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Chapter One
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Liz Bennett arrived in Stonebrook with one wheeled suitcase, one leather briefcase, and a plan she considered both sensible and merciful.

She would stay for three days.

Four at the most, if the probate attorney proved inefficient or the property records needed more work than expected. She would sort through her aunt’s papers, assess the value of the building and business, speak to a local real estate agent, and begin the process of selling the bookshop as quickly and cleanly as possible. Then she would return to New York, where grief could be tucked into the spaces between meetings.

By the time she turned off the highway and onto the narrow road leading into town, the late afternoon sun had gone syrup-gold over the trees. Stonebrook appeared in pieces at first: a church steeple in the distance, a white fence running along a field browned by November, the sudden glitter of river water visible through bare branches. Then the road curved, dipped slightly, and delivered her into a Main Street that looked so deliberately picturesque it might have been assembled for a holiday commercial.

Brick storefronts stood shoulder to shoulder beneath painted signs. A bakery with flower boxes under its windows. A hardware store with a wooden bench out front. A diner with a striped awning. The sort of town where people still bothered with window displays and seasonal wreaths and chalkboard signs meant to charm you into lingering.

Liz slowed at a four-way stop and watched a woman in a knit hat cross the street carrying a pie balanced on one hand. Two teenagers leaned against a lamppost sharing earbuds. Someone had arranged pumpkins outside the pharmacy in careful clusters, as if autumn itself were a civic responsibility.

It looked peaceful.

That was the problem with peaceful places, Liz thought. They gave the impression that nothing painful ever happened there. As if clean windows and old brick could protect a person from loss.

Her fingers tightened briefly on the steering wheel.

It had been nine days since she got the call from the hospital. Eight since she sat through the funeral in a black coat while strangers told her how much her aunt had loved this town, this shop, these people. Seven since she had returned to Manhattan and discovered that grief had no respect for polished routines. It showed up in cabs and elevators and while waiting for coffee. It moved like weather through the clean architecture of her life, and no amount of work had managed to keep it out.

She parked in front of Bennett Books and turned off the car.

For a long moment, she didn’t move.

The shop stood halfway down Main Street, narrower than she remembered and taller somehow, with faded green trim around the windows and gold lettering on the front glass:

Bennett Books

The display window held a stack of hardcovers arranged around ceramic foxes and a handwritten card that read Rainy Day Reads, though there had been no one to update it in over a week. A brass bell hung just inside the door. The upstairs curtains were partly drawn, one panel hanging lower than the other. Two planters flanked the entrance, both full of brittle stems that might once have been lavender.

As a child, Liz had loved this place in the instinctive way children love spaces that feel safe before they understand why. The store had smelled of dust and paper and cinnamon tea. Her aunt Maggie would let her sit cross-legged in the children’s section long after closing, reading by the glow of old lamps while the town dimmed outside. On one summer visit, Liz had fallen asleep in a corner chair with a book open over her chest and woken covered with a knitted blanket that smelled faintly of cedar.

That had been years ago.

Then came school, internships, law school, the firm, billing targets, client dinners, and a life so full of urgent things that it became easy—too easy—to postpone the less urgent ones. Visits could happen next season. Calls could wait until the weekend. Her aunt, who had always sounded the same on the phone—warm, amused, impossible to hurry—had become someone Liz loved in theory and neglected in practice.

Now there would be no more chances to correct that.

She got out of the car before she could think too hard about it, the cold air sharp against her face. Her heels clicked on the sidewalk as she pulled her suitcase from the trunk. Main Street smelled faintly of wood-smoke and fresh bread, an unfairly wholesome combination that made Manhattan feel suddenly metallic in comparison.

She mounted the bookstore steps just as the front door opened from inside.

A man backed out carrying a length of trim balanced over one shoulder. He turned to maneuver it through the doorway and stopped when he saw her.

For a second they simply looked at each other.

He was tall in a solid, unshowy way, broad through the shoulders, dressed in work boots, worn jeans, and a dark henley with the sleeves pushed to his forearms. There was sawdust caught in the fabric over one shoulder and a faint streak of white paint near one wrist. His hair was dark blond and a little too long at the front, as if haircuts happened only when he was reminded repeatedly. His face was the kind; strong jaw, weather-browned skin, serious eyes that missed very little.

He shifted the board down slightly. “Sorry,” he said. His voice was low, rough at the edges. “Didn’t know anyone was coming up the steps.”

“It’s fine,” Liz said.

His gaze moved over her once, quick and assessing. The coat. The briefcase. The suitcase. The expression she knew too well people often read as cool before they learned it was mostly caution.

Then he looked back at her face and something in his expression settled.

“You’re Elizabeth Bennett.”

Almost no one called her Elizabeth anymore.

“Liz,” she corrected automatically. “Yes.”

He gave a small nod. “Ben Harper.”

The name didn’t land anywhere for her, but he said it like a man expecting eventual recognition rather than immediate importance.

He set the board carefully against the porch rail and held out his hand. She took it because not taking it would have been strange, and because there was something steady in the gesture that made refusal feel petty. His palm was warm, roughened by work. The handshake was firm without being performative.

“I’m sorry about Maggie,” he said.

The words were familiar by now, but his tone was not. He said her aunt’s name like it belonged to a real person, not an obituary. Something tightened unexpectedly behind Liz’s ribs.

“Thank you.”

He glanced back toward the shop. “We have been fixing some trim in the back room. There was water damage from the leak last spring, and the frame had started to warp.”

“We?”

His mouth shifted at one corner. “The broad and unofficial ‘we’ of people who’ve been trying to keep the place standing.”

The answer pricked at her. “That sounds ominous.”

“It’s an old building.”

“That wasn’t quite what I meant.”

“No,” he said. “I know.”

There was no challenge in it, exactly. Just recognition. As though he had already guessed why she was here and how quickly she intended to be gone.

Liz adjusted her grip on the suitcase handle. “I’m meeting with the estate attorney tomorrow.”

“I figured.” He rested one hand lightly against the door-frame. “Maggie said if anything ever happened, you’d show up with a list.”

Liz stared at him. “Did she.”

“She sounded fond of the habit.”

“That’s generous.”

“It’s accurate.”

To her irritation, that nearly pulled a smile from her. He noticed. She could tell because his own expression altered by the smallest degree, warming without fully becoming a smile.

“She also said,” he added, “that you liked lemon cookies but pretended not to care about dessert because you preferred to seem rational.”

Liz blinked. “That is both old information and slander.”

“Good to know.”

Something in the porch air shifted, just enough to make her aware that she was having a conversation she had not planned to have with a stranger who looked entirely too rooted in this place to be accidental.

He reached into his jacket pocket and brought out a ring with two brass keys on it. “I was asked to hold onto these for repairs. And emergencies.” He extended them toward her. “Now they’re yours.”

She stared at the keys for a moment before taking them. They were cold from the air, heavier than expected.

“Thank you.”

“I turned the heat on upstairs this morning,” he said. “It rattles for a while and smells vaguely, but it works. More or less.”

“More or less is a reassuring phrase.”

“It’s an honest one.”

She looked past him into the dim interior of the store. “You were here this morning?”

“And yesterday. And before that.” He shrugged, not defensive about it. “Maggie asked me to keep an eye on things whenever she needed help. Lock up if she was out late, fix what broke, shovel snow, that kind of thing.”

“You worked for her?”

A pause.

“Sometimes,” he said. “Mostly I helped.”

Which meant, Liz suspected, that he had not been paid nearly enough, if at all.

Before she could decide how to respond to that, he reached for the trim again. “Watch the third step once you’re inside. It dips.”

“Of course it does.”

That did get a faint smile from him, quick and surprisingly appealing. “Welcome to Stonebrook.”

And then, as if the conversation had reached its natural end, he lifted the board and moved down the sidewalk toward a truck parked two spaces away. It was older, dark blue, clean but clearly used hard, with a dent in the rear bumper and a toolbox bolted into the bed. He set the trim in back with practiced efficiency, then glanced once over his shoulder before climbing in.

Liz stood on the porch holding the keys.

The silence after his departure felt immediate and oddly personal.

She turned to the bookstore door, fitted the larger key into the lock, and stepped inside.

The bell above the frame gave a cheerful jangle, absurdly bright in the hush.

Then the smell hit her.

Paper, dust, old wood, floor polish, tea. Time itself, somehow, if time could steep.

Liz stopped just inside the threshold.

The shop seemed to gather around her in layers. Tall wooden shelves lined the walls and stood in narrow aisles through the middle of the room, some reaching high enough to require the rolling ladder attached to an iron rail. Lamps glowed amber in corners. A display table near the window held new hardcovers arranged with the kind of care that suggested Maggie had still been making recommendation cards by hand. Two armchairs sat near a small fireplace, one draped with a knitted throw in faded stripes of blue and cream.

At the back, a painted mural curved around the children’s section: trees, stars, a fox wearing spectacles, a little green dragon curled around the word Imagine. Above the archway to the rear room hung a wooden sign in Maggie’s looping script.

Stories are how we find our way home.

Liz set down her suitcase.

Grief arrived all at once then, not as the dramatic blow she might have expected but as a soft, devastating recognition. Her aunt was here in everything. In the worn places on the floorboards. In the handwritten shelf labels. In the chipped ceramic mug by the register stuffed with pens. In the little chalkboard sign propped near the till that read:

Yes, you may pet the shop cat. No, she does not belong to us. She has simply made a choice.

As if on cue, a large gray cat opened one eye from the front windowsill, regarded Liz with mild disapproval, and went back to sleep.

Liz laughed once under her breath, the sound fraying at the edges. “You have got to be kidding me.”

The cat declined comment.

She moved deeper into the store, fingertips grazing the edge of a shelf as if touching wood might steady her. The books were everywhere, of course, but not in the neat, high-turnover way of city stores. These shelves had personality. Little handwritten notes beneath titles. Staff recommendations written as though Maggie herself were speaking directly to whoever picked them up.

For when your heart is bruised but still curious.

For brave girls and nervous women and anyone who has ever had to become both.

For a rainy Sunday and a pot of tea.

Liz swallowed hard.

She came around the counter and saw an envelope placed squarely on top of a stack of invoices. Cream paper. Her aunt’s handwriting. Unmistakable.

For Elizabeth
If you arrived before deciding everything in one afternoon, I’m already impressed.
Liz closed her eyes for a moment.

“Still impossible,” she whispered.

When she opened them again, the tears had not quite fallen, but they were near enough to make the room shimmer.

She picked up the envelope carefully and slid one finger beneath the flap.

Inside was a single sheet folded in half.

My darling girl,

If you are reading this, then I am very sorry to have left you with so much paperwork. I always maintained that death should excuse a person from administrative burdens, but no one with authority ever listened.

First, let me say what I should have said more often while I had the chance: none of the distance between us mattered as much to me as it seems to matter to you. You were busy becoming yourself. I was proud of you for all of it, even from afar.

Second, please do not sell the shop in a foul mood.

Liz let out a startled breath that was half laugh, half protest.

There is practical, and then there is hasty, and though you have always excelled at the first, you occasionally sprint toward the second when you are hurting. Before you make any decisions, stay long enough to look properly. Not just at the accounts, though heaven knows someone should. Look at the place. Look at the town. Look at what people built here with me and around me. Things are not always worth what they fetch on paper.

If, after that, you wish to sell, then sell. I leave you free, not bound. But I hope you will be curious before you are efficient.

Also, there is tea in the blue tin, extra blankets in the hall cupboard upstairs, and please do not let Mr. Alvarez convince you that the first-edition shelf needs “liberating” into his tote bag. He is a menace.

Love always,
Aunt Maggie
Liz read the note twice.

By the end of the second reading, she was sitting on the stool behind the register because her knees had gone uncertain. She pressed the letter flat against the counter with one hand and stared at the grain of the wood while the room swayed around the edges.

Curious before efficient.

It sounded exactly like Maggie, gently mocking and devastatingly perceptive at once.

Outside, a truck door slammed. Somewhere behind the shop, a hammer knocked in a slow measured rhythm. Ben Harper, presumably, still finishing whatever task he had started before she interrupted him with her arrival and her city coat and her obvious intentions.

She folded the letter again with more care than she used on most legal documents and slipped it back into the envelope.

The practical thing would be to inventory the store, locate the deed, review the financial records, and call the realtor whose name the attorney had sent over. The practical thing had shape and order. The practical thing did not require feeling anything beyond resolve.

Instead, Liz stood and wandered to the nearest shelf.

The fiction section was arranged alphabetically, though with occasional signs of Maggie’s interference. A novel had been turned face-out simply because, Liz suspected, her aunt loved it. Between two hardcovers on a lower shelf, she spotted a folded index card tucked partly out. She pulled it free.

For Elizabeth, age twelve, who said this one was “too sad” and then cried so hard I had to make cocoa. You were right, darling. It is too sad. But it is also beautiful.

Liz looked down at the title the card had been hidden beside. She remembered the book. Not clearly, not the plot exactly, but the feeling of reading it in the upstairs apartment while rain tapped at the windows, and Maggie sitting nearby with mending in her lap.

Her throat tightened again.

How many of these notes had Maggie left? How long had she been preparing, or at least considering, this possibility? The thought should have felt grim. Instead it felt like being reached for across time.

A sound at the front door interrupted her.

The bell jingled and a woman in a cranberry coat stepped inside carrying a foil-covered dish. She stopped when she saw Liz and put a hand dramatically to her chest.

“Oh,” she said. “You’re here.”

Liz had spent enough years in boardrooms and court-adjacent negotiations to recognize instantly when she had become the subject of local anticipation.

“I am,” she said.

The woman set the dish carefully on a display table and came forward with the determined warmth of someone who had never considered the possibility of strangers remaining strangers. She was in her sixties, maybe, with silver hair twisted into a loose knot and flour on one sleeve.

“You must be Liz Bennett. I’m June Holloway. I own the bakery next door, and before you say anything, yes, I know barging in is rude, but grief and casseroles cancel out most social rules.”

Liz blinked.

June’s gaze sharpened with alarming efficiency. “You haven’t eaten properly today.”

“I had coffee.”

“That is not food in any civilized system.” June waved one hand toward the dish she’d brought. “Chicken pot pie. Real crust, not that pale tragedy they serve frozen. You’ll take it upstairs later. Return the pan whenever. Or don’t. I have others.”

“Thank you,” Liz said, because it seemed wisest.

June nodded, apparently satisfied by her own correctness. Then her expression softened. “Your aunt was a dear friend. I’m very sorry.”

The sincerity in it made Liz straighten slightly, as though bracing would somehow help. “Thank you.”

June looked around the store, and for the first time some of her cheer dimmed. “Quiet in here without her.”

Liz followed her gaze. The stillness pressed in again.

“Yes,” she said.

June cleared her throat briskly, as if sadness were a stove left on too long. “Well. We’ll all be checking on you whether you like it or not. Small-town defect. There’s a town council dinner tomorrow, but don’t let anyone drag you into that nonsense yet. Do come by for breakfast if you need coffee that hasn’t been sitting on a burner since dawn.”

“That’s very kind.”

“Kindness has nothing to do with it. I’m nosy.” June leaned in slightly. “Also, if Ben Harper acts superior about the condition of this building, remind him that half his repairs are held together by optimism and reclaimed nails.”

Liz, caught off guard, almost smiled. “Noted.”

“Good.” June straightened. “I’ll leave you to settle in. Lock up before dark. The back alley light flickers and makes everyone look vaguely criminal.”

She turned for the door, then paused with her hand on the frame. “Your aunt loved you very much, you know.”

There was no performance in the statement, no polite cushioning. Just fact.

Before Liz could answer, June stepped outside, letting the bell jangle shut behind her.

The quiet returned.

Liz stood in the center of the store and looked around once more at the shelves, the lamps, the sleeping cat, the letter in her hand.

Three days, she thought.

Already it felt improbable.
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The apartment above the bookstore was warmer than Liz expected and more intimate than she was prepared for.

She found the staircase behind a narrow door marked Private, though the word had always seemed aspirational in Maggie’s case. As a child, Liz had thought the upstairs rooms magical simply because customers weren’t allowed to wander into them. Now, climbing the worn steps with one hand on the railing and the other dragging her suitcase behind her, she noticed practical details instead: the slight sag in the middle of the landing, the age-softened wallpaper, the place where someone had recently patched the plaster and painted over it in a shade only almost identical to the rest.

Ben Harper, she assumed. Or one of the other unofficial guardians of the place.

At the top of the stairs, a small hallway opened into a modest apartment full of late afternoon light. The sitting room held a floral sofa that had likely been old even in Liz’s childhood, a knitted blanket folded over one arm, and two crowded bookcases that had surrendered any hope of strict organization years ago. A blue ceramic lamp glowed beside the window. Near the radiator sat a plant that appeared to have survived entirely on neglect and moral determination.

The kitchen beyond was compact and cheerful, with yellow curtains over the sink and copper pans hanging above a stove that looked like it had been bought during an era when appliances were expected to endure war. A teapot sat on the counter. A bowl of clementines occupied the table. There was a postcard pinned to the wall with a magnet shaped like a strawberry.

For one irrational moment, Liz expected Maggie to come around the corner with reading glasses pushed up on her head, saying something dry and affectionate about the timing of trains or the criminality of decaf.

Instead there was only the soft ticking of a clock over the doorway.

Liz stood very still in the center of the kitchen and let the reality settle again with its full unwelcome weight.

Then, because standing still had become unbearable, she started opening cupboards.

The blue tea tin was exactly where the letter said it would be. So were the extra blankets in the hall closet. A set of keys lay in a ceramic bowl by the door, tagged in Maggie’s hand: shed, back gate, basement if brave.

Liz huffed a brief laugh at that.

The laugh vanished when she opened the refrigerator and found a note stuck beneath a magnet.

Milk is fine until Thursday. Butter is fresh. If I have forgotten to buy eggs again, I blame literature.

There were eggs.

She shut the refrigerator more quickly than necessary.

By seven o’clock, she had unpacked enough to claim temporary residence without feeling she had invaded a museum. Her toiletries stood by the sink. Her laptop sat closed on the kitchen table. She had changed out of her city coat into a charcoal
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