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  Chapter 1


The mall corridor echoed with the solitary click of Grace's keys as she unlocked her shop at 4:17 AM. Dawn wouldn't break for another two hours, but donuts—proper, handmade donuts—demanded their own schedule, and Grace Noles had long since surrendered to their tyrannical timeline. She flipped the light switch, wincing as the overhead fluorescent flickered erratically, casting her tiny corner of Riverside Mall into a strobe-like existence that made her already-pounding headache throb with renewed enthusiasm. Third day this week with that same light acting up. She'd have to talk to maintenance again, not that they seemed particularly motivated to fix anything in this forgotten corner of retail purgatory. 
Grace's shop occupied what could generously be called a "cozy nook" and more accurately labeled a "repurposed storage closet with aspirations." The previous tenant had sold phone cases for exactly six weeks before disappearing in the night, leaving behind nothing but a faint scent of plastic and desperation. Grace had scrubbed the place for three days straight before she felt comfortable bringing food into it. Now, eight months later, the space had transformed—somewhat. The handwritten chalkboard menu hung slightly crooked despite her repeated attempts to level it. The counter barely accommodated her cash register and display case, forcing her to prepare most items in the backroom that was more hallway than kitchen. But it was hers. All hers.
The trays of fresh donuts waited in their carriers, still warm from her home kitchen where she'd been working since 2 AM. Grace lifted the first tray with reverent care, as though transporting newborns rather than pastries. In many ways, they were her babies—each one mixed, cut, fried, and glazed by her own hands. No mass-produced, factory-frozen imitations here. Just real ingredients and recipes she'd refined through years of 3 AM experiments and brutal self-criticism.
"Alright, my pretties," she whispered as she began arranging them in the display case. "Classic glazed up front where everyone can see you." She positioned each donut carefully, turning them so their best sides faced outward. The maple bars went next, perfectly aligned like soldiers in formation. Then came the filled varieties—raspberry, lemon curd, Bavarian cream—each one piped to the exact same weight and decorated with a distinctive pattern so customers could tell them apart.
Grace stepped back, head tilting as she evaluated her work. The display looked beautiful, but would anyone see it? Her shop sat at the dead end of the east corridor, past the restrooms and the emergency exit that no one used. Foot traffic had improved slightly since the new sporting goods store opened two doors down, but most shoppers turned around before they reached her little donut sanctuary. The mall management had promised her "vibrant consumer engagement in a high-visibility corridor" when she signed the lease. Eight months later, she was still waiting for this alleged visibility to materialize.
The warm, yeasty scent of fresh donuts battled against the artificial pine-cleaner smell that permeated the mall's air circulation system. Grace inhaled deeply, letting the comforting aroma center her. This smell—this was why she did it. This was what customers responded to, the invisible thread that occasionally pulled them down the forgotten corridor to her counter. No mall air freshener could compete with the primal appeal of sugar, butter, and dough.
Back behind the counter, Grace began piping fresh vanilla glaze onto a tray of chocolate cake donuts. Her flour-dusted fingers gripped the piping bag with practiced ease, creating perfectly consistent zigzags across each one. The repetitive motion usually calmed her, but today her mind wandered to the stack of bills waiting at home. Rent for both the shop and her apartment. Utilities. Ingredients. The loan payment for her commercial mixer. All of it due, and all of it dependent on people finding their way to her little shop.
Her parents' faces flashed unbidden in her memory—her father's defeated slump just a few years ago as he locked his hardware store for the final time, her mother's too-bright smile as she insisted Covid was "just a setback" while packing thirty years of inventory into cardboard boxes. The familiar tightness crept into Grace's chest, her breath shortening as though a phantom hand squeezed her lungs. That was not going to be her story. She wouldn't fail. She couldn't.
"Stop it," she muttered to herself, forcing a deep breath. "Different business, different economy, different everything." The mantra didn't entirely convince her, but it pushed back the rising panic enough that she could focus on her hands again, on the steady pressure needed to create the perfect line of glaze.
But her rhythm had been broken, and the next squeeze came too hard. Glaze spurted from the tip, landing half on the donut and half across the spotless stainless-steel counter, a white splatter that might as well have been a personal insult. 
"Dammit!" 
The word echoed too loudly in the empty shop. Grace grabbed a cloth, wiping frantically at the mess before it could set. 
No matter how many times she told herself that mistakes were normal, inevitable, even—part of being human—each one felt like evidence mounting against her. Proof that she wasn't good enough, meticulous enough, perfect enough to succeed where her parents had failed. She scrubbed at the counter until it gleamed again, then returned to the donut, carefully scraping off the excess frosting and reapplying it with slow, deliberate movements.
By 5:30 AM, everything was ready. The display case glowed with inviting warmth, each donut a testament to her craftsmanship. The coffee urn burbled contentedly, filling the air with its rich aroma. The counter gleamed, the register tape had been changed, and fresh napkins waited in their dispensers. Grace adjusted the small "Grand Opening" sign in her window—the one she couldn't quite bring herself to take down, because removing it felt like admitting the grand part of her opening had never quite materialized.
The mall began to stir around her. Maintenance staff wheeled trash bins past her shop, barely glancing inside. Security made their first rounds, the guard offering her a polite nod that she returned with a smile too bright and hopeful for this hour. The mall walkers would arrive soon, power-striding past her in their coordinated tracksuits, occasionally—very occasionally—stopping for a donut and coffee to reward their exercise.
Grace tucked an escaped blonde curl back under her cap, straightened her apron, and turned her sign to "Open." Another day. Another chance to prove that the Noles family businesses weren't cursed. Another opportunity to share her passion with the world, or at least with the small slice of humanity that wandered down to her end of Riverside Mall.
She allowed herself one moment of doubt, one deep breath of uncertainty, before squaring her shoulders and putting on her customer-ready smile. Whatever happened today, no one would be able to say she hadn't tried her absolute best. No one would ever question her dedication. Least of all herself.
And yet, three hours into her business day, Grace had rearranged the display case twice, wiped down the counter four times, and served exactly seven customers. Seven. Not seven hundred, not seventy—just seven individual human beings who had chosen to part with their money in exchange for her donuts. And three of those had been mall employees who got a discount. At this rate, she'd be able to pay her electric bill sometime around the tenth of never. She straightened a maple bar that was already perfectly aligned with its brethren, pressing down an irrational surge of resentment toward the orderly pastries. 
At least pretend you're trying to help, she thought at the innocent donut.
The morning mall walkers paraded past in their color-coordinated athletic wear, conversations about grandchildren and arthritis drifting through her open doorway. They glanced at her shop—sometimes—but rarely slowed their pace. Grace maintained her smile anyway, the muscles in her cheeks beginning to ache from the effort. One woman with a silver ponytail and pink tracksuit made momentary eye contact, and Grace's smile brightened with pathetic eagerness. The woman's gaze slid away like water off wax paper, her pace actually increasing as she power-walked past.
Rejection shouldn't still sting after months of the same, but somehow it did. Grace busied herself with reorganizing the napkin dispenser, as though the precise angle of paper squares might be the secret ingredient her business was missing. Maybe she should have installed one of those sandwich boards out in the main walkway? Or printed flyers to stuff under windshield wipers in the parking lot? But no—the mall had policies about such things. Strict policies that had been explained to her in excruciating detail by the management office when she'd suggested them three months ago.
A group of teenage boys shuffled past, hoodies pulled up despite the mall's no-hoods policy, thumbs flying across their phone screens. Not one of them so much as glanced her way. Grace caught herself staring at them with such intensity that she might have been trying to telepathically implant donut cravings into their adolescent brains. She forced herself to look down, to focus on refilling the sugar packets beside the coffee station that no one was using.
"Harold, look—they have plain glazed! Your favorite."
The voice snapped Grace's head up so quickly she nearly gave herself whiplash. An elderly couple stood just inside her shop, the woman pointing excitedly at the display case while the man—Harold, presumably—adjusted his bifocals to peer at the offerings. Hope fluttered in Grace's chest like a trapped butterfly.
"Good morning!" She didn't quite shout it, but her enthusiasm might have been a touch overwhelming based on the startled look the man gave her. Grace dialed it back, softening her voice. "Welcome to Grace's Donuts. Everything was made fresh this morning."
The woman approached the counter, pulling her husband along by his cardigan-clad elbow. "We usually go to that big chain place in the food court, but Harold forgot his reading glasses and couldn't see their menu. Then we spotted your little shop! Isn't that lucky?"
Lucky wasn't exactly how Grace would have described being someone's last resort because they couldn't see the menu at Donut Dynasty, but she kept her smile firmly in place. "Very lucky for me. What can I get for you today?"
"Two plain glazed, please," Harold said, his voice gravelly but kind. "And none of that newfangled stuff. Just good, honest donuts."
"Plain glazed is actually my personal favorite," Grace told him, reaching for her tongs. "It's the true test of a good donut—nowhere to hide behind fancy toppings or fillings." She selected two perfect specimens, each with the distinctive light ring around its middle that indicated proper frying technique. Not that her customers would notice such details, but she did.
The woman leaned forward conspiratorially. "Harold's a traditionalist. Me, I wouldn't mind trying something with a bit more pizzazz, but we've been married fifty-three years, and I've learned to pick my battles."
Grace laughed, a genuine sound that surprised even herself. "Tell you what—why don't I add a chocolate frosted with sprinkles to your order? On the house. For your adventurous spirit."
The woman's face lit up. "Oh! Aren't you sweet? Harold, did you hear that?"
Harold harrumphed good-naturedly. "I heard. And I suppose I'll be the one who has to listen to her sugar high all afternoon."
Grace carefully placed each donut in a small pink box, adding a paper doily beneath them—a touch her accountant had advised against as an unnecessary expense, but which Grace couldn't bring herself to eliminate. Presentation mattered, and so did the little details. She folded the box closed with practiced movements, creating perfect creases, then slipped it into a bag with her shop's logo.
"That'll be four-twenty-five," she said, ringing them up.
Harold pulled a worn leather wallet from his back pocket and counted out exact change, placing it carefully in Grace's palm. "There you go, young lady. Precise to the penny."
"I appreciate that," Grace said, meaning it. She'd spent too many evenings reconciling her register to not value a customer who counted correctly. "Thank you so much for stopping by. I hope you enjoy them."
"We'll be sure to tell our walking group about you," the woman promised, accepting the bag. "Such a cute little shop, tucked away back here. It's like finding a secret!"
Grace's smile strained only slightly. "That would be wonderful. Thank you."
She watched them leave, the woman already peeking into the box to admire her bonus sprinkle donut, Harold's hand resting gently on his wife's lower back as he guided her through the doorway. The interaction had brightened Grace's mood considerably—until she turned back to her empty shop and the reality of her situation reasserted itself like a physical weight.
With a sigh that seemed to come from the very depths of her soul, Grace pulled out her sales ledger from beneath the counter. The column of numbers for today was depressingly short. Seven transactions. Eight now, with Harold and his wife. Even adding the elderly couple's purchase barely moved the needle toward her daily goal.
Her shoulders slumped as she stared at the figures. The morning rush—such as it was—had ended. The lunch crowd wouldn't arrive for at least another hour, and even then, most would opt for the food court rather than venture down to her isolated corner for dessert. The next few hours stretched before her, an endless tick of the clock that produced no more customers.
"Come on, Noles. Buck up." She spoke aloud to the empty shop, her voice echoing slightly against the glass display case. "Mom and Dad didn't raise a quitter." Though they might have raised someone foolish enough to sign a three-year lease in a location with all the foot traffic of an abandoned lighthouse.
Grace squared her shoulders and lifted her chin, as though physically adjusting her posture might similarly realign her attitude. This was just a slow period. All businesses had them. The important thing was to be ready when customers did come in, to make each experience so exceptional that they'd be not just compelled to return but to tell others.
She moved to the window, adjusting the "Grand Opening" sign that she'd kept up well past what most would consider the "grand opening" period. Something about taking it down felt like admitting defeat, like acknowledging that the initial excitement had faded without being replaced by steady business. Grace carefully straightened it anyway, smoothing the slightly curling corners with determined fingers.
"Just need to get through the first year," she reminded herself, an entrepreneur's mantra repeated in small businesses across the world. "That's what all the books say. First year is the hardest."
She returned to the counter just as a young man with blue-tipped hair entered, his energy palpable as he practically bounced toward her display case. Grace's professional smile transformed into something more genuine at the sight of an actual, enthusiastic customer.
Maybe the day was turning around after all.

      [image: ]Stone flicked the lights on in Inked Soul and breathed in the familiar scent of antiseptic and ink that never quite faded, no matter how much air freshener he sprayed. The mall corridor outside remained ghost-town quiet—a full hour before the official opening time—exactly how he liked it. He moved through his morning ritual with the easy confidence of a man who knew his domain, setting out design books and checking the day’s appointments on his tablet while humming along to the low-volume punk rock playing through his carefully positioned speakers. The mall location wasn’t what he’d initially dreamed of—what serious artist wanted to be sandwiched between a cell phone kiosk and a discount shoe store?—but after three years, he had made this corner store his own personal kingdom, complete with loyal subjects who kept his appointment book filled.
He wiped down the black leather tattooing chair, his movements efficient and practiced. Everything was in its place. Unlike the chaos of his apartment, the shop maintained a meticulous order that he refused to compromise on. Health inspectors might come and go, but Stone’s standards outpaced their requirements by a mile.
The coffee in his travel mug had gone from scalding to perfectly drinkable, and he took a long sip while glancing through the shop’s glass front. Across the wide corridor, Grace’s Donuts was already humming with activity. The baker herself moved behind the counter like she was performing a carefully choreographed dance—precise, efficient, and completely absorbed in her work. Stone had watched that performance almost daily for the past eight months, since she’d opened up shop with her homemade-donut concept that had mall-goers lining up before he even unlocked his doors.
Stone had never actually spoken to her. Their businesses operated on opposite schedules—her morning rush tapering off just as his first appointments arrived. But he had catalogued her nonetheless: the way she tucked escaped honey-blonde curls back under her baker’s cap without breaking stride; how she seemed physically incapable of delegating even the simplest task to her part-time help; the smile that transformed her whole face when a regular customer approached the counter.
Stone took another sip of coffee, grimacing slightly. The stuff from the food court was barely drinkable, but it was convenient. He’d been researching espresso machines lately, thinking of adding a coffee station to his shop. Purely for business reasons—clients appreciated little perks, and the aroma might help mask the clinical scent that put some first-timers on edge. It had nothing to do with the fact that Grace sometimes drank from a travel mug that looked suspiciously like it contained something better than what the mall had to offer.
His phone buzzed. Marcus Kennedy, confirming his consultation. Always punctual with his messages, if not his actual arrival time. Stone tapped back a quick reply and set out the sketches he’d prepared for their discussion. Marcus had started out as just another canvas, but over the years had evolved into something closer to a friend—if “friend” was defined as “enthusiastic tattoo collector who talked your ear off about Japanese art influences while you were trying to concentrate on not screwing up his skin permanently.”
The mall came alive around him gradually, maintenance staff making their rounds, the rattle of security gates rising, overlapping conversations echoing off the high ceilings. Stone enjoyed that transition, the way the space transformed from empty to occupied. His own little morning show before the real work began.
“Dude! These are sick!” Marcus burst through the door at precisely nine-fifteen—fifteen minutes after his scheduled appointment time, but exactly when Stone expected him. His spiky hair sported fresh blue tips, and he was already rolling up his sleeve to show where the new piece would connect with his existing artwork.
Stone rose from his chair, extending his hand for their usual greeting—a handshake that morphed into a half-hug that Stone tolerated because Marcus was a walking billboard for his work. “You’re enthusiastic this morning. Coffee or natural state?”
“Both. Stopped by the donut shop. That woman is a wizard, I swear. Have you tried the maple bacon? Life-changing.” Marcus dropped into the consultation chair, immediately leaning forward to examine the sketches Stone had prepared. “Oh man, the phoenix is going to flow perfectly into this dragon concept. The way you’ve incorporated these cloud elements…”
Stone nodded, half-listening as Marcus launched into a detailed appreciation of line work and shading techniques. Stone’s attention drifted back to Grace’s Donuts, where the morning rush had reached its peak. Through the glass, he watched Grace handle the line with practiced efficiency, her movements quick but never rushed as she boxed up orders and made change.
“…don’t you think?” Marcus’s question pulled Stone back to the consultation.
“Sorry, what was that last part?” Stone shifted his focus, annoyed at himself for the lapse.
Marcus grinned knowingly, following Stone’s previous line of sight. “I said, you should try introducing yourself instead of just staring through the glass like a creeper. She’s single, by the way.”
Stone maintained his professional composure, though something warm and uncomfortable settled in his chest. “I wasn’t staring. I was thinking about adding coffee service here. Purely business research.”
“Uh-huh.” Marcus’s skepticism couldn’t be more obvious if he’d tattooed it across his forehead. “Well, while you’re ‘researching,’ you should know her donuts are amazing, but she’s even more impressive. Talks about flavor profiles like you talk about color theory. It’s kind of adorable.”
Before Stone could respond—not that he had a good response prepared—security guard Luis Rodriguez appeared at the shop entrance, his imposing frame filling the doorway as he completed his morning rounds.
“Morning, Higgins,” Rodriguez nodded, his expression serious as always, though there was a hint of familiarity that he didn’t show with newer shop owners. “Kennedy,” he added, acknowledging Marcus with slightly less warmth—probably remembering the incident last year involving Marcus, a new tattoo, and an overly enthusiastic unveiling in the food court that violated at least three mall policies.
“All good today, Luis?” Stone asked, falling into their usual pattern. First names for the security guard, last names for official business.
Rodriguez surveyed the shop with practiced efficiency. “Just the usual reminder about the mall association meeting tomorrow. Bobby’s got some new policy he wants to roll out.” He almost managed to hide his eye roll, but three years of watching the man had taught Stone to spot the subtle signs of his true feelings.
“Wouldn’t miss it,” Stone lied smoothly. He had every intention of finding a last-minute appointment to schedule during whatever time the meeting was set for.
After Rodriguez continued his rounds, Marcus dived back into tattoo talk, but Stone found his attention split between the consultation and the gradually thinning line at Grace’s counter. He should have been focused entirely on Marcus—repeat clients were the backbone of his business—but something about the baker across the way kept drawing his eye.
When Marcus finally left, sketch approved and appointment scheduled, Stone stood in his doorway, contemplating. The morning rush at Grace’s had subsided, leaving her wiping down counters with the same methodical care he gave his own equipment. He touched the empty travel mug on the cashout counter, making a decision.
Business research. That was all this was. A fellow entrepreneur investigating how to improve his shop’s offerings. He needed to know more about coffee options, and she seemed like she might know her way around a quality brew.
Stone ran a hand through his hair, checked his reflection in the shop’s mirror, and stepped into the corridor. Purely professional interest, he told himself as he headed toward Grace’s Donuts. The flutter in his stomach was probably just hunger. After all, he hadn’t had breakfast yet, and those donuts did smell incredible.






  
  Chapter 2


Stone stood outside Grace's Donuts, suddenly aware that his palms were sweating. Him—sweating. Over buying a donut. The same hands that remained perfectly steady while drilling ink into skin for hours now felt clammy and uncertain. He adjusted his shirt, ran a hand through his hair, and gave himself a mental kick. This was research, dammit. Professional curiosity. Nothing more than one business owner consulting another about coffee options. The fact that he'd spent eight months watching her from across the corridor had nothing to do with his racing pulse. 
Nothing at all.
He walked through the open archway that doubled as an entryway to the indoor mall shop, setting off an automated little bell sound meant to alert her when someone entered. The shop was empty of customers—not surprising given the location—but filled with the kind of warm, sweet aroma that made his mouth water instantly. Behind the counter, Grace looked up from whatever she'd been writing in a small notebook, her eyes widening slightly at the sight of him. Recognition flickered across her face, followed by something that might have been confusion or surprise.
For a second, Stone wondered if he should pretend this was his first time noticing her shop, but that seemed both impossible and vaguely insulting after working across from her for eight months. Besides, she'd definitely caught him looking a few times.
"Hi," he said, immediately wishing he'd opened with something more impressive than a monosyllable. "I'm Stone. From Inked Soul." He gestured vaguely in the direction of his shop, as if there might be some confusion about which tattoo parlor he owned in this abandoned retail wasteland.
"Grace." Her smile transformed her entire face, creating small crinkles at the corners of her eyes that he hadn't been able to see from across the corridor. "Grace Noles. I know who you are." A slight blush colored her cheeks. "I mean, I've seen you. Around. Obviously."
"Obviously." Stone approached the counter, trying for casual confidence and not entirely sure he was pulling it off. Up close, he could see the faint dusting of flour on her forearms, the tiny burn mark on her right wrist, the escaped curl of blonde hair that refused to stay tucked beneath her cap despite her frequent attempts to confine it. Details he couldn't make out from his shop. "So, I'm doing some research."
"Research?" Her eyebrows lifted, and something in her expression suggested she wasn't entirely buying it.
Stone nodded, committed to his cover story. "I'm thinking about adding a coffee station to my shop. For clients. Makes the wait more pleasant, covers the antiseptic smell. But I want something better than the swill they serve at the food court, and I've noticed you always have your own coffee." He nodded toward the travel mug sitting behind the counter. "Figured you might know your way around a decent brew."
Grace's expression shifted from skepticism to genuine interest. "You noticed my coffee habits?"
"Professional observation," Stone said quickly. "My shop's directly across from yours. Hard not to notice things."
"Right." She smiled again, the kind of smile that suggested she wasn't entirely convinced but was willing to play along. "Well, you're in luck. I do take my coffee seriously. Started roasting my own beans when I realized how much I was spending at cafes." She turned to the coffee station behind her. "Want to try what I'm brewing today?"
"That'd be great." Stone watched as she moved with efficient grace, her hands sure and quick as she poured coffee into a small paper cup. The same precision he used when outlining a complex tattoo design, but applied to a completely different art.
She slid the cup across the counter to him, their fingers brushing briefly. Stone felt an actual jolt of something at the contact—static electricity, he told himself, though the rational part of his brain knew better.
"It's a medium roast from Ethiopia," she explained, watching as he lifted the cup to his lips. "Notes of blueberry and chocolate, with just a hint of citrus on the finish."
The coffee was incredible—rich and complex in ways the food court sludge could never dream of achieving. Stone took a second, more appreciative sip. "This is amazing. You actually roast this yourself?"
Grace nodded, her expression softening with pride. "It's a hobby that got out of control. Kind of like my baking." She gestured toward the display case. "Once you start experimenting with the real thing, it's hard to go back to mass-produced."
"I get that," Stone said, meaning it. "It's like the difference between a factory-made flash tattoo and something custom designed. There's no comparison."
"Exactly!" Grace's enthusiasm brightened her entire face. "People think a donut is just a donut, like they're all interchangeable. They don't understand how much difference the right flour makes, or resting the dough properly, or the exact temperature of the oil—" She stopped abruptly, looking slightly embarrassed. "Sorry. I tend to go on about this stuff."
"Don't apologize." Stone leaned against the counter, coffee cup cradled between his hands. "It's good to hear someone care about their craft. Too many people just going through the motions these days."
Something shifted in the air between them—a recognition, maybe, of kindred spirits. Two people who cared too much about their work, tucked away in this forgotten corner of the mall.
"So," Grace said, tucking that persistent curl back under her cap, "what kind of coffee setup were you thinking for your shop? A simple drip machine? French press? Pour-over?"
Stone hadn't actually thought that far ahead, his "research" excuse being primarily a way to talk to her. "I'm, uh, still exploring options. Something that doesn't require a lot of maintenance, since I don’t see myself getting up in the middle of a tattoo to make coffee. But I really want what I get to make a decent cup. What would you recommend?"
"Depends on your budget and how much time you want to spend on it." She reached beneath the counter and pulled out a small notebook. "I can write down a few recommendations if you want. Equipment that's reliable but won't break the bank."
Their conversation flowed easily after that, shifting from coffee to the challenges of running a small business in a less-than-ideal location. Stone found himself telling her about difficult clients and the mall's erratic climate control that wreaked havoc on already sweating customers wincing under the thrum of his inked needles. She countered with stories about early morning deliveries gone wrong and the time the air conditioning failed during a heatwave, nearly melting an entire batch of chocolate glazed.
"Pat—Maintenance Pat—rigged up some kind of portable unit for me," Grace said, laughing at the memory. "It looked like something from a sci-fi movie and made this horrible grinding noise, but it saved my chocolate from becoming soup."
"Pat's good people," Stone agreed. "Helped me out more than once when management was dragging their feet on repairs."
Grace nodded, her expression turning wistful. "This place has its challenges, but you know what? I still love it. It’s my little corner of the world."
The sincerity in her voice struck something in Stone. He understood that feeling—the pride in creating your own space, even if it wasn't perfect.
"I should probably get back," he said reluctantly, realizing he'd been in her shop far longer than his "research" excuse warranted. "Got a client coming in soon. But, uh, I'll definitely need sustenance before then." He glanced at the display case. "What do you recommend?"
Grace's eyes lit up at the question. "The maple bacon is our most popular, but personally, I like the classic glazed. No frills, just a good honest donut."
"One classic glazed, then," Stone said, pulling out his wallet. "And maybe another cup of this excellent coffee to go?"
Their fingers brushed again as she handed him the donut bag and coffee, and this time Stone was sure the electricity between them wasn't static. Grace's cheeks flushed a delicate pink that made the honey-brown of her eyes seem even warmer.
"Thanks for the research assistance," he said, tossing a few extra dollars into her tip jar. "Maybe I could return the favor sometime. Professional consultation on appropriate donut-themed tattoo designs?"
Grace laughed, the sound bright and genuine in the empty shop. "I'll keep that in mind. Though I'm not sure I'm the tattoo type."
"You'd be surprised," Stone said, enjoying the way her blush deepened. "Everyone's got something worth making permanent."
As he left, the bell jingling cheerfully behind him, Stone realized he was smiling—really smiling, not the professional half-grin he gave his clients. And when he glanced back through the glass, he caught Grace watching him go, cool fingers pressed to burning cheeks, her own smile lingering as she eventually turned away.

      [image: ]The clanking of metal announced Patricia Wheeler's arrival before the woman herself appeared in the doorway. Her navy overalls had seen better days—several years' worth of better days, if Grace was being honest—but they suited Pat's no-nonsense approach to mall maintenance. The ring of keys at her hip jingled like holiday bells as she strode into the shop, toolbox swinging from one calloused hand, her pepper-gray curls bouncing with each determined step. Grace had never been so happy to see another human being in her life, even one who was only there to fix something broken.
"Morning, sweetie," Pat announced, setting her toolbox down with a thunk that echoed through the empty shop. "Got your message about that light. Third time this month, right? Figured I'd better handle it myself before you start thinking we don't care about you all the way down here in Siberia."
Grace's laugh came out more grateful than amused. "Is that what the maintenance staff calls this corridor? Siberia?"
"That's one of the nicer names." Pat winked, fishing through her toolbox. "Management calls it the 'developing retail opportunity zone.' The rest of us just call it like we see it."
Having another person in the shop—even if only temporarily—lifted Grace's spirits enough that she didn't even mind Pat's bluntness. The morning had crawled by with excruciating slowness after the elderly couple's departure, each minute stretching like pulled taffy. Only two other customers had wandered in since then, one asking for directions to the restroom and the other buying a single glazed donut with quarters fished from the bottom of a backpack.
Well, those two, plus the tattooed man from across the corridor. She quickly shut him back out of her mind before the heat already blossoming low in the pit of her belly could bring back her blush. For a change, the climate controls were working just fine, and that wasn’t something she wanted Pat to ask about.
"I really appreciate you coming down here," Grace said, watching Pat pull out a small stepladder from her seemingly bottomless toolbox. "That flickering gives me a headache, and I'm pretty sure it scares off what few customers accidentally find their way here."
“Just needs a new bulb.” Pat unfolded the ladder beneath the offending light fixture. "Happy to do it, hon. Gives me an excuse to take a break from unclogging the fountain again. Some genius parent let their kid dump an entire cup of pennies in there this morning. Third time this month." She climbed up, her right knee making an audible pop that made her grimace. "Getting too old for this nonsense."
Grace leaned against the counter, savoring the simple pleasure of human interaction. "Can I get you some coffee while you work? It's fresh—well, fresh-ish. Made it about an hour ago."
"Wouldn't say no to that." Pat removed the plastic cover from the light fixture while Grace poured coffee into one of her pink paper cups, adding cream and sugar the way she'd seen Pat take it during previous visits, and set it on the counter within easy reach once the maintenance woman was ready for it. "How's business? Picking up any?"
Grace busied herself with wiping down the already spotless counter. "It's... steady." The lie felt hollow.
"Uh-huh." Pat's tone made it clear she wasn't buying it. "You know, I've been here twenty-three years. Seen a lot of shops come and go in this spot."
Grace's hands stilled on the counter. "Is that so?"
"Mmhmm." Pat twisted something in the light fixture, and the flickering momentarily worsened before steadying. "Before you, we had that cell phone case kiosk guy—he lasted six weeks. Before him was a place selling those weighted blankets—four months. Before that, a woman selling homemade soap that smelled nice but gave me a rash—three months." She glanced down at Grace. "You've outlasted them all already."
The unspoken "but" hung in the air between them. Grace squared her shoulders, determined not to show how much the conversation unsettled her. "Well, I signed a three-year lease, so I'm not going anywhere anytime soon."
Pat nodded, returning her attention to the light fixture. "Good for you, sweetie. Got to admire that grit. Most folks would've thrown in the towel when they realized this location is where retail dreams come to die." She paused, seeming to realize her words might not be providing the encouragement she intended. "But you've got something special with these donuts. That caramel pear one I had last week? Damn near religious experience."
Grace's chest warmed at the compliment, genuine pride momentarily displacing her anxiety. "Speaking of which—" She selected a perfect pear donut from the display case and placed it on a napkin. "For the repair work. And the company."
Pat climbed down from the ladder, the light now shining steadily overhead. "Well, wouldn't be professional to turn down payment for services rendered." She accepted the donut with a grin that shaved years off her weathered face. "Just so you know, I charge double for plumbing issues."
Grace grinned. "I'll remember that. Though I hope my pipes behave themselves."
"Pipes are like people," Pat said through a mouthful of donut. "They behave right up until you count on them to." She wiped sugar from her fingers onto her overalls, before accepting the napkin Grace handed her. "This is fantastic, by the way. You got real talent."
"Thanks." Grace allowed herself to bask in the compliment for approximately two seconds before her brain rushed to qualify it. "The pear flavoring could be stronger, though. I'm still tweaking the ratio."
Pat shook her head, folding up her stepladder. "You know what your problem is?"
Grace tensed. "Are you about to tell me?"
"You don't know how to take a damn compliment, for one thing," Pat said, but her tone remained kind. "And for another, you're working yourself to the bone for people who don't even know what they're missing." She gestured toward the empty corridor outside. "I've seen you in here at the crack of dawn and closing up well after the mall's officially shut. That's dedication, hon, but it's also a recipe for burnout."
The observation hit too close to home for comfort. Grace deflected with a practiced smile. "What can I say? Donuts are demanding mistresses."
"Just be careful, sweetie. Mall'll still be standing tomorrow even if you clock out at a reasonable hour." Pat gathered her tools, snapping the box closed with practiced efficiency. "Light should stay solid for now. I'll check back on it in a few days."
"I appreciate it, Pat. Truly." Grace meant it. Not just for the repair, but for being perhaps the only person in Riverside Mall who seemed to genuinely care whether her little donut shop survived or not.
Pat winked, hoisting her toolbox. "Don't work too hard, Grace. Life's too short for bad coffee and missed naps." With a final nod, she ambled out of the shop, her keys jingling with each step until the sound faded down the corridor.
Grace checked her watch. The lunch hour would begin soon, bringing with it at least the possibility of customers. She moved through the shop with renewed purpose, straightening trays of donuts that hadn't been disturbed in hours, refreshing the coffee, wiping down the already immaculate counter.
The morning hadn't brought the business she'd hoped for, but that didn't mean the afternoon couldn't turn things around. If she sold even half of her remaining inventory, she'd consider the day a success. And if not... well, there was always tomorrow
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