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“Mom, are you sure you want to do this? I understand wanting to rediscover yourself, but do you really have to do it in some backwater town halfway across the country?” Susan’s voice was full of worry, a fact which amused Denise. Her risk-taker daughter had become a lot more risk-adverse since becoming a mother herself.

Denise laughed, glancing at the GPS screen on the center of her console and easing her rental car up Main Street. Not that she really needed the directions from the system. Spring Lake, Utah, had grown up in the years she’d been gone, but it hadn’t grown up that much. It was more like an awkward teenager trying to show it was as cool as its older siblings. There were new features more or less and a few more shopping options, but at heart it was the same little town.

“I appreciate your concern, duckling, but I’m going to be fine. I’ve wanted to run a shop here since I was a teenager. It’s about time I gave it a shot, don’t you think?”

“I...sheesh, Mom. You’re just so far away. What if something goes wrong?”

“That’s why there are airplanes. You’re all adults, sweetie, and with your father gone... well, it’s time I did something just for me for a change. Besides, I can eventually create a good grandma house here and maybe that’ll encourage you all to come and settle nearby.”

Silence came through the hands-free device followed by a sigh. “Okay, you have a point. And I do like the idea of people appreciating your candy making skills beyond just at Christmas. I know you’ll have the best shop in the place. Tim has a few days off coming up. I’ll see if we can swing a visit. I have to go; Banyan is out of bed again.”

Denise held back a laugh. Her grandson was a handful, and she resisted telling Susan that he was payback for how much of a handful she had been. “Give him hugs and kisses for me.”

“Love you, Mom.”

“You too.”

Denise disconnected the call, bringing the car around and stopping in front of the storefront. Black plastic lined the inside of the big windows, but the rest of the shop was as adorable as she’d remembered and cuter than the real estate photos. Designed to look like a fairytale cottage, the store was pink with white trim. When Denise was a teenager an older woman named Beverly had run the shop serving up ice cream creations and hot French fries. Many a first – and last – date had occurred at Ms. Beverly’s place. It’d been terribly sad when the woman passed away several years ago. From everything Denise had researched, the little shop hadn’t managed to find a long term owner since, having hosted a variety of shops that each only lasted for a few months.

She was hopeful her candy shop would do better.

She got out of the car, holding the shop keys tight in her hand. Her stomach was full of butterflies as she unlocked the door. She took a deep breath, then pushed the door open and stepped inside.

It was dark.

Denise laughed at herself and patted around the wall until she found a light switch. She flicked it on but nothing happened, and her laughter died. The electricity was supposed to be paid up through the end of the month. 

Something was wrong.

She glanced over her shoulder at the waning daylight and felt beyond the light switch until her fingers found the black plastic. She inched along the window, pulling the plastic back to let the light in. 

Denise gasped as what she saw.

The outside of the shop was pristine, but it looked like a bomb had gone off inside. The bakery counters were broken. The floor tiles showed cracks and water pooled in one corner. Parts of the drop ceiling sagged ominously and a pair of beady eyes glared at her from rodent level before disappearing into the back of the shop.

Denise leaned against the window, shock making her legs weak.

She’d been had.
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GREG WHISTLED SOFTLY as he loaded the ladder onto the hooks on the side of his truck. The green logo on the side was new, proudly proclaiming Hansen’s Handyman Services, Spring Lake, Utah. It’d taken him three years, but his little company was finally supporting itself, and he’d been able to afford the new Ford F250 which held his tools much better than the old Dodge he’d driven for the last dozen years. He’d loved the old Dodge, but the F250 was a much more comfortable ride, and the price had been right. 

He waved goodbye to Mr. Kent and climbed into the truck, pulling out of the elderly man’s driveway and turning down the road. It was after dinner time and Greg’s stomach reminded him that he’d worked through lunch, encouraging him to make a food stop at the nearby Polar Queen. The chicken sandwich and diet soda he ordered wasn’t the double burger and fries he wanted, but after his physical a couple weeks ago he was at least attempting to do as the doctor ordered.

While he was waiting for his order to be filled he glanced across the parking lot to the strip mall across the road. He’d lived in Spring Lake all his life and this little stretch of town held some fond memories from when he was younger. Most of the stores had been replaced with more modern businesses, but a couple of the old timers held out. He paused as his gaze reached the last one in the row, a cottage style shop that had been Pepto-Bismol pink for as long as he could remember. Rumor had it Ms. Beverly’s shop was scheduled for demolition, but right now there was a car parked out in front and the door was wide open.

The teenager working the drive thru window returned, handing him a white bag full of warm food. Greg tucked the receipt into his wallet before thanking the girl and pulling out. He came to the edge of the parking lot and glanced both ways. The smell of the food tempted him to just go home, but curiosity found him taking a right and pulling into the little strip mall and up to the pink shop.

He stopped next to the silver Audi A8, peering at the rental car license plate. It was a nicer car than most folks in town would normally drive. He got out and made his way to the building, peering inside. He was greeted with a mess of broken and discarded furniture and a shop in obvious disrepair under the light from the streetlamps. No wonder people were talking demolition. A sound caught Greg’s attention and he peered deeper into the mess catching sight of someone carrying a light back where the counter once stood. And not just someone, but a woman, from what he could see in the dim light.

“Excuse me? Miss? It’s probably not safe to be in there.”

She startled at the sound of his voice and spun toward him, pressing her hand to her chest. “Good heavens, are you trying to give me a heart attack?”

“I...no ma’am, but it’s really not a good idea for you to be in there.”

She shook her head, but began to pick her way to the door. “I don’t know that I can do it any more harm. The good news is that most of the damage seems to be to furniture and counter cases I wouldn’t have kept anyway.”

Wouldn’t have kept anyway? Greg turned over the words and quickly came to a conclusion. “You’re the new owner?”

“Yes, indeed.” She stepped into the square of light coming in from outside, her hand extended as though to shake his. She wore a grey business suit with a bright red blouse and sensible, low-heeled shoes and looked very out of place. “I’m...” The woman stopped moving, blinking in the faint light. “Oh, goodness. Greg.”

He stared at her and the sense of recognition he’d felt when she’d first spoken roared to life at the sight of her face. She might be older, with a few more wrinkles around her eyes and a lot more grey in her dark hair, but he would know Denise Richardson anywhere. She’d been his first teenage crush and his biggest heartbreak. A dozen memories flooded his brain, and he did his best to ignore them all, taking her extended hand.

“Denise. I... Hi. It’s been a long time.”
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IT WOULD BE A LIE TO say that Denise hadn’t thought of Greg Hansen since leaving Spring Lake thirty years ago, but it had always been in terms of fond old memories and a few bittersweet moments. A few years after she went to college her parents had moved to California, further removing any need to visit Spring Lake. Denise hadn’t made many efforts to keep track of her friends from high school, and most of them weren’t big on social media. She’d known there was a good chance she’d run into a few folks from those days when she came back, but she hadn’t expected it to be on the first day, and not Greg.

His hand was warm on hers, callused and tan. He bore the marks of time, much as she did, but he still had those broad shoulders she’d loved and that turn to his lips that always looked ready to smile. She realized he was waiting for her to respond and she nodded.

“Too long. I’ve missed the old town.” She offered him a smile. “So are you still living here, or did I just happen to catch you on a visit?”

Greg released her hand, though the warmth of his touch lingered. “I still live in town. Doug Holt sold off the top of his property about ten years ago. I built a home up there.”

Denise raised her eyebrows, surprised at the news. “Doug Holt sold some of his farm? I thought that would never happen. He said he was going to farm until he died.”

“He stuck to that for a long time, but after his second knee replacement his kids talked him into downsizing. He’s still got a few acres around the farmhouse where he grows peaches, and his wife still has the rose garden.”

Denise smiled, his words pulling up more memories of helping Sally Holt trim her roses and taking home a basket for her mother when her youngest sister was born. She hadn’t lived in Spring Lake for thirty years, and hadn’t expected those youthful memories to be so strong. “I’ll have to go by and visit them. I wonder if they’ll even remember me.”

Greg snorted, his eyes never leaving her face. The steadiness of his gaze almost made her want to look away, but she wasn’t a blushing teenager anymore and could be comfortable talking to an attractive man, even if it made her very aware of the space on her finger where her wedding band no longer rode.

“Doug Holt doesn’t forget anyone. He’s 86 and sharper than most of the town.” He paused, then asked gently. “What about you? Last I’d heard you’d gone back East – New York or something like that, wasn’t it? – and settled down with some corporate guy.”

“Worcester. It’s just outside of Boston. My husband and I both worked in the city. It’s a beautiful place to live.”

She saw his gaze dart to her left hand
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