve, and anyone who doesn’t show up to her party on New Year’s is getting written up. Then—”
         

         
         She cuts off, and the phone goes dead. I can only imagine that Lillianna caught her on the phone. Personal calls are prohibited at Stitch, and since it’s the top fashion magazine at the moment, everyone will put up with any rule and the world’s worst boss to work there. I personally tried for four years to get on staff . . . and a scant six months later, here I am. Leaving it behind.

         
         So, as I sit on the El and watch Chicago’s skyscape blur past, I don’t see the cheerful holiday lights, the festive trees,
            or the winter wonderland that others might.
         

         
         I see my hopes and dreams swirling into a storm drain along with the muddy street slush.

         
         I lean my forehead on the window, the chill leaching into my skin and my breath fogging up the glass.

         
         I’d worked so hard to end up getting screamed at by Lillianna. Fetching her coffee, running her errands, staying up late at
            night writing fluffy fashion reviews, dealing with temperamental models . . . all menial things with the ultimate goal of
            making connections so that I can start my own fashion house someday.
         

         
         It took an instant, a split second, for my dad’s heart to stop beating and my whole world to change. I miss him. And I miss my life in New York. I miss having
            my own dreams. Even the bright red holiday coffee cup in my hand doesn’t lift my spirits.
         

         
         The train lurches to a stop, and I yank the handle of my suitcase up. Sadly, as I do, I also smash the jaunty red cup into
            my chest, where the lid comes off and coffee spills like a giant brown bloodstain all over my favorite winter-white coat.
         

         
         You’ve got to be kidding me.

         
         I have no time to mourn or the doors will close, so I tumble out onto the street, my oversize bag in tow.

         
         Standing at the corner of Park and Westwood, I assess the damage and take a deep breath.

         
         My coat is probably ruined.

         
         My life is probably ruined.

         
         Am I missing anything?

         
         I step on the curb and notice my white wedge boot, spattered with mud.

         
         My boots are ruined, too.

         
         Perfect.

         
         I square my shoulders and stand on the sidewalk, the cold wind blowing my hair, and stare up at the faded sign on the building
            in front of me, the building my father poured his heart and soul into for over forty years.
         

         
         parkview west.

         
         I haven’t been here in years. It holds so many sad memories for my family, memories I don’t like to think of. Because of that,
            my dad had visited me in NYC twice a year for the past four years. He hadn’t made me come here. He loved me that much.
         

         
         With a sigh, I lug my suitcase through the heavy double doors.

         
         The lobby is just as I remember it. Faded, like the rest of this place. Faded beige furniture, faded fake flowers, and even
            the Christmas tree in the corner has a few lights out. The lobby’s ceiling is domed and grand, but this building, while a
            remnant of Chicago’s glory days, is like a beautiful woman fading with age.
         

         
         It’s apropos considering most of the tenants who live here. I inwardly cringe. Although it’s true, and most of the tenants are elderly, that was a mean thing to think.
         

         
         I set my bag down and hear the crackling sound of a record playing. Bing Crosby.

         
         “Hello?” a thin voice calls from the back. “I’ll be right out. I just need to reach this . . . Oh, no.”

         
         There’s a staggeringly loud crash, and I rush around the counter.

         
         An elderly lady with purple hair (bright purple, not geriatric purple) is sprawled on top of smashed boxes, rubbing her hip.

         
         “That’s gonna leave a mark,” she mutters. Then she looks up at me with cloudy yet stern eyes. “You shouldn’t be back here.
            It’s against the rules.”
         

         
         I hold out my hand and help her up. “It’s okay. I won’t tell the boss.”

         
         “Well, you can’t. He died last month. I’m afraid I’m all you’ve got. Can I help you?”

         
         Her red glasses are askew, and it takes all I’ve got to not reach over and straighten them for her.

         
         “Are you sure you’re okay?” I ask her, my hand still on her elbow.

         
         “I’m fine.” She lifts her chin. “I’m only helping out until the new owner gets here. She was supposed to be here last week,
            but something more important came up, I guess.” She eyes me. “You here to visit someone? You’ve got to be on the list, or
            I can’t let you in.”
         

         
         Her purple curls are stiff from hair spray.

         
         I pause because I’ve just been insulted by someone wearing red-and-purple pants.

         
         “I’m Meghan Julliard. The new owner.” I hold out my hand. “And you must be . . .”

         
         “Sylvie Reinhart,” she prompts sternly. She doesn’t even react to the fact that she had just insulted me. “I’ve been keeping
            this place running while you took your sweet time getting here.”
         

         
         She stares down her nose at me, even though she’s four ten, at best. Her shirt reads i’m not short, i’m just a tall elf.
         

         
         “What took you so long? We needed you.”

         
         I stammer. “I’ve had things to wrap up. A person can’t just drop everything and move. I had to find someone to sublet my lease,
            I had to turn in notice at my job, I had to . . . Oh my gosh. Why am I apologizing? I’m here now.”
         

         
         “But you don’t want to be,” Sylvie says knowingly, crossing her small arms across her chest.

         
         “Does that matter?”

         
         “Not to me,” she decides. “It’s all yours now. Your father’s lifework.” She digs in her pocket and hands me a key. “This unlocks
            the middle desk drawer. The passwords to everything are written on a list in there.”
         

         
         She starts to walk out.

         
         “Sylvie?” I call.

         
         She pauses, but doesn’t turn around. “No. I’m not available to train you. You should’ve been here last week. I’ve got Christmas
            shopping to do now.”
         

         
         “You’ve got toilet paper on your shoe,” I tell her weakly.

         
         She glances down to see the long stream of paper trailing behind her, then clears her throat as she dislodges it. She walks indignantly away, leaving it on the floor. 

         
         I take a deep breath and look at the back office.

         
         It has my father written all over it.

         
         The clock hanging over the door is ten minutes behind. The old office chair at the desk has rips in the brown leather. The
            files are bulging and unorganized, stuffed into an open desk drawer, and there are overflowing boxes on shelves over my head.
            If I close my eyes, I can almost see him hunched at the desk, haphazardly balancing the stacks of paperwork and his ever-present
            cup of black coffee.
         

         
         “I miss you, Dad,” I whisper, my shoulders sagging. I sit at the desk, and the old chair groans, which is insulting, considering
            I can still shop in the juniors section. I reach over and lift the arm of the record player off the old vinyl, and when Bing
            stops singing, I lower my head to the desk.
         

         
         This is how I stay for a few minutes, until someone clears his throat in the doorway.

         
         I lift my head and find a well-dressed older gentleman watching me. He’s waiting patiently, and lord knows how long he’s been
            standing there. He’s even wearing a bow tie and is that a pocket watch?

         
         “Can I help you?” I ask, getting to my feet.

         
         “You must be Meg,” he says warmly, sticking out his hand.

         
         “I am.”

         
         “I’m Tom Rutherford from 104. Your dad talked about you constantly, young lady. I feel as if I already know you.”

         
         I smile. “I hope he didn’t bore you too much.”

         
         He shakes his head. “Of course not. He kept me entertained with your escapades in New York City. Did you ever find the snow
            boot you lost on the subway?”
         

         
         I silently mourn that monogrammed boot for a second before I shake my head. It had been a Christmas edition last year, and
            I’ll never be able to get a replacement.
         

         
         “Sadly, no. But it served me right and taught me a lesson.”

         
         He waits.

         
         “Never drink four Cosmopolitans after work with the girls.”

         
         Tom smiles. “Wise advice, Ms. Julliard.”

         
         “Please call me Meg,” I tell him.

         
         “Thank you, Meg,” he answers. “I don’t want to bombard you on your first day here, but I have an issue. My hot water still
            isn’t working. Sylvie told me last week she’d called for repair, but, and I’m sure you’ll discover this, Sylvie sometimes
            forgets, and I’m not sure if she ever called. Would you mind checking?”
         

         
         “Of course!” I scramble for a notepad. “You’re in 104?”

         
         He nods. “It’s at the back corner of the courtyard.”

         
         “Prime real estate,” I remark as I write his name and condo number down. He grins.

         
         “I was on a waiting list for two years for that one,” he answers. “Mrs. Bertram lived a long time. May she rest in peace.” He crosses himself.
         

         
         “May she rest in peace,” I echo, although I didn’t know her. “How long has Sylvie had to fill in for me, Mr. Rutherford?”

         
         “Tom, please,” he says. I nod. “Did she tell you she was filling in? She was always trying to help your father, whether he
            asked for it or not. Between you and me, her ‘help’ usually causes more work in the long run, but she means well.”
         

         
         “So she helped my dad out when he was still alive?”

         
         “Yes. If there’s anything you need to know about anyone, you can ask Sylvie. She keeps her ear to the ground.”

         
         “She isn’t my biggest fan right now,” I admit to him. He smiles gently.

         
         “Her bark is worse than her bite. She doesn’t have any family, and your dad was all she had. She is very protective.”

         
         “He was my dad,” I answer slowly. “There’s no need to be protective with me.”

         
         “She’s something else.” Tom shrugs. “You’ll see.”

         
         “Well, thank you,” I tell him. “I appreciate the heads-up. And I’ll get a plumber up to you ASAP.”

         
         “Thanks, Meg.” He winks at me, but not in a creepy way. “It’s nice to finally meet you.”

         
         “Likewise.”

         
         He backs out of my doorway, leaving a cloud of Old Spice behind, and I actually find the scent comforting. It, too, reminds
            me of my father.
         

         
         My eyes tear up, even though I wasn’t expecting to get emotional this early in the day. I haven’t even been up to his . . .
            er, my . . . apartment yet.
         

         
         “Oh, and, Meg?” Tom’s voice calls from the lobby. I poke my head out. “The elevator is still broken. No one is in a wheelchair currently, but you never know when that might change. So it should be fixed, too.” 

         
         Tom disappears down the ground-floor hall. Even though I haven’t been here since I left for college when I was eighteen, I
            know from memory that this building has six floors. My apartment is on the top floor. With no elevator.
         

         
         My sister and I used to run up and down these stairs just for fun, but that was back when we were ten and twelve. A lot has
            changed since then. For starters, I no longer exercise for fun.
         

         
         I eye my large suitcase, then eye the stairs. They are original wood with a faded green runner, and they seem to go on and
            on and on.
         

         
         This day just gets better and better.

         
          

         I’m out of breath when I reach Dad’s condo.

         
         I lean on my bag while I fumble with the keys, and finally, when the key turns in the lock, I fall through the door, literally
            tripping over my suitcase.
         

         
         The stillness in the apartment hits me first.

         
         It’s the kind of quiet that you can hear.
         

         
         I scan the room, which is exactly the way my dad left it on the day he died over a month ago.

         
         A cup of coffee, half drunk, is on the end table. A newspaper is open there too. A dish towel is draped over the sink. Pictures of my sister and me from when we were young adorn the walls. A photo of my mom is on the mantel. And his little Christmas decoration box, filled with handmade ornaments from my childhood, is open in the corner. That means he’d been planning on decorating right after Thanksgiving. 

         
         I swallow hard.

         
         He must’ve been feeling lonely. I should’ve come home for Thanksgiving, but Lillianna bullied everyone into working, and I
            hadn’t stood up to her. I hadn’t known my dad was going to die, but it’s still guilt I’m going to carry.
         

         
         I followed his wishes in his will. I had him cremated and then interred with my mother in their grave, with no fuss and no
            funeral. I’d done it all from New York, because funerals are for the living, and I didn’t want to see my father’s urn lowered
            into the ground.
         

         
         Now, however, I’m second-guessing that.

         
         My dad was a man who deserved a funeral.

         
         And everyone who knew him deserved to pay their respects and get some closure.

         
         But I can’t focus on the past. I’m here now.

         
         Out of old habit, I head for my old bedroom, but once outside the door, I pause. I know what’s inside. A shrine to my sister,
            and I can’t face that today. So instead, I change it up.
         

         
         I busy myself unpacking, clearing out a drawer in my father’s bedroom, which is now mine. I carefully keep his things as they were. I don’t know when I’ll able to move them. Mentally, I make a note of the things I’ll change when I can . . . the paint color, from blue to white. The curtains, from drapes to sheers. New throw rugs. New cushions. 

         
         But not today.

         
         Today, I’ll just spend this time accepting the fact that I’m here, and everyone in my family is dead, and I’m all alone.

         
         And calling repairmen, of course.

         
         I don’t know a lot about condominiums, but surely having an inoperable elevator is breaking some sort of code. I search online
            for a repairman to call.
         

         
         “The first I can get there is next week,” the guy tells me.

         
         I call another.

         
         “My schedule is full. The holidays, ya know.”

         
         “But Christmas isn’t for three weeks. Can’t you work us in?”

         
         “No, I’m sorry. It’ll be after the first of the year.”

         
         I hear the same thing four more times.

         
         With a sigh, I give up for now, before I stab myself with the nearest sharp object, deciding to shower and wash the airplane
            germs off instead. I turn on the water, grab some clean clothes, and look forward to letting my tense muscles relax in the
            steam.
         

         
         Only . . . there’s no steam.

         
         I check the faucet, and yes, it’s turned all the way to the left.

         
         Still no steam.

         
         The water is ice cold.

         
         “This is not what I need today,” I say with a groan.

         
         I pull my fuzzy robe on and stomp down the six flights of stairs, back to the office so I can look up Sylvie’s phone number. She answers on the first ring. 

         
         “Sylvie, I’m sorry to bother you. I know you’re Christmas shopping. But did you happen to call the plumber?”

         
         “Of course, I did.” There’s a pause. “I think.”

         
         I take a breath. “Well, maybe I can call them and check. What company is it?”

         
         “We don’t use a company.” She’s impatient, and I can hear Christmas carols in the background. “We use a handyman. He does
            all the buildings on this block.”
         

         
         “Okay,” I answer, as patiently as I can. “Do you know his name?”

         
         “Of course I do,” she snaps. “It’s Logan Scott and his phone number is on the list of passwords in the drawer. As I told you.”

         
         She hangs up on me. I know for a fact that she didn’t mention anyone’s phone number being on the list, but I’m not going to
            bring that up. That is not the hill I want to die on today. Instead, I dig the list out of the drawer, and sure enough. The
            phone number is there.
         

         
         I call it immediately.

         
         It goes to voice mail, so I leave a detailed message. Please help. We have no hot water, the elevator is broken, I’m not sure what else is wrong, everyone is busy since it’s Christmas,
               and if Sylvie already called you, why hasn’t this been fixed?

         
         Or something to that effect.

         
         I also may have sounded impatient.

         
         I get grumpy when I’m cold and haven’t eaten, and also when I’m wearing a robe in public. Why hadn’t I put clothes on to come down here? I’m the owner of this building now, I’ve got to act like it. 

         
         Suddenly, the weight of what I’m doing settles onto me, like an anchor at the bottom of the sea. I’ve got sixty tenants depending
            on me to keep this huge building running. Me. Someone who forgot to pay her water bill last month. This isn’t going to end well.
         

         
         There’s no way I can do this. This is going to be a fiery train wreck. I don’t know the first thing about running a building.
            I’m going to fail.

         
         I shook my head. No. That was Drake’s voice. Not mine. Failing was exactly what my ex-boyfriend expected. And the reason I’d
            broken up with him last week.
         

         
         To be honest, I don’t think I ever really loved Drake Dillard. Not in the love love sort of way that everyone else seems to have, and that was the ultimate problem.
         

         
         I want a romance like my parents had, one that spanned decades, one where they believed in each other no matter what. They
            supported each other. Is that so much to ask?
         

         
         Drake was wrong. I don’t need him. I can do this. I have to. I just need to start asking myself, What would my dad do?

         
         I eye the boxes lining the shelves above me. If I go through them, maybe I can find out. With a sigh, I put my phone back
            in my pocket and climb a ladder, pulling the lid off the closest box.
         

         
         I’m not going to think about Drake or doubt myself another single minute today.

         
         I’ve got other things to do.

         
          

         Unfortunately, I’m doing those things, standing on the third-highest step of the ladder, when the office door opens.

         
         Also, unfortunately, the ladder is directly in front of the door, so it knocks over, and I fall flailing and very ungracefully
            into a pair of very strong arms.
         

         
         Those arms are attached to a man with the bluest eyes I’ve ever seen.

         
         “You must be Meg,” he says gruffly, his voice a combination of smooth caramel and a smoky jazz bar, filtered through a perfect
            mouth, while he still holds me in his arms, tucked next to a warm, solid chest. “Do you realize you’re not wearing clothes?”
         

         
         He sets me on my feet, and I scramble to regain my wits, cinching the belt of my robe even more tightly closed.

         
         “Yes, I’m aware. Are you a tenant?” I ask, not sure if I’m hoping he is, or isn’t.

         
         He laughs. “No. I’m a bit younger than your target demographic, I’m afraid. I’m Logan. Your handyman.”

         
         Only now do I notice the toolbelt on his slim hips. Oh my gosh, Meghan, what is wrong with you?

         
         “Uh. Um. Hi! I’m sorry if I was . . . terse . . . on the phone. It’s my first day, and it seems like everything is broken.”

         
         “Don’t worry,” he says soothingly. “It’s not broken. You’ve got a boiler that’s on its last legs, but your dad and I have managed to help it limp along for a couple years now. We can make it last a few months longer. And the elevator is probably just a blown breaker again.” 

         
         “Again?” I’m weak in the knees now, although I don’t know if it’s this beautiful, capable man in front of me, or the news
            that everything isn’t broken.
         

         
         “Oh, yeah. It’ll need to be replaced, too. But we’re limping along.”

         
         “We seem to do a lot of limping,” I point out. He smiles.

         
         “Yeah. Your dad was very forgiving with some of your tenants’ rent. Social Security isn’t what it used to be, and some of
            them . . . Well, things are tight for them. He doesn’t say anything when they pay late.”
         

         
         “That sounds like him,” I say wryly. He smiles again.

         
         “I’ve heard a lot about you,” he tells me. “And from what I remember, I doubt you’ll be okay with cold showers. Let me look
            at that first, then I’ll take care of the elevator. I’ll be back in a little bit.”
         

         
         He disappears from the office before I can ask what my dad has told him.

         
         That guy is my handyman.

         
         Those blue eyes, that smile, that left-cheek dimple.

         
         Suddenly, Parkview West doesn’t seem quite as bad as it did before.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         As I wait for Logan, I look down and remember that I look like a crazy person in my fuzzy pink robe and bare feet. Not to
            mention, I’m cold because this building is outrageously drafty.
         

         
         I dart toward the stairs so I can throw something else on.

         
         It’s amazing to me how the third step on the staircase still creaks after all these years. Jo and I used to jump over it so
            we could sneak up on our dad when he was working late.
         

         
         The painting of Dunnottar Castle in Scotland hangs just over the step, like it has for decades. Jo and I used to pretend we
            lived there, that these very steps led to the stone tower that overlooked the sea. Sometimes, we pretended this landing was
            the tower, and we were princesses stuck inside.
         

         
         It wasn’t until after Jo died that I stopped pretending, and climbing this staircase has never been the same since.

         
         It’s when I step onto the fourth-floor landing (the one with the painting of Edinburgh Castle, because my dad was obsessed with Scottish history) that I pause to catch my breath. As I do, a woman steps out from her condo. 

         
         She’s tall and slender, with snow-white hair elegantly coiffed into a French roll. She’s wearing a fig-colored pencil dress
            with pearl buttons fastened up the front, and a slim gold watch on one wrist. She smells like Chanel No. 5.
         

         
         “You must be Ms. Julliard,” she says softly, one perfectly manicured eyebrow lifted. I pull my robe closed again self-consciously.

         
         “Yes, I am.” I turn and offer my hand. She shakes it with just the right amount of firmness.

         
         “I’m Ellie Wade. It’s lovely to meet you. I do hope you’ll like it here. Can I trouble you for just a moment? My hot water
            is out.”
         

         
         I let out a long sigh.

         
         “It seems everyone’s must be. I have the handyman here, and he’s fixing it as we speak.”

         
         She smiles, and it lights up her face. For a moment, she looks twenty years younger.

         
         “Lovely!” She’s about to shut the door when she pauses. “Would you like a cup of tea, dear? I’d love to get to know you better.”

         
         There’s an air of dignified loneliness about her, and I truly feel bad for declining.

         
         “I wish I could, Ms. Wade—”

         
         “Call me Ellie,” she interrupts.

         
         “Ellie,” I amend. “But I need to throw some clothes on so I can follow up with the handyman. I’d love a rain check, though.”

         
         “Well, I wasn’t going to say anything about your choice of attire, but you’re right. Clothing might be best.” She smiles.
            “And our dear, dear Mr. Scott. You’ll like him. Everyone does. He does a lot of work for your father pro bono, you know.”
         

         
         I stare at her. “He does?”

         
         She nods. “He’s such a good boy.”

         
         “Apparently.” Although that boy looks like he’s thirty or so. “I’m going to go let him know that your hot water is affected
            as well. I’ll follow up with you later, Ellie.”
         

         
         I make record time sprinting up the remaining stairs, pulling on a pair of jeans and a sweater, and then running back down.
            I jump over the creaky step for old times’ sake.
         

         
         I’m landing the dismount when Logan rounds the corner. His eyes widen. I bow dramatically.

         
         “I’d give myself a nine out of ten,” I announce.

         
         His eyes crinkle at the corners as he grins.

         
         “Eight and a half. You barely stuck that landing.”

         
         “Humph.” I dramatically turn up my nose, and he laughs.

         
         “Ellie Wade says her hot water is out, too. Will whatever you did fix the entire building?”

         
         Logan nods. “For now. But you should know, what I was saying earlier is still true. There are a lot of things wearing out
            in this old building, and at some point in the not-too-distant future, they’ll need to be fixed.”
         

         
         “That sounds expensive,” I say. He nods.

         
         “Very.”

         
         “Well, that’s a problem for another day,” I decide. “Is the elevator fixable?”

         
         “Already done.”

         
         “It seems like this old building should be put out of its misery,” I say offhandedly. Logan’s head snaps up.

         
         “Some of these tenants have lived here for a decade or more,” he answers. “They have no family, and nowhere else to go except
            a nursing home or assisted living. Please don’t do that.”
         

         
         I stare at him, at the worry creasing his brow. “You care about them,” I observe.

         
         “You will, too,” he answers. “Once you get to know them.”

         
         “Everyone so far has been very welcoming.”

         
         “Your dad was very good to them,” Logan tells me. “I hope you will be, too. This place is all they have.”

         
         “I hear you donate your time to the cause.”

         
         He smiles slightly. “I do. I charged Jerry—I mean, your dad—half price for repairs. And when his budget didn’t allow that,
            I let it slide until he could pay me. It’s the least I can do.”
         

         
         “You have to make a living, too,” I point out. “Giving your services away for free doesn’t seem very profitable. It’s not
            very good business to get involved in your client’s personal affairs.”
         

         
         He shrugs. “I live alone. I don’t have many expenses. I’m fine. Besides, sometimes, when you care about your clients, you
            can’t help but get involved.”
         

         
         He lives alone. Did he point that out on purpose?
         

         
         “Well,” he continues. “I should get going. Do you have my cell number in case you need to reach me? You called my office number before.” 

         
         “Sylvie probably has it.”

         
         “Oh, she does.” He chuckles. “But good luck getting it. She protects that thing like a rooster guarding a henhouse. Here,
            let me add you.”
         

         
         I hand him my phone, and he plugs in his number. “It really was nice meeting you,” he says as he hands it back.

         
         “You, as well.”

         
         He opens the front doors, and snow blows in.

         
         “Stay warm!” he calls as he walks away (and here’s some real talk: he looks really good walking away).
         

         
         I feel a bit flushed right this second, and I know it doesn’t have a thing to do with the weather.

         
         Today, I just need a hot shower now that the water heater is fixed.

         
         I’m walking back up the stairs when my eye catches Ellie Wade’s door on the fourth floor.

         
         It has a festive wreath with red holly and a bow hanging on it, which doesn’t reflect the quiet sadness I felt when I spoke
            with her. There’s something that draws me toward it.
         

         
         On a whim, I pause, catch my breath, and decide my shower can wait for a few more minutes. I knock lightly.

         
         Ellie opens the door a scant moment later, a dark green dress in her hands.

         
         “Ms. Julliard!” she exclaims, with a broad grin. “You came for your rain check! Come in, come in.”

         
         “Meg, please,” I tell her. She swings the door open wide, and I enter the quiet apartment.

         
         Unlike her front door, the apartment isn’t decorated for the holidays, which surprises me. Instead, there are several organized
            stacks of various items, some on her sofa, and some on the coffee table.
         

         
         “Please excuse the mess,” she says, even though it’s as neat as a pin. “I’m sorting through some of my things. Come in. I’ll
            make you that tea. Here, have a seat.”
         

         
         Ellie discards the dress on the end of the sofa, and I sit next to it.

         
         While she’s gone, I gaze around.

         
         Photos of her and a young woman hang on the walls and sit on the mantel. There’s a striking resemblance between the woman
            and Ellie. They have the same strong nose, the same sparkling eyes.
         

         
         “Your daughter?” I ask when she returns with a tea tray.

         
         “Oh, yes. My Betsy. She lives in London now. She has a great big job that keeps her away from me. But I’m so very proud of
            her.”
         

         
         She is. It exudes from every pore.

         
         Ellie pours me a cup of tea, and as I reach to take it, I knock the dress off the couch, and it pools onto the floor.

         
         After I situate my tea on the end table, I bend to retrieve it and am instantly interested in the quality of the workmanship.

         
         “This is an amazing piece!” I say as I examine it. The fabric is thick, yet stretchy, and I can imagine that it molds perfectly to a woman’s figure. The forest green has a slight sheen from the embedded gold glitter, and it’s clearly a high-end party dress. “It reminds me of something Grace Kelly or Jackie O would’ve worn.” I hold it up to my body, and the soft, thick fabric calls to me, almost as though it wants me to put it on. 

         
         “Oh, yes,” Ellie says, glancing at it. She takes a sip of tea. “It’s beautiful, to be sure. Isn’t it odd how the loveliest
            things can hold such beautiful and awful memories at the same time?”
         

         
         I pause, the dress hanging in my fingers, and look at Ellie. She’s staring at it absently, like she’s no longer here.

         
         “I’m sorry?” I don’t know what else to say. I’ve never been good in awkward situations. Once, I laughed during a funeral.
            I can’t explain it.
         

         
         “I wore that on the best and worst day of my life,” she says, blinking. “Life can be such a paradox, my dear. Seeing you hold
            it up like that . . . watching it move . . . it’s almost like the first time I put it on myself. I was there for a moment,
            wrapped in my memories. I’m sorry. You can put it on the discard pile.” She gestures to the pile in front of me, but I hesitate.
         

         
         “It’s so lovely, Ellie. Surely you could pass it to your daughter. They don’t make clothing like this anymore. I should know—I
            work . . . er, worked, in fashion.”
         

         
         “Did you?” She’s interested in that and takes another sip of tea.

         
         “Yes. I’ve always wanted to work in the field. I got a degree in fashion design, and I was working as an entry-level assistant in New York for a fashion magazine. It’s been a dream to have my own line. I used to alter my sister’s clothes for her, back when she was . . .” 

         
         My voice trails off, and Ellie watches me.

         
         “Back when she was sick?” she asks gently. I’m surprised by the lump in my throat that still forms when I talk about Jo after
            all these years. “Your dad told me about her. She was such a beautiful girl.”
         

         
         “She was,” I agree. “I altered her clothes back when she was sick. My parents couldn’t afford to keep buying her new ones
            as she lost weight. The radiation made the weight just fall off her.”
         

         
         “You were so young to be sewing back then,” Ellie says, and there is admiration in her voice. “I’m impressed.”

         
         I shrug. “It’s natural to me, I guess. My mom used to say I was born making my own paper dolls so I could design their outfits.”
            Ellie laughs, a light, tinkling sound.
         

         
         “Why, then, are you here?” she asks. Her gaze is soft, but her question is direct. I can tell that she’s truly interested.
            She’s not just making small talk. She genuinely seems to care.
         

         
         “I’m the only one left in my family,” I finally say. “I had to come back and take over for my dad.”

         
         “He wouldn’t want you giving up your dreams,” she chides. “He was very proud of you.”

         
         “He’s the one who left me this building,” I answer. “So he must’ve wanted me to be here.”

         
         “You could always sell it,” she suggests.

         
         “I can’t. Chicago real estate being what it is, I can’t count on someone else to not simply knock it down and replace it with
            a high-rise or something. As Logan reminded me earlier, so many of you depend on this as your home.”
         

         
         “Well, I’m personally not depending on it,” she answers, pouring more tea into my cup. “I’m moving to a retirement community
            at the end of the month.”
         

         
         I flinch. “Oh, no. Is it because of the elevator? Because I can promise you . . . I’ll make sure it doesn’t stay broken again.”

         
         She smiles, and there is sadness in her eyes.

         
         “No, dear. It’s not that. My daughter worries too much about me. This old building, while it is lovely, is a bit drafty, and
            it’s hard to get to and from the street when I go out. A retirement village has scheduled outings, their own shuttle, and
            structured activities with people my age so I can make friends. Or so Betsy tells me.”
         

         
         She’s tolerant of her daughter.

         
         “So you’re sorting through your things, to downsize for your move?” I guess.

         
         “Yes. I’ve accumulated more than I thought over the years. I’ve lived here at Parkview West for ten years.”

         
         So she moved here when I was twenty. How had I never noticed her? Because I wasn’t paying attention. That’s how.

         
         “Well, I’ll be sad to see you go,” I announce. “It would be nice to have a friend here.”

         
         She looks at me reassuringly. “You’ll have friends, dear. More than you can count. Everyone here has been waiting for you.”

         
         “I hope they enjoy being underwhelmed,” I answer wryly. She laughs.

         
         “You’re funny. I like that.”

         
         I smile with her. “I use humor to hide my awkward personality,” I tell her. She laughs again.

         
         “You’re a delight.”

         
         I lay the dress back out on the arm of the sofa and marvel at the way the elegant boat neck lies just perfectly.

         
         “You said you wore it on the best and worst moment of your life?” I glance back at her, and she looks away. “It seems that
            it’s attached to strong memories for you.”
         

         
         “Have you ever loved someone so completely that you thought you couldn’t breathe without them?” she asks.
         

         
         I think of Drake, and I shake my head. “No.”

         
         “Never?”

         
         “Not ever.”

         
         “Well, you’ve got plenty of time,” she decides. “I wore this dress when I was about your age, actually.”

         
         “I’d love to hear about it,” I say hopefully. The dress catches the light from the flames of the fireplace, and it shimmers.
            It sounds silly, but just looking at it makes me a little bit happier somehow, like the possibilities in life are endless.
            “I know we just met, but a dress like this has a story that needs to be told.”
         

         
         Ellie hesitates. “I’m not sure you want to hear it on the very first day we’ve met. It’s not a fairy tale.”

         
         “Life isn’t a fairy tale,” I tell her simply. “But sometimes, it’s still beautiful.”

         
         “That’s very true, sweet girl,” she answers. “Some parts are incredibly beautiful.” She sighs. “I’ll make you a deal. If you
            promise me you’ll wear the dress this year, I’ll tell you the story. She deserves another night out.”
         

         
         “I wish I could promise that,” I tell her. “I really want to hear the story, but I don’t have anywhere to go. I don’t know
            anyone here, remember?”
         

         
         She thinks on that. “Okay. Let’s just say this . . . I’ll tell you the story if you promise that you’ll wear the dress if
            an occasion arises.” She waits for my answer.
         

         
         I feel safe enough in agreeing, because my social life in this city is nonexistent. And there’s something telling me that
            I need to hear the story.
         

         
         “If you’re sure you want to hear it, I’d better make more tea.”

         
         She smiles, then disappears into the kitchen, and I check my phone.

         
         Nothing from Drake, thank goodness.

         
         Two missed calls and four texts from Cassie.

         
         
            Come back.

            Save me.

            I’m going to kill you.

            Answer your phone.

         

         I shake my head and answer her.

         
         
            You’re fine. You’ve got this. I’ll call you tonight.

         

         I set my phone down just as Ellie returns with a fresh pot. She pours us each a cup, then settles back into her seat.

         
         “Frankie was the love of my life,” she says softly, looking into the fire. The flames make her face look soft, her eyes like
            gold. “He took my breath away. That walk of his! So confident. His shoulders were so wide, just like his smile.” She holds
            a hand to her heart, as if to still its fluttering. I marvel at that, at a love that can still rattle a heart decades later.
         

         
         “You’re lucky to have found that,” I offer.

         
         She shrugs, but nods. “I know. I met him on Navy Pier. Lord, he was handsome. Jet black hair, bright blue eyes. I wish you
            could see him.” She pauses, and I know she’s back on the day she met him.
         

         
         “He had the broadest shoulders and slimmest hips you’ve ever seen. I was having a sack lunch, and I couldn’t keep my eyes off him. He was juggling with his food—his orange, his wrapped sandwich, and his Yoo-hoo. He was showing off, trying to make everyone laugh. But then he missed his sandwich, and it ended up in the lake. You should’ve seen the look on his face!” She sighs, and I know she can see it clearly in her head. She presses one hand to her heart again and stares into the distance. “I ended up doing the gentlemanly thing and shared my sandwich with him. It took off from there.” 

         
         “I love this story,” I tell her. “It’s swoonworthy, Ellie!”

         
         Her cheeks flush. “He always made me swoon,” she confirms. “He courted me for months. We couldn’t stop thinking about each
            other. Even though we were as different as we could be. He was from a more sophisticated family, while my family was quiet
            and rather poor. Normally, two people such as us would never have wound up together. But it seemed like Fate had a hand in
            it, you know? We wanted to take full advantage.”
         

         
         “That sounds like Romeo and Juliet!” She shakes her head.

         
         “They didn’t have a very good ending, dear,” she reminds me. “But then, neither did Frankie and I.”

         
         “What happened?” I ask, almost afraid. Did he die?

         
         Clouds descend on Ellie’s face, and I regret asking.

         
         “I wish I could convey to you how perfect we were for each other,” she says. “We were so different, yet we fit together so
            perfectly. He had a way about him that just made me want to open up and share everything. He made me laugh, he hid notes under
            my porch mat . . . It was an ideal life. Until it wasn’t.”
         

         
         I suck in a breath, waiting to hear.

         
         “Christmas Eve was coming up, and his mother, Francesca, was hosting a huge party—the first she’d hosted since Frankie’s father died. She was a socialite, and little by little, even though I came from a poor family, I think I finally won her over. At least, I thought so.”
         

         
         “Uh-oh,” I murmur. Ellie nods.

         
         “Never underestimate the mother of a son,” she says. “That’s a good lesson for you, dear.”

         
         “What happened?” I ask again.

         
         “He was going to propose to me at that party,” Ellie answers simply. “I knew it. He’d hinted, and I saved up all the money
            I’d earned to buy this dress at a secondhand shop. The first time I saw it, I knew it was for me. It just felt . . . right. I asked the shop owner to set it aside for me while I saved, and she was so kind. She hid it behind the counter for me.
            It took me two months to save enough. I didn’t have enough money to buy jewelry to match, but I didn’t care. I was so happy
            that I thought I’d burst.”
         

         
         She sips her tea, and her perfectly painted nails tremble ever so slightly.

         
         “You don’t have to tell me about it,” I assure her. “Really. I don’t want to make you upset.”

         
         “It feels nice telling you,” she answers. “It makes it real. Sometimes, I fear it was all a dream. That he was too perfect
            to ever have existed at all.”
         

         
         “He was real,” I tell her. “I can see how much you loved him.”

         
         I reach over and grasp her hand. She smiles.

         
         “I did. I really did. That’s why losing him was so difficult.” She takes a deep breath. “Francesca was a perfectionist in every way. She knew that Frankie was going to propose and since all her friends would be there, she wanted it to be perfect. She insisted that I wear her sapphire and diamond necklace and earring set. They’d been the last gift that her husband had given her before he died.” 

         
         “This can’t end well,” I mutter, cringing.

         
         “No, it did not,” she confirms. “It started off perfectly, though. The party was beautiful . . . filled with candles and music
            and the most delicious food. Frankie and I danced and danced. I looked beautiful in this dress. I knew it, and Frankie couldn’t
            keep his eyes off me.” She preens for a second, and it’s not hard to imagine how beautiful she’d been. She’s still a handsome
            woman, even now.
         

         
         “Frankie dropped to one knee a few minutes before midnight, right in the middle of the room. We’d been dancing so much our
            cheeks were flushed, and I thought I’d die from happiness. Everyone was watching, and he snapped open a box that held the
            most beautiful ruby ring, surrounded by sparkling diamonds. I was happier than I’d ever been in my young life. And then . . .
            I heard the most god-awful scream.”
         

         
         I almost want to plug my ears. I don’t want to hear the next part. But at the same time, I’m glued to her every word.

         
         “It was Francesca. One of her earrings had come out of my ear during the night. It was very valuable, keep in mind, both monetarily and emotionally, because her late husband had given them to her. She was inconsolable. We hunted high and low, but we couldn’t find it. As the evening progressed without any sign of it, she became convinced that I’d stolen it. I was poor, remember. She said the most horrible things to me that night. Frankie couldn’t talk her out of the notion, and in the end, she insisted that he end things with me because she could no longer trust me.” 

         
         Ellie’s face is twisted in pain now, and I squeeze her hand.

         
         “Surely no one believed you would steal from them,” I say gently. “Surely not Frankie.”

         
         “It didn’t matter what he believed,” she says limply. “Since his father was dead, he was the man of the house, something Francesca
            was very serious about. She insisted that they leave the party. I’ll never forget the way he looked at me over his shoulder
            as they walked away. So sad, so helpless, and perhaps, just a little bit of uncertainty. I don’t
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