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“Aha.” Keely Holden squatted down and plucked a heart shaped rock from the sand. Maybe it wasn’t a perfect heart, but it would work, and she brushed the sand off. 

“I don’t know, Keely,” Jillian Mesic said as she searched the beach. “I might have to work with any old rock this time.”

“I’ll look with you. We need to do this right.” Keely turned to check a different area, knowing there had to be another heart somewhere.

“Found one.” Jillian held it out so Keely could see.

“Good. I’ve been thinking. Maybe we need to throw two rocks this year.”

“You’re changing the rules after all these years?”

“Think for a second. We started doing this when we were thirteen. How many times has this resulted in boyfriends for us?” Keely tossed her rock in the air, being careful to catch it so it wouldn’t hit the sand again.

“Did you have to bring that up right now? I’m trying to be hopeful and positive,” Jillian said.

“What harm can it do to throw in two wishing rocks? Think about the zillion ways other people make wishes. On stars, throwing coins in fountains, with eyelashes, blowing out birthday candles, on rainbows, and a lot of other ways.”

Jillian sighed. “Why are we still doing this? We’re thirty, not thirteen.”

“Because we’re still thirteen in our hearts, we haven’t had dates all winter, and maybe when the tourists get here we’ll have a chance. Now let’s each find another rock and do this, and this year we’ll both find boyfriends. Or should they be called manfriends since we’re thirty?”

“No. Let’s stick with boyfriends.” Jillian gestured to the ground. “Let’s get to work and find more rocks. It’s not exactly warm here with that onshore breeze.”

“It’s only May, and it’s not that cold.” Keely was glad she had worn her pink hoodie and jeans. She wished spring was warmer and summer would hurry up and arrive. Maybe by the fourth of July they’d have warm weather, but in Clemmons, Massachusetts, the holiday weekend temperatures could be anywhere from the seventies down to the fifties. Spying another heart shaped rock, she picked it up, then went to help Jillian.

“I’ve got one that’s close enough.”

“Let’s go, then.” Approaching the shoreline, Keely stood where her sneakers wouldn’t be splashed by the waves, and got into position. “Ready?”

“I’m ready. One at a time? Or both at once? Since the wishes are for the same thing.”

Keely stared at Jillian. “I don’t know. I really don’t know.”

“One at a time.” Jillian threw her rock, then turned to Keely. “You go.”

Separating her rocks, Keely whipped the first one as far as she could throw it, as if greater distance would make the difference between her wish coming true or life being the same old, same old, and she watched it hit the water with the tiniest of splashes. Once Jillian threw her second rock, Keely threw hers. Staring at the waves, she wondered how many more times she and Jillian would perform the silly ritual. “I guess that’s it.”

“Let’s go get some lunch so we can warm up.”

“Hot chocolate sounds good, doesn’t it?” But nowhere near as good as finding a boyfriend sounded.

When they were seated by the window at the Sunnyside Café and Tara had taken their lunch orders, Keely organized the packets of sugar. “I wasn’t going to tell you this because it’s kind of a crazy idea.”

“You have to tell me now. And it can’t be any crazier than throwing rocks in the ocean to get boyfriends, so let’s hear it.”

Keely glanced around to make sure no one would be able to overhear. It was one thing to share her ridiculous ideas with Jillian, who had been hearing them since they were in fifth grade, but there was no need to spread things any farther. “I saw a movie last night about two women who were down in the dumps about not having boyfriends, and it made me think of us, except for the down in the dumps part, because we aren’t. Anyway, one of them got this idea to start wearing an engagement ring because she thought it would attract guys.”

Jillian laughed. “That makes no sense. Why would she even think that would attract guys?”

“But it did attract them, and she ended up going out with two different guys and had to decide which one she really wanted.”

“You know this whole thing is wrong on several levels, don’t you, Keely?”

“Yes, and I also know it was just a movie. Except I did some internetting and read that there are guys who see a diamond ring as a challenge. So guess what I’m going to do?”

“Tell me you’re not.”

“I am, and I’m not the only one. You and I are going to buy stunning fake diamonds, but not from any store in Clemmons. We’re going where no one knows us, and we’re going to wear them and whoever gets asked out first is the winner.” Keely was used to Jillian’s lengthy stares while her friend processed her ideas, but she had a good feeling about this one. Well, a fairly good feeling. Actually, just a slightly hopeful feeling. “I’ll buy the rings myself if you want. You just have to wear yours.”

“What do you suppose our parents and sisters are going to say when they find out we’re suddenly engaged and we haven’t bothered mentioning the fact we’re even dating someone?”

“Maybe we’ll have to remember to take the rings off when we get home from work. Or we can even keep them in our cars. Maybe in a cupholder. Come on, Jillian. This is an experiment worth trying. What harm can it do?”

“Let’s talk about the fact if a guy asks us out when we’re wearing our rings and things end up working out, who’s to say he isn’t going to ask out every girl wearing a ring while he’s dating us?”

“We’d tell him about the fake engagement pretty soon. Tell him we were doing an experiment. Then he won’t be asking out other girls if he really likes us.”

“I don’t know, Keely. There’s potential for trouble ahead.”

“There’s also potential for more loneliness ahead if we don’t at least try something. It’s been so flipping long since I was on a date and I’m tired of sitting home alone.” Keely slid her arms off the table when Tara appeared with their plates, but she kept her eyes on Jillian because she knew from years of experience Jillian would crumble under the pressure.

Sighing, Jillian said, “Fine.”

“Thank you, thank you. Can we go right after lunch?”

“Fine.”

“This is so exciting. I think we should keep diaries about our experiences.” Keely picked up her fork. 

“My diary is going to be the shortest diary in the world, since no one is going to ask me out.”

“Don’t be such a pessimist. You’re gorgeous with all that blonde hair and your face that could launch a thousand ships. You’ll have guys chasing after you in no time.”

Jillian shook her head. “Don’t be heartbroken if this doesn’t work out the way you’re thinking it’s going to work out, since your idea came from Hollywood.”

“You’ll see.”
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Brogan Montgomery stared at the laptop on the wooden counter while he waited for the store’s program to download, as if staring would speed up the process. Meanwhile he had cartons of books to shelve, which would go a hell of a lot more quickly if there were two working at it instead of one. “How are you doing, Nick?” He saw his friend move from one aisle to the next and wished the books had come through already sorted by genre, then by author, but life didn’t work that way.

“Flying through these boxes like I’m being paid for it,” Nick Richfield said.

“I’m springing for lunch and dinner. What more do you want?”

“Don’t get me started.”

Temporarily giving up on the laptop, Brogan left the counter and chose a box for himself, tearing into it to see what he was dealing with. He’d moved past the “Am I out of my mind?” stage about buying Page Turner and had decided to keep the bookstore’s existing name in an effort to convince customers little would change under his ownership. 

Now he hoped he’d be able to shelve all the books so he’d look ready when he opened his doors tomorrow. Wyatt and Sophie, employees of the previous owner, had agreed to stay on, saving Brogan from the headache of hiring new people. “Nick, how can these stores be closed on Sundays?” Today he was thankful for the closure because it gave him time to finish getting set up, and Nick was able to help him instead of having to do his own job at Atlantic Sportswear, a few doors down on Main Street, but Brogan saw the Sunday closures as lost revenue.

“Blue laws, my friend. You’ll be thankful this summer when you have that day of rest and can hang out at the beach. Hope you can deal with the difference between living in western Massachusetts and being so close to the ocean.” Nick looked out the windows. “Check out the passing scenery.”

Brogan paused with his hands full of books and saw a brunette and a blonde walking past his store. “You know them?” He’d just moved to the one-bedroom apartment over the store, but Nick had lived in Clemmons for a few years.

“Wish I did. I’ve seen them around, but if you wait long enough, you’ll see everybody in town pass your store.” Nick looked at Brogan. “You ready to try looking again?”

Brogan shrugged. “I’ll be too busy for a while.”

“Well, when you’re ready, let me know. As you just saw, you’ll have your pick, and when the season really kicks off, there’ll be girls everywhere.”

“How about you, Nick? You aren’t dating anyone, are you?”

“I’m in between ladies right now. Think I’ll order the surf and turf for dinner, since you’re paying.” Nick grinned.

“Order anything you want. It’ll be a while before I pick up the tab again.”

“Is that apartment going to give you claustrophobia after living in that three-bedroom house you had?”

“It’s big enough for one. And if this place does what I hope it does, I’ll get a condo and rent out the apartment.” Brogan pulled out another handful of books, thrillers this time, and he crossed the creaking wooden floorboards to reach the right shelves, thinking about how much room his house had had. Enough for a wife and a couple of kids, which was what he’d had in the back of his mind when he’d bought it. 

But after that painful breakup, he’d needed a major change in his life and when Nick mentioned the bookstore was coming on the market, he’d jumped on it, sold his house, quit his job, and moved to the coast. So far he had no regrets about turning his life upside down. Probably because he’d only been there a couple days. 

And if the change turned out to be an epic fail, he’d find another IT job in the Clemmons area. He liked the town and being near the ocean and he liked his store. It was enough for now. And he owed Nick for pointing him in the right direction when he was scrambling for what to do next. “Where do you go to meet girls?”

“There’s a couple of bars in town, and there’s the Tavern. And there are a lot of girls working in the Main Street stores. If you have a chance to stop in any of the other stores you’ll meet them.”

Meeting the neighbors would be a smart idea on every level. “I’ll do that.”

“Did you email Evelyn Polk yet?” Nick asked. “She’s the chairwoman for the Main Street Shops’ Committee and you need to get on her contact list.”

“This morning, yeah, and she got right back to me.” 

“Every year before Memorial Day weekend she sends an email about a meeting to discuss the theme for the summer. Her idea is we aren’t all competing against each other, we’re supporting each other.”

“One big happy family?” Brogan grinned.

“Yeah, but not like you’re probably thinking. Well, you’ll see. She hasn’t sent her email out yet, but we’re getting close to Memorial Day so it’ll be here soon.”

“I think there were people in Page Turner,” Keely said when she unlocked the doors to her Golf. “Maybe it’s the new owners.”

“I’m so glad Ron found someone to buy it so the shop won’t sit there empty,” Jillian said. “It’s not a good look for Main Street, plus we need our bookstore, and not just in the summer for the tourists.”

“I hope they’re open tomorrow so we can check it out.” They climbed in and Keely started the car. “Are you ready to get engaged? I can’t wait to see what ring you choose for yourself.”

“This feels ridiculous, Keely.”

“Ridiculous but fun. I hope the rings look at least a little bit real.” 

“Yeah. And since I’m in this to win myself a man, I guess I’ll go for the biggest stone I can find. How about you?”

“Why not? If we’re going to have fake fiancés, they may as well be rich and generous fake fiancés, right Jillian? Today is all about rocks, heart shaped and diamond shaped.”
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“We need to think about our price cap.” Keely eased her Golf into a space in the Target parking lot.

Jillian laughed. “Speak for yourself. I don’t want my fiancé to look like a cheapskate.”

“I’m thinking maybe twenty-five. That should be enough for a nice, sparkly cubic zirconia, right?”

“Since I have zero experience buying CZ, I guess we’re about to find out.”

“If these rings are in glass cases and not self-service, we need to come up with a reason for buying them or the sales person is going to wonder about us.”

“We don’t live in this town and no one is going to know us, Keely. We shouldn’t have to explain a thing. Let’s get in there and buy us some bling.”

Twenty minutes later, Keely and Jillian walked out the sliding glass doors and into the parking lot, Keely’s left hand extended as she gazed at her newest piece of jewelry. “It’s not bad. It’s actually really pretty.”

“So much for your price cap of twenty-five dollars. I got an engagement ring and a wedding band for less than that, and there you are with a honking four-carat thing,” Jillian said.

“It’s only 3.86 carats, and it’s worth the forty-ish price tag. Thanks for paying for your own, even though I offered.”

“So we’re not wearing these in front of our families, but we’re wearing them everywhere else?” Jillian opened the car door.

“Yes. We can flip the ring over to just show the band if somebody we don’t want questioning us suddenly comes into our store and we don’t have a pocket we can shove it into.” Keely frowned. “I’m not sure what to tell my co-workers at Serendipity. Maybe they won’t notice.”

“Wouldn’t you notice if somebody showed up with a huge diamond, even if it was fake?”

“I’ll figure it out. You will, too. Now let’s go home so we can stare at our new rings and hope this experiment works. But first, I think we need to commemorate this occasion with photos so we can look back on this someday and laugh about it.” Keely held out her phone and posed with her left fingertips against her cheek while Jillian took a few shots, then Keely returned the favor. 

“I really like your emerald cut, and I’m starting to think my oval cut looks kind of chintzy,” Jillian said, studying her ring.

“Yours is gorgeous and you’ve got that lovely wedding band, too. You never know when a wedding band is going to come in handy.”

Jillian stared at Keely. “We aren’t normal, are we?”

“Not even a little. But who gets to decide what normal is, anyway?”

Brogan was attaching genre signage when Nick said, “Hey, check your email. Evelyn sent us something.”

Brogan wanted to finish setting up so he could go upstairs and drop onto his recliner, and checking email could wait. “What does she say?”

“’Hello everyone’, yada yada, meeting on Wednesday night at 8:10 for all Main Street shop owners and employees about this year’s summer program.”

“That’s vague. You go to these things?”

“Oh, yeah,” Nick said. “And I’d advise you to go, too, and not just for what’s coming. It’s a good place to meet the ladies.”

“What’s with the 8:10 time?”

“All the stores close at eight, so it gives everybody a chance to get there in time. You think you’ll go?”

Brogan thought maybe attending would be a good thing, since it would force him out of the bookstore. He had a feeling he’d be spending most of his life in the store, before, during, and after hours until he managed to make a success of it. Maybe everyone who’d started a business felt the same, but he wasn’t ready to compare notes with anyone in Clemmons. Nick didn’t own Atlantic Sportswear, he was Assistant Manager, which carried its own set of concerns, but they were different from his own. Maybe Brogan could meet many of his neighbors Wednesday night, since he didn’t anticipate having time to go door-to-door in the next three days to introduce himself. “I’ll be there.”

On Wednesday, since Keely worked until eight and wouldn’t have time to go home to change her clothes, she packed shorts and a tee shirt in her tote bag, and once Audrey closed up Serendipity, she told Keely she was off to the meeting and would see Keely there. While Keely was changing in the rest room, her ring snagged on her shirt. Of course it did. Freeing the prongs, she stared at the ring. So far only Audrey had noticed it, and Keely had given her a brief and somewhat factual reason behind it, also asking Audrey not to mention it to anyone. Audrey had laughed and shaken her head, and Keely knew her secret was safe.

The question now was, should she wear it to the meeting? Yes. What was the purpose of wearing it only sometimes? She and Jillian were competing against each other but also trying to determine if the ring made a difference in their dating, or lack of dating, lives. 

As soon as she was all suited up in her casual togs, she checked the time and saw she only had five minutes to run up Main Street to the Town Hall and hope to find a seat.

Front door. It would be quicker if she went out the front door. And she needed to relock it, which was going to use up valuable seconds. Well, that couldn’t be helped. Flipping the deadbolt open, then juggling her keys in hopes of finding the right one, and quickly, she pushed the door open with her back, not expecting to feel resistance. “Hey.”

Brogan was running late for the meeting, but he’d been in conversation with a customer he hadn’t wanted to rush, and between dodging slow moving pedestrians and the trees someone had decided would look nice planted in the middle of the freaking sidewalk, he hadn’t seen the heavy glass door until it hit him. “Dammit.” 

Keely grimaced and turned around to see who she’d bumped. “Sorry. I didn’t see you. Are you all right?”

“You need to watch where you’re pushing your door.” Brogan moved around the girl. No, not girl. Woman. She was all woman. He didn’t have time to turn around to see which store belonged to the attacking door. Nor did he have time for a woman right now, no matter how stunning she was, and especially since she didn’t look before she wielded doors into oncoming foot traffic. The episode was just the icing on the hell-no cake that was his social life from now until who knew when. His last disaster was still too fresh in his mind to even think about trying another on for size. 

When he reached the Town Hall and saw the jammed parking lot, he was thankful he’d left his car in the municipal lot. Although he was tempted, he stopped himself from looking back to see if the brunette was behind him, then he pulled the handle of the front door of the white, two-storied wooden building and stepped inside.

After Keely managed to lock Serendipity’s door, she jogged after Mister Dammit, hoping she wasn’t late for the meeting. She also hoped she hadn’t injured the man, only startled him as much as he’d startled her. She’d never seen him around Clemmons before, and she was sure the scowl he’d been wearing would have caught her attention. With his light brown hair, pleasing facial features, six feet plus height, and dressed in a white polo shirt and black pants, he was a looker, as her grandmother used to say. A swearing looker, it was true, but maybe that’s what he always said when he crashed into doors. She could only imagine what he said when he was driving and other cars got in his way.

Reaching the granite steps of the Town Hall, she wondered if she were the last person to arrive, and hoped she didn’t have to sit in the front row. No. The front row was to be avoided, no matter what. She’d just stand at the back and hope she could hear everything that was said.
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Keely heard people sounds before she reached the meeting room, but luckily only coughs and throat clearings, not Evelyn’s voice already covering things Keely didn’t want to miss. Hurrying into the room, she saw her tardiness had lost her a chance to stand along the back wall, since there was a good crowd already there. Her eyes scanned the rows of seats, and seeing an empty chair not too far away, she scurried forward and stopped at the end of the row, then looked down into the eyes of the man in the aisle seat. Mister Dammit. Of course it would be him.

Brogan saw one of his questions had been answered, and not willing to give up his aisle seat, he stood to let the door crasher pass, then he and she sat at the same time. When she pulled a phone from her purse, he wondered what her plans were. Solitaire? Candy Crush? 

No. Texting. Eying the ring on her left hand, he wondered if she were texting her fiancé, then he faced forward, telling himself to pay attention to what was happening up front, which was what mattered. The fact the brunette was engaged was possibly the best news he’d gotten that day, since it meant there was no need for him to think about her again, except in regard to suddenly opening doors. Maybe on the return trip, he’d be able to see which store she’d come out of so he
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