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The sharp sea breeze whipped my hair as I stepped out of my beat-up Volvo, the ocean's salty tang filling my nostrils. Millbrook Cove sprawled before me, a postcard-perfect tableau of quaint storefronts and weathered fishing boats bobbing in the harbor. I'd barely set foot in town, and already my heart was doing somersaults.

"Get a grip, Olivia," I muttered, hefting my oversized tote bag onto my shoulder. "You're here to run a bookshop, not star in some Hallmark movie."

But as I made my way down Main Street, each step felt like I was walking into a new chapter of my life. The cobblestone sidewalks, the cheerful flower boxes, the tantalizing aroma of fresh-baked bread wafting from somewhere nearby. It was all so different from the sterile library where I'd spent the last decade of my life.

I paused in front of a storefront, its faded blue paint peeling slightly at the edges. A hand-painted sign swung gently in the breeze: The Dusty Tome. My new home. My new life.

For a moment, I couldn't breathe. What was I thinking, leaving my safe, predictable job to run a bookshop in a town where I knew precisely one person here and she was dead?

"You've got this," I whispered, fumbling for the key Aunt Joy's lawyer had sent me. "It's just a change of scenery. Books are books, whether they're in a library or a bookshop."

The lock clicked open, and I stepped inside. The musty scent of old paper and leather bindings enveloped me like a warm hug, and for a split second, I was ten years old again, spending summer vacations exploring these very shelves while Aunt Joy regaled me with tales of daring detectives and cunning criminals.

Reality came crashing back as I flicked on the lights, revealing a shop that was... well, dusty didn't cover it. Cobwebs festooned the corners, a thick layer of grime coated every surface, and the books... oh, the poor books. Haphazard stacks teetered precariously, threatening to topple at the slightest provocation.

"Oh, Aunt Joy," I sighed, running a finger along a shelf and grimacing at the gray smudge it left behind. "What happened here?"

I knew, of course. The cancer that had taken my vivacious aunt had robbed her of the energy to maintain her beloved shop in her final months. And now it was up to me to breathe life back into The Dusty Tome, and maybe into myself.

The thought was equal parts exhilarating and terrifying. I'd spent my entire adult life in the orderly world of the Dewey Decimal System, where every book had its place and every day followed a predictable routine. Now, I was staring down a mountain of chaos with no idea of where to begin.

A knock at the door startled me out of my spiral of self-doubt. I turned to see a plump, matronly woman peering through the glass, a covered basket in her arms.

"Hello?" I called, picking my way through the book maze to unlock the door.

The woman bustled in, bringing with her the heavenly scent of cinnamon and butter. "You must be Olivia!" she exclaimed, enveloping me in a floury hug before I could even respond. "I'm Martha Winters. I’m not sure if you remember me, but I run the bakery down the street. Joy and I were thick as thieves, God rest her soul."

"Oh, um, it's nice to meet you," I stammered, caught off guard by her exuberance. "I'm sorry, the shop's not really open yet. I just got here and-"

Martha waved away my protests. "Nonsense, dear! I'm not here as a customer. I just wanted to welcome you to Millbrook Cove properly." She thrust the basket into my arms. "Fresh cinnamon rolls – Joy's favorite. I thought you might need a little pick-me-up after your long drive."

The unexpected kindness brought a lump to my throat. "That's so thoughtful. Thank you."

Martha's keen eyes swept over the cluttered shop. "My, my. Looks like you've got your work cut out for you. But don't you worry, this town takes care of its own. You need any help getting this place shipshape, you just say the word."

I managed a weak smile. "I appreciate that. To be honest, I'm feeling a bit overwhelmed. I'm not sure I know the first thing about running a bookshop."

Martha patted my arm. "You've got books in your blood, dear. Joy always said you were the smartest little thing she'd ever met. You'll figure it out." Her eyes twinkled mischievously. "And who knows? Maybe you'll even solve a mystery or two along the way, just like your aunt used to."

I blinked in surprise. "Aunt Joy solved mysteries?"

"Oh, honey," Martha chuckled. "The stories I could tell you... but that's for another day. You focus on getting settled in for now. And don't be a stranger. My door's always open if you need anything. Even if it's just a sympathetic ear and a slice of pie."

With another bone-crushing hug, Martha swept out of the shop, leaving me standing amid the clutter, clutching a basket of cinnamon rolls and feeling like a whirlwind of small-town hospitality had hit me.

I sank onto a nearby stack of books, careful not to upset its precarious balance. Despite the divine smell of the cinnamon rolls, my knotted nerves prevented me from even considering eating them.

What had I gotten myself into? I'd come to Millbrook Cove seeking a change, yes, but I'd envision quiet days surrounded by books, maybe the occasional chat with a customer. Now I faced a shop in desperate need of renovation, a town full of people who seemed to know more about my aunt than I did, and apparently, some sort of mystery-solving legacy to live up to?

I buried my face in my hands, fighting back a hysterical laugh. This was so far out of my comfort zone, I couldn't even see the edges anymore.

But as I sat
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