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      Golden morning sun poured through a large plate glass window, slanting across the dusty oak wooden floor and illuminating a horde of dust mites floating lazily in the thick air. It was early August, and Kentucky’s broiling heat and hazy humidity were in full force. They were especially noticeable in the large, empty front room of this shop.

      My shop.

      I clutched an ornate silver key and a sheaf of papers to my chest, careful not to wrinkle the papers in my excitement. My chest swelled with emotion, and for a second my eyes burned with hot tears. 

      It was finally mine. I’d done it.

      After years of wishing and hoping, I’d finally made my dream come true. I had leased a little shop and I would be able to open my very own fabric and craft store in Starhaven, Kentucky—the cutest, sweetest little town I’d ever seen this side of the Appalachian Mountains.

      Celia’s Craft Shop.

      Did I know anybody in town? No. Did it matter? Also, no.

      I dragged in a deep breath of hot, humid air, resolve and giddiness twirling together like bright ribbons inside me. I’m fairly approachable. I’d manage to make friends eventually.

      A bright smile lit my face, wide enough to make my cheeks hurt. Even better, with any luck, I’d have customers soon. 

      Still clutching the papers, I twirled in a giddy circle, letting the folds of my light summer skirt fan out around my legs. Oh, I was so excited!

      My open-toe sandals made little scuffing sounds on the wooden floor that echoed in the large room as I turned. The stuffy heat and humidity in this room grew more oppressive by the moment, causing sweat to bead on my forehead, the backs of my knees, and under my breasts, but I didn’t notice. I was too busy painting the room with my mind’s eye, imagining what it would look like once I bought rows of shelving and brought in bolts of fabric.

      I’d been doing that for the last two months now, though I’d tried to restrain myself in case I hadn’t been able to lease the shop. In theory, it was a great thought. Better to guard myself a little and protect myself so I wasn’t completely crushed if everything fell through.

      Reality worked a little differently.

      The truth was, I had fallen in love with this shop and what I’d seen of this town and the sheer potential of it all. I had never in my life walked into a place and see what could be with such startling clarity before.

      I was so wrapped up in my giddy imaginings that it took a few moments to register the weight of the silence filling this room—and the unsettling feeling that I was being watched. Slowly, like a damp fog rising from the Ohio River, it seeped into my delight and tainted it. The hair on the back of my neck prickled.

      I blinked once, twice, and the store I’d been arranging in my head fell away to be replaced by the empty reality of the room in which I stood. Despite the heat, a chill crept over my skin. The feeling of bright promise permeating my new shop and making the sunshine glitter even brighter gold seemed to dim.

      Even the rays of sunshine slanting through the large plate glass window darkened, as though someone had thrown a lacy veil between the sun and the earth.

      Someone was watching me—and I had the distinct impression that they were not happy I was here.

      Under the guise of smoothing out my sheaf of papers, I swept a quick glance around the room, taking in dingy cream walls and the original molded tin ceiling squares. Nothing.

      I was alone in this room—I’d been alone since Mr. Moffat’s attorney handed me the sheaf of signed papers with a smile and let himself out.

      The hair on the back of my neck continued to prickle.

      Doing my best to maintain my giddy smile, I glanced toward the plate glass window. I expected to see a face duck out of sight—though I hadn’t thought there had been anyone outside on the sidewalk—but again, nothing.

      It was only then that I finally noticed the disapproving heaviness of the silence filling the room. I stood perfectly still, listening. When I’d first set foot in this shop, I’d have sworn that the sounds of traffic from the street outside were audible.

      I heard none of them now. The silence seemed to have melded with the heat and humidity to create a heavy layer that pressed down on me almost like a living thing.

      Almost like it was trying to force me out. Like it was a disgruntled child trying to tell me I wasn’t welcome here.

      Words stirred, formed before I could think about what I was doing.

      “I signed a lease,” I said loudly, though to my own ears my voice sounded muffled. “I have a key.”

      Instinctively, I tightened my grip on both my lease papers and my oddly antiquated silver key, as though someone—or something—was about to snatch them out of my hands.

      But of course, that was ridiculous.

      I breathed out a laugh that was only slightly shaky. What was I doing, talking to myself like this? It wasn’t like I’d never been alone in an empty room before.

      The heat is getting to you, I thought. Need to get some fresh air.

      Lifting my chin, I marched across the light wooden floor to the front door. In my hyper-alert state of listening for any other sounds, it struck me that this old floor was surprisingly non-creaky. The feeling that I was being watched persisted all the way up until I opened the door and stepped out into golden sunshine and fresh air—if you could call air so thick you could practically cut it with a knife ‘fresh’.

      It was only when I took a deep breath and looked up and down the street that I realized that nagging feeling of being watched by disapproving eyes had disappeared.

      I cast a backward glance over my shoulder. My shop’s front room was still empty. Shaking my head, I shut the door and locked it.

      I was imagining things. I had to be. But on a practical note… I made a mental note to make sure I bought one of those little bells that jingled when someone opened the door.

      A moment later, having safely tucked both the lease papers and the silver key in my purse, I looked around the street again. For a second, I couldn’t recall what I’d meant to do next.

      A sultry breeze brushed past me, ruffling the leaves of the decorative tree in a large pot that graced the edge of the sidewalk two yards down from my door. My new shop was just off of Starhaven’s City Square. From where I stood, I could see similar trees dotting the sidewalks along each of the streets leading into the Square. They gave the downtown area a healthy, outdoor vibe that kept all of the concrete and brick from being overwhelming.

      Three doors down from me, a large antique store took up one of the Square’s corners. An orthodontist office and a tiny jewelry store stood between us. Directly across the street stood a plant shop. The sign above the door read Vine Life in curly green letters.

      I liked that. The shop had the same cutesy vibe you see on all those salt life stickers, but I knew the owner had to be dead serious about plants.

      At that moment, a woman came through Vine Life’s front door with a large pink watering can and began to water a few hanging planters with vibrant green leaves that were suspended from the awning and hung on both sides of the door. Even from across the street, I could see she had a delicate face with large, dark eyes and a fall of chestnut-brown hair that almost seemed to glisten in the early morning sunlight. Everything about her was slender, from her long limbs and torso to the fingers grasping the watering can.

      I almost took a step back when she turned her head and our gazes connected across the street. Those large, dark eyes were full of suspicion and—if I didn’t know any better—almost outright hostility.

      I suppose I am staring, I thought, and forced myself to smile brightly and wave. The plant lady had to know who I was, though. Small towns differed in some things, like location or weather or layout, but there were a few things that remained the same no matter where they were.

      One of those things was that everybody knew everybody else’s business. Particularly if a new business was coming into town from out of town.

      For a split second, I debated crossing the street and introducing myself. But then the plant lady’s mouth firmed into a thin foreboding line. She broke eye contact and deliberately turned away, tossing her mane of chestnut hair.

      My smile froze on my lips and my chest gave a funny ache, like somebody had shoved me really hard. Well, clearly at least one person in Starhaven was not happy I was opening a shop here.

      Swallowing a protest that the plant lady didn’t even know me yet, I forced myself to turn away. Don’t let one cranky grump ruin your day, I told myself. They won’t all be like that.

      The law of averages meant that at least a few people in this town would be glad to meet me, right?
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      I stood in the sunshine on my doorstep for a moment, debating whether I should go ahead and unpack my car or whether I could spare a few moments for a celebratory iced coffee. There was a cute little coffee shop on the corner of the Square opposite the antique shop.

      I’d packed my car to the gills, but I’d had to hire movers to bring everything else from my apartment in Louisville. (It was either that or abandon what furniture I had. Unfortunately, none of my friends were available to help me drive a U-Haul.) I would have to drive back to Louisville this afternoon so that I could supervise the movers in the morning.

      One of the coolest things about my new shop was the fact that the apartment over it was also included in my lease. My commute to work would literally consist of walking out of my apartment door and down the stairs to street level. It was an older apartment, but it had air conditioning and wi-fi access, and it wasn’t moldy.

      Also, the combined rent was reasonable. I’d been thrilled.

      In case you’re wondering, yes, I fell in love with my apartment the moment I saw it, too. Not because of what it was—it was clean, so to speak, but not the kind of clean you want to move all your stuff into—but, again, because of its potential.

      Standing in the middle of the surprisingly spacious living room, I’d scanned the interior and seen what could be, with a little love and elbow grease. And new curtains. And a new coat of paint on the walls.

      Since I moved out of my dad’s when I was twenty, I’ve rented several different apartments in Louisville, but I’ve never lived in anything like this. On my off days, sometimes I’d walk the streets in downtown Louisville and imagine what it would be like to live in the apartments that overlooked the stores and businesses along some of those streets.

      And now I had the chance to do that too. My shop might not be directly on the Square, but it was close enough that it gave me a fluttery feeling of excitement.

      I was so happy to be here it wasn’t even funny.

      Glancing up at my apartment windows, I decided I’d better unpack first. Then I could grab some coffee and head back to Louisville.

      I had just taken the first step toward the alley that lay between my shop and the shop to my left when a disgruntled male voice spoke from behind me.

      “What are you doing here?”

      Startled, I whirled around, my fingers tightening instinctively on the straps of my purse. The light folds of my skirt tried to stick to my bare, sweaty legs.

      “Excuse me?” I asked, before I realized who had addressed me.

      It was a little man about four feet tall, dressed in khaki slacks and a dark blue polo, with a faded blue baseball cap pulled over gray curly hair. Arms folded across his chest, he glared at me from beneath his cap as though my very presence—and maybe the fact that he had to literally look up at me—personally offended him.

      “You heard me.” The little man raised his chin, his scowl deepening. “Why are you here?”

      Bewildered, I motioned to the shop window behind me with the hand not clutching my purse. “I just signed a lease.” I tried for a friendly smile, despite the fact that the little man’s brown-eyed glare could have stopped a flow of lava in its tracks. “I’m planning to open a fabric and craft shop.”

      “You shouldn’t be here. We don’t need a craft shop.” The little man shook his head, his upper lip curling with disgust. “What was Moffat thinking?”

      “Hey.” Irritation finally broke through my shock. I posted both hands on my hips. “What are you, one of those small-town people who think nobody should be allowed to move in unless they’re already from the area?”

      The little man just glared at me mulishly.

      I took a deep breath of humid air and mentally counted to ten. I had absolutely no idea who this guy was or how he fit into the dynamics of Starhaven, but I really didn’t want to get off on the wrong foot. Of course…I didn’t want to be walked all over, either…

      “I’m Celia O’Malley.” I thrust a hand out toward the little man. “I’m from Louisville, originally⁠—”

      “At least you’re still from Kentucky,” the little man grumbled, eying my outstretched hand like it was something contagious.

      “—but I fell in love with this town when I visited a while back and I decided to move here.” I dropped my hand, not bothering to mask my irritation.

      “Why?” the little man’s arms were still folded across his chest. “What could possibly have made you think it would be a good idea to open a—” his nose wrinkled in distaste, “—craft shop here?”

      Another light breeze brushed past us, the heavy, humid air tinged with something delightfully floral. I was too focused on the man in front of me to wonder where that lovely flower smell originated.

      “I know there are a lot of artists in the Appalachian Mountains.” I gestured to the town at large with one hand. “This region of Kentucky is known for the beautifully handmade things that come out of it.”

      I drilled the short little man with a firm stare. “And I noticed when I was here that this town doesn’t have a store that caters to that audience. Somebody who makes things only has three options—buy whatever the big box store happens to have in stock, order it online, or travel to a bigger town that has a craft store.”

      The little man opened his mouth to make a retort, but seemed to be unable to find the right words. Instead, he snapped his jaw shut and glared at me. “You shouldn’t be here.”

      That again? I took another deep breath. Consider this practice for dealing with recalcitrant customers, I told myself, before offering him a tight smile. “You said that already.”

      “And I mean it.” He drew himself up to his full height, bristling with indignation. “Outsiders don’t find this place.”

      A burst of incredulous laughter escaped me before I could stop myself. The little man’s expression turned lava-level hostile again, and I bit my lip to hold back another giggle.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, barely able to contain my laughter, “but have you looked at Google Maps recently? Y’all are on there.” I raised my eyebrows at him. “You’re on a map on the weather app I’ve got on my phone, too.” I nodded to my purse. “And I have cell service, so…” I shrugged.

      A shrewd, calculating look came into the short man’s brown eyes. “But cell service was strange when you came into town, wasn’t it?”

      I blinked at him, caught off-guard. I thought back to my arrival in town that morning—and then tried to recall the details of my visit a few weeks earlier. Come to think of it, my phone had acted a little strange, but I’d chalked it up to the peculiarities of the local terrain. Hollers and hollows tucked into the sides of mountains don’t tend to get good cell reception.

      I decided to switch tactics. Clearly, this man, whoever he was, was one of the locals who resented anybody else coming to live in what he considered his territory.

      Setting my irritation aside, I offered him a bright smile. “What’s your name?”

      If anything, his scowl deepened. He looked downright suspicious now that I was smiling at him. “Why?”

      Of course he was going to be difficult. Sending up a silent prayer that he would not, in fact, turn out to be one of my neighbors, I motioned to the Square. “Do you own one of these shops?”

      “Not exactly.”

      Oh, dear heavens. I gritted my teeth. This was worse than trying to pry family history out of my great-uncle Terry.

      I opened my mouth to ask another question—what, I hadn’t entirely worked out yet—but a firm female voice sounded from behind me.

      “Dave, are you being obnoxious to this poor girl?”
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      I whirled around, but not before I glimpsed the little man’s face turn a peculiar shade of purple-red.

      A plump woman just a little shorter than I was stood on the sidewalk in front of my new shop. A wild riot of silver-gray curls adorned her head, and green eyes sparkled at me from a round face. She wore a light blue dress with a lacy floral pattern and sleeves cuffed at the elbow with about two inches of lace. A white apron was tied around her waist.

      I thought she had to be at least in her fifties, but her faintly-lined light brown skin gave her that indeterminable look that meant she could be anywhere from fifty to seventy.

      “Maddie!” The little man, Dave, spluttered. He unbent his arms long enough to throw them into the air in frustration. “You can’t just go around town introducing people and handing out names willy nilly!”

      “You mean like you just did?” The older woman, Maddie, propped her hands on her hips.

      Dave choked back whatever he’d been about to say, falling into grumbly silence.

      Fascinated, I watched the two interact. I couldn’t explain it, but I had the strangest feeling that I’d inadvertently stepped into an argument years in the making.

      “It’s fine, Dave.” Maddie offered the little man a surprisingly gentle smile, her green eyes full of an understanding I didn’t quite comprehend. “Let me handle this.”

      Dave’s face puckered like he’d just bitten into a lemon, but he jerked his head once in a short nod. His surly gaze flicked to me, and then he turned around and marched off without another word.

      A faint frown creasing my brow, I watched him stomp away. Another humid breeze ruffled my brown hair. I tucked a stray lock behind my ear out of habit and turned to find Maddie watching me.

      “Don’t mind him, dear.” The older woman offered me a friendly smile. “He’s not usually that cranky.”

      Unwilling to let the little man off the hook so easily for his churlish behavior, I arched an eyebrow. “I suppose he randomly accosts everybody who moves into this town?”

      For a second, the expression on Maddie’s light brown face could have been carved from stone. Then she sighed. “Believe it or not, dear, people don’t generally move to Starhaven.”

      I wonder why, I thought, but I had the sense to keep the words to myself.

      “Dave has had several…” Maddie hesitated, choosing her words carefully. She glanced down the street, apparently checking for Dave’s whereabouts, though he’d long since turned the corner and disappeared. “Well, he’s had several bad experiences. And he doesn’t handle change well.”

      I remained undaunted. “Most people don’t like change.” I took one hand off my hip and held it out. “It’s part of the human condition.” My chest ached with a sudden, old pain, but I resisted the urge to put my hand over my heart. “The only way we can grow is through change.” I shook my head slightly. “It’s inevitable. That doesn’t give him the right to be downright hateful to a complete stranger.”

      “Agreed.” Maddie sighed again, inclining her head in a slow nod. “But before you judge Dave too harshly, I will tell you that he has had a rough time over the years. There is a reason he’s so frightened of change.”

      She held up a hand before I could even open my mouth. “It’s not an excuse, mind you. I just think you should know, if you’re going to live here, that this town is named Starhaven for a reason.”

      She gave me a knowing look. “But then, you wouldn’t be here if that didn’t resonate with you in some level.”

      Her words caught me completely off guard. I eyed this strange older woman, mentally debating whether this had been a lucky guess or if she knew something about me that she shouldn’t.

      Lucky guess, I decided. I was a single young woman opening her own business in a new town. If that didn’t indicate I was making major changes in my life, I didn’t know what did.

      “Now…” Maddie’s face broke into a smile. “I’m sure you have plenty to do, but let me buy you a coffee, Miss O’Malley. I’d love to hear more about this craft store of yours. I can assure you, there are plenty of people looking forward to you opening.”

      This has been the strangest conversation I’ve had in a long time, I thought, but I only hesitated a second. “I’d like that.”

      Maddie smiled at me and swept a hand toward the coffee shop at the other end of the Square. “After you.”

      I hiked my purse up on my shoulder and started walking, but as I took the first step up the sidewalk, the hair on the back of my neck prickled again.

      Someone was watching me.

      I suppressed a shudder. Glaring at me was probably more like it. The truculent stare didn’t feel friendly, whoever was responsible for it. 

      I darted a glance sideways, but the tall, willowy owner of the plant shop across the street had vanished. Probably not her. My gaze flicked to the apartments and shops that lined the street above the businesses at ground level. Impossible to tell where that stare was coming from—someone could be watching me from any of those windows.

      Ignore them, I told myself firmly, lifting my chin and holding my head high. You have just as much right to live in this town as they do. 

      As Maddie and I walked to the coffee shop, however, talking lightly about the weather and the number of shops along the Square, I couldn’t help but wonder. If this town was as insular as Dave seemed to think it was, why had it been so very easy for me to move here?
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      I liked Starbright Café the moment I stepped inside. It had a comfortable, cozy vibe—the kind of vibe that suggested you were among friends and had all the time in the world. Plus, it was laced with fantastic smells that promised all sorts of wonderful delights.

      Coffee was the predominant scent, but as I sniffed appreciatively, I caught the underlying scents of chocolate and several teas, along with something floral I couldn’t quite place.

      Just like in my own shop, the owner had played up the old factor of the building by leaving the original molded tin ceiling squares intact, as well as by restoring the brick walls that lined the interior. The golden wooden planks of the floor were worn, but clean, and they also seemed to be squeak-free. Some pretty sort of Celtic music played quietly over the speakers, though it had a wild feel to it that put me in mind of beautiful women wandering across lonely moors.

      The sofas, tables, and chairs scattered around the long, narrow interior were mismatched, but it was the kind of mismatch that ended up blending together and adding to the comfortable vibe. A few other customers were scattered about the coffee shop—a pair of women nestled in a couple of cozy chairs in the corner by the window, and a middle-aged man with a laptop at a table across from them.

      I cast an approving glance around as I followed Maddie to the long, smoothly-polished counter made of gray stone, but my gaze was caught and held by the most curious-looking cuckoo clock I’d ever seen. It was mounted high on the wall at the far end of the coffee shop between two doors leading to the men and women’s bathrooms. Even from here, I could see the plethora of strange figures carved into the wooden frame that surrounded the clock face. Mermaids, and fairies, bears and dwarves, with a host of smaller figures skillfully carved into the spaces between them.

      I started to drift closer, to give the clock a better look, but at that moment I realized it was my turn to place an order.

      Turning back to the counter, I smiled at the young man behind the counter. He was short and slight, with wavy golden hair and eyes so dark they were nearly black set in a pale, square face.

      “Hi, may I get a feta and egg wrap and one mocha iced coffee with two percent milk, please?”

      “It’s on me, Rodney,” Maddie interjected, before I could pull my wallet from my purse.

      The young man nodded and rang me up without saying a word—or returning my smile. In the back of my mind, I thought that was rather odd for a barista in a coffee shop, but after the morning I’d had, I couldn’t help but wonder if everybody in town had issues with newcomers.

      What did they do when tourists arrived?

      Aloud, I said, “Thank you, Maddie.”

      “My pleasure. Let’s go over here.” Maddie led the way to a red velvet loveseat nestled in the corner opposite the two women, who were both eying us covertly. Golden morning sunshine still slanted through the plate-glass window, though it was dwindling as the sun rose higher in the sky.

      Smoothing my skirt, I took one corner of the loveseat, while Maddie took the other. Neither of us spoke until the short golden-haired barista brought our drinks over. He remained tightlipped and unsmiling, even after both of us thanked him.

      I bit the inside of my lip as I stared down into the dark mocha surface of my iced coffee, wondering for a split-second if I needed to worry about what was in it. I immediately chided myself for being ridiculous. Surely the coffee shop wouldn’t deliberately open themselves up to a lawsuit like that.

      I took a sip and smiled. Delicious—and comfortingly familiar. I glanced at Maddie, who was serenely sipping what looked like green tea from an actual teacup, and raised an eyebrow.

      “Is he always like that—” I tipped my head discreetly toward the barista, “—or does he share Dave’s opinion of newcomers?”

      Maddie’s green eyes widened slightly, and then her face smoothed back into its cheerful, friendly expression. “Rodney doesn’t talk much, it’s true.” She took another sip of her tea. “You’ll have to excuse him. And Dave.”

      I lifted an eyebrow at this. It would take a while before my vivid first impression of the little man faded. “Why is he so against new people coming to Starhaven and opening businesses?”

      “It’s complicated.” Maddie lifted one shoulder in another delicate little shrug. “He has his reasons.” It was her turn to smile briefly. “I will admit not all of them are valid or rational, for that matter,” she added, “but don’t worry. I’m sure he’ll come around in time.”

      I bit my lip. I could only hope.

      Maddie gracefully changed the subject. “If I may ask, how did you come to discover Starhaven?” She twinkled a smile at me and leaned forward, her posture indicating genuinely curiosity. ”We are a ways off the beaten path.”

      It was for that reason—and that reason alone—that I decided to let her change the subject. Well, that and I really didn’t want to talk about Dave any more.

      I took another sip of my iced coffee. “I was driving through the mountains to Tennessee so I could visit a friend of mine and my car overheated or something.” I shrugged—I still wasn’t entirely sure what had happened. “Fortunately, I wasn’t far from this exit and I was able to stop at the auto shop.”

      My face creased in a frown at the memory. The mechanic on duty had been surprised to see me. Odder still, he’d taken a look at my car and proclaimed there was nothing wrong with it. I was able to go on my way—but not before I’d had a chance to walk the Square.

      That was when I’d gotten the crazy idea for my craft shop. I’d seen a ‘For Lease’ sign on the shop and I’d taken one look at it and just known. This was where I was supposed to be.

      It helped that my paternal grandmother had left me a bit of an inheritance when she passed away six months ago. I hadn’t known what to do with it until I found myself in Starhaven.

      I conveyed as much to Maddie, who nodded with the sage look of someone who’d fully expected that to be the answer.

      She took a contemplative sip of her tea. “What did you do before?”

      “I was a secretary.” I lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “Worked for a law firm in Louisville. I was good at it, but it was kind of sucking my soul dry, you know?”

      A faint smile tugged at one corner of Maddie’s mouth. “And you thought going into retail would be better?”

      “Frankly? Yes.” I straightened a little in my seat. “I’m not expecting it to be easy. I know there’s a good chance I could crash and burn. But—” I waved the hand that held my coffee, belatedly realizing it was a good thing I had a lid when it sloshed alarmingly inside my cup, “—I love fabric and yarn and thread. I love making things and helping people make things.”

      “And… “I lifted my chin a little, meeting her in the eye. “This town doesn’t have what I’m offering.”

      Maddie held my gaze for a long moment, and I had the strangest sense that she was taking my measure, probing into things I probably didn’t even realize she was probing.

      “This town is special,” she said at last. “We take care of it, and we take care of our own.” That faint smile tugged at her lips again. “We don’t much care for strangers, it’s true.” Her large, green eyes narrowed fractionally. “But you found us, and Old Man Moffat leased you the building.” Her tone held the faintest note of amazement.

      That statement begged a question—and I asked it. “Is he not normally in the habit of leasing to people? I’ve never met the man—only his lawyer.”

      The pause Maddie took before she answered would have told me everything, even if she hadn’t replied. “Not to outsiders.”

      The hair on the back of my neck prickled again. It was funny, Mr. Moffat’s lawyer had asked me several times if I was sure—absolutely sure—I wanted to move to Starhaven. At the time, I’d just chalked it up to him being extremely thorough and perhaps a little pedantic. But now…

      For the first time, a whisper of a thought crossed my mind. Forget the ups and downs of retail—had I gotten myself into something I’d regret with this town?

      “Well, he must have liked me.” I offered Maddie my most charming smile. “I am pretty likable. No criminal record either,” I joked.

      She smiled, and the expression was friendlier than it had been earlier. “You’re here now, so they’ll have to learn to like you—or at least tolerate you.”

      The look the plant lady had given me returned vividly to the forefront of my mind. I laughed, a little uncertainly. “Yeah…that’d be nice.”

      I drank some more of my coffee, wondering why the lawyer hadn’t seen fit to inform me that my neighboring business owners weren’t keen on an outsider joining their ranks. You’d think, if he was trying to discourage me from signing the lease, that he might have mentioned that.

      I said as much to Maddie and she just gave me an enigmatic smile over the rim of her teacup. “Old Man Moffat wanted you here,” she said, as though that settled it.

      Maybe in her mind it did.

      Giving my head a mental shake, I decided it was my turn to change the subject. “What do you do here in Starhaven?”

      “I work for the Starhaven Community Foundation.” Maddie took another delicate sip of her tea. “I am what you might call a facilitator.” One corner of her mouth dimpled in a smile. “I help people settle into the town, and I make connections between people.”

      A town facilitator. I stared at Maddie. I’d never heard of such a thing. 

      “What kind of connections?” I asked cautiously. 

      Maddie lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “Oh, you know… Someone is looking for a new employee, I know someone who would be perfectly suited to that job. Helping people find houses in the right part of town.” She waved a hand. “Really, the job covers all sorts of things.”

      “And Starhaven has a Foundation for this?” My forehead scrunched into a frown. I’d never heard of a community foundation that did those things directly.

      “Oh, yes.” A warm smile suffused Maddie’s light brown face again. “Over the years, various…citizens…have made generous donations that enable us to help people as needed.” Her smile softened. “It’s part of what makes Starhaven so very special and unique.”

      “I see…” I took a thoughtful bite of my feta and egg wrap, chewed, and swallowed. “I’ll be honest, Maddie, I’ve never heard of a community foundation that operates like that.” 

      Part of me was a little worried that she would be offended by my bluntness, but Maddie only twinkled a smile at me. “Like I said, Starhaven is quite unique.”

      “Oh, I know that.” I couldn’t help but smile back at her. “That’s part of what drew me to this town in the first place.” I took another bite of my wrap, enjoying the melted feta cheese. “So do you offer grants?” I’d heard of nonprofits that did that. 

      Maddie paused, her expression growing thoughtful, as though she had to parse out exactly how to answer this. “Well…I suppose in a matter of speaking, we have grants.”

      I nodded. “Is there a formal application process?”

      Was it my imagination, or did something flicker behind her green eyes?

      “No…not quite.”

      I nodded again. It wasn’t like I had any experience with grants, but I wasn’t completely ignorant of them.

      A thought occurred to me, and I offered Maddie a rueful smile. “Perhaps you can help me with Dave.” The little man and his dour expression stood out quite vividly in my memory. “Why is he so against new people coming to Starhaven and opening businesses?”

      Maddie’s smile dimmed, just a fraction. “That, my dear Miss O’Malley, is a story for another day.”

      Nodding, I accepted the dismissal for what it was. Ah, well. There would be time to get the whole story later.

      “Well,” I said at last, crumpling up my empty wrapper. “Thank you very much for lunch and coffee.” I made a vague gesture toward the door. “I probably ought to get going. It’s a long drive back to Louisville and I have to unpack my car first. But…” I brightened. “I’ll be back tomorrow.”

      Maddie offered me a smile over the rim of her tea cup. “And officially moved in.” 

      “Yes. I can’t wait.” I smiled at her. “I’m very excited.” 

      “You should be,” she said decisively. “I think you’ll be good for this town.”

      “I hope so.”

      I’d had the feeling that Starhaven would be good for me from the moment I set foot in the place. It would be nice to return the favor.
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      To my surprise, my overall move to Starhaven wasn’t that bad. I’d half-anticipated it being more grueling than my other moves (after all, I was moving several hours away instead of just across the city), but it went pretty well. Amazing the difference paying a moving company makes. I’d never had the money—or the inclination—before, but I will be the first to admit that on this occasion, at least, it made a difference.

      After I left Maddie at the coffee shop, it hadn’t taken me long to empty out my car, and my drive back to Louisville had been mostly uneventful. I’d hit the tail end of rush hour traffic, but I survived, and finished out the evening with a few last-minute things I couldn’t get done any earlier.

      The movers showed up bright and early at 8 AM. I packed essential things in my car and dropped off my keys at the apartment office, they played Tetris with my furniture and everything else, and we were on the road less than two hours later. It probably helped that, while it was still unbelievably humid, it was much cooler than it would be by lunchtime.

      Our drive to Starhaven was relatively peaceful. The interstate seemed to be ushering us along, and I spent the drive pleasantly engaged in thinking through the lists of things I would need to do once I arrived. We turned off the interstate onto a state highway and navigated it another half hour until we reached Starhaven.

      Excitement fluttered in my stomach when I glimpsed the city’s welcome sign. Funny how this place already felt like home.

      The movers parked the U-Haul in front of my shop, while I parked in the tiny parking lot adjacent to the line of buildings that held my shop and apartment. I then walked to the alley that separating my building from the next one over to unlock the back entrance so they could start carting things up to my apartment.

      Slinging my purse over my shoulder, I let myself into the cool darkness of the hall and hurried up the creaky old stairs to the second floor. My apartment was the second to the right. Faded black metal letters said, Apartment 3.

      Unable to help a proud grin, I opened the door and stepped into the foyer. A faint smell of cinnamon met my nose, mixed with a faint odor I can only describe as the smell of an old building.

      My apartment here in Starhaven was almost double the size of the last place I’d rented in Louisville. The foyer was poky, but it opened up into a decent-sized living room that overlooked the street below, with a partial wall and a relatively new counter separating it from the kitchen. To the left, a short hall led down to a bathroom and two bedrooms.

      I’d claimed the larger bedroom with the best view for my office and the repository for the majority of my personal craft supplies. The smaller bedroom would be fine for me to sleep. I’d already anticipated that most of my waking hours would be spent in my office, the living room, or downstairs manning my store.

      I drew in a deep breath. I’d done it. I was here. My grin widened, but I barely had time to take everything in before the sound of heavy footsteps told me the movers were on their way up with the first load of my belongings.

      It took those three men less than an hour to empty the U-Haul. And that even included them setting the couch and my other furniture in the rooms where I needed them. My mattress, they leaned against the wall in the smaller bedroom. I’d be able to assemble the bedframe and maneuver the mattress into position myself.

      And then they were gone, like a burly whirlwind, leaving me standing alone in my living room, surrounded by stacks of boxes all marked in my semi-neat handwriting.

      For a second, I savored the silence—and the glimpse of my future opening up ahead of me with glittering possibilities. This was my brand-new apartment, over my brand-new shop.

      Talk about a dream come true.

      Dropping my purse onto my faded blue couch, I did a little twirl in the middle of the hardwood floor. Hard to believe I was actually standing here, but…I was.

      When I came to a stop, I looked around again and realized that the stacks of boxes cluttering up my living room and foyer lent a strangely claustrophobic air to the place. I propped my hands on my hips, frowning slightly. I’d have to fix that.

      If I accomplished nothing else this afternoon and evening, I needed to unpack as many of my belongings as I could. Once the inventory for my store started arriving, I’d be up to my eyeballs in fabric, yarn, and various crafty accoutrements, and it was entirely likely that I wouldn’t have much time to deal with my own things for a while. Best to start things off right to give myself the best possible chance to succeed.

      After all, I’d used my savings and the small inheritance my grandmother had left me to start this venture.

      Moving over to the front door, I locked it and then kicked off my shoes. It won’t take that long to put everything away, I told myself. It wasn’t like I had that much stuff, outside of my personal craft hobbies.

      Making a mental note to rent myself a safe-deposit box at the bank as soon as a I could for my lease papers, which were still tucked into my purse, I set about unpacking.

      The first things I unpacked were my laptop and my Bluetooth speaker. The laptop went onto my tiny square kitchen table for now, and the Bluetooth speaker went onto a little end table in the living room. I plugged my phone in to charge and then cranked up my favorite Irish rock band. Thus cheerfully motivated, I tackled the first stack of boxes in the living room.

      Part of me itched to go downstairs to my shop and start taking measurements so I could start buying shelving, but I forced myself to hold off. Best to take a couple of days and get my own apartment mostly livable, and then I could get down to work.
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      Surprisingly, it took me less time to unpack that I had anticipated. I don’t know if it was because I had more space here (probably), but I emptied box after box without much trouble at all. My own personal craft supplies went into my new office—I would sort them out later—but my clothes and books and everything else were relatively easy to put in place.

      Truth be told, the kitchen was probably the fiddliest bit. I had a whole box of spices that had to be arranged in a cupboard, along with my dishes. (Mostly matching, though I had a few beloved mismatched pieces, and more coffee mugs than one woman should probably admit to owning. I’d weeded a few of them down when I moved, but I couldn’t bring myself to give the rest of them away.)

      It was only at a quarter to seven, standing in my now-mostly organized living room with my hands on my hip, surveying my apartment, that I realized I was incredibly hungry. I’d snacked on a couple of granola bars over the past few hours, but the quick lunch the movers and I had grabbed on the way had been hours and hours ago. I’d been so absorbed in unpacking that I hadn’t noticed that my stomach was staring to launch a protest.

      Right. I rubbed my hands together, proud of what I’d managed to accomplish so far. Supper. That was the next order of business.

      After washing my hands and brushing my hair so I wouldn’t look too crazy, I touched up my lipstick. Then I grabbed my purse and headed for my front door.

      As I stepped out into the hallway, a faint chill swept over me. The corridor darkened as the single lightbulb in the light mounted in the hall ceiling seemed to dim. The back of my neck prickled as though someone unfriendly was glaring at me, willing me to go away.

      I froze, and then blinked once, twice. “Is someone there?”

      The darkness abruptly receded, the light in the ceiling returning to its usual wattage. Unsettled, I peered around me, searching the nooks and crannies of the tiny hallway for…what, I wasn’t exactly sure. Something.

      In a rush, I recalled I’d experienced that same feeling the day before. “I belong here,” I said aloud, with more firmness than I felt. “I have a lease, and a key. This is my home too.”

      Was it my imagination, or did the lightbulb flicker in what felt decidedly like annoyance?

      I blinked again. Okay, Celia. I clutched my purse a little tighter. You really need to get something to eat. You’re starting to imagine things.

      I forced myself to walk down the hall at my normal pace, thought part of me itched to turn around and look behind me. If I had, the dark eyes glaring at me from the shadows of a corner at the opposite end of the hall would not have made my assessment of my mental state any better.
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      Back out on the street, in the hazy early evening heat and humidity, some of my optimism returned. This was my town now. A trill of excitement ran through me. I couldn’t wait to explore the place more.

      For now, however, I needed a good spot to eat dinner. Eventually I’d be a responsible adult and do some meal planning and grocery shopping, but for now, I really wanted something like…pizza. My stomach rumbled appreciatively at the thought.

      Turning onto the sidewalk that led along the east side of the Square, I started perusing shop fronts, searching for restaurants. A decent stream of people flowed along the sidewalks, and cars filled parking spaces along the street. I smiled at a few people who made eye contact with me, but after the first few minutes, it was quite apparent that a good number of these individuals were shying away from me.

      When I tried to make eye contact and smile, they would deliberately ignore me, or turn away and speak to their companions. My smile froze on my lips.

      Is it that noticeable I’m not from around here? I wondered. How in the world would they know? Just because they didn’t immediately recognize me?

      Dave’s voice floated through my mind again. We don’t get many visitors here.

      My footsteps faltered. Starhaven couldn’t possibly get so few visitors that one person stuck out like a sore thumb, could they?

      A second later, I bolstered myself. Well, they’d just have to get used to me. As of today, I was officially a citizen of Starhaven too. Lifting my chin, I straightened my shoulders and kept walking.

      Regardless of its inhabitants’ deplorable state of unfriendliness, I couldn’t help but be struck again by the beauty in this place. The courthouse stood in its neatly-trimmed green space in the heart of the Square, with decorative paths leading out from it to the four sides of the Square. To one side, a gazebo stood, with a colorful banner proclaiming a floral festival or something. I made a mental note to check that out later.

      On the other side of the Square, I finally found what I was looking for: a pizza place. Not a chain pizza place, either. This was a locally owned shop—Tam’s Pizza—and if the smells escaping its front door and trailing down the sidewalk were any indication, the food was fabulous.

      My stomach growled in renewed appreciation. Picking up my pace, I hurried over. I paused outside the door long enough to google the restaurant and pull up a menu…but I couldn’t find it. Tam’s Pizza did not appear to have an online presence at all, let alone a social media presence.

      Huh. I squinted at my phone. That was interesting. But, considering how little information was available about Starhaven period, maybe I shouldn’t be surprised. I’d tried to research it when I first decided to move and hadn’t found much. Not that it had deterred me, but… it was odd.

      With a mental shrug, I let myself inside the restaurant. The second I crossed the threshold, I almost melted in delight. The smell of oregano, tomato, pepperoni, and the underlying amazing smell of fresh-baked pizza crust was even better here.

      A corner of my mind noted the smattering of people sitting at crowded tables despite the fact that it was past seven o’clock—couples, a few families with children, and several of men and woman sitting by themselves. Something inside me relaxed. Not that I really cared, but it was nice to know I wouldn’t look even more out of place sitting by myself.

      I practically floated over to the counter. A short, matronly woman with jet-black hair came over to the cash register. “What can I get you?” she asked, before she got a good look at me.

      If I hadn’t been looking for it, I would have missed the imperceptible flinch she gave when she saw me. Her dark eyes narrowed fractionally, and the warm expression on her face cooled into something more distantly polite.

      I suppressed a sigh. Yep, people in this town definitely knew who wasn’t from around here.

      Ignoring the doomed little voice inside my head whispering that maybe moving here hadn’t been such a brilliant idea after all, I held out my hand and offered the older woman my friendliest smile.

      “Hi, I’m Celia O’Malley. I just leased the shop across from Vine Life and I’ll be opening a craft store.”

      The woman blinked beady black eyes at me. Then, grudgingly, she reached across the counter and shook my hand. “I heard about that.”

      I’m sure you did, I thought, maintaining my smile. I gestured to the restaurant’s interior, with its original brick walls (my shop probably had those too, underneath the drywall) and rustic wood decor. “It smells absolutely amazing in here. I love pizza. Do you have a recommendation?”

      The woman rested an elbow on the worn counter, eying me up and down. I had the sudden, inexplicable feeling that I was being appraised like she was measuring my worth. “Will you eat it if I give it to you?”
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