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      The woman who has been in the changing room the better part of an hour has finally reappeared. She’s wearing a slinky gold evening dress that hugs her curves, which appear to be mostly manmade. The dress is vintage seventies, a gently-used gem sold to me by one of the society women in town who has a last name with more influence than fortune behind it these days.

      “What do you think?” My customer is barefooted, but walking on her toes to simulate high heels. She does a slow turn for me, showing off her toned figure.

      “It’s made just for you!” I say. “You’ve got to buy it. You’ve obviously worked hard for that tight little body. Why not show it off?”

      She gives me a pursed-lip smile, like the cat who ate the cream. “Pilates six days a week.”

      I smile as she sashays back into her changing stall. Sold.

      Even if the dress didn’t look fabulous on her, I’d have found something complimentary to say. With the recent rent hike on my store, I can’t be as honest as my nature inclines me to be. Besides, I can usually find the positive side of anything. Almost every metaphorical pile of shit has a nugget of gold. Take the rent hike, for instance. The increase is due to the fact that my hometown, Foster’s Creek, is having a renaissance, with cute little shops and restaurants popping up on the daily and a burgeoning bluegrass scene taking root. For the first time ever, we were featured as a vacation destination in Old North State magazine, and since then we’ve seen a surge in tourism. Recently, my clientele has gone from hagglers and high school kids to upscale out-of-towners and local hipsters looking for vintage treasures.

      She reappears wearing her own clothing, her arms full of goods, and I gently close the lid to my laptop. The romance novel I’m working on will have to wait. She sets the items on the glass counter—a pair of red cowboy boots, the gold evening dress, and a sweater embroidered with Santa’s smiling face.

      “Adorable sweater.” I start folding it into a neat square.

      “My husband’s company has a holiday party every year, and they have this ugly Christmas sweater contest.” She says this without a care that she might be insulting my taste in sweaters. “What kind of deal can you make me on all this?”

      The lady with the three-hundred-dollar Marc Jacobs handbag is gonna haggle with me today. There’s nothing that rubs me the wrong way more than well-to-do people who try to bargain their way out of full price.

      I give her my brightest smile. “Everything is priced as marked, but I think you’ll agree our prices are very reasonable.”

      My sweetness could give someone a cavity.

      She picks up the boots and holds them out at arm’s length. “They’re comfortable, but they do have a few scuffs.”

      Time to go in for the kill. “They’d look great with a pair of blue jeans or a skirt, make a real statement. Not everyone can pull off red cowboy boots, but you sure can.”

      In my business, you have to know what will sell a client. With some people, it’s making them feel like they’re getting an incredible deal. With others, like this lady, you appeal to their vanity, and I’m going to work over this Barbie doll like my livelihood depends on it.

      Before she can make a decision about the boots, the bell on the door jangles, and a man walks into the store.

      “Hello,” I call out. The smile on my lips freezes as I recognize his face.

      Jim Pittman and I had a brief fling about two years ago. It ended when he told me he met a woman he wanted to date, which was fine by me. We were only fooling around, and I have zero interest in getting seriously involved with anyone. Jim was adventurous in bed, but beyond that we had nothing in common. Now it’s dawning on me why the woman at the register looks a bit familiar. She’s the person I’ve seen with Jim from a distance at town events, the woman he ended up with after we parted ways.

      “Hey, honey,” she calls out to him. “Come give me your opinion.”

      Judging by the fact that Jim has the eyes of a panicked horse, I’m guessing she has no idea that he and I share a past connection. If I acknowledge him with the familiarity I’d normally use in this situation, it could raise a whole lot of questions on their car ride home. It could also jeopardize the sale I’m about to make.

      Jim approaches the counter and puts an arm around her waist. “What did you find?” he asks.

      She shows him the items, offering to try on the dress for him.

      “I’m sure it looks amazing,” he says. “I love all of it.”

      Repressing my natural sassiness, I give him a generic smile. “Your girlfriend has great taste.”

      Jim meets my eyes for the first time since he entered the store, smiling at me gratefully. He was one of the better men I’ve had in my bed over the years. Always respectful, always honest, at least as far as I know.

      Before Barbie can commit to purchasing all three items, my old friend Tabby Forrester jogs through the door. Her breath is coming in puffs, and her hair has been blown into some kind of trapezoidal shape. She flops into the chair next to the counter, not noticing the woman appraising her with disdain.

      “Sweetie, it’s too hot to be exercising outside,” I say.

      “Not…exercising, Cat.” She pauses to catch her breath. “Came…to talk…to you.”

      I eye my indecisive customer. “Just let me finish up here.”

      Tabby’s arrival seems to have taken the wind out of the woman’s haggle because she sighs and says, “Fine, I’ll take all of it. The dress fits me like a second skin.”

      “It truly does.” I ring up her goods and slide them into a brown paper bag with my store’s name, Twice Nice, printed on the side. “Thank you so much for stopping by today.” I hand the bag to her. “Come on back and see us real soon.”

      As she leaves, Tabby stands up and places a hand on the counter, her breath finally settling into a less frantic rhythm. “Sorry to interrupt your sale.”

      “No worries.” I stare pointedly at her shirt. “You must be stepping out with purpose if you left home wearing Garfield.”

      Tabby’s wearing her cleaning clothes today—leggings and an oversized Garfield T-shirt that she’s owned since high school.

      “You’re not going to believe what just happened.” She uses the hem of her shirt to wipe the sweat beading on her forehead. “I’m about to break hotel guest confidentiality, but I can’t help myself.”

      Tabby and her husband, Everett, own a bed and breakfast about a quarter mile up the road. The Magnolia Inn is a Charleston style home on the historic register that manages to be both stunning and dilapidated. They’ve put heaps of sweat equity and all their savings into the place, and since they got a mention in that Old North State article, business has picked up considerably.

      “Why didn’t you just call me?” I ask. “You didn’t have to run all the way down here.”

      “I had to see your face when I told you.” She lowers her voice. “No one else is here right now, are they?”

      I shake my head, but she still bends down and checks under the changing stalls for feet.

      “What’s up with all the cloak and dagger stuff this morning?” I ask. “Did you watch Killing Eve again? I told you that show is too intense for you.”

      “No, this is real life!” She splays her hands on the counter, leaving marks I’m going to have to Windex later. “We have a famous guest coming to the inn, but according to Everett I’m not allowed to tell you who it is. So you’re going to have to guess.” When I don’t follow orders, she bugs out her hazel eyes. “Well, go ahead!”

      My dear friend Tabby can’t keep a secret to save her life, an affliction that I share with her. Most people would see this as a fault. Friends are supposed to be vaults when it comes to secrets. For the two of us, trying to organize a surprise party is nearly impossible, and when we do a gift exchange, we always know what our presents are before we unwrap them. I damn near pulled my hair out when she spoiled the season three ending of Downton Abbey for me, but I couldn’t really blame her. I live my life like an open book—what you see is what you get—and she does the same. We have nothing to hide.

      Well, almost nothing.

      “Is it the governor?” I ask. She shakes her head, and I try again, naming one of our favorite authors. “Diana Gabaldon?”

      My guesses are admittedly random, but in my defense, she’s not giving me much to go on.

      “Bigger,” she says.

      “Bigger than the woman who gave us Jamie Fraser?”

      She hums “God Save the Queen,” which most Americans would mistake for “My Country Tis of Thee,” but not this Anglophile.

      I gasp and clutch my heart. “Meghan and Harry? I knew they would get tired of Los Angeles eventually and try small-town living!”

      She leans toward me. “No, not actual royalty.” Only Tabby wouldn’t laugh at me for guessing that a duchess would bother with a blip on the map like Foster’s Creek. “But she is BAFTA royalty.”

      “Seriously?”

      She squees and claps her hands, relishing my torment. “Yes!”

      “Claire Foy?” I guess. She shakes her head and my voice goes up an octave. “Oh my gosh, Olivia Coleman?”

      “Bigger!” She’s about to burst from the excitement. “Someone you absolutely adore.”

      My jaw drops as I consider the impossible. “It’s not.”

      “It is.”

      “Violet Ramsey?”

      She nods, and we both scream and stamp our feet. My brain can’t even process what she’s telling me, but I know enough to be excited.

      Once we calm down, I make sure I understand her correctly. “Violet Ramsey is coming to stay at your inn?”

      “Dame Violet Ramsey,” she corrects. “She rented out the entire top floor, and she arrives next week!”

      We freak out again, so loudly this time that our screams may be audible at the EMS station across the street.

      “The paramedics are going to come over here if we don’t settle down,” I say. “And you know Ernie’s looking for any excuse to do chest compressions on you.”

      Poor Ernie. He’s had an unrequited crush on Tabby since we were kids.

      Tabby stares off into the distance with a wistful expression on her face. “I hope she’s as wonderful as she appears to be.”

      I rest my elbows on the counter and drop my chin into my cupped hands. “I know, me too.”

      In addition to owning the consignment shop, I write historical romance novels set in Britain, and many of my female characters were inspired by characters Violet Ramsey has played over the years. A few were inspired by the actress herself, since she’s as ballsy and brilliant as they come. I never dared dream that I’d meet her one day.

      “Her assistant made me register her as Prudence Entwhistle,” Tabby says. “Hilarious, right?”

      I grin wide, relishing her cleverness. “Perfection.”

      Tabby and I are probably the only two residents of Foster’s Creek who would remember that Prudence Entwhistle was a character Violet played many years ago in a BBC series called The Parsonage. Prudence was a widow who fell in love with a narcissistic priest, played by the always divine Jeremy Northam. In the end, he chose God over romantic love, and I cried into my pillow while watching the final episode. I’ll never forget how he touched her cheek before walking away into the mist. To make myself feel better, I wrote a short story with a thirty-something spinster who falls in love with a minister, and let’s just say they get a very happy ending in every sense of the phrase.

      “Violet wants to keep a low profile,” Tabby says. “I had to reassure her assistant that even though I figured out her identity, I wouldn’t tell anyone else she was staying at our place. He kept asking all these questions about points of entry and who had keys to the place. It was freaking me out a little. I told him there was nothing to worry about in Foster’s Creek because, frankly, nothing exciting ever happens here.”

      “Which leads us to an obvious question.” I tap my bottom lip with my pointer finger. “Why exactly is she coming here?”

      I love my quaint little hometown, and if you want to shop for antiques, listen to bluegrass, or eat chicken and waffles, it’s the place to be, but it’s certainly not a hot destination for British film stars.

      “Maybe she read the article about Foster’s Creek in Old North State.” Tabby and I chuckle at her joke. “Or maybe she’s lying low, trying to get a break from the paparazzi.”

      “She could do that on Richard Branson’s private island. Why come to our town? I know what we need to do.” I reach for my phone. “Internet stalking.”

      A quick search of a movie database reveals that Violet Ramsey is in pre-production for a currently untitled film. The description merely says it’s a family drama set in the American South. Bingo. Violet is writing, producing, and acting in it, a triumvirate of power that she richly deserves. As her leading lady days came to an end, she started writing and producing more often. Now, in her early fifties, she’s in contention for a directing Oscar for her most recent film. As of late, her personal life seems to be a hot mess, but her career is thriving.

      “She must be doing research for her new movie,” I say. “But why would she choose our town? Did she stick a pin in a map?”

      Tabby’s eyes widen. “Do you think they’ll film it here? Is she scouting a location?”

      “Who knows,” I say. “This could be the start of your movie career.”

      Tabby’s cheeks pink up, and she swats me. “Stop it.”

      She starred in our high school musical two years running and was in several productions in college. Until she and Everett bought the inn, she was doing local theater in Chapel Hill, and her plan was to open a small theater in Foster’s Creek someday. Now that their B&B is taking up all her time, she can’t pursue that dream anymore. I resent Everett for making Tabby give up her dreams, even though it’s not technically his fault. The inn was his idea, but she went along with it wholeheartedly. Still, did he even wonder whether his desire to own the inn would negate her dream of opening a theater? It’s always been about Everett’s life goals and not Tabby’s, and watching their dynamic makes me glad I’m single.

      “I hope we can get her to endorse the inn when she leaves,” Tabby says. “Maybe she’ll let us quote her in our ads!”

      “That’s a great idea! You’ll get heaps of business from a recommendation like that.” I try to picture Violet in our town, walking down Main Street, sleeping in one of Tabby’s antique beds, eating pancakes at the Golden Griddle. It seems impossible. The most famous person who ever came here was Vivian Howard, when she dined at one of our new farm-to-table restaurants. Someone of Violet’s status coming to Foster’s Creek is surreal.

      “You’ll tell me when she gets here, won’t you?” I ask. “Everett isn’t going to try to stop me from meeting her, is he?”

      Tabby nods reassuringly. “Of course I’ll keep you posted, and I’ll talk to him. The real obstacle will be her assistant. He seems very uptight, and I have a feeling he’s going to be keeping tight reins on her.”

      I toss my thick, chestnut brown hair over my shoulder. “Don’t worry about that. I’ll just disarm him with my Southern charm.”
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      My sister Skye eyes the last dessert on the plate—a gooey chocolate brownie I baked earlier this evening. “I’m giving her five minutes, then I’m eating this brownie.”

      I glance at my Elvis clock, and a swivel of his hips tells me that our household meeting was supposed to begin twenty minutes ago. Unfortunately, we’re still waiting for our middle sister, Fiona, to appear. As my mother likes to say, Fiona was born on her due date, but she hasn’t been on time for anything since then.

      I take another sip of my lukewarm English breakfast tea and consider Skye’s threat. “Sounds fair. If you’re late to the meeting, you don’t get a brownie. I’ll split it with you.”

      At that moment, we hear the front door open then slam shut. Skye sighs with disappointment and pulls her hand away from the plate. “She’s here.”

      We listen to the thuds coming from the hallway as Fiona’s helmet and motorcycle boots hit the floor. She dresses like a biker, but her ride is a light blue Vespa that barely creeps up to fifty miles an hour, and I’m not sure she sees the irony in that. The Vespa was mine until recently, which involves a long story about her DUI and self-imposed hiatus from driving standard motor vehicles.

      Skye and I listen to the sounds of our sister disrobing before she finally strides through the kitchen doorway wearing jeans and a white tank top that shows off the ink that runs from her shoulders to her wrists.

      “Sorry, my last client of the night wanted this elaborate Maori tribal design, and it took forever.” Fiona runs a hand through her chopped bob, causing the bangs to stand on end. “Couldn’t leave it to Cash. He’s too green to do something that detailed.”

      I pat the chair next to me. “Sit down. You’re late, and we have a Halloween party to plan.”

      Instead of taking a seat, Fiona opens the fridge and grabs a can of flavored seltzer. Normally, at this time of night, she’d be grabbing a beer, but about two months ago she gave up alcohol. Skye and I were both breathlessly relieved. Over the last few years, Fiona’s drunken hijinks had gone from “hilarious anecdotes” to “alcoholic cautionary tales.”

      “It never ceases to amaze me when a white-bread Southern boy wants a design like that.” She pops the tab on the can. “He doesn’t even know what it means.”

      “It’s called cultural appropriation. Hold on a sec.” I pick up my phone and reply to a text from Tabby who’s asking me about Halloween costumes. It’s probably bad form to respond during a family meeting, but I’m a multi-talker. I can have two or three conversations running at once and never lose track of where I am in each one. It’s a gift.

      Fiona sits down and props her feet on the empty fourth chair. “I just call it assholery.”

      “Remember the guy who asked you to do that Chinese symbol he thought meant loyalty, and it turned out that it actually meant noodles?” Skye smiles at the memory. “That was the best.”

      I rap my hand against the table. “I’m calling this meeting to order. First and only piece of business is our annual McBryde Halloween party. First on our party-planning agenda is guests. Who do we want to invite this year?”

      “Does it matter?” Fiona asks. “You know half the town is gonna show up whether we invite them or not.”

      Skye frowns at her. “That’s an exaggeration. If half the population of Foster’s Creek attended, that would be approximately two thousand people.” Skye is an exacting data nerd, and yes, it’s exhausting. “But word does get around and we could have a few hundred show up this year.”

      Her estimate is probably accurate. Last year we invited about sixty people and at least triple that number attended. Guests who couldn’t fit inside the house congregated in the yard and the street, which is why the police showed up to give us a noise citation. Some of our neighbors don’t share our love for late-night celebrating on All Hallows’ Eve.

      “I’m inviting a couple of friends from work,” Skye says. “Prisha and Sam.”

      I nod and write down their names, knowing this will probably be the extent of Skye’s guest list. Most of her “friends” are from the online Star Wars community, and she can only identify them by their screennames and avatars. I used to find her social life deeply sad, and I nagged her about going out with me to socialize with flesh and blood people. Eventually, my pushing led to a huge blowup, and I had to accept that Skye and I are simply opposites when it comes to our tolerance for human interaction. She’s happy with virtual friendships, and I enjoy knowing every person in town. I’m not saying I like all of them, but I want to at least be on a first-name basis.

      “I’m inviting all the same people as last year,” Fiona says, tapping my journal. “I’m sure you have that information in your notes.”

      I shoot her a hard look. “Everyone except Dickhead Dean, right?”

      I’m referring to her on-again off-again boyfriend who is no longer welcome inside this house. During their final shouting match in the driveway, he pinned her by the shoulders against my car, which he never would have been able to accomplish if she hadn’t been drunk at the time, and refused to let her go. It was only when I told him I had 911 on the phone that he saw fit to vacate the premises.

      Fiona downs half a brownie in one bite. “Of course. He knows that I’ll file a restraining order if he sets foot on our property.”

      “Do not get back together with him before the party,” I warn her. “Or ever.”

      She gives an irritated huff. “Don’t worry, that’s not going to happen. And I’m going to stay single for at least six months.”

      Skye mutters under her breath, “We’ve all heard that before.”

      Fiona sets her can down with a thunk. “I mean it this time.”

      Despite her smartass nature and independent streak—or maybe because of them—Fiona has always got someone falling in love with her—all genders, ages, and types. Most of her relationships last a year maximum, but Dean is like a cold sore that keeps coming back.

      “Are we inviting anyone remotely new and intriguing to this party?” Fiona asks. When Skye and I shoot her a look, she adds, “I’m asking for you two. As I said, I’m happily single.”

      I brush away the brownie crumbs that have found a landing pad on my ample bosom. “Normally, I’d be all about scouting new talent, but I’m hosting this party. I can’t be bumping pumpkins with some guy dressed as Where’s Waldo when people’s drinks need refreshing.”

      Skye twists her face in disgust. “And there’s no one in this town I would have sex with. Period.”

      “Who said anything about sex?” Fiona knocks her knuckles on the table. “Skye, you’re going to kiss someone under the Haunted Hemlock this year.”

      “Don’t pressure her,” I say, remembering my promise to respect Skye’s life choices.

      Skye slow blinks at Fiona. “Unless the Mandalorian himself shows up at this party, that’s not going to happen.”

      A few beats pass before Fiona turns to me. “Who can we get to wear a Mando costume?”

      Skye slaps Fiona’s arm, but I notice she doesn’t strenuously object to the idea. A metal helmet could do the trick. If Skye can’t see the guy’s face, she might get over her nerves and talk to him.

      That’s what I love about Halloween—the fact that we can be whomever we want for one night. Not that I personally need a reason to don a costume—my life is pretty much a game of dress-up, which is one reason I could never part with my consignment shop. But Halloween is more than a time for costumes and hayrides. It’s a night when the dead are celebrated, and the line between the world of the living and the realm of the spirits gets hazy. That’s why we lose our heads a little, so to speak, and do things that are out of character. And who wouldn’t love a holiday where you’re allowed to indulge in some of your dark fantasies?

      At our first Halloween party in this house, I had a hot and heavy make-out session with Dracula that provided a great memory for my wank bank. His neck bites were unsurpassed. Unfortunately, that was also the year people turned on the garden hose to create a slip and slide in the front yard. They flooded our basement. Since then, I’ve tried not to get too distracted by men with fangs.

      I tap my pen on my journal. “Focus, people. We’re not getting anywhere. I’m guessing we need to plan for two hundred guests. Eight kegs again?”

      “Sounds good,” Fiona says. “And that punch you made last year was awesome.”

      “Upstairs is off-limits.” Skye loves to state the obvious. “I think we should pay Eli’s cousin to watch the stairs. He did a good job last year.”

      We learned the hard way that guests at a house party will use your bedrooms to have sex and consume a cornucopia of drugs if you don’t prevent it from happening. Eli’s cousin, Tanner, is a cornfed country boy, six feet four and built like a tractor. We paid him a hundred bucks to guard the stairs last year, and although I’m not sure I have that much money set aside in our budget for security at the present moment, it’s probably a necessity.

      “I’ll give Tanner a call.” I make a note of it in my journal.

      “What about costumes?” Fiona asks.

      Her question is directed at me because I’m the one who owns a consignment store and is a quick draw with a glue gun.

      “I had a thought about that.” I smile at the mental image of the costumes I’ve been brainstorming for several days. “How about we go as the three witches from Hocus Pocus?”

      I already have corsets set aside at work just for this purpose, but I’m afraid the word corset will terrify Skye so I don’t mention it.

      “I like it,” Fiona says. “Sounds pretty easy and comfortable. Not like the time you dressed us up as rock, paper, scissors.”

      “What are you complaining about?” I say. “I was scissors. I damn near impaled Dracula.”

      “Huh.” Fiona pauses to burp. “I thought it was the reverse.”

      As the two of us snicker at her joke, Skye declares, “I’m going as Ahsoka Tano.”

      My bottom lip juts out in a pout. “I thought we were doing a group costume again. We can’t do Hocus Pocus with only two witches.”

      “You guys decided that, not me,” she says. “And if you really want to coordinate, we could do a Star Wars theme.”

      Fiona and I try to respect our sister’s preoccupation with all things George Lucas, but we sometimes worry that her dedication to the fandom inhibits her ability to explore life in our own galaxy. She could probably pilot an X-wing Fighter if one landed in our backyard, but she’s twenty-five and has never been in a relationship. We’re not sure whether she’s even shared a romantic kiss with anyone, and at this point, I’m not sure she wants to. I’ve started wondering if she’s asexual, and maybe I should open up the lines of communication about that possibility. If that’s the case, I want to offer her my support.

      “You just dressed up in Star Wars gear for Dragon Con,” Fiona argues. “Let’s do something else.”

      “Exactly, and I made the Ahsoka Tano costume for that.” Skye crosses her arms, and I’m reminded of how she used to dig in her heels about things when we were kids. Older sisters can be downright bossy. “I worked really hard on it, and I’m wearing it again.”

      Fiona sighs. “Fine. It’s you and me, Cat, unless you want to go as the Yoda to my Luke.”

      “Yoda?” I push my chair back. “You get to be a Jedi, and I get to be a tiny green ghoul?”

      “Yoda is not a ghoul!” Skye shouts. “Forget it. Y’all figure out your own costumes and leave me out of it.”

      Fiona smiles at me as Skye storms out of the kitchen. “Some things never change. In fact, very little ever changes around here.”

      I press my lips shut to stop myself from telling her about a huge change that’s about to happen—Violet Ramsey is coming to Foster’s Creek. The news of her impending arrival has been burning a hole in me all day long. We’re about to get a visit from a woman who has dined with royalty and kissed the lips of Colin Firth. She’s a trailblazer, a legend, a force of nature.

      “Why are your eyes all…big and googly?” she asks.

      “Violet Ramsey is coming to Foster’s Creek.” The words skip off my tongue before I can silence them.

      “You weren’t supposed to tell me that, were you?”

      I bite my bottom lip and shake my head, guilty as charged. It felt good to say it though. Now I can revel in my excitement and share my dreams about what our first meeting will be like. Some secrets are so satisfying to release.
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      On the day Violet Ramsey arrives in Foster’s Creek, I’m in my store, dressed to the nines in a gold and blue silk jumpsuit with a vintage Gucci nautical-theme silk scarf tied at my neck. My hair is swept up in a messy mass of dark curls that are held back by a band of gold silk that was once a man’s tie. I repurposed it when I deemed a dramatic accessory essential to the integrity of the outfit.

      The nautical scarf is my tribute to Violet’s BAFTA-award-winning role in Far Away Shores, a miniseries about a naval commander and his adventurous wife who sailed the world with him. Violet will never know what I’m wearing, however, because Everett refuses to let me be part of the welcome party at the Magnolia Inn. He did take my suggestion to fill her room with orchids—her favorite flower—and I’m sure he’ll take the credit for it when she thanks him.

      Far Away Shores plays on my laptop as I work, the volume so low I can hardly hear it. I don’t need to anyway. I’ve got the dialogue memorized. In fact, I’m reciting it right now. Violet was young when she made this series, her hair still thick, long, and nutmeg colored. She wasn’t the most beautiful actress in the world, even back then, but her intelligence, vitality, and charm made her magnetic. When she’s onscreen, you simply cannot take your eyes off of her.

      I continue sorting through a box of clothing my friend Andie dropped off this morning as I perform Violet’s dialogue, piling the things I’ll consign on one side of the counter and the rejects on the other. Sometimes I think my mouth has to be moving while I work or I can’t get anything done, which probably makes me look a little nutty, but do I care? No, I do not.

      When the bell on the door jingles, I stop midscript and call out a greeting. “Good morning! Welcome to Twice⁠—”

      Sweet sassy molassey.

      The most beautiful man I’ve ever seen in person strides through my door. Dark glossy hair, light brown skin, and a physique that’s impressive even when covered by the finest tailored suit money can buy. I swear, the seam on his pants could slice bread.

      “Twice Nice,” I squeak out.

      He’s not small-town hot. He’s not even mid-sized city hot. This man—because he is a man—is Hollywood-grade handsome. His face is a masterpiece of angles and lines, slopes and planes. A sculpture come to life. He has a wide, generous mouth and a strong nose, and I’m dying to see his eyes, which are hidden behind an expensive-looking pair of aviators.

      The only other man who ever had the ability to stun me into silence with his mere presence was my college British Literature teacher, Professor Grenier, who told me at the end of the course that he wished I’d contributed more in class. My friends who overheard him doubled over in laughter because they’d never seen me at a loss for words. And lightning has struck twice because I am, at this very moment, speechless.

      He takes over the room as soon as he enters, so magnetic that no one could possibly look anywhere else, at least that’s my excuse. He scans the shop, but his gaze stops when it finds me. At least I’m guessing he’s looking at me. Hard to tell with his peepers hidden, which might be a good thing. Add a fine pair of eyes to this manly mix, and I might pass out.

      “Good afternoon. I’m looking for Catriona McBryde.”

      His accent is English, well-educated, and smooth as an ice rink. He appears to be of Indian descent, and as he steps closer, I get a subtle whiff of what smells like expensive cologne. He couldn’t look, sound, or smell more cosmopolitan if he stepped out of GQ magazine. With every passing second, I feel more country with a dash of bumpkin.

      The cotton blouse I’m holding slides out of my hands. “That’s me. I’m she.” Why the hell am I suddenly talking like the Cat in the Hat? I straighten up my shoulders and press my chest out. “How can I help you?”

      He removes the sunglasses and slips them into the breast pocket of his suit jacket. “This is your shop?”

      Dammmmmn.

      His eyes are deep set, dangerously dark, and so intense they could spark a fire in a woman’s loins. Right now, I’m that woman.

      I take a deep breath and steady myself. “Yes, I’m the store owner.” I casually pick up the blouse and place it into the keep pile.

      At least I’m speaking coherently, but forming sentences is an effort. I can’t imagine why he has walked in my door and asked who I am. Judging by his expensive suit, he isn’t here to try on a cowboy shirt and a string tie.

      As he approaches the front counter, my body reacts against my will. My heart races and my palms sweat, but I work to maintain eye contact and a calm smile. He doesn’t need to know the effect he has on me, although I’m guessing my reaction to his looks is common.

      “I was sent over by…” As he’s speaking, his eyes drift to the laptop sitting on the side counter. Violet Ramsey’s face fills the screen, her eyes full to the brim with tears of anguish. Her husband took a boom to the head during a hurricane, and now she’s in charge of the ship. Mr. Gorgeous looks back over at me, his expression even more guarded than before. “Why is that on?”

      “Far Away Shores?” I suddenly feel a bit defensive. He may be hot, but he doesn’t get to critique my taste in television shows. “It’s on because it’s a masterpiece. Obviously.”

      “You’re a Violet Ramsey fan?” he asks.

      Normally, if anyone else asked this question, I’d explain how I’m a superfan who has seen every movie, bought her autobiography the day it came out, and created window displays based on the costumes in her films. But something tells me to moderate what’s coming out of my piehole right now.

      Violet Ramsey is in town with her assistant. Tabby described him as overprotective and anxious. The man standing in front of me has a British accent and certainly seems to be tightly wound.

      “Of course I’m a fan, aren’t you?”

      I force myself to casually pluck another item of clothing out of the donation box. Unfortunately, it turns out to be a silk negligee. It’s a flimsy scrap of black fabric with see-through lace in the bosom area, clearly something you don’t wear when you want to get any sleep. He and I both notice what I’m holding at the same time, and my entire body bursts into flames as I slide it into the keep pile. Fine, I didn’t actually combust, but I’m blushing like mad from head to toe, and that is not something I do. There’s something incendiary about this man’s gaze that is seriously lethal.

      He studies me for a moment before saying in his smooth voice, “Tabby from the Magnolia Inn recommended I come see you. I’m looking for someone who might act as a tour guide for myself and a friend while we’re in the area, and she suggested you might be interested in the position.”

      I discreetly pinch my thigh to make sure I’m not dreaming. If I’m right about this, Violet Ramsey—a.k.a. Prudence Entwhistle—needs assistance with scouting locations for her film, and I’ve been pegged for the job. Internally, I’m freaking out, but I don’t want to show all my cards to the Prince of Cool.

      “That sounds like it would be delightful! I’d be thrilled to show y’all around.”

      I have to bite my bottom lip to keep myself from grinning like a fool. His eyes travel to my mouth, and for a flash I see his facade come down. There’s a sparkle in his gaze and a looseness to his jaw as he stares at my lips and then, just as quickly, the guard goes back up like a shield, and he’s all business.

      “We can pay you, of course.”

      Get paid for escorting the luminous Violet Ramsey around my town? I must have fallen asleep and woken up in a fairy tale. Then again, friends don’t take money from friends for being neighborly.

      “That’s not necessary.” I wave my hand, scattering his concerns to the wind. “You’re in the South. I’m happy to take you on a little tour, show you the sights.”

      I expect him to smile, which he does not. “I’m guessing she’ll want more than a little of your time. We’ll pay an hourly rate, if that’s alright with you. Would fifteen dollars be acceptable?”

      Thrilled as I am to make some extra green, I’m also a bit disappointed to find this turning into such a formal business transaction. Silly me, I was picturing myself becoming friends with Violet Ramsey. Then again, who says that can’t happen?

      He glances over at the laptop again, a concerned expression clouding his face. He must think I’m one of those nutty superfans who’s going to pepper Dame Ramsey with questions or fawn all over her. I need to distract him from those thoughts.

      “You actually came to the right person for a tour of Foster’s Creek. I was born and raised here. I left for a short stint in New York City, but couldn’t stay away. Now I own this store and a house downtown. It’s not on the historic register, but it’s got loads of charm. It was built in the late 1800s.”

      “I’m from England,” he says dryly. “We have toilets still in use from the 1800s.”

      I tilt my head thoughtfully. “As someone who cares about the environment, I have to say that doesn’t seem very water wise.”

      Ignoring my joke, he gestures to the laptop, clearly fixated on it. “Why do Americans love films about English aristocrats? It’s not like you could possibly relate to people like this.”

      “Some of the themes are universal,” I argue, for a moment put at ease by a subject I’m passionate about. “The strictures of being a woman in a patriarchal society, the pain of lost and unrequited love.” He watches me intently, and I get distracted by his lips, which are pleasingly full and ripe for a nibble. “Finding one’s voice within a community that wants you to fit into a certain mold…”

      “What are your hours here?” he says, abruptly changing the subject. “Are you going to have the time⁠—”

      “I own the store,” I remind him. “I can come and go as I please.”

      This is patently false. I don’t have any employees, except for my friend Isabelle who works for me three afternoons a week. But if I tell him I have work issues, he’ll find someone else to be Dame Ramsey’s tour guide, and that would gut me.

      He’s quiet for several seconds, assessing me carefully. “We can offer you twenty dollars an hour for your services. If that’s amenable, shall we say nine o’clock tomorrow morning?”

      I want to squeal and jump up and down, but that would scare him away in a hot second. I reel in my excitement and play it cool. “That sounds just fine.”

      With obvious disdain, he picks up the negligee and rubs a thumb over the black material. His hands are broad and strong, and there are several long-healed scars on the backs of them.

      “This isn’t real silk.”

      His pompous tone snaps me out of my reverie over his hands. “Thank you so much for bringing that to my attention. I’ll have it burned immediately.”

      He stares at me for a long moment, and I refuse to wilt under his gaze. “An American comedian. Excellent.” Then he strides to the door, saying over his shoulder. “Until tomorrow, Ms. McBryde.”

      “Wait!” I call out. “I don’t know your name.”

      He slides his aviators onto his face and opens the door before turning back to say, “Kiran. Kiran Madan.”

      Instead of reminding myself that he was a stuck-up ass, I charge to the front window to watch him strut his fine ass down the street. I expect bombs to explode behind him as he glides away from the carnage unscathed, the tail of his suit jacket blowing in the wind. Nothing like that happens, of course, but I do catch Mrs. Biddle, a local octogenarian, and her caregiver gaping at him as he crosses their path. Their lips part in shock and awe, and I can imagine the intake of their breath and the pitter-patter of their hearts as they absorb the magnitude of his sexiness. I feel you, ladies, I really do. Thank goodness we have an EMS station right across the street because that man is going to be causing arrhythmia all over town.
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      It is a truth universally acknowledged that sleeping with your next-door neighbor is a terrible idea. After the deed is done, you’re going to be in for many uncomfortable encounters at the mailbox. Exhibit A, I walk outside my house to find my neighbor Baird stretched out on a rickety lounge chair in his front lawn. We had mediocre sex about a month ago, and now I’m doomed to run into him every single time I leave my house.

      Baird’s gangly body is clad in a pair of nylon shorts, and on his face are a pair of oversized white plastic sunglasses with mirrored lenses. The ensemble suits him, since he’s sort of a crunchy granola/hipster hybrid, but that does not mean I find his style attractive. The worst part is that every time I look at him now, I can’t help but envision us doing the doodlebop. It should have just been one of my least memorable sexual encounters—I started thinking about my quarterly taxes before it was even over—but having to face Baird on the daily means the memory of our naked encounter will never die. The fact that he screamed “Reba!” when he climaxed will stay with me in perpetuity. Was he referring to the country singer? The Phish song? An ex-girlfriend? Maybe someday I’ll ask him, but probably not.

      He waves at me lazily because that’s how he does everything. Including sex. It’s a dilemma, being a woman with a high sex drive in a small town where the pool of attractive, eligible men is rather small. I’ve made my way through all the ones that I wanted to shag, and now I’m down to the Bairds of the world. It almost makes me wish I had a fuck buddy, although even that type of long-term commitment makes me feel twitchy.

      “Hey, Baird.” As I stroll down my front walkway, I call out, “You enjoying this beautiful day?”

      He smiles and links his hands behind his head. Baird is nothing if not imbued with an inflated sense of self-confidence. I’m fairly certain he thinks that I’m pining away for another night with him.

      “Sure am,” he says. “I love a summer that lasts into fall.”

      His pale freckled shoulders are already pinking up.

      “Day off?” I ask.

      “Nope, I’m headed to work in an hour or so.”

      Baird’s main source of income is the grow room in his enclosed porch, but I’m not supposed to mention that to anyone. He’s paranoid about getting caught, understandably. He supplements his weed income as a waiter at a local restaurant called Angelo’s. A cannabis devotee who works in a pizza place—it’s a perfect fit. It’s amazing that with what must be a serious case of the munchies and free-flowing pizza he’s still about a hundred fifty pounds soaking wet.

      “You headed to your shop?” he
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