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      Elspeth Tunder had found a new life, and she was holding on to it with both hands. Taking her pad and pencil out of her apron pocket, she approached the table with the practiced smile she didn't have to think about anymore.

      “You folks ready to order?” she said.

      It was a family, mom, dad, two children. Normal. Steaks and salads for the parents, nuggets and curly fries for the kids. Beer, sparkling water, two lime sodas. Elspeth wrote it all down with precision, including who ordered what, so she wouldn't forget a thing. This job, her new home that came with it, everything she had found here in Fairbright Falls, was more perfect than any other life she'd lived before and she planned on keeping it that way, right down to the last detail.

      She took the order to the window out in front of the kitchen, and took a moment to breathe, wiping her brow with her forearm, tucking a length of hair behind her ear. Brock's Bar and Grill was busy tonight, as it always was, and doubly so on a weekend. There was something special about Brock's. She could feel it in the walls of the place, and the assortment of curios that adorned them, right down to the worn floorboards. Every night there was live music, an open mic on once a week where folk could do what they pleased as long as it stayed clean. But there was something else special tonight, an electricity in the air like Elspeth was excited about something, but didn't know what.

      A man took the stage. Lanky, his long legs tucked up on the stool, his acoustic steel string guitar perched in place. He might have slipped into the background like so many others she'd heard play at Brock's, if he hadn't messed up his song while she was taking orders. A discordant clang of notes made her look up and from then, she couldn't un-see him.

      He had just the right amount of cowboy in those worn in Wranglers and his checkered shirt. There wasn't any other word for it; he was smoking hot. Muscled, but not huge, strong. Cradling that guitar like a fragile infant as he strummed his rhythms and plucked his melodies, covering mostly country classics, a little folk, all of Elspeth's favorites. She watched the way he sang, soft pink lips almost touching the microphone, his eyes either closed or downcast as if he were trying to forget he wasn't alone. Had she seen him there before? In the nightly stream of local performers, there was no shortage of country music crooners to blur in her memory. But this guy? He was something she wouldn't forget in a hurry.

      “That's Cal Deacon,” Brock, the owner, her boss and landlord, sidled up beside her. She tore her eyes away from the small stage and back to the water jug she was filling, her cheeks sizzling in embarrassment that Brock might have thought she'd been checking out the singer. He would've been right, but Brock didn't need to know that. “He's been away for a few weeks, but he plays here most nights. Fairbright's own Keith Urban.”

      “He's famous then?” she asked.

      “Nah, but we like him just the same.” Brock gave her a playful smile and left. There was something about the old guy that made it seem like he knew everything about everything and was just waiting patiently for the rest of the world to catch up. Elspeth couldn't help but like Brock, maybe even trust him, and that wasn't only because she had grown from a baby to an adult with his name tucked away among her most valuable possessions. Not that she'd ever owned anything of any actual value, besides her van, which she'd paid for by scraping pennies together from working bars the last fifteen years.

      Brock's name was written on a Fairbright Falls postcard, crinkled and worn, yellowed with age. It was a picture of a waterfall in a fairytale-like forest.

      Brock Byron. If you ever need help. And there was an address of the bar where she now worked.

      The postcard was the only thing she had of her mother, her birth mother. Her adoptive parents knew nothing about her blood family, and mentioned nothing about the adoption, save this one thing they said had been in with her official papers. She didn't want to ask about it, didn't want to seem ungrateful for everything they'd given her. A good enough home, a family, even though it all came with a heavy pressure that she never truly belonged, that she never truly fit in, not with them, not at school, not at any job she'd ever had, nowhere. Except now for Brock's. Elspeth fit here, and she still had no idea why.

      The last time her attempt at a new life had fallen to pieces had been the end. Elspeth took that postcard and pointed her van toward Fairbright Falls and didn't look back. She'd found the tiny village and a vast wood laced with waterfalls. She'd felt it straight away, something about this town, the way it drew her in and made her feel safe, knowing that being there was the right thing for her.

      At a guess, Brock was in his 50s, with a short greying beard and eyes that seemed to change color in the light. Even though he was on the older side, he was still muscular, strong as a draft horse, but there was something else about Brock, a gentle, wise quality she couldn't put a name to. After she'd arrived, told him her story. He turned the postcard over in his hands, brow creased, smoothing his work roughed fingers across the handwriting.

      “I don't know what to tell you,” he'd said. “I don't know who wrote this. I wish I could say different. But if you need a job, I need a new waitress. Job comes with standard pay, late hours, and last-minute shifts, but good tips, and a cottage up the road for seventy-five a week if you need a place to live. And no second chances if you screw anything up.”

      Seventy-five a week was cheaper than any rent she'd ever had, and she had no intention of screwing up this. At thirty-two, it was getting too late to start over again. Fairbright Falls was Elspeth's last chance. She didn't need to think about Brock's offer before accepting.

      Things had been going well. Really well. The locals were friendly, the work hard as all waitressing jobs are, but in her wheelhouse, and Brock was a great boss. The cottage was small, neat, close by, and quiet. It had only been a couple of weeks, but Elspeth was already thinking of forever. And now it didn't hurt to have Cal, the good-looking cowboy, up on stage while she worked.

      I've sword off men forever, she reminded herself. After the last guy, and the guy before that, and a few more over again, she had concluded that men weren't destined to be in her life in any serious way. And after everything she’d just escaped, it was a blessing that she had finally come to that realization before it was too late.

      Still, she had to stop herself from staring as Cal started up a cover of ‘Dreaming My Dreams With You’, one of her all-time favorite songs.

      There might be one left out there. Don't give up on love, another voice, something deep came to her from inside. She wanted to believe that voice, trust it. That was also the voice who'd told her to take the chance and come to Fairbright Falls. A voice that had led her out of trouble more times than many. She'd always thought of it as her intuition, a guiding inner wisdom. But as far as knowing anything about love went, she had to believe that voice was wrong about her and anything even close to love. Her instincts of fear and self-preservation were a better guide to listen to. The gorgeous cowboy and his sweet song would just have to be something nice to look at and listen to. Nothing more.

      “Didn't I tell you to take this bread to the booth down the back?” A voice barked at her, snapping her out of the hypnotizing spell of the love song.

      “Huh?” she muttered.

      It was Grady. He'd started working at Brock's the same day she had. About her same age, he had short black curls, dark eyes, and a deep tan. He might've been handsome if he wasn't always scowling at her. And there was something else behind that scowl. A sense about him that told her to back far away.

      “Bread. Booth four.” He shoved the basket of bread at her and tapped the side of his head. “Are you dumb or something?”

      Brock sidled up beside them. “Grady. I don't pay you to order around my staff. But I do pay you to do as I ask, like when I asked you to take that bread to table four.”

      Grady's scowl deepened, his eyes darker than ever. He snatched the bread back from Elspeth.

      “Sorry, boss,” he growled.

      “Don't make me sorry, Grady. Just get your head out of your rear, okay? You wanna work here, you work as a team, and this team only got one boss.” Brock tapped his chest with his thumb. “Got it?”

      “Yes, sir,” Grady edged away, muttering something about him not being a waitress.

      “You alright, Elspeth?” Brock said. He was looking at her hands. Only then she realized they were trembling.

      “I'm fine, thanks.”

      “Grady is a lot. I get it. But let's all get on with doing our best work, right?”

      He patted her on the shoulder lightly as he walked away.

      The kitchen pass bell rang out behind her. “Order up,” Cook called. She grabbed the plates, warm, and took them back to the front table.

      The cowboy had switched songs, something she didn't recognize straight away. Maybe an original of his own. She laid the plates on the table, her eyes kept flashing back to Cal.

      “Mom! I hate this!” one kid bawled, looking down at the salad in front of him like it was about to grow teeth and attack him.

      “Oh, sorry, got that the wrong way around,” Elspeth said, sliding the plate across the table.

      The way Cal's mouth wrapped around those words, the movement of his fingers and their gentle caress across those strings, the muscles in his forearms in a dance of taut and relax, it all took her breath away.

      “Mine was the steak,” the father said, reaching for the plate Elspeth had put down in front of his wife.

      “Oh, shoot. I messed it up again. I'm so sorry,” she said, her cheeks warming to a blush.

      She was usually so careful with the meals, a standard of perfection it should have been easy to maintain. But she was lost in pure distraction by that man, his instrument, the love song, his lips. His music was a spell, and this song in particular was an alluring, enchanting magic that held her like a rope.

      “Where's my food?” the girl bawled.

      “Um, a hamburger, was it?” Elspeth grabbed for the words. Had she forgotten a plate? She glanced over to the pass. There was no burger on the line.

      “Nuggets and curly fries!” The kid squawked despite her parents' best efforts to pull her manners into line.

      “I'm so sorry,” Elspeth gushed.

      “It's fine, you're busy. We understand,” the mother said. It was nice she was being so understanding, but it wasn't fine. Elspeth was at work. This wasn't good enough, and there was no room for screw-ups.

      Rushing back to the table carrying the plate of missing nuggets and fries, Elspeth passed Grady coming out of the kitchen carrying two plates of onion rings. With effortless grace, she plucked them out of his
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