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      Samantha Johnson had the patience of a saint.

      She stood behind the cluttered and stained counter of the paint station at Marigold Hardware Store, three different colors of pink paint splattered on what had started out as a white bib apron. The apron looped over her head and had three large pockets just below the waist for her cell phone, a measuring tape, peppermints, and whatever else she happened to need on any particular day.

      There was a stripe of lemonade pink at her waist. A splash of crepe pink across her left pocket. And a rather large splash of flamingo pink in the center of her chest. Quite honestly she could barely see a difference between the colors and found them all equally pretty.

      Samantha looked like she’d been in a paintball war. But she found the smell of fresh paint comforting. It reminded her of her father and the days when he used to flip houses. That was before they’d moved back to Marigold.

      Mr. Miller, a regular customer, stood on the other side of the counter with his seven-year-old granddaughter, Abby. Mr. Miller wore a light gray fedora hat over his gray hair. A look no one in Samantha’s age group could pull off. Mr. Miller looked like a man who would smoke fine cigars and read Shakespeare, but apparently his specialty was fine carpentry work.

      The three of them were the only ones in the front of the store. Samantha didn’t mind mixing paint, especially when it made Abby so excited.

      “How about something like this?” Samantha asked, holding up a pale pink paint card that reminded her of the roses on her senior prom corsage. It was called ballet slipper.

      “Oooh. That’s pretty.” Abby Miller’s eyes lit up. “Let’s try that one.”

      Samantha tucked her hair behind her ears, smiled, and pulled a fresh pint of paint from the shelf behind her. She keyed in the color code and locked the paint in the mixing machine. She pulled a peppermint from her pocket and slipped it in her mouth. She’d had nothing but a pack of peanut butter crackers for lunch.

      The roar of the paint machine filled the air.

      Abby stood on a little foot stool allowing her to reach the top of the counter. She plucked a fresh brush from the glass jar of clean sample paint brushes. Then she entertained herself by sorting the paint cards – about twenty-five in various shades of pink - while they waited for the paint to mix.

      “How big is your dollhouse?” Samantha asked as the paint machine did its thing.

      “It’s as tall as I am. Maybe taller. And it’s got soooo many rooms. My grandpa made the whole thing.”

      Samantha exchanged a smile with Mr. Miller. “Your grandpa must love you a whole lot.”

      Abby bounced on the stool. “He does. And it’s going to be so pretty when it’s painted pink.”

      “You know,” Samantha said. “Pink’s my favorite color, too. In fact, I think you could use one of these darker colors,” Samantha tapped one of the cards in front of Abby. “like this watermelon pink, for the trim and maybe this rosewood color for the roof.”

      “Maybe.” Abby studied the paint splashes on the block of wood in front of her. They’d tried those two colors earlier, so Samantha was only suggesting colors Abby had already shown interest in.

      The paint mixer stopped turning. Samantha pulled out the little bucket of ballet slipper paint and opened the lid. She was pretty sure she’d soon be wearing this color, too.

      Ten minutes later, she gathered up all six paint cans and hauled everything over to the checkout counter.

      As Mr. Miller swiped his credit card, Samantha bagged up the paint. “Be sure and bring me a picture when it’s all painted.”

      “I will.” Abby said. “Do you want to come help us paint it?”

      Samantha laughed. “I just might do that.”

      The store was quiet after they left. As usual for a late Tuesday afternoon, there wasn’t much business. Samantha sat on a metal stool – the most uncomfortable seat possible - behind the checkout counter where she’d propped her iPad and found her place on her Kindle app.

      She was about ninety-five percent finished with Jane Eyre and had a test on it at the university in the morning.

      After about ten minutes, she stood up and slid the stool aside with her foot. It was more comfortable to just stand up. She smiled as she noticed a splash of pink paint on her white canvas sneakers. The pink paint matched the pink laces in her shoes.

      After reading the last page, she went into the back storage room and began to sort the unbelievably disorganized mess of boxes and metal shelves. If a customer came into the store, the door sensor would chime an alert.

       It didn’t take any time at all for her to have a stack of empty boxes to throw out. After setting the boxes on the counter until she could take them out to the dumpster later, she saw a customer standing in front of the cash register.

      A man she hadn’t seen before.
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      Colton Mitchell stepped inside the back door of his family’s hardware store and the smell of fresh paint mixed with treated lumber swept him back to his teenage years.

      The hardware store was jumbled and crowded with boxes of unknown things. Colton would have sworn that some of the cardboard boxes that had been left on the floor next to the shelves were the same boxes that had been there when Colton was a teen or maybe even before that.

      He passed by the two back rooms, the door to his father’s office was closed and locked. The other, the door to the all-purpose room stood open. There was a white box of cookies and doughnuts that someone dropped off every morning. Every single morning. The box of sweets from the local bakery was as much a part of the store as the screwdrivers and paint cans.

      Colton almost stopped to see if there were any red heart cookies left, but he was determined to avoid sweets.

      Colton had spent his summers working here at the family store for as long as he could remember. Even before his dad had him officially working, he’d bring Colton to the store and let him play. Play had slowly morphed into work and the hardware store had become a way of life.

      But it wasn’t the way of life that Colton wanted. Colton took after his mother in that way. His mother had loved to travel while his father preferred to spend his days in the hardware store. After a few years, his mother had started traveling without Colton’s father.

      When Colton hadn’t been in the store with his father, he’d been seeing the world with his mother.

      Personally, Colton preferred the scent of jet fuel to that of fresh paint.

      He’d shaken the dust of Marigold off his feet five years ago. Unfortunately, life didn’t always go as planned.

      His younger brother, Jack, had left town two months ago to chase his dream of playing baseball. Colton didn’t hold that against him. He’d chased his own dream of becoming an airplane pilot. But now their father was recovering from a heart attack and Jack wasn’t in a place to come home to pick up the slack. If he gave up on his career now, there would be no second chance.

      Sometimes being the older child was a pain in the neck.

      Thank God for the hired help. Especially Dave Butcher. He’d been with the family since before Colton was born. But Dave couldn’t do everything. He was out this afternoon, leaving someone named Sammie in charge.

      According to his dad, Sammie was a part-time college student. Colton’s first official task was stopping by to check on Sammie and lock up the store. Sammie, he was told, didn’t have keys.

      His father didn’t give out keys to the store lightly. Dave Butcher had a set of keys, but other than that, Colton knew of no one else who had ever been granted the privilege, dubious as it may be.

      As he’d suspected, the store was deserted. Back before the big box stores hit, the hardware store had been a hub of activity. Retired men would come to the store just to hang out, drink coffee, and eat the cookies and brownies.

      Colton had to admit it was a great ploy on his father’s part. Every day at least one of the men would leave with a purchase. And anytime they needed a hammer, a screwdriver, or plywood for their latest project, they automatically thought about Marigold Hardware.

      It had been an icon in Marigold.

      Then the older men started to die off. That combined with the big chain stores had hurt business. Colton didn’t know if his father even turned a profit anymore. And he wasn’t about to ask. Not while his father had breath in him. The hardware store was an extension of his father and no one dared question its importance.

      Not even Colton’s mother. She’d given up travel to stay home and take care of her elderly mother.

      Colton’s grandmother lived in the backyard of his father’s house. She didn’t drive anymore, so Colton’s mother drove her to all her doctor’s appointments and what not. And she always had dinner with Colton’s parents.

      At the moment, his mother was taking care of both Colton’s father and her mother. Colton didn’t envy her.

      He’d taken his two week vacation to come home and help out. Even though he could run the hardware store himself, it was not something he ever wanted to have to do.

      When he stepped into the store, the second thing he noticed after the lack of customers, was the lack of staff.

      If that Sammie had gone off without locking up the store, he might as well look for another job. With things the way they were now, everything in here could disappear. It was a far cry from the days when a man would come back to pay for a box of screws that he accidentally wasn’t charged for.

      Those were days Colton had grown up on. He couldn’t even think about coming back here now and giving up flying. No matter how much he tried to get his mother to take a trip with him, she wouldn’t leave the responsibility of taking care of his grandmother and now his father.

      When a Mitchell committed to something, there was no stopping them.

      Colton stood in front of the check-out counter and, after making a visual sweep of the store, glared at the unoccupied counter.

      He did not want his first job to be firing the part-time help.

      There was a supply room behind the counter where they kept things as they came in. If someone needed something that wasn’t on the shelves, there was a good chance that it was somewhere in that room. At least if someone could find it.

      He watched as a young lady in a pink splattered apron came out of the back room, her arms loaded with boxes.

      She saw him the moment she set the boxes on the counter.

      “I am so sorry, Sir,” she said. “I didn’t hear you come in. The battery in the door sensor must be out again. What can I help you with?”
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