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CHAPTER ONE
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"I'm not sure I understand what it is you four have to meet about so often," Laurie said, putting air quotes around the word meet. "If it wasn't for the fact that my straight-arrow brother was part of the group, I'd think you formed some kind of kinky sex club."

"Well, then I'm glad your straight-arrow brother is part of the group. I wish I could tell you what it's all about. Maybe I'll be able to someday, but right now it's best if you don't know."

"Is it like some secret cryptid book club? If it is, I'm really OK not being included."

"No, but it is cryptid related. Has Tom said anything about our new dating status?"

"No, but I tortured him a little about it. He seems happy. I think you two are great together. If things work out we could be sisters someday. That would be awesome."

"We're taking it slow."

"I can't imagine Chance took your rejection very well. How did that go?"

"He didn't say much about it really. He gave me a little grief, but less than I expected."

"Are you sure you're over Chance? Your face kind of lights up whenever you talk about him."

"Lord knows, he is hot as the griddle at Hairy's, that's for sure, but he knows how to push my buttons. And not in a good way."

"Are we still on for painting Hairy's Saturday night?"

"That's the plan, but I feel bad that y'all are giving up another Saturday night."

"This is Wilkins’ Gap," Laurie said. "What else would we do? Sharing pizza and paint rollers with Jim and Chance is so much better than any other option I have."

After Laurie went back to the consignment shop she runs for her parents on Main Street in Wilkins’ Gap, I went into the kitchen to help Gus finish up the lunch rush. He's my newest employee at Hairy's, and he's doing great. "Hi, Gus. Sorry I haven't been around much since you started. How do you like it?"

"It's good. Am I doing OK?"

"You must be doing well if Rick's leaving you on your own for both breakfast and lunch."

"Thanks. He'll be in soon."

As I made my way upstairs to my apartment above Hairy's Cryptid Cafe, it struck me that this seemed like home, though I only moved to Wilkins’ Gap a short time ago. My phone rang just as I opened the door. "Hi, Mama."

"Hi, Baby Girl. Are you freezing yet?"

"It's getting colder. We had a couple of inches of snow already."

"Ready to come home?"

"Mama, I told you I plan to stay for at least a year. I really like it here. We're repainting the cafe on Saturday night. A bunch of my friends and all the staff from Hairy's are going to do it as soon as we close."

We caught up on what I was missing back in Georgia where I'd lived my whole life until Uncle Harry died and left me Hairy's Cryptid Cafe. 

"Do you have a date tonight?" 

"I'm having dinner with a friend." Chance Munroe, a local cryptid hunting legend, was coming over to discuss a business proposition. I'm sure he'll find ways to make me question my recent decision to date Laurie's brother Tom. No one had been more surprised than I was to find myself in the orbit of three amazing men when I moved to this tiny town, with only a couple thousand residents. I expected to focus on the business. I didn't expect to have much of a social life at all. 

"A male friend?" Mama asked.

"Yes, but he's just a friend." I was trying really hard to keep it that way, but Chance is my kryptonite. I laughed when that word popped into my head. I'd barely heard of cryptids before moving to Wilkins’ Gap, but now I was immersed in the cryptid hunting culture. Oh, I know kryptonite has nothing to do with cryptids, but it still sounds funny. 

"I need to get some paperwork done. I'll call you in a few days."

"Remember, falling in love with a friend can be great."

"Yes, Mama. I've seen those movies too. Love you."

"Love you more, Baby Girl."
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My apartment above Hairy's Cryptid Cafe is my home now. I really like it. A good cleaning and a fresh coat of paint, made the apartment feel like home. I committed to staying in Wilkins’ Gap for one year. After that, I'd decide whether my future was in Wilkins’ Gap or elsewhere. If I decide to stay, I'll have the bathroom and kitchen remodeled, but I don't want to go to that expense until I'm sure I'm staying. I'm happy with the first home that's ever been mine alone. I went from my college dorm to sharing an apartment with Jamison, my ex-husband. We bought a house after we were married, and when I found him sharing the master bedroom with his paralegal, I moved back in with Mama. I never lived alone until I got to Wilkins’ Gap, but I really like having my own space. 

I took the biscuits out of the oven and put in the pecan pie before heading for the shower. I don't mind cooking, but I love to bake. Chance was coming over to discuss turning the Quonset Hut that sat in the corner of Hairy's parking lot into a cryptid museum of some sort. I thought it would be a great way to honor Harry and Chance's dad, Dutch Munroe, who was Harry's cryptid hunting partner. The two men were well respected in cryptid circles, and both of them died in the past year. 

Chance created a website for Hairy's and gave me a lot of good suggestions about marketing. I appreciated his business knowledge, and his near legendary status among cryptid hunters was a great base for marketing the museum. All I had was the idea. I really didn't have any details worked out. I was hoping Chance would help me flesh it out. 

There was a knock on the door. "Hi, Chance. Thanks for coming," I said, stepping back to let him pass through. The cast on his leg, caught my eye. “How's your ankle doing?"

"My recovery is on schedule. Please don't do anything to change that," he said, with a grin. I was responsible for his broken ankle.

"Dinner's ready," I said. "Let's talk while we eat."

"Is it just the two of us tonight?" 

"Yeah. I haven't told anyone else my idea about the museum."

"I know you're not used to our winter weather, so I thought I should point out that you can use the Quonset as a garage. It's not a lot of fun to have to shovel your car out of a couple of feet of snow. If we turn the Quonset Hut into a museum, you might decide you need a garage of some kind for Harry's SUV. Did you decide what you plan to do with Snickety?"

Snickety is my lemon-yellow Fiat. Everyone in Wilkins’ Gap has told me that I won't be able to drive Snickety in the winter. "I haven't really thought about it since I found Harry's SUV. I guess I could keep Snickety to drive when the weather is nice but, you're right, if I do that, I'll need someplace to keep Snickety too when I can't drive her."

While we ate, we talked about the idea. Both of us admitted that it was appealing to do it as a way to honor Harry and Dutch, but we had to consider whether or not it could be a viable business. 

We continued our discussion over dessert. 

"This pie is delicious," he said.

"Thanks. It's an old family recipe."

"You made this?"

"Yeah. I like to bake."

"You should think about adding this to Hairy's menu, maybe add more baked goods."

"I never thought about that. I'll have to try out some things and see what's popular."

"Listen, I like your idea to do something cryptid-related here in Wilkins’ Gap. It would give the town an identity. I just think we need to take some time to figure out what would be best."

"I agree. Let's go down and take a look around the Quonset. Maybe being in the space will spark some ideas." Chance helped me clean up the dishes. We grabbed our jackets and headed down to check out the building. No matter what we decided to do, I still needed to clean, sort, and organize the space. 

I opened the door to Harry's lab and Chance followed me in. "Have you figured out Harry's filing system yet?"

"If he had a system, it's not obvious to me. I haven't even made it through one file drawer though. It looks like there's a folder for each sighting or when someone found evidence of some kind."

We decided to divide and conquer. We'd open every drawer and pull one folder to see if it fit what I thought I'd figured out about the files. Chance started with the drawer I'd already looked at and verified my assessment of what it contained. "Do you mind if I take a couple of these files to match up with what's online? I'm curious to see if Harry was cataloging everything or selecting certain things for some reason."

"Sure. No matter what I decide to do with this space, I'll need to go through all of this and figure out what to do with it. I'll need your help."

He walked over and put his arm around my shoulders. "Are you going to be able to keep things between us strictly business?"

The man knew how he affected me, and I hated that I was so transparent. "I'm sure if we spend enough time together, you'll give me plenty of examples for an aversion therapy approach to the problem."

He just laughed and went back to examine the next file drawer.
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"Since we're painting on Saturday night, if you have any down time in the next couple of days, let's get started taking stuff off the walls and cleaning. The more of the prep we can have done before Saturday night, the quicker it'll go." I spent the morning in the cafe helping out with breakfast and lunch while making a list of everything we needed to do in preparation for painting after closing on Saturday.

"What if the customers ask about the photos?" Sally asked.

"I'll put up a sign. Just tell them we're going to be painting, and they should come back next week to check it out," 

While I was in my office making an "Excuse our mess while we remodel" sign, my phone rang.

"Hi, Tom," I said.

"Hi, Everly. Are we still on for tonight?" 

"As long as nothing catches fire." Tom was the local fire chief and also part of a hotshot crew that fought fires in the surrounding forests. Our first date was interrupted for a burning barn.

"The only fire I plan on dealing with tonight is the one between us," he said.

I wasn't sure how to respond to that. Tom was definitely hot. He was very tall, with lots of muscles, reddish brown hair, and a killer smile. There was no doubt that Tom Beckett could get me hot and bothered. The issue was how fast our relationship was progressing. I was trying to take things slow, but I hadn't had this much attention from a man since my divorce more than a year ago. I promised myself I wouldn't jump into anything with any of the three guys I'd gotten involved with since moving to Wilkins’ Gap. I call them my guyumvirate and often dream of them being my three bachelor contestants on that classic tv dating show. 

"OK then. I'll see you tonight."

"Did I make you uncomfortable, Everly? If I did, I'm sorry."

"It's fine, Tom. It's just now I've got an image of you in fireman mode stuck in my head for the rest of the day. It's going to be a long afternoon."

"Good. I'll be thinking of you thinking of me. See you at seven."

After enjoying a couple of minutes to fantasize about my date, I headed out to the Quonset to check out more of the files that Chance and I had been going through. Of course, being back in the cryptid lab, turned my mind to Chance. Tom was hot and sexy, but if that were the only criteria, he didn't hold a candle to Chance Munroe. There was no shortage of heat between Chance and me, but the man was impossible. He drove me crazy, and I seemed destined to cause him bodily harm. I literally pushed him off a cliff on our first trip into the forest trying to reach a destination specified by my Uncle Harry in his will. 

So far, we found files where Harry had been cataloging reports of cryptid sightings and evidence finds from around the world. We had yet to figure out why. I found a journal in an envelope taped to the bottom of one of the tables in the lab. We believe it details observations of a bigfoot family unit made by Uncle Harry and Chance's dad over a long period of time. After checking a couple of files from three different file cabinet drawers, I had more questions than answers. 

I was trying to understand whether Harry just documented anything cryptid related that he came across on social media or if he only documented certain incidents. We moved all of Harry's journals, papers, and books from my apartment over the cafe, down to the lab, so it was all in one place. I gave up on the file drawers and went to the boxes. I stacked up the stuff that Harry left out on each table, clearing space to pile the stuff from upstairs. By the time I finished there were stacks for handwritten notes, newspaper clippings, printouts, journals, and books. 

Tackling the books first would be easiest. At this point, I just wanted to leaf through the pages to see if there were any papers tucked inside. If not, I could box up the books, until we decided whether they would have a permanent home in the cafe, Harry's lab, or the cryptid museum if we decided to create one. Many of the books I checked had highlighted passages, but nothing inside. I was making good progress until my alarm sounded telling me it was time to head upstairs and get ready for my date with Tom. Before I left the lab, I looked through the box of journals. I'd like to tackle them in a systematic way, but I didn't have time to sort through them now. I pulled two from the box, locked the lab and the Quonset, and headed upstairs.
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A few months ago, if you'd told me I be relaxing in a bubble bath in Idaho reading a journal about cryptid hunting while preparing for a date with a hunky fireman, I would have bet against it though I'd have been hard pressed to tell you which part was the most unlikely. Between the journal we got after meeting the stipulations in Harry's will, the letter from Helen Kepler who had been Harry's girlfriend, and the journal I'd found taped under a table in the lab, we learned a lot. You had to think there would be more to learn in the other journals I found in both the lab and the apartment. By the time I stepped out of the tub and wrapped a towel around me, I made the decision that we needed to read through all of Harry's journals as soon as possible. We were planning another trip into the wilderness, and I wanted to have as much information as I could before we under took our next expedition. 

I got about half way through one of the journals in my bath, so I laid it on the nightstand for later. I had just dropped my towel when my phone rang. Tom warned me that he could be called away at any point because of his work as a fireman and as the leader of the Wilkins' Gap Search and Rescue Team. I feared this was him letting me know our date was off. 

"I'm standing in my bedroom naked. Please don't tell me you have to cancel," I said.

"Uhm. Hi, City girl," Chance said. "Thanks for the visual. Tom's a lucky guy. Did you plan on getting dressed before your date? Tom might be a little slow, but you don't want to scare him off." Chance had nicknamed me City Girl. I was pretty sure it was because his ex was a city girl who wouldn't give up the city to move to the remote town of Wilkins’ Gap. I didn't love the name, but it wasn't a battle with Chance I thought was worth fighting at the moment.

"You saying you'd be scared of me if I answered the door wearing only a smile?"

"City Girl, I'm always scared of you. Remember, I have the cast as a reminder."

"Did you want something, Chance?"

"I don't think this is the right time for that discussion. I just wanted to make sure you were still planning on painting the cafe tomorrow night."

"That's the plan, but if you have to take a pass because you have a date, I'm sure we can handle it without you."

"You're not getting rid of me that easily. See you tomorrow night. Have fun tonight, but take it easy on Tom, remember he's second string and may not be up to the challenge."

Before I could argue, he hung up. It pains me to admit that I'm usually not sufficiently armed to have a battle of words with Chance. 

I promised myself that I was going to focus on Tom, but on my drive to his house, I thought of something I wanted to ask Chance. "Call Chance."

"Hi, City Girl. If you need a pep talk before your date, I may not be the best choice."

"Hi, Chance. Listen, I think we should make a concerted effort to read through all of Harry's journals as quickly as we can in case there's information in them that will help us on the next expedition."

"That's a good idea. Do you want to divide them up?"

I waved at Tom, who'd stepped out onto his porch and was waiting for me. "Maybe. Thinking about it made me wonder if your dad kept journals."

"Not that I know of, but I'll ask Mom if she knows. Aren't you running late for your date?"

"I'm at Tom's. I'll see you tomorrow night. I'll put together a box of Harry's journals for you. Bye."

I put my phone in my purse, hooked the strap over my shoulder, and pushed the car door open... right into Tom, knocking him down. "Fudge." I jumped out of the truck and knelt beside him. "Tom. Oh. My. God. Are you OK?"

"I came to see if everything was OK. Why were you sitting in the truck?"

"Sorry. I was on the phone with Chance. Are you sure you're OK? Oh, God." He had both hands covering his face and blood was pouring out over them.

"I think my nose is broken. Do you have a towel or shirt or something?"

I grabbed my Georgia bulldog sweatshirt from the back seat. "Here's my sweatshirt." I thrust it toward him. "What can I do?"

"Help me up," he said. His voice was muffled by the sweatshirt. I helped him into the house. I paced back and forth in front of the bathroom door until Tom emerged shirtless and with a clean towel pressed to his nose. "Sorry about this," he said in his nasal voice.

"Do I need to drive you to the clinic or the hospital?"

"No. I can take care of it. Can I have a raincheck on the activities we had planned?"

"Sure, Tom," I said, running my hand over his bicep. "I'm so sorry about this." 

"Not as sorry as I am." He gave me a one-armed hug while holding the towel to his nose with his other hand. "You, Everly Mason, are a dangerous woman."
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"You broke my brother's nose? How did that happen?" Laurie asked. I called her on my way home from Tom's.

"I hit him with the car door. It's like I'm cursed. I broke Chance's ankle, now Tom's nose."

"How did Jim survive you unscathed?"

"I'm beginning to wonder that myself. I really had high hopes for my date tonight."

"I'm sure Tom will reschedule."

"Yeah, I guess. I never got dinner, so I'm gonna pick something up in the cafe and maybe get a start on pulling down some of the clippings and photos if there are empty tables. I'll talk to you in the morning."

Hairy's was busy with the Saturday night crowd. I gave Rick my order on my way to my office so I didn't take a table away from paying customers. I just sat down when there was a knock on the door of my office. "Come in," I called, expecting Sally or Rick. "Chance, what are you doing here?"

"I heard you took Tom out before you even got to dinner," he said. "Figured you might want some company while you ate."

"How do you know what happened with Tom?"

"He called. It was a little hard to understand him, but I think I got the gist of it. You broke his nose with your truck door. You are a little hard on the men in your life," he said. "Maybe I should be glad you picked Tom. I'm still recovering." He made a motion to the cast on his leg. 

"Does Tom know you're here?"

"I don't know. He knows me pretty well, so I don't think he'd be surprised."

"Great. If I hadn't been on the phone with you, Tom wouldn't have come out to see what was taking me so long. That makes this kind of your fault."

"Don't try to shift blame to me. Tom's just another victim of the curse of Everly Mason."

There was another knock on the door. "Come in," I said as Chance pushed the door open. Sally had a tray with two plates on it. "I thought you had a date tonight, Boss." 

"Doesn't this look like a date?" Chance asked, taking the tray out of Sally's hands.

"In the office?" she asked.

"City Girl here has a fantasy that involves her desk. Figured we might as well eat in here so we're handy when the mood strikes. If we want dessert, we'll come out front. We don't want to be disturbed," Chance said.

"Sure, Chance," she said, grinning at him like a school girl with her first crush as she backed out of the office and closed the door behind her.

I pulled a piece of paper off my pad, balled it up, and threw it at Chance's head. "Now every time I call her into this office, she'll be looking at this desk and imagining us having sex on it."

"Seems like a good visual to me," he said. "Did you want to eat dinner first?"

"Cute."

We ate in silence. "Maybe I should drive back out to Tom's to check on him."

"You could, but if his nose is broken, he's not going to be up for much talking or anything else tonight. He'll probably take pain pills and crash."

"Shouldn't he go to the hospital?"

"He's a licensed EMT. There's only so much you can do for a broken nose. He'll take care of it himself."

"Of course, I'm sure he has his boy scout first aid badge too. This just sucks."

"If you’re feeling frustrated. I might be able to help you with that."

Chance followed me out into the cafe and helped me take down clippings and photos from the areas where tables were vacant. "Can you look over these?" I asked Chance, "and let me know which ones we should put back up. I want to limit it to things that are local or things with Harry or Dutch. Just separate the ones you think should go back up into one envelope. I'll see about getting them framed for display."

Chance hung out until we closed, and we pulled down all the stuff from the walls. "All we need to do now is wipe down the walls, and it'll be ready for paint tomorrow night. Do you want to come up and pick up that box of Harry's journal's I set aside for you?" I asked as we walked out of the cafe and I headed around back to the stairs to my apartment.

"Might as well. Mom said dad didn't keep anything like that. That's part of why he and Harry made a good team, I guess."

"Want a drink?" I asked.

"Is it a good idea for me to stay?" Chance asked.

"Probably not, but I'll try to keep my distance. Beer, Wine, coffee, or tea?"

Chance and I sat on opposite ends of the sofa and talked about the journal I was reading earlier. "I guess we won't really know what to expect until we've read several of them. This one seems like he's just recording what he sees and finds out in the woods. There's lots of dates and details, but not much commentary."

"He wasn't writing a fiction novel," Chance laughed. "If I go through a couple of the journals and find the same kind of stuff, we might want to let Tom and Jim go through some of them. There's a lot of information to go through."

"Divide and conquer," I said, leaning over to give Chance a high five. OK, maybe I could be friends with Chance. 

"You OK about your date with Tom tonight?"

"Have to be, I guess. I'm sorry I broke his nose. You think he'll hold it against me?"

"I'm pretty sure Tom is ready to hold anything you'll let him against you."
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