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Chapter 1: Monday, Again






The coffee maker beeped at 6:47 a.m., same as always. Susan Mitchell reached for the pot and burned her hand on the metal rim, same as always. She swore under her breath and ran cold water over her knuckles, watching the steam rise from the sink. Why was she always hurting herself this way?  Well she would just have to start doing things differently but that was not easy.

That's when she knew.  Something was amiss here and suddenly she knew.

This was the third Monday in a row she'd burned herself on that stupid coffee maker. She had worn the same gray cardigan, driven past the same accident on Route 9, and watched old Mr. Henderson return his overdue copy of "Lonesome Dove" with the same apologetic smile for three consecutive Mondays. The same everything? How could that be? 

At first, she'd chalked it up to routine. Small towns had rhythms, after all. Millwood, Illinois wasn't the kind of place where much changed. The library where she'd worked for eight years sat on the same corner it had occupied since 1952. The same families checked out the same kinds of books. The same groups met in the community room on the same nights. It was all so predictable. 

But this was different.

Susan stood in her kitchen, water still running over her hand, and tried to remember Tuesday. Had there been a Tuesday last week? She could recall Monday with perfect clarity—the burned hand, Henderson's book, the stack of new arrivals she'd logged into the system. But after that? Nothing. Just another Monday morning, burning her hand all over again. Was she losing her mind or her memory? 

The library opened at nine. Susan arrived at 8:30, like she always did, and unlocked the heavy oak doors. Even though she was the librarian but the she called herself "the bookkeeper," because she did keep the books and everything in the library. She had unusual access to the library and responsibility for it. Bookkeepers, after all, need to know exactly where everything is and to account for all of it. Susan was eminently capable of doing that. Yes, she was more than a librarian; she was a bookkeeper, someone who took care of books. 

Today as she entered, the smell of old paper and furniture polish wrapped around her like a familiar coat. She loved this place, loved the quiet promise of all those stories waiting on the shelves. At forty-four, she'd been here long enough that some people joked she was part of the building itself. Well, they were partly right. 

She was sorting through the returns cart when the bell above the door gave out with its usual pleasant tinkling sound. Pretty early but still there was someone who wanted to come into the library. 

A man walked in—tall, maybe six-one, with dark hair that needed a trim and a leather jacket that had seen better days. He wasn't from Millwood. Susan knew everyone in town, at least by sight, and this guy was definitely new. A stranger in town coming to the library? 

He stopped just inside the entrance and looked around with the kind of careful attention most people reserved for unfamiliar places. His eyes were dark, tired in a way that had nothing to do with sleep. There was something mysterious about him and yet Susan pushed that thought down. 

When his gaze landed on Susan, something shifted in his expression. Recognition, maybe, though she'd never seen him before in her life. It was an unmistakable look that told her there was something more here. 

"You remember," he said.

It wasn't a question. 

Susan's hands stilled on the book she'd been holding. "Excuse me?" She was taken aback by the statement and now she wasn't sure what was happening. 

He crossed the space between them in four long strides. Up close, she could see the shadows under his eyes, the tension in his jaw. "Monday," he said. "You remember Monday."

Her throat went dry. "I don't know what you're talking about."  Of course she remembered Monday. What was he thinking? 

"Yes, you do." He glanced over his shoulder, like he was checking to make sure they were alone. "You burned your hand this morning. On the coffee maker. Henderson brought back 'Lonesome Dove.' There was an accident on Route 9, two-car fender bender, nothing serious."  He was telling her exactly what she had remembered that morning.

Susan took a step back. "How do you know that?"

"Because it's happened before. Three times now. And you're the first person besides me who seems to notice." He ran a hand through his hair, frustration and something else—relief, maybe—playing across his face. "I'm Derek Stone. And we need to talk about why Monday keeps happening."  Keeps happening?

Twenty minutes later, they sat in Susan's small office behind the circulation desk, the door closed to bar any early patrons. Derek had a cup of coffee she'd made in the staff room, and Susan had a growing sense that her ordinary life was about to become very complicated.

"So let me get this straight," she said. "You think we're stuck in some kind of time loop."

"I don't think. I know." Derek leaned forward, elbows on his knees. "I've been in Millwood for three weeks now. Three Mondays. Every night, I go to sleep, and when I wake up, it's Monday morning again. Same day, same everything. You're the first person who's shown any sign of knowing what's happening."

"Why me?"

"I have no idea. But when you looked at me just now, I could tell. You felt it too." He met her eyes, and Susan found she couldn't look away. "Didn't you?"  Her first thought was of concern that this man was some kind of maniac.

She wanted to deny it. Wanted to laugh this off as some kind of elaborate prank or the ramblings of someone who needed help. But the truth was sitting heavy in her chest, undeniable.

"I thought I was going crazy," she admitted. "I've been having these dreams. Or memories, maybe. Of Mondays that already happened. Same conversations, same moments. I kept telling myself it was just déjà vu."

"It's not." Derek's voice was quiet, certain. "And I need your help to figure out why this is happening. Because I've tried everything I can think of, and nothing's worked. The loop just keeps going." Both of them were caught in the same loop.

Susan wrapped her hands around her coffee mug, needing something solid to hold onto. "What makes you think I can help?"

"You remember. That means you're part of this somehow." He paused, seemed to be weighing his next words carefully. "And I think it has to do with why I came to Millwood in the first place."

"Which is?" A sense of intrigue pushed her to ask the question.

Derek looked away, jaw tight. "My family. Or more specifically, my family's history. My grandmother died six months ago and left me her house here. The one out on County Road 14, the old Victorian place that's been empty for years."

Susan knew the house. Everyone in Millwood did. It sat back from the road behind a tangle of overgrown trees, paint peeling from the shutters, garden gone to weeds. The Stone House. People didn't talk about it much, but when they did, it was always with a certain tone. The way folks in small towns talked about places that carried stories no one quite wanted to tell.  Mysterious even.

"I'm sorry about your grandmother," Susan said. 

"Don't be. I never met her. My father cut ties with her before I was born. Wouldn't talk about her, wouldn't explain why. When the lawyer contacted me about the house, I figured I'd come see what the big mystery was."

"And?"

"And I think she was a witch."  Witch? He thought his grandmother was a witch? This was getting really out of control and too much to believe. There were no witches in this state and certainly not in this century. That was something that happened hundreds of years ago in New England.

The word hung between them like smoke. Susan waited for the punchline, the sign that this was all some kind of joke. But Derek's face remained serious, almost grim. He meant it.

"I know how that sounds," he continued. "But I found things in that house. Books, journals, objects I can't explain. And there were letters. Dozens of them, all saying the same thing. That she'd cursed our family. That anyone who got too close to a Stone would end up trapped."

"Trapped how?" But that sounded like it was only his family, so why was she involved now?

Derek gestured around them, at the office, at the repeating Monday beyond its walls. "Like this, I'm guessing. She wrote that the curse would follow us until someone made the right choice. I don't know what that means, but I think your being caught in this loop with me is part of it."  Puzzles were meant to be solved and this appeared to be a huge puzzle.

Susan's mind raced. Part of her wanted to dismiss this as nonsense, the fantasy of someone who'd watched too many movies. But the burned hand that wouldn't stop happening, the Mondays that kept repeating—those were real. And sitting across from Derek Stone, looking into eyes that held the same confused certainty she felt, Susan knew he was telling the truth.

At least, the truth as he understood it. What was the truth? 

"Okay," she said finally. "Say I believe you. Say we're stuck in a magic loop because your grandmother was a witch who cursed your family. What do we do about it?"

For the first time since he'd walked into the library, Derek smiled. The expression on his face was tired and didn't quite reach his eyes, but it was genuine. "I was hoping you might have some ideas. You're a librarian. Research is kind of your thing, right?"  The connection was that she was a librarian?

Despite everything—the impossibility, the fear, the sheer strangeness of this conversation—Susan found herself smiling back. "Research is definitely my thing."

"Then I guess we start looking."  Sure, she thought, looking, but where?

Susan stood and moved to the filing cabinet in the corner of her office. "The historical society donated their entire archive to the library about five years ago. Boxes and boxes of old records, newspapers, family histories. I've been meaning to properly catalog them, but there's never enough time." She pulled out a ring of keys and selected a small brass one. "They're in the basement storage room. If there's anything about your grandmother or the Stone family in Millwood's history, that's where we'll find it." The boxes in the basement might hold the key to this mystery but she was reluctant to go down there.  For some reason, she always felt a bit anxious when she did descend to that level in the library. That feeling was something new to her since she  had received the old records. 

Derek rose to follow her, then hesitated. "Susan. Thank you. For not calling the cops or thinking I'm insane."

She turned back to look at him, this stranger who somehow felt familiar, this man who'd walked into her ordinary Monday and turned it into something else entirely. "Ask me again at the end of the day. I might still think you're insane."

"Fair enough."

They headed for the basement stairs, and Susan tried not to think about what it meant that she was trusting him. Here she was with a complete stranger, going down into a basement alone. She tried not to notice how her pulse quickened when he was near. She tried not to wonder whether this was the most reckless thing she had ever done, or if it might be the beginning of something that would finally break the pattern of her too-safe, too-predictable life.

The loop had given her Derek Stone. She didn't know yet whether that was a curse or a gift.

But she was going to find out.








