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      Everyone hates Mondays. But it’s the second day of the week I dread, because it consistently delivers soul-crushing news on the regular. Tuesday curse. Behind the counter, I stare out the large glass window, peering at the shuttered shop fronts. Joiner’s is scrawled across the center in black cursive lettering. At eight thirty, the town is still slowly waking. Shop owners amble in, and lights illuminate the other stores. The scent of lemon furniture polish and the unmistakable scent of metal fill the air. The aroma used to remind me of home, now it’s the mark of a prison.

      The curse started with news of the company buyout that led to my layoff. Then, mere weeks later another blow to my kidneys—served up on the day named after the Germanic god of war and law—came with ten words: Dad had a stroke. I need you to come home.

      One message halted everything else in my life. The job hunt ended abruptly, which meant canceling my interview for a lucrative position as a project manager meant to put me back on top. While the company understood my situation, they couldn’t hold the position open.

      So, duty led me back to the tiny town stuck in the early 2000s that I thought I had put behind me. With Dad’s recovery process, leaving to head back to the city wasn’t an option. As the only child and a dutiful daughter, this is where I belong now.

      The recovery process for a stroke can last up to two years, and I’ll be damned if I rush him. Even if that means putting on a fake smile and kissing my dreams goodbye. Replanting the roots I’d painstakingly ripped up years prior, I took over Joiner’s Hardware for the foreseeable future. We have to protect the family legacy.

      Maybe the town legends of the keeper’s curse are true. The myth says that one of the founding families must remain to tend their business so that Chance Falls can prosper. There are about six of the founding lines still hanging on in various positions around town. As a cocky youth, I thought it was a horror story meant to spook the locals into staying close to home. But I can’t deny the town declines a little more every time a founding family relocates, or dies out.

      Of course, things slowed down as people had fewer children and others left the town for bigger cities. With no one to work, family legacies would come to a natural conclusion. Shabby, faded signs, empty storefronts, and décor that seems dated rather than classic or timeless have become the norm. It’s disheartening.

      This town is losing the magic that made it special. I saw this coming, but I take no joy in being proven right. When I suggested changes or updates over twenty years ago, town members mocked my ideas as too grand for Chance Falls. Because I understood the need for growth, I pushed for modern amenities, and offer different items in the store. It hadn’t gone over well.

      My brain has always been a few steps ahead. For me, dreaming of what’s coming next is natural. Forward thinking makes me a futuristic personality, and there’s nothing wrong with me.

      That outlook, coupled with the town’s elder members’ resistance to change and reliance on upholding rigid traditions, made me feel stifled and dismissed. If it’s not broke, why fix it? I loathed that statement.

      Perched on a stool, I survey the castle made of glass, wood, and my ancestors’ sweat. Rows of wooden shelves are neatly stocked with hardware essentials. The wooden floor shines thanks to regular polishes. It’s quaint, but I can’t enjoy it. How in the hell did I wind up trapped here? After spending my late twenties and early thirties creating a career in project management for construction companies, this is humiliating. A lump forms in my throat, and my eyes get itchy. I’m chronically single with no job prospects in my career field, or definitive plans for a previously imagined future. The rows of tools, plumbing, and fasteners blur.

      Grabbing the black travel mug off the worn counter, I bring it to my lips and swallow, washing down the bitterness. Tears won’t help. Inevitably, news of a breakdown would reach my parents. The extra stress won’t help them. We’re just now getting Dad’s blood pressure under control. I won’t put that in jeopardy.

      The door swings open, rattling the same gold bell I remember from my childhood.

      Dar walks in with an oversized Tupperware container in her hand, straight from work, judging by the navy-blue double-breasted skirt suit with a gold name tag and shiny brass buttons. Sensible navy flats round out the outfit.

      “Morning Phil. I come bearing gifts.” Her cheeks are rosy from the cool morning, and her hazel-colored eyes sparkle with morning merriment. Golden streaks thread through her dark brown hair. Long, dark lashes frame her almond-shaped eyes. Honey-kissed skin glows with health that was hard fought for.

      “Almost forty years of friendship, and I still can’t handle your perkiness this early in the morning, Dar.”

      Her cupid’s bow lips form a circle. “Early? It’s already nine in the morning.”

      “Not all of us are on innkeeper time, lovely. You’re up at what, six?” I turn my nose up at the abhorrent thought.

      “4:30 on days I open,” she corrects me cheerfully.

      “Yuck.” I gag. “Sounds gross.”

      Laughing, she sets the container on the counter. “I have samples of new pastries Rosie is thinking of using for fall.” The older matriarch has ruled the Fallen Star Pastries with an iron fist and a heavy wooden rolling pin for years.

      “Why didn’t you say so? I’m happy to help judge flavors.” Rallying at the thought of sugar, I give her a genuine smile. Pushing up the sleeves of the black hoodie meant to ward off the morning chill, I stand from the stool behind the counter.

      She removes the lid. The scent of sugar and flaky pastry drifts up toward me. The airy croissants with chocolate cream in the center are delicate works of art that make my mouth water. Square-shaped, bready pieces with rich red centers have glazed raspberries. Sweets have been scarce in our house post-stroke.

      “Mabel still bakes like an angel.” The sugar bakers’ matriarch runs the shop with a firm hand but a whimsical soul she pours into every creation they sell.

      “That’s true.” I pick up a raspberry concoction and take a huge bite to stop myself from stating the list of things I can’t get in this town. I speak around a mouthful. “Is it your day off?”

      Dar shakes her head, placing a dainty hand in front of her mouth as she finishes chewing. “It’s my run errands around town and show my face to the local vendors day. So much here is seasonal, and menus and activities constantly have to be updated. Which is a good thing. It gives repeat guests a fresh experience each season.” The happiness in her voice warms my heart. It’s obvious she loves what she does.

      Since before either of us was born, the Murphy clan has run the Falling Water Inn. The two-story building is a staple in the town and the only place to stay for out-of-town visitors.

      “Is the inn doing well?”

      “Oh yeah. It’s been one of our best years, actually. Word’s been getting around now that Mom is letting me do more modern promotions.” Pride makes her stand a little taller, shoulders back, and chin up.

      After attending college for business and marketing, she spent years trying to convince her folks that change can be a good thing. Seeing her win almost pulls me out of my bad mood—almost.

      All of her family stayed in town. Proof that the founding family rule has merit. The inn has been immune to the economic downturn. Not that I begrudge Dar or her family their success. My shy best friend is finally being seen as the force of nature she is, rather than for her disability. The shorter, quieter member of a set of twins, with congenital hearing loss, they automatically branded her as the quiet one. Lost in her twin brother Bridger’s shadow, she was handled with kid gloves by the family until she showed everyone she was made of sterner stuff.

      “How are things here?” Dar glances around the store. Tall, handcrafted wooden shelves line the aisles. The chunky signs with black trim and corresponding labels painted in my great-great-great-grandfather’s handwriting haven’t changed.

      “Exactly the same as always.” Which is part of the problem. A business has to grow with its customers. “But we’re the only hardware store in town, so it’s not like there’s steep competition.” We’re just locked into the same boring routines with limited services and no innovation.

      Dar’s smile falters. “You’re absolutely miserable, aren’t you?”

      “It’s been a rough few months.” A twinge of heartache over disappointments tightens my chest. I stomp the weakness down. “And this isn’t where I saw myself at thirty-nine.”

      “I know.” Reaching out, Dar covers my hand with hers. She’d been with me every step of the way during my father’s medical crisis and recovery process. From the whirlwind that was relocating my entire life to the culture shock of moving from Raleigh, North Carolina, back to the small mountain town in the Midwest. Selling my two-bedroom white ranch style home with the oak tree in front broke my heart. We needed the cash to keep the store afloat with the reduced hours. I don’t regret supporting my family when I need to. It’s being trapped that angers me.

      “You won’t feel better until you let yourself heal.”

      “I’m working on it.” We both know I’m lying. I’m like a detective with a case they can’t shake, trying to figure out how everything went wrong.

      “Have you heard from Brie recently?” I changed the subject to the third member of our trio.

      “No.” Dar shakes her head, frowning. “The time difference has had us playing phone tag for the past couple of weeks. She’s excited to finish her program and get back home to start her shop.”

      Picturing our curvy firecracker in a raspberry beret, holding a wheel of aged cheese in front of the Eiffel Tower, I smile. “She’s enjoying every minute of being in France, though. Our dairy girl has always been meant for more than a life working on the farm.”

      Dar giggles. “Is that a nice way of calling our friend a cheese snob?”

      “Yes. Yes, it was,” I admit. “Any news on how she plans to fund the shop at first?”

      “No, she still refused to ask her father for money. When we both know he has it.” Dar scowls.

      “He’s always discouraged her for wanting to do things her way.” I shake my head. “It’s ridiculous how the older generation is so caught up in the way things have always been done; they fear change.”

      “I think he takes it personally. Like the life he provided wasn’t good enough.” Dar speaks thoughtfully. “And I think things are shifting here.”

      “Are you defending him?” I peer at her from lowered eyelids.

      “No. I’m giving you a different perspective.” She shoves her hands into the pockets of her jacket. “I’ve butted heads with my parents over this very thing all my life.”

      “Yes, but they listened⁠—”

      She holds up a finger. “Eventually.”

      “How long—” Movement in the distance catches my eye. I trail off. Growling, I shift my weight behind the counter. Narrowing my gaze, I focus on the man who walked by slower than he needed to.

      “What?” Dar glances over her shoulder.

      “It’s the weirdo. I’ve seen the golden-haired tattooed man skulking around the shop all week. Don’t stare.”

      He’s ventured in but purchased nothing or said more than a mumbled greeting. With his sculpted jaw, piercing green eyes, and full lips, he’s stunning. But his odd behavior and the fact that he’s a stranger in a town where I know everyone have my Spidey senses tingling. So, what if he’s built like a brick house with a juicy rear and broad chest?

      I use my peripheral vision to track him. “Do you know the guy, Dar?”

      She turns back to me, brow wrinkled. “No. But I can’t say I’d mind getting an introduction.”

      Stopping, he peers into the main window, scanning the place like a thief planning a heist.

      “I’m done with this.” The last thread holding my cool in place snaps. I grab the keys from my pocket, palming the small cylinder attached to the key chain.

      Dar trails right behind me as I stalk around the counter. “What are you going to do, Phil?”

      Walking down the main aisle, I shove open the front door. He jerks back, startled. I step in front of him, and his eyes round comically.

      “Why are you lurking around my shop?” I hold the pepper spray up, pointed toward him.

      Raising his hands in the air, he takes a step back. “I’m not. I was just looking for Phil. But he’s never here.”

      Him? I frown. “Well, you’ve found her.”

      My hand relaxes, and I take my finger off the trigger. This isn’t the first time I’ve been mistaken for a guy. And I don’t want to shoot an innocent man.

      He pales. “You’re the carpenter who does side gigs?”

      I cock my hip. “You think a girl can’t build?”

      “No. You can be a handyman. Handy… woman?” His forehead creases. “Person. Handy person?” His deep voice rises an octave. This reads as a genuine response.

      He’s not a threat. The mechanism slides to the right on its own. What the hell? Liquid disperses, and time slows. Gasping, I watch, horrified, as the mystery man takes a powerful burst of toxins to the face. Crying out, he covers his eyes. His skin reddens and grows blotchy.

      Panicking, I grab his wrists and yank them down. “Don’t rub your eyes; it’ll make it worse. God, I am so sorry.”

      Shop owners and townspeople spill out of the doors of the shops. I wrap an arm around his thick bicep, herding him toward the people coming to assist. The sun seems to beam down on me, breaking through the clouds to highlight my shame. Wind ruffled my ponytails, doing nothing to cool me down.

      “Jesus, Phil. You did a number on this guy,” a masculine voice shouts.

      I’ve never been so grateful to hear that gravelly voice. Fletch. He is always prepared and will know exactly what to do. The Eagle Scout can put his knowledge to good use. He’s come down from the thrift shop he owns down the street.

      “I brought water. But you need to flush your eyes.” Popping the cap on a large water bottle, the tall brunette with a neatly trimmed beard pours the liquid onto his face. Fletch to the rescue. The water splashes onto the white t-shirt he wears under his dark blue flannel with pops of orange and white. His brown eyes look concerned behind his thick black rimmed glasses.

      The blond man’s white t-shirt goes translucent, showing off his firm chest. I’m momentarily mesmerized by the six-pack and intricate dragon tattoo on display.

      Fletch huffs. “If you didn’t want to build Korren’s new displays, all you had to do was say no.” He places a hand on Koren’s shoulder.

      “Wait.” I spin to face him. “You know this guy?”

      “Yeah, he’s Ralph’s nephew. He’ll be taking over Reel Haven.”

      Guilt spreads through me like wildfire. Heat floods my cheeks and the back of my neck. I misjudged this situation badly.

      “Quick Draw McGraw, this isn’t the big bad city. No one’s going to hurt you in Chance Falls.” Colby appears beside me. I scowl at my best friend Brie’s younger brother. He brushes his golden wheat-colored hair, streaked with red highlights, back from his square face. Grinning widely, he shows off perfect pearly whites I want to knock out. Towering over me, he’s all legs in a pair of dark denims and a worn olive green long-sleeved henley.

      I shift from one foot to the other, unsure what to do next. “I did not touch the trigger. The sprayer malfunctioned.”

      “Don’t be a turd, Colby.” Hand on her hip, Dar stares Colby down, coming to my rescue.

      He grins at his long-time crush. “Anything for you, Dar.” He bows.

      “I should go see how he’s doing, huh?” I glance from my shop toward Golden Grains, the place where they took him. People crowd the local bread shop, peering inside to get the scoop firsthand. Drama vultures.

      Dar winces. “Maybe give him a little space?”

      Groaning, I look up at the overcast sky, wishing the ground would open up and swallow me. I won’t be able to rest until I make it up to this poor man. Decency dictates that I grovel until he forgives me. Brain spinning like a prize wheel, I think up ways I can do something nice. Looks like he’s getting a free display. The news will be around town by noon, and everyone will have an opinion. It’s going to be a public walk of shame until my penance has been served. God, I hate Tuesdays.
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      A brown-skinned Amazon who rivals Xena just knocked me on my ass. Pushing six feet with a body like an hourglass, flashing doe-shaped brown eyes, and a shock of white hair at the temple, she looks like some long-lost relative of Storm from the X-Men. She took my breath away—then my sight, followed by my dignity.

      Which is how I wound up here, gagging in a shiny chrome sink. Forcing my overly sensitive eyes open, I tilt my head. The cool water provides brief snippets of relief. Then the flames of hell reignite.

      I grit my teeth to keep from whimpering. Because, as the great Robert Smith says, ‘Boys don’t cry.’ Besides, I’ve shed enough tears to create a new ocean over the past year and a half. I’d be furious if I didn’t respect her actions so damn much. At six feet three with a footballer’s build, I intimidate most people. She walked up to me like a warrior ready to protect herself. But her dismayed voice had issued apologies afterward, and her soft hand wrapped around my biceps as she guided me toward help. That realization soothes most of my anger.

      “Is he okay?” a male voice I don’t recognize comes from somewhere behind me.

      Embarrassment burns hotter than my abused flesh. All eyes are on me. It’s the one thing I most wanted to avoid.

      “I’ve seen nothing like this. City life has made that girl jumpy.” An elderly man’s grizzled voice holds judgment.

      “Make sure you tell that young man that’s not how we treat people here. Phil is going to get an earful from all of us.” His indignation at the assault on my person does not go unnoticed by me.

      “We will, Art. Let’s give him space for now.”

      “Alright, Fletcher. I’ll leave it in your hands.”

      Fletcher! The brunette with glasses sparks a memory in my brain. He was one of the first people Uncle Ralph introduced me to. Laid-back and funny, he welcomed me to town. From the funky vintage thrift store he ran to the pop culture and musical references he sprinkled into everyday conversation; he left a lasting impression.

      “Is it getting better?”

      I lift my head and glance at the blurry frame of the man with light brown hair, Bridger, who helps run the inn. He’d put me up a few times when I escaped to the town, needing solitude from my stressful job in Atlanta. I never understood why my dad hated living in Chance Falls so much; he moved us to the hustle of ATL. Blinking, I immediately regret the rapid eye movement and groan.

      “That says it all. Back under the water for you, brother.” Bridger pats my back. The casual, sympathetic touch is nearly foreign. It’s been a long time since I had the kindness most take for granted offered to me by strangers. One false allegation can change the world’s perception of who you are, regardless of the truth of it.

      Returning to the water, I continue to chase the fleeting relief. Had I intended to do Phil harm, this would’ve stopped me in my tracks. Five out of five stars. Highly recommend for repelling creeps. Zero stars for those mistakenly accused of wrongdoing caught in the crossfire.

      “How’s he doing?” Fletch returns. His deep baritone is distinctive. I spit out water and take a shaky breath.

      “I’m alive, if that counts,” I reply hoarsely. Gripping the edge of the sink, I prepare to stand.

      “When Phil does anything, she’s never half-assed.” Fletch’s tone is compassionate.

      “Have to admit, I’m curious and concerned about what you did to spook her.” I don’t recognize the gruff, even voice that holds a healthy dose of skepticism.

      I feel an intense protectiveness for her—completely unjustified for what she just did to me. Are they dating? The last thing I’m fit to do right now is a battle over her honor. Standing, I swipe the excess water off my face. Careful to keep my eyes closed, I turn toward the direction the question came.

      “I’ve been looking for Phil to build a few things for Reel Haven for weeks.

      “And you can’t take no for an answer?” The kindness drains from Fletch’s voice in a heartbeat.

      I shake my head. “No one told me Phil was a she, not a he. Every time I went in or walked by and saw a girl, I left. She thought I was stalking her, I guess.”

      Snickers turns to raucous laughter.

      “Phil is short for Philomena,” someone managed between bursts of laughter.  Of the three men I saw, I recognize at least two.

      “I wouldn’t call her that unless you want to experience more pain at her hands.” The softer tone is one I’ve assigned to Bridge, the innkeeper.

      “I think it’s unique.” I cautiously open my eyes. The three are still fuzzy shapes.

      “How you doing?” Fletch steps closer.

      I squint. “I didn’t know eyes could feel sunburned.”

      The man in a brown apron steps forward. “Not to make light of your pain, but I need to sanitize my sink. Last thing I need to do is poison a customer.”

      “I got it. Thanks for helping me out. I didn’t catch your name.” I hold out my hand.

      “Rye.” We shake.

      My lips twitch at the irony of the man working in the Golden Grain being named after bread. “Like the bread?”

      “Yeah, I’m a baker in a bread shop named Rye,” he replies with good-natured humor.

      As my vision recovers, I make out a five o’clock shadow and a brown beard. A brown apron covers a white cable-knit sweater laced with flour.

      Fletch and Bridge steer me over to a chair and a table in the back of the room. I can see the metal racks with assorted breads. Doughs in various stages of rising, and giant industrial silver mixers neatly lined against the wall on the right. Tall metal tables are lined up in a central location, and double stacked ovens in various stages of usage take up the right side.

      “Take a few more minutes,” Fletch suggests as he shuffles me toward the back door so we’re out of the way. I sink down into one of the chairs against the wall. Fletcher and Bridger stand on either side of me.

      “What are the odds that everyone will forget this and move on by the time I leave here?” Being in the spotlight isn’t high on my list of desired things. Perched on the edge of the chair, I rub the back of my neck.

      Fletch laughs. “This is the most exciting thing that’s happened in weeks. You’re a local celebrity by now.”

      Balking at the c-word, I flinch. “For how long?”

      “The next little while, at least. Doesn’t help that you’re new.” Bridge admits with an apologetic smile. “Welcome to small-town living.”

      “Be ready for heavy traffic in the Reel,” Fletcher adds.

      “It’s open season. People will stop in to pluck you for information, introduce themselves, and see what you’re made of,” Bridger says.

      “What I’m made of?” I repeat, confused. This isn’t the military.

      Fletch chuckles. “Dating prospects are few and far between here.”

      My stomach cramps. The thought of scrutiny makes my palms clammy. I lick my dry lips. Dread sends my stomach to the bottom of my shoes. Will the town see me as a troublemaker? This isn’t the time to make waves. I’ve had enough upheaval.

      “On the plus side. It’ll be good for business.”

      Right now. Bridger’s upbeat words are nails on a chalkboard. You moved here to start over fresh. Don’t drag your baggage from your past life into your new reality.

      Peering down, I focus on the chunky silver ring on my middle finger. Rotating my wrist, I note the feel of the woven leather bracelet pressed against my skin. I inhale the heavy yeast scent mixed with that of baking bread. The soreness of my eyes grounds me.

      Here in Chance Falls, no one knows about my former life. They want to get to know Korren better, not exploit a man involved in a horrific tragedy. This time around, I’m choosing joy, slow living, and genuine connections.

      “You good?” Bridger asks.

      I return to the moment. “I’m getting there. It’s been one hell of a morning.” I offer what I hope is a believable smile.

      They chuckle, nodding their agreement.

      “Don’t worry, we’ll vouch for you if it becomes necessary to set the record straight on what happened. We tend to be protective of our own,” Fletch explains.

      “Yeah, I picked up on that. Is the bread guy…Rye”—I snap my fingers, recalling his name—“dating her?”

      Bridger and Fletch snort. “No. He’s not her type, trust me,” Bridger says. “At this point, Phil’s my sister; she’s been best friends with my twin sister, Dar, since diapers.”

      I gather information like a student eager to pass an exam. It’ll take time to get used to the mechanics in town.

      “Man, the trouble those two have gotten us into.” The fondness in Fletch’s voice amuses me.

      “And pulled us into,” Bridger murmurs.

      “It kept us entertained at least.” Fletch nudges him with his elbow.

      “Looks like at least one of them hasn’t changed her ways,” I reply dryly.

      Bridger chuckles. “Oh, he’s going to fit in just fine.”

      Fletch holds out his arms. “Welcome to the madness that is Chance Falls, brother. We hope you enjoy your stay.”

      Hope flickers in my chest. Maybe this time things will stick, and my world won’t implode around me. I need this to work.
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      “Philomena Joiner.”

      I look up so fast, I nearly give myself whiplash. A twinge of pain travels up my neck. Only one woman could pack that much authority, disappointment, and unchecked love in two words. I set my pen down and close the store ledger, giving the woman in a black velour jogging suit and matching rhinestone-studded sneakers my full attention.

      Her short white hair is curled to perfection, grazing her chin and contrasting with her walnut-brown skin. Silver-framed cat-eye glasses perch on her delicate nose. Full lips form a thin line, and perfectly arched brows dip low. She leans heavily on her duck-headed cane for balance as she looms in the doorway with a presence far bigger than her five-foot-six inches.

      “Hey, Grams.” I set my work on the desk and rise. Between customers I’d been hiding in the back to avoid the stares through the window. How had I missed the bell ringing out front? Her dark brown eyes pin me to the spot. Suddenly, I’m five and standing in front of the remains of her favorite vase, which I knocked off the table. It’s astounding how our elders can take us back to childhood with just one look or a phrase.

      She taps her cane on the floor. “What is this I hear about you accosting members of our community?”

      Grimacing, I suck air in through my teeth and push it out slowly. “That is not what happened.” I walk to her, offering my
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