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Brena
    Matthews paused on the sidewalk outside her bookstore, keys
    dangling
    from fingers that trembled slightly in the crisp Maine air. The
    white
    flowers cascaded down the eastern wall of the building like
    stars
    fallen to earth, their sweet perfume defying the season's
    chill. 
  




  

    

      
She'd
owned Jasmine Books for three years now, and the climbing vines had
never, not once bloomed past September.
    
  



  

    

      
She
inserted the brass key into the lock and pushed open the heavy
wooden
door. The familiar scent of old books and jasmine blossoms
enveloped
her like a welcoming embrace, and for just a moment, she could
almost
imagine Noah was waiting inside with two cups of coffee and his
crooked grin.
    
  



  

    

      
"Don't,"
she warned herself, using the same sharp internal voice that had
kept
her functional for the past four years. Don't do that to
yourself.
    
  




  

    
The
    morning routine had become a sacred ritual: lights on
    throughout the
    store, classical music playing softly from the sound system
    Noah had
    installed during their first summer in Misty Bay, coffee
    brewing in
    the small kitchen tucked behind the mystery section. 
  




  

    

      
She
moved through these tasks with practiced efficiency, muscle memory
guiding her while her mind remained carefully blank.
    
  



  

    

      
It
wasn't until she reached the romance section—always her last stop
before opening, that she saw it.
    
  



  

    

      
A
book lay open on the reading table she'd placed beneath the front
window, its pages catching the early morning light. Forever in
Your Arms by Rebecca Hayes, one of the bestselling romance
novels of the past decade. She'd sold dozens of copies, but this
particular edition looked different. Older. More worn. As if it had
been loved by many hands.
    
  



  

    

      
What
made her breath catch, however, wasn't the book itself but what
marked its pages: a length of purple ribbon, silk by the look of
it,
positioned carefully to hold the book open to a specific passage.
The
ribbon seemed to glow in the morning light, its color so vivid and
familiar that her heart began to race before her mind could catch
up.
    
  



  

    

      
Purple.
Like her wedding bouquet. Like the ribbons they'd woven through her
hair on the happiest day of her life.
    
  



  

    

      
With
hands that shook more than they had any right to, Brena approached
the table. She hadn't put this book here. She was certain of it.
Every evening before closing, she made a careful circuit of the
store, returning misplaced volumes to their proper shelves,
straightening displays, and ensuring everything was in perfect
order
for the next day. She would have noticed a book left open on the
reading table.
    
  



  

    

      
Wouldn't
she?
    
  



  

    

      
The
passage marked by the purple ribbon made her knees weak:
    
  



  

    

      
"I
wouldn't change a single moment," Marcus whispered against
Isabella's temple as they danced beneath the stars. "Not the
joy, not the sorrow, not even the fear of losing you. Because all
of
it—every heartbeat, every breath, every tear—led us to this. Led
us too forever."
    
  



  

    

      
"How
can you be so certain?" Isabella asked, her voice barely audible
above the music drifting from the ballroom.
    
  



  

    

      
"Because
love finds a way," he said simply. "Real love, true love—it
transcends everything. Time, distance, even death itself. It finds
a
way to keep protecting what matters most."
    
  




  

    
The
    words blurred as tears she hadn't shed in months filled her
    eyes.
    She'd read this book before, of course—had recommended it to
    countless customers who wanted "something beautiful and
    hopeful." 
  





  

    
But
    she'd never noticed this particular passage; she had never felt
    its
    words reach through the page and wrap around her broken heart
    like a
    gentle embrace. Under the open book, tucked partially under the
    purple ribbon, lay a small piece of paper. Cream-colored,
    expensive,
    the kind of stationery her grandmother had used for her most
    important correspondence. 
  




  

    

      
With
trembling fingers, Brena lifted the ribbon and extracted the
note.
    
  



  

    

      
The
handwriting was elegant, unfamiliar, and written in deep blue
ink:
    
  



  

    

      
Love
finds a way, even across time. Don't be afraid to turn the page.
Someone who loves you.
    
  




  

    
She
    sank into the reading chair beside the table, the note
    fluttering to
    her lap as emotions she'd kept carefully locked away for four
    years
    threatened to overwhelm her defenses. 
  




  

    

      
The
purple ribbon. The message about love transcending time. The
impossible coincidence of finding them here, now, in the store that
had become her sanctuary and her prison.
    
  



  

    

      
"This
is not possible," she whispered to the empty store, her voice
echoing off the shelves lined with thousands of other love stories.
"This is not happening."
    
  



  

    

      
But
even as she spoke the words, part of her—a part she'd tried so hard
to silence—whispered back, "what if it is?"
    
  



  

    

      
The
bell above the front door chimed, startling her back to the
present.
Brena quickly wiped her eyes and slipped both the note and the
ribbon
into her cardigan pocket, closing the book with hands that still
trembled.
    
  



  

    

      
"Good
morning, dear!" called Mrs. Henley.
    
  



  

    

      
"Just
tired," Brena managed, forcing a smile as she stood and smoothed
her hands down her jeans. "Coffee's not quite ready yet, but I
can put the kettle on for tea if you'd like."
    
  



  

    

      
Mrs.
Henley studied her with the sharp eyes that had spotted countless
misfiled books during her forty-year library career. "Hmm. Well,
I suppose we all have our difficult mornings. Speaking of which,
have
you met the gentleman who moved into the apartment
upstairs?"
    
  



  

    

      
Brena
blinked, certain she'd misheard. "I'm sorry?"
    
  



  

    

      
"The
apartment above the store. Third floor. I saw lights up there last
night when I was walking Duchess, and again this morning before
dawn.
Thought you might have rented it out at last."
    
  




  

    
The
    building that housed Jasmine Books was three stories tall, with
    Brena's living quarters occupying the second floor and the
    third
    floor remaining stubbornly vacant despite her best efforts to
    find a
    tenant. 
  




  

    

      
She'd
shown the space to dozens of potential renters over the past three
years, but something always seemed to go wrong. Applications would
disappear, references wouldn't call back, or prospective tenants
would simply change their minds without explanation.
    
  



  

    

      
"Mrs.
Henley, I haven't rented the upstairs apartment to anyone. Are you
certain you saw lights?"
    
  



  

    

      
The
older woman's faded blue eyes grew concerned. "Oh, my dear, of
course I'm certain. Duchess and I walk past here every evening at
nine and every morning at six thirty. We've done so for fifteen
years. I know this building like I know my own home." She
paused, her expression growing thoughtful. "Though now that I
think about it, the lights weren't electric. More like…
candlelight? Or perhaps oil lamps? Very soft and warm."
    
  



  

    

      
A
chill that had nothing to do with the October air ran down Brena's
spine. She thought of the footsteps she'd been hearing, the sense
of
presence she'd been dismissing as imagination or wishful
thinking.
    
  



  

    

      
"I
should probably check with my landlord," she said carefully.
"Perhaps there's been some confusion with the lease
paperwork."
    
  



  

    

      
Mrs.
Henley nodded approvingly. "That would be wise. Though I must
say, if you have found a tenant at last, I hope he's a quiet one.
The
previous renter—what was his name? That young author fellow? —he
was lovely. Very respectful. Paid his rent months in advance and
never caused a moment's trouble."
    
  



  

    

      
"Previous
renter?" Brena's voice came out sharper than she'd intended.
"Mrs. Henley, there's never been a previous renter. The
apartment has been empty since I moved in."
    
  



  

    

      
The
older woman's eyebrows were drawn together, confused. "But,
dear, that can't be right. There was definitely someone living up
there when you first opened the store. A young man, very handsome
in
a brooding sort of way. Dark hair, always carrying books. I used to
see him coming and going at odd hours, always using the fire escape
rather than the front entrance. Kept to himself, but he was polite
enough when we happened to meet."
    
  



  

    

      
Brena
stared at her, a dozen questions forming and dissolving on her
tongue. Mrs. Henley was many things, opinionated, occasionally
meddlesome, fiercely protective of the people she cared about—but
she was not senile. Her mind remained sharp as a tack, her memory
nearly photographic. If she said there had been a tenant, then
there
had been a tenant.
    
  



  

    

      
But
how was that possible? Brena had reviewed every piece of paperwork
when she'd signed her lease with Mr. Patterson, the building's
owner.
There had been no mention of an existing tenant, no record of
rental
income from the third floor, and no indication that anyone else had
claim to any part of the building.
    
  



  

    

      
"Mrs.
Henley," she said slowly, "when exactly did you last see
this person?"
    
  



  

    

      
The
older woman tapped her chin thoughtfully. "It's been several
months now. Spring, perhaps? I remember thinking it was odd that he
moved out so suddenly. One day he was there, the next day gone, as
if
he'd simply vanished into thin air."
    
  



  

    

      
Before
Brena could respond, the front door chimed again, and three more
customers entered in quick succession: Tom Walsh, who ran the
hardware store down the street; Sarah Chen, a young mother who
homeschooled her twin daughters and devoured historical fiction;
and
Rebecca Martinez.
    
  



  

    

      
"Morning,
Brena!" Tom called cheerfully. "Sarah here was just telling
me you might have some books on organic gardening. My wife's
decided
she wants to start composting, and Lord knows I need all the help I
can get." As the familiar rhythm of customer service took over,
Brena found herself grateful for the distraction. She helped Tom
find
numerous books on sustainable gardening, recommended a new
biography
to Sarah, and listened with genuine interest as Rebecca described
her
efforts to establish her practice in a town where therapy was still
viewed with considerable suspicion.
    
  



  

    

      
But
throughout the morning, she remained acutely aware of the purple
ribbon and note tucked in her pocket, of Mrs. Henley's revelation
about the mysterious former tenant, and of the impossible jasmine
blooms nodding outside her windows. Every few minutes, her gaze
would
drift upward, as if she might catch some sign of movement in the
apartment above.
    
  



  

    

      
It
wasn't until the lunch rush died down, and she found herself alone
in
the store, that she allowed herself to examine the note again. The
handwriting was definitely masculine, confident but not aggressive,
with a slight flourish to the capital letters that suggested
someone
comfortable expressing himself through written words.
    
  



  

    

      
Someone
who loves you.
    
  



  

    

      
The
phrase sent an unwelcome flutter through her chest. She'd convinced
herself that a chapter of her life was over, that the kind of love
she'd shared with Noah was a once-in-a-lifetime gift that
couldn't—shouldn't—be repeated. She'd built her entire existence
around that conviction, creating a safe, predictable world where
love
meant caring for her customers, for her store, and for the stray
cats
that gathered behind the building each evening.
    
  



  

    

      
Beyond
that, she didn't have room in that world for purple ribbons and
mysterious notes.
    
  



  

    

      
She
didn't have room for the possibility that someone might be watching
over her, caring about her happiness, hoping for her future.
    
  



  

    

      
She
didn't have room for hope.
    
  



  

    

      
But
as she stood there in her store, surrounded by thousands of love
stories that promised second chances and happy endings, she found
herself slipping the note back into her pocket rather than throwing
it away. Found herself wondering who might know about her love for
the color purple, who might care enough to leave such a
message.
    
  



  

    

      
Found
herself, for the first time in four years, curious about
tomorrow.
    
  



  

    

      
The
afternoon passed quietly, with only a handful of customers and
plenty
of time for Brena to lose herself in the routine tasks that kept
Jasmine Books running smoothly. She processed new inventory,
updated
her online catalog, and spent an hour rearranging the young adult
section to make room for a shipment of new releases she expected
next
week.
    
  



  

    

      
But
no matter how busy she kept herself, her thoughts kept drifting
upward to the empty apartment, to Mrs. Henley's mysterious former
tenant, to the impossible lights that had been seen burning in
windows that should have been dark.
    
  



  

    

      
As
closing time approached, she found herself standing at the base of
the narrow staircase that led to the upper floors. She'd climbed
these stairs thousands of times to reach her apartment on the
second
floor, but she'd only been to the third floor a handful of
times—always with prospective tenants, always during daylight
hours, always with a sense of unease she couldn't quite
explain.
    
  



  

    

      
The
staircase was well-maintained but narrow, with walls of exposed
brick
and a handrail worn smooth by decades of use. Her footsteps echoed
hollowly as she climbed past her own front door and continued
upward,
each step increasing the strange sense of anticipation that had
been
building in her chest all day.
    
  



  

    

      
The
third-floor landing was small and plain, with only one door marked
"3A" in brass numbers that needed polishing. Brena had a
key to this door somewhere in her cluttered desk drawer—Mr.
Patterson had given her copies of all the keys when she'd signed
her
lease, explaining that she might need access for emergency repairs
or
to show the space to potential tenants.
    
  



  

    

      
She
pressed her ear to the door and listened carefully. Nothing. No
sound
of movement, no hint that anyone might be inside. Just the faint
smell of… coffee? And something else—something warm and masculine
and oddly familiar.
    
  



  

    

      
Her
hand moved toward the doorknob before she caught herself. She had
no
right to enter the apartment without permission, even if she did
have
a key. If someone was living there—legally or otherwise—barging
in unannounced could constitute breaking and entering, regardless
of
whose name was on the lease.
    
  



  

    

      
But
as she turned to go back downstairs, she could have sworn she heard
something: the soft creak of floorboards, as if someone had just
shifted their weight from one foot to the other.
    
  



  

    

      
The
sound of someone waiting.
    
  



  

    

      
Back
in the store, Brena tried to focus on her closing routine, but her
mind kept returning to that sound, to the possibility that someone
was living just above her head. Someone who apparently came and
went
using the fire escape, who kept odd hours and preferred candlelight
to electricity, who had somehow escaped the notice of landlords and
lease agreements.
    
  



  

    

      
As
she locked the front door and turned off the lights, she found
herself looking up at the third-floor windows. They were dark now,
just as they'd been every night for the past three years. But
something was different. A sense of… expectancy? As if the building
itself was holding its breath.
    
  



  

    

      
She
was halfway to the stairs that led to her apartment when she
noticed
it: another book, left open on the counter beside the cash
register.
This one was smaller than the morning's discovery, a slim volume of
poetry she recognized as one of her personal favorites. Love
Songs for the Broken-Hearted by Celeste Monroe.
    
  



  

    

      
And
there, marking a specific page, was another purple ribbon.
    
  



  

    

      
This
time, Brena didn't hesitate. She approached the counter with
something approaching resignation, as if she'd been expecting this
second discovery all along. The marked poem was one she knew by
heart, one that had brought her comfort during the darkest months
after Noah's death:
    
  



  

    

      
"Love
is not something to be grasped or owned, but something to be
celebrated and shared. It does not end when the beloved departs but
transforms into something eternal and pure. True love wants nothing
but the beloved's joy, even if that joy must come from another's
arms."
    
  



  

    

      
The
note tucked beneath this ribbon was written on the same
cream-colored
paper, in the same elegant hand:
    
  



  

    

      
Your
heart is too beautiful to remain closed forever. Trust that some
gifts are meant to be opened slowly. Someone who loves you.
    
  



  

    

      
Brena
sank onto the stool behind the counter; both notes now spread
before
her like pieces of a puzzle she wasn't sure she wanted to solve.
The
rational part of her mind offered a dozen explanations: a customer
with a romantic streak, a secret admirer among the townspeople, an
elaborate prank by someone who knew about her tragic past.
    
  



  

    

      
But
rational explanations couldn't account for the way these messages
seemed to reach directly into her heart and touch places she'd
thought were permanently numb. Rational explanations couldn’t
account for the purple ribbons that matched her wedding colors
exactly, or the timing that felt too perfect to be coincidental.
Nothing could explain the growing certainty that whoever was
leaving
these notes knew her in ways that went beyond casual
observation.
    
  



  

    

      
She
was still sitting there, staring at the notes, when her phone
buzzed
with a text message from her sister Emma in Portland: Haven't
heard from you in weeks. Everything okay? Call me!
    
  



  

    

      
Brena
typed back quickly: All fine. Just busy with the store. Will
call this weekend.
    
  



  

    

      
She
couldn't begin to explain to Emma—practical, no-nonsense Emma who'd
spent the past four years gently but persistently encouraging her
to
"get back out there"—about purple ribbons and mysterious
notes. Emma would want to know details, would insist on rational
explanations, and would probably drive up from Portland to
investigate personally.
    
  



  

    

      
And
Brena wasn't ready for rational explanations. Not yet.
    
  



  

    

      
Instead,
she carefully folded both notes and placed them in her jewelry box
upstairs, tucking them into the small velvet compartment where she
kept Noah's wedding ring and the pearl earrings he'd given her for
their third anniversary. The purple ribbons she wound gently around
her fingers before placing them in the same compartment, their silk
softness a tangible reminder that whatever was happening was
real.
    
  



  

    

      
As
she prepared for bed, Brena found herself listening more carefully
than usual to the sounds of the old building settling around her.
Every creak of wood, every whisper of wind through the eaves, and
every distant sound from the street outside seemed charged with
possibility.
    
  



  

    

      
For
the first time since Noah's death, she fell asleep, wondering what
tomorrow might bring.
    
  



  

    

      
And
three floors above, in an apartment that was supposed to be empty,
a
figure stood at the window looking down at the jasmine-covered
wall,
at the soft glow of streetlights on Memory Lane, at the sleeping
town
that had become an unexpected sanctuary.
    
  



  

    

      
In
his hand, he held a fountain pen and another cream-colored note,
already written and ready for tomorrow's discovery. The handwriting
was elegant, confident—the handwriting of someone who had spent
years crafting words, choosing each one with care, understanding
the
power of language to heal or wound, to encourage or destroy.
    
  



  

    

      
Tonight,
like every night for the past six months, he had chosen to
heal.
    
  



  

    

      
Tomorrow,
he would choose again.
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Three
weeks passed before the next ribbon appeared, three weeks during
which Brena found herself caught between skepticism and
anticipation,
between the familiar comfort of her carefully ordered life and a
growing awareness that something—or someone—was gently disrupting
that order.
    
  



  

    

      
She'd
convinced herself, during those quiet October days, that the first
incident had been an elaborate coincidence. Perhaps one of her
regular customers had left the book and note as a kind gesture,
knowing about her loss through the town's efficient gossip network.
Misty Bay was small enough that everyone knew everyone else's
business, and her tragic story had been the subject of whispered
conversations and sympathetic glances for years.
    
  



  

    

      
But
even as she clung to rational explanations, Brena found herself
paying closer attention to details she'd previously overlooked. The
way certain books seemed to shift positions overnight, moving from
shelves to tables as if inviting discovery. The soft sounds from
the
apartment above that had become more frequent, more distinct
footsteps that followed a purposeful rhythm, the occasional creak
of
furniture being moved, the faint sound of typing that sometimes
drifted down through the old building's thin walls.
    
  



  

    

      
She'd
made inquiries about the mysterious tenant Mrs. Henley had
mentioned,
calling Mr. Patterson's property management company twice and
leaving
messages that went unreturned. When she finally reached his
assistant, a harried woman named Gloria who seemed perpetually
overwhelmed by her boss's disorganized record-keeping, she'd been
told that the third-floor apartment had been vacant for "at
least two years, possibly longer."
    
  



  

    

      
"Mr.
Patterson's been meaning to renovate that space," Gloria had
explained, her voice crackling through what sounded like a poor
phone
connection. "Something about updating the electrical and
plumbing before putting it back on the rental market. But you know
how he is about spending money on improvements."
    
  



  

    

      
Brena
did know. Harold Patterson was a decent landlord but notoriously
frugal, the type of man who would patch a roof leak with duct tape
rather than hire professionals for proper repairs. If he said the
apartment needed work before it could be rented, it probably needed
significant work.
    
  



  

    

      
Which
made the lights Mrs. Henley claimed to see even more
mysterious.
    
  



  

    

      
The
elderly librarian had become a frequent visitor to Jasmine Books
since their conversation about the upstairs tenant, stopping by
nearly every day for tea and what she called "friendly
checking-in." She continued to insist she saw lights in the
third-floor windows—soft, warm illumination that appeared in the
early evening hours and again before dawn.
    
  



  

    

      
"I've
been watching that building for fifteen years," she repeated
each time Brena gently suggested she might be mistaken. "I know
the difference between electric lights and candles, between
occupied
spaces and empty ones. Someone is living up there, dear, whether
they're supposed to be or not."
    
  




  

    
Other
    townspeople, when asked casually about unusual activity around
    the
    bookstore, offered their observations. Tom Walsh mentioned
    seeing a
    man on the fire escape one evening while closing his hardware
    store,
    though he'd assumed it was a repair worker or building
    inspector. 
  




  

    

      
Sarah
Chen thought she'd glimpsed someone moving behind the third-floor
windows during her morning jogs but admitted she'd been focused on
her music and might have been mistaken.
    
  



  

    

      
Most
intriguing was the account from Marcus Rivera, who delivered for
the
local bakery and made his rounds before dawn each day. He claimed
to
have seen the same figure multiple times—a tall man with dark hair
who used the fire escape with practiced ease, always carrying what
looked like a bag of groceries or takeout containers.
    
  



  

    

      
"Moves
like he belongs there," Marcus had told Brena when she'd
casually asked about early morning activity in the neighborhood.
"Never seems to be in any hurry, never looks around like he's
worried about being caught. Whatever he's doing up there, he's
comfortable with it."
    
  



  

    

      
These
fragments of observation painted a picture that both intrigued and
unsettled Brena. Someone was indeed living in the apartment above
her
store, someone who paid no rent, signed no lease, and left no
official trace of his existence. Someone who preferred darkness and
solitude, who came and went like a ghost, who had somehow taken up
residence in a space that was supposed to be empty.
    
  



  

    

      
Someone
who might know more about purple ribbons and mysterious notes than
he
was letting on.
    
  



  

    

      
But
life had a way of demanding attention to immediate concerns, and
Brena found herself swept up in the busy season that always
preceded
the holidays. November brought an influx of tourists drawn to Misty
Bay's autumn colors and cozy small-town charm, and with them came
increased foot traffic through Jasmine Books.
    
  



  

    

      
She
spent her days helping visitors find the perfect beach reads for
their weekend getaways, recommending local authors to tourists
interested in Maine's literary heritage, and processing the steady
stream of special orders for holiday gifts. The work was satisfying
in its demands for focus and energy, leaving little time for
brooding
about mysterious tenants or impossible coincidences.
    
  



  

    

      
It
wasn't until the third Tuesday in November, during the quiet
afternoon lull between the lunch rush and the after-work browsers,
that the pattern revealed itself with undeniable clarity.
    
  



  

    

      
Brena
was updating her inventory system when she noticed it: another book
lying open on the reading table beneath the front window,
positioned
exactly where the first had been found three weeks earlier. This
time
it was *Highland Hearts* by Sarah McBride, a sweeping historical
romance she'd read and loved years ago with Noah.
    
  



  

    

      
Her
pulse quickened as she approached the table, already knowing what
she
would find but hoping, somehow, that her suspicions would prove
unfounded. The familiar flutter of purple silk marked a specific
passage, and beneath it lay another cream-colored note written in
the
same elegant handwriting.
    
  




  

    
The
    marked passage made her breath catch:"You are braver than you
    believe, stronger than you seem, and more beloved than you
    know,"
    Callum whispered as he helped Fiona to her feet. 
  





  

    
The
    Highland warrior's eyes held a tenderness that belied his
    fierce
    reputation, a gentleness that spoke of hard-won wisdom and
    carefully
    guarded hope. "How can you be so certain?" Fiona asked, her
    voice shaking with the effort of standing upright after her
    fall from
    the horse. "Because I have learned to see courage where others
    see only fear," Callum replied. "I have learned to
    recognize strength in the act of continuing when everything
    within
    you wants to stop. And I have learned that sometimes the
    bravest
    thing a person can do is allow themselves to be cared for."
    Fiona looked into his eyes and saw not pity but respect, not
    condescension but admiration. For the first time since her
    father's
    death, she felt seen—truly seen—by another human being. 
  




  

    

      
The
note tucked beneath the ribbon was slightly longer than the
previous
ones: You've always been braver than you know. This place suits
you,
surrounded by stories of love and adventure, creating a sanctuary
where others can find the tales that speak to their hearts. Your
courage in rebuilding your life honors both the love you lost and
the
love yet to come. Your admirer.
    
  



  

    

      
Brena
sank into the reading chair, her hands trembling as she held the
note. The specificity of the message unsettled her more than the
first ribbon had. This wasn't a generic encouragement that could
apply to anyone; this was written by someone who knew her story,
who
understood what it had taken for her to leave Connecticut and start
over in Maine, who recognized the bookstore not just as a business
but as an act of faith in the healing power of stories.
    
  



  

    

      
Someone
who had watched her closely enough to see past the competent facade
she presented to the world.
    
  



  

    

      
The
bell above the door chimed, and Rebecca Martinez entered with the
purposeful stride of someone on a mission. The town's therapist had
become a regular customer since moving to Misty Bay six months ago,
drawn to Brena's carefully curated selection of psychology and
self-help books as well as her recommendation for contemporary
fiction with strong character development.
    
  



  

    

      
"Good
afternoon, Brena," Rebecca said, unwinding a colorful scarf from
around her neck. "I hope you don't mind, but I wanted to follow
up on our conversation last week about books for trauma recovery. I
have a client who's expressed interest in bibliotherapy, and I
thought you might have some additional suggestions."
    
  



  

    

      
Brena
quickly slipped the note into her pocket and closed the book,
grateful for the interruption and the excuse to focus on something
apart from her racing thoughts. "Of course. Let me show you what
I've been setting aside."
    
  



  

    

      
She
led Rebecca to a small alcove near the psychology section where
she'd
been gathering titles that might be helpful for people working
through grief, anxiety, and other emotional challenges. It was a
project she'd started partly at Rebecca's suggestion and partly
because she'd noticed how often customers seemed to be searching
for
books that might help them navigate difficult periods in their
lives.
    
  



  

    

      
"These
are beautiful choices," Rebecca said, examining the carefully
selected volumes. "You have such an intuitive understanding of
what people need. Have you ever considered formal training in
bibliotherapy?"
    
  



  

    

      
"I
wouldn't know where to start," Brena admitted. "Most of
what I do is just based on my experience as a reader, on watching
how
different books affect people differently."
    
  



  

    

      
Rebecca
nodded thoughtfully. "Sometimes lived experience is the most
valuable qualification. You've created something special here—not
just a bookstore, but a place where people feel safe to explore
difficult emotions through story." She paused, studying Brena
with the kind of gentle attention that made her such an effective
therapist. "How are you doing, by the way? I know the holidays
can be particularly challenging for people who've experienced
significant loss."
    
  



  

    

      
The
question, asked with such genuine concern, caught Brena off guard.
Most people in Misty Bay had learned to avoid direct inquiries
about
her emotional state, settling instead for careful small talk that
skirted around the edges of her grief. Rebecca's straightforward
approach was both refreshing and slightly overwhelming.
    
  



  

    

      
"I'm
managing," Brena said carefully. "Some days are harder than
others, but the store keeps me busy. Having a purpose
helps."
    
  



  

    

      
"It
does," Rebecca agreed. "Though I hope you're also allowing
yourself time to process your feelings rather than just staying
busy
enough to avoid them. Grief isn't something to be managed
indefinitely—eventually, it needs to be integrated, transformed
into something that can coexist with new experiences and new
relationships."
    
  



  

    

      
The
words resonated more deeply than Brena was comfortable
acknowledging,
especially in light of the mysterious notes she'd been receiving.
Someone was clearly encouraging her to remain open to new
possibilities and to see her current life not as an ending but as a
foundation for whatever might come next.
    
  



  

    

      
"Rebecca,"
she said impulsively, "may I ask you something? Hypothetically
speaking, what would you make of someone receiving anonymous
messages
of encouragement? Notes that seem to know personal details about
their life?"
    
  



  

    

      
Rebecca's
eyebrows rose with interest. "That's an intriguing hypothetical.
Context would matter enormously. Are these messages threatening in
any way? Do they make the person feel unsafe or
uncomfortable?"
    
  



  

    

      
"No,
nothing like that. They're actually quite… kind. Supportive. But
they demonstrate knowledge that suggests close observation, and
they
appear in ways that seem impossible to explain rationally."
    
  



  

    

      
"Hmm."
Rebecca leaned against the bookshelf, clearly intrigued by the
puzzle. "In my experience, people often create elaborate
explanations for phenomena that have simpler origins. Secret
admirers
aren't uncommon, particularly for someone who's respected in a
small
community. As for the seemingly impossible delivery methods—well,
people can be quite creative when they're motivated by romantic
interest."
    
  



  

    

      
"But
what if the messages referenced things that only someone very close
could know? Personal details that weren't common knowledge?"
    
  



  

    

      
Rebecca's
expression grew more serious. "Then I'd want to know more about
the person's social network, their daily routines, and whether they
might have shared information without realizing it. I'd also want
to
explore their feelings about receiving these messages. Fear and
discomfort would be red flags, but if the person felt genuinely
cared
for. " She shrugged. "Sometimes the universe—or the
people in our lives—conspire to give us exactly what we need, even
when we're not ready to ask for it directly."
    
  



  

    

      
Their
conversation was interrupted by the arrival of several more
customers, and Brena found herself grateful for the reprieve.
Rebecca's words had stirred up emotions she wasn't ready to examine
closely, questions about her readiness for connection that she'd
been
avoiding for years.
    
  



  

    

      
The
afternoon passed in the familiar rhythm of customer service, but
Brena's thoughts kept returning to the conversation with Rebecca,
to
the note hidden in her pocket, to the growing certainty that
someone
was watching over her with a care that went beyond casual
interest.
    
  



  

    

      
As
closing time approached, she found herself moving through her
routine
with heightened awareness, noting every sound, every shadow, and
every detail that might provide clues about her mysterious
correspondent. The footsteps from the apartment above seemed more
pronounced than usual, and she caught herself pausing in her tasks
to
listen more carefully.
    
  



  

    

      
It
was while she was shelving returns in the romance section that she
heard it clearly for the first time: the soft sound of a piano
being
played somewhere above her head. The melody was hauntingly
beautiful,
melancholy but not despairing, and played with the kind of skill
that
suggested years of training and practice.
    
  



  

    

      
Brena
recognized the piece immediately—Debussy's "Clair de Lune,"
one of Noah's favorite compositions. He'd played it often during
their evening hours together, his fingers finding the familiar
patterns on their old upright piano while she read nearby. The
music
had been the soundtrack to some of their most peaceful moments, the
gentle notes weaving through their conversations and comfortable
silences.
    
  



  

    

      
Hearing
it now, drifting down through the ceiling of her store, felt like a
message more personal than any note could be. Someone upstairs knew
about her connection to this piece, understood its significance in
her life, and was offering it as a gift of memory and
beauty.
    
  



  

    

      
The
playing continued for nearly an hour, moving from Debussy to Chopin
to pieces she didn't recognize but found equally moving. The
unknown
pianist played with emotion and technical skill; each note was
carefully chosen and perfectly executed. Whoever was up there had
spent years developing this talent and had studied music seriously
enough to play complex classical pieces from memory.
    
  



  

    

      
By
the time the music stopped, Brena had decided that it surprised her
with its clarity. She was going to find out who was living in the
apartment above her store, and she was going to do it
tonight.
    
  



  

    

      
After
locking the front door and dimming the lights, she climbed the
stairs
to her apartment and retrieved the spare keys from her desk drawer.
The key to apartment 3A was tarnished with age but still
functional,
and it felt warm in her palm as she climbed the narrow staircase to
the third floor.
    
  




  

    
Standing
    outside the door marked "3A," Brena could smell the same
    warm, masculine scent she'd noticed before, stronger now and
    mixed
    with the lingering aroma of coffee and something that might
    have been
    homemade soup. 
  




  

    

      
Light
showed beneath the door—not electric light, as Mrs. Henley had
suspected, but the warm, flickering glow of candles or oil
lamps.
    
  



  

    

      
She
raised her hand to knock, then hesitated. What would she say? How
did
one confront a person who was living illegally in your building,
who
had been sending anonymous notes, who played beautiful music in the
early evening hours? How did one begin a conversation with someone
who clearly preferred to remain hidden?
    
  



  

    

      
Before
she could lose her nerve, she rapped softly on the door.
    
  



  

    

      
The
response was immediate: the sound of quick footsteps, a chair being
pushed back, what might have been papers being hastily gathered.
Then
silence, as if whoever was inside was weighing their options,
deciding whether to answer or wait for her to give up and
leave.
    
  



  

    

      
"I
know you're in there," Brena said quietly, speaking to the door.
"I can see the light, and I heard the piano. I'm not here to
cause trouble, but I think we need to talk."
    
  



  

    

      
More
silence, stretching long enough that she began to wonder if she'd
imagined the sounds of movement. Then, so softly she almost missed
it, a voice spoke from the other side of the door:
    
  



  

    

      
"Go
back downstairs, Brena. Please. This isn't… it's not time
yet."
    
  



  

    

      
The
voice was male, definitely masculine, with a slight gravelly
quality
that suggested emotion being held carefully in check. It was also
unfamiliar—not the voice of any customer or townsperson she could
recall.
    
  



  

    

      
"Time
for what?" she asked, pressing closer to the door. "Who are
you? What do you want from me?"
    
  



  

    

      
A
long pause, and then: "I want you to be happy. That's all I've
ever wanted."
    
  



  

    

      
The
words sent a shiver through her that had nothing to do with the
cold
air in the stairwell. There was something in the way he said it—a
depth of feeling that suggested this was more than a casual wish,
more than the distant concern of a secret admirer.
    
  





  

    
"The
    notes," she said. "The purple ribbons. That's you, isn't
    it?"
  



  

    

      
"Yes."
    
  



  

    

      
The
simple acknowledgment hung in the air between them, confirming what
she'd suspected, but somehow making the situation feel more surreal
rather than less.
    
  



  

    

      
"Why?"
she asked. "Why are you watching me? Why are you doing
this?"
    
  



  

    

      
Another
long silence, and when he spoke again, his voice was so quiet she
had
to strain to hear it. " Because someone needs to remind you that
you deserve to be loved. Because you've forgotten how to see your
worth and your strength. Because. " He paused, and she thought
she heard him take a shaky breath. "Because love doesn't end
when someone dies. Every so often, it just finds new ways to
express
itself."
    
  



  

    

      
The
words hit her like a physical blow, so close to her own secret
fears
and hopes that she felt tears spring to her eyes. This
stranger—this
mysterious man who lived above her store like some benevolent
ghost—understood something about her situation that she'd barely
admitted to herself.
    
  



  

    

      
"I
don't understand," she whispered. "How do you know so much
about me? About what I need to hear?"
    
  



  

    

      
"Brena."
The way he said her name was like a caress, gentle and careful and
full of unnamed emotion. "Go back downstairs. Lock your door.
Live your life. Let the notes guide you when you're ready to be
guided. But don't ask me to explain what can't be explained, not
yet."
    
  



  

    

      
"When?"
she demanded, surprising herself with the intensity of her need to
understand. "When will you explain? When will I get to know who
you are?"
    
  



  

    

      
"When
you're ready to believe in second chances," he said. "When
you're ready to trust that some gifts come without strings
attached.
When you're ready to accept that love—real love—wants nothing
more than your happiness."
    
  



  

    

      
She
heard footsteps moving away from the door, the soft sound of him
retreating deeper into the apartment. The light beneath the door
dimmed as if he were blowing out candles, preparing to disappear
back
into whatever shadows he'd emerged from.
    
  



  

    

      
"Wait,"
she called, but there was no response, no sound except the settling
of the old building around them.
    
  



  

    

      
Brena
stood outside the door for several more minutes, waiting for him to
return, hoping for another exchange that might provide more
answers.
But the apartment had gone silent and dark, and eventually, she
admitted defeat and returned to her space.
    
  



  

    

      
But
sleep eluded her that night as she lay in bed replaying the
conversation, analyzing every word and every nuance of tone. The
man
upstairs knew her name, knew about her loss, and knew exactly what
she needed to hear to feel seen and valued. He spoke about love
continuing after death, about second chances, about happiness, as
if
these were concepts, he understood personally.
    
  



  

    

      
Most
unsettling of all, he spoke as if he cared about her specifically,
as
if her wellbeing was personally important to him.
    
  



  

    

      
As
dawn broke over Misty Bay, painting the sky in shades of pink and
gold that reminded her of the jasmine blossoms still clinging
impossibly to the wall outside her store, Brena found herself
filled
with a curious mixture of trepidation and anticipation.
    
  



  

    

      
Someone
was watching over her, someone who understood her heart better than
she'd thought possible. Someone who was committed to her happiness
but unwilling to reveal himself until she was "ready."
    
  



  

    

      
Ready
for what, exactly, remained a mystery.
    
  



  

    

      
But
for the first time in four years, Brena found herself genuinely
curious about what tomorrow might bring.
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November
faded into December with the kind of brutal honesty that only a
Maine
winter could deliver. The jasmine vines, having defied nature with
their impossible October blooms, finally surrendered to the cold,
their branches now bare against the weathered cedar walls of the
bookstore. But even in dormancy, they seemed to hold a promise—as
if they were merely waiting for the right moment to bloom
again.
    
  



  

    

      
Brena
had thrown herself into holiday preparations with the determined
energy of someone trying to outrun her thoughts. Jasmine Books now
sparkled with warm white lights strung between the bookshelves, and
she'd created elaborate displays of gift books, holiday poetry
collections, and seasonal romances. The store had never looked more
inviting, more magical, or more like the kind of place where love
stories might actually begin.
    
  



  

    

      
But
beneath all the festive decoration and increased holiday traffic,
she
carried the weight of her encounter with the mysterious man
upstairs.
His words echoed through her days and haunted her nights: "Love
doesn't end when someone dies. Occasionally, it just finds new ways
to express itself."
    
  



  

    

      
Two
months had passed since their conversation through the door, two
months during which she'd heard the piano music almost nightly,
caught glimpses of candlelight in the third-floor windows, and
found
herself listening constantly for footsteps that had become as
familiar as her heartbeat. But there had been no more notes, no
more
purple ribbons, no further communication of any kind.
    
  



  

    

      
She'd
begun to wonder if she'd imagined the entire exchange if grief and
loneliness had finally driven her to create elaborate fantasies to
fill the spaces in her life. The rational part of her mind insisted
that mysterious tenants and supernatural messages were the stuff of
fiction, not reality. But the part of her heart that had felt seen
and understood for the first time in years whispered that some
truths
transcended rational explanation.
    
  



  

    

      
It
was a Thursday morning in mid-December, three days before the
winter
solstice, when everything changed.
    
  



  

    

      
The
storm had arrived overnight, painting Misty Bay in a thick blanket
of
snow that transformed the familiar into something magical. Brena
arrived at the store early, as was her custom, but found herself
moving more slowly than usual, captivated by the way the morning
light caught the crystals on her windows and the way the snow
muffled
the usual sounds of the waking town.
    
  



  

    

      
She
was hanging her coat in the small closet behind the counter when
she
saw it: another book lying open on the reading table, but this time
accompanied by something that made her blood turn to ice in her
veins.
    
  



  

    

      
After
the Storm by Katherine Wells sat open to a marked page, a purple
ribbon holding its place just as before. But beside the book,
arranged with careful precision, were three items that stopped her
heart entirely: a white carnation, its petals dusted with snow as
if
it had been picked from an outdoor garden; a small silver compass,
its face worn smooth
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