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The Locksmith's Daughter

Eliza Monroe had inherited three things from her father: his steady hands, his stubborn streak, and a key shop on the corner of Maple and Main that had been in the family for four generations.

She stood behind the worn wooden counter now, the morning sun streaming through the dusty windows, casting long shadows across shelves lined with antique locks and brass keys of every shape and size. The shop smelled of metal and machine oil and something older—history, maybe, or memory.

"Monroe's Keys & Locks," the sign outside read, the same sign that had hung there since 1952 when her great-grandfather had opened the doors. The paint was faded now, the letters chipped, but Eliza couldn't bring herself to replace it. Some things were meant to show their age.

At thirty-four, Eliza had accepted that her life would unfold within these walls. She'd tried leaving once—gone to the city for college, stayed for a man who promised her the world and delivered nothing but heartbreak. She'd come crawling back to Willowbrook five years ago with a broken engagement and a bruised heart, and she'd been here ever since.

Her father had welcomed her home without questions or judgment. He'd simply handed her an apron and put her to work, and slowly, key by key, lock by lock, she'd rebuilt herself.

Then, six months ago, he'd died. A heart attack, sudden and swift, leaving her with the shop and a grief so heavy she sometimes forgot how to breathe.

The bell above the door chimed, pulling her from her thoughts.

"Morning, Eliza!" Mrs. Patterson shuffled in, her purse clutched against her chest like a shield. She was eighty-three and had been a customer since Eliza was a child. "I've gone and locked myself out again. Third time this month."

"I'll add it to your tab," Eliza said with a smile, reaching for her lockpicking kit. "Same lock?"

"Same lock, same forgetful old woman." Mrs. Patterson sighed dramatically. "My daughter keeps telling me to get one of those fancy electronic ones, but I don't trust them. What happens when the power goes out?"

"You'd be stuck outside with the rest of us," Eliza agreed, coming around the counter. "Let's go rescue you."

Mrs. Patterson lived three blocks away, in a yellow Victorian with window boxes full of geraniums. Eliza had the door open in under two minutes—a skill her father had taught her before she could ride a bike.

"You're a miracle worker, dear." Mrs. Patterson pressed a twenty into her hand despite Eliza's protests. "And so was your father. We all miss him, you know. This town isn't the same without Henry Monroe."

Eliza's throat tightened. "Thank you. I miss him too."

She walked back to the shop slowly, taking the long way through the town square. Willowbrook was the kind of place that existed on postcards—tree-lined streets, a white-steepled church, storefronts that still had hand-painted signs. It was quiet and safe and familiar, and sometimes Eliza felt like she was suffocating.

She wanted more. She'd always wanted more. But wanting and having were different things, and Eliza had learned the hard way that dreams could turn to dust faster than you could blink.

Back at the shop, she found a moving truck parked outside the building next door—the old hardware store that had been empty for three years. Men in uniforms were carrying furniture inside: a leather couch, a mahogany desk, boxes labeled in neat handwriting.

"Looks like you're getting a new neighbor," said a voice behind her.

Eliza turned to find her best friend, Nora, approaching with two cups of coffee from the café across the street. Nora owned the bookshop two doors down and had been Eliza's anchor since kindergarten.

"Any idea who?" Eliza accepted the coffee gratefully.

"According to the rumor mill—which I absolutely did not participate in—it's some hotshot lawyer from Boston. Burned out, had some kind of breakdown, decided to escape to the countryside." Nora waggled her eyebrows. "Also apparently very attractive, if Dorothy at the post office is to be believed."

"Dorothy thinks everyone is attractive."

"True. But she specifically used the words 'tall, dark, and mysterious,' which is basically catnip for single women of a certain age."

"I'm not a single woman of a certain age."

"You're thirty-four and you haven't been on a date since the Reagan administration."

"I was born during the Clinton administration."

"My point stands." Nora linked her arm through Eliza's. "Maybe this mysterious stranger is exactly what you need. A little excitement. A little romance. A reason to wear something other than flannel."

"I like flannel."

"Everyone likes flannel. But occasionally, a woman wants to see her best friend in something that doesn't double as pajamas."

The door of the hardware store opened, and a man stepped out. He was tall—Dorothy had gotten that right—with dark hair that curled slightly at his collar and a jaw that looked like it had been carved from granite. He wore jeans and a simple gray t-shirt, and when he looked up and caught Eliza staring, his eyes were the color of a winter sky.

"Oh my," Nora breathed.

The man's gaze held Eliza's for a long moment—long enough for her to feel the heat rise to her cheeks—before he nodded politely and turned back to direct the movers.
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