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That sign was new.  It hadn’t been there on Saturday.  Sarah stopped in the middle of transferring flowers from her cart to the display cooler and stood directly in front of the window.  That sign had definitely not been there the last time she looked.  She cut in front of Cassidy, who was about to unlock the front door, and twisted the lock herself before pushing it open.  “I’ll be right back,” she called over her shoulder.

Sarah kept her eyes on the building directly across the street while she walked to the crosswalk at the end of the block.  It was a two-lane street.  Though it was the busiest in Andauk, she didn’t really need the stoplight to get safely across.  Sarah liked rules.  She also really liked clinging to the hope that she was misreading that sign.  She wasn’t in a hurry to get closer to it.

The low morning sun glinting in her eyes prevented Sarah from seeing the sign at all as she jogged across the street.  Then the angle was too sharp as she approached from the side.  She kept her eye on the building though and parked her feet when she was level with its huge window.  “Coming soon,” the sign said, “Floral Creations by Therese.”  The letters were scripty with flowery vines sprouting out of the capitals.  She had to look up to see the top of the several-foot high banner.

Sarah turned around to look at Granny’s Shelf on the other side of the street.  The card in the window was so tiny.  And Franks’ Flowers was so plain with its simple block letters.  Cassidy was standing behind it, looking out the window at Sarah.  She had to see the sign, too.  No one could miss the giant announcement.  None of Sarah’s customers could miss it.  The sign was so terrible.  Well, the sign was actually beautiful.  Having it so close to Sarah’s business was terrible.

She jogged all the way to the stoplight, back across the street and to the door.  Being August, it hadn’t cooled down a lot overnight, and the air-conditioned shop felt good after the spontaneous run.  But it didn’t cool her rising panic.  “Floral Creations by Therese?” she said, still trying not to believe what she saw.  

Cassidy nodded.  “It sounds like some sort of,” her eyes drifted to Sarah’s display and back, “flower shop.”

“I’ve heard of it,” Sarah said.  “They have at least three locations in Ohio.  Why would they open one here?”  She pointed out the window.  “Why would they open one directly across the street from the only florist in Andauk?  Is someone trying to drive me out of business?”

“I don’t think...”  Cassidy shook her head, then tipped it sideways and appeared to be trying to decide what she did think.  “Maybe they’ll attract different people.  Floral creations?  That sounds snooty to me, and expensive.  Lots of people just want nice pretty flowers.”

“Hmm.”  Sarah appreciated the attempt at support.  She didn’t know if there was any truth to it though.  Would anyone think her simple flowers were better?  More than half her customers were men buying flowers for their wives or girlfriends.  Men liked simple things, right?  Would they think those wives and girlfriends wanted the fancier creations?

“Tourist season is about to end, too,” Cassidy said.  “If that shop opens up right as it gets quieter, they might decide there isn’t enough business here.”

“Surely no one would open a new location without studying the market first.”

Cassidy shrugged.  

“It does seem a strange time to open though.”  Sarah turned to frown at the sign.  “Soon is vague, too.  How soon?  Is that sign going to be taunting me for months before I know what kind of damage it’ll do?”  She read the words over and over before glancing at Cassidy, who was also just standing there staring at the new sign.

Neither of them noticed Jojo until he was about to open the door.  The older man was Cassidy’s great-uncle.  He had some sort of mental disability.  Anyone who took the time and effort to get past his odd appearance thought he was sweet.  His gray hair and beard were roughly trimmed, something he did himself.  Yet the uneven cut could have been attributed to a master stylist.  It suited his round face and bright eyes.  Sarah suspected that he did the shirt buttons crookedly on purpose, rather than through haste or sloppiness.  Today he even had a button from a yellow shirt through the hole on the blue plaid on top of it.

Jojo bowed deeply to Sarah as he entered, then to Cassidy.

“Hi,” Sarah said.

“Good morning, Uncle Jojo.”  Cassidy smiled warmly at him.

Jojo strode purposefully towards the back of the shop, and Cassidy followed him.

Sarah returned to the flowers she’d been moving when she noticed that new sign.  No sense in giving up on her business yet, regardless of what might be coming soon.  Her greenhouse was a short walk out the back door.  She usually took everything back there on Saturdays since Granny’s Shelf was closed on Sunday and Monday.  Tuesday was the big restocking day.

Jojo didn’t stay long.  He left before Sarah got her cart emptied.  Sometimes he stopped to ask her for a flower, but today he didn’t even seem to see them.

Sarah had to convince herself not to add that to her growing pessimism.  Tuesdays were normally somewhat slow.  She spent way too much of the day browsing the website of Floral Creations by Therese.  Their site was flashier.  Rather than simple bouquets, most of the offerings appeared in baskets or wreaths or shaped into animals.  Maybe that would attract a different audience.  Or maybe Sarah’s customers would realize how unsatisfied they were when they saw all the variety.

None of the people who bought flowers that day mentioned the new sign.  Sarah had to bite her tongue to keep from asking if they saw it.  She wondered how many of them secretly pitied her as they noted they could go somewhere else in the future and how many of them hadn’t yet noticed.  She didn’t want to be the one to plant the idea or put anyone on the spot to pretend they’d keep buying her flowers after another option opened.  She only recognized one guy.  The rest might have been summer visitors.  If they came back next summer, would she still be there?

The negative thoughts plagued Sarah all day.  She left ahead of Cassidy, in a hurry to get home where she vowed not to think about the coming competition for the evening.  She pushed her cart through the greenhouse door and off to the side.  A sense of movement across the space suggested her mom was tending something.  Sarah weaved through a few rows and found her holding the baby can.  That brought out what might have been her first genuine smile of the day.

Sarah knew she looked like her mom.  People commented on it constantly.  Her mom kept her hair shorter.  Sarah teased her that it was the length of a clown wig, which her mom didn’t like but had to admit was fairly accurate.  Sarah’s hair was past her shoulders, and she usually kept the top pinned down or braided so the humidity of the greenhouse didn’t puff it up.  Hers was still dark while her mom’s was heavily streaked with gray.  The hair was the primary difference.  They both stood exactly five foot seven and probably weighed within a few pounds of each other.  Sarah hadn’t asked her mom to confirm that.  They had the same weirdly straight smile with corners that pushed back instead of up.  They had big eyes the same shade of brown and cheekbones Sarah didn’t know how to describe other than being copies of each other.  

The small pink watering can had been around as long as Sarah could remember.  She had four older brothers.  Her mom had rushed out to buy the plastic watering can they now referred to as the baby can when she found out she was finally expecting a girl.  The boys had all helped with the flowers to varying degrees, but none of them would use the baby can.  The refusals had more to do with it being small than pink.  They had wanted to use the big watering can to prove how strong they were, even when they could only carry it half full.

Sarah preferred to think her mom used the baby can more lately because of the nostalgia than because she might be weakening.

She lifted the can in a sort of greeting as she saw Sarah approach.  “Hey, honey,” she said.  “We just got an order for three dozen roses for tomorrow.  I was about to cut them.”

“Cool,” Sarah said.  She resisted the urge to wonder if that customer would prefer those roses in some sort of elaborate creation.  She resisted, but she wondered anyway.

Perhaps her mom read what was on her mind, and perhaps it was on hers, too.  She said, “I guess you saw what’s moving in at the old shoe store?”

She sighed and said, “Yes.”  She would have known which building her mom meant even if she hadn’t heard others speculate about the old shoe store.  It had been empty at least two years.  There was an eye doctor there for several years and a bland-looking office before that.  Sarah didn’t remember a shoe store.  

“It might mean decreased sales, and it might not.  The important thing to remember is that we will be okay no matter what happens.  God will be with us.”

“I know, Mom.”  Sarah did know that, but she felt she’d been knowing it too much lately.  They had thought they might be shut down when the town council got a complaint about traffic on their residential street.  Evelyn Johnson had graciously invited them to let customers pick up flowers inside Granny’s Shelf, which solved that problem.  But she died a few months later, and they faced more uncertainty.  Her granddaughter, Cassidy, had not only kept the shop open, she’d allowed them to continue using the space at a practically non-existent rent.  In the same six months, however, Sarah had lost both her grandmothers and had a cousin sent to prison for embezzling.  God had been there through all of it.  Sarah was ready for him to be there through some good times.

“I’ll be here, too.”  Her mom flashed a smile.  

Sarah gave her a quick hug.  “I know that, too.  Is dinner ready or do you need me to help with something?”

“Oh... your dad is cooking tonight.”  She spoke the words slowly and let them hang in the air like a warning.

“Okay.  I guess I’ll see if he needs any help.”

She nodded appreciation at her daughter.  As she moved towards those roses, she said, “Whatever it is, just try to get it out of the oven.”

Sarah laughed and headed for the house.  Her dad had gone sixty-eight years not knowing how to cook and decided a few weeks earlier that he wanted to learn.  They’d eaten quite a few dry, very thoroughly cooked meals since.  

She found him standing in the middle of the kitchen wearing an apron that said, “I have hot sauce, and I’m not afraid to use it.”  His expression said some mental gymnastics were happening.  Sarah wasn’t sure she should interrupt the thoughts.

“Uh... Dad?  Anything you want me to do?”

“That timer’s going to go off in one minute,” he said.

“What should I do when it does?”

His eyes moved from the timer he’d been watching to her.  “That’s the trouble,” he said.  “Don’t seem to remember whether I set the timer for the green beans or the cornbread.”

Sarah didn’t see anything on the stove.  “Are they both in the oven?” she asked.

“Everything’s in the oven.”

“Then I guess we’ll see what’s done.”

“How do we know?”  He waved away the question as he rushed to turn off the beeping.  He picked up a potholder, which caused his hand to slip off the oven handle.  It snapped closed as the potholder fell to the floor.  He groaned as he bent to pick it up.  Then he tossed it on the counter and pulled the oven door fully perpendicular.

Sarah examined what he had in there while he stepped aside to retrieve the potholder.  There was a square pan of unusually flat and dark cornbread, some shriveled green beans, and a pan with a lid.  What delicacy might be hidden in there?

Her dad used the potholder to pull the rack halfway out, then reached across everything to flip on the oven light.  He took an extra step back to get away from the heat.  “How’s it looking?” he asked.

“Well, the green beans are done for sure.  I think the cornbread is, too.  What’s that?”  Sarah pointed at the last pan.

“Pork roast.”  He pulled off the lid to reveal the contents proudly.

A gust of steam rose up with a strong pungent smell.  Sarah tried not to wrinkle her nose.  She wasn’t sure there was anything she could do to stop her eyes from watering.  “You, uh, added some horseradish?”

“Yep.  I figured adding it to the pan saves us the step of adding it to the plate.”

Sarah only commented on the fact that he liked more horseradish than she or her mom did.

“Go ahead and cut yourself a slice from the center then.”  He pulled the pork and the green beans out and placed them on the stove, then gestured to the cornbread.  “You sure that’s done?  How can you tell it’s not runny on the inside?”

“It usually cracks, but the brown edges are a good sign.  You can also do the toothpick test.”

“That’s when you stab it with a fork to see if anything sticks?”

“Yeah.”

He slid open the drawer.  “Don’t know why anyone would call that a toothpick test.”

“Well, you can also stab it with a toothpick.  Mom always said to use a fork and then use that fork to eat it rather than waste a toothpick.”

“I married a smart woman.”  He poked at his cornbread in several places.  “Not sure this had much middle to be runny.  I cut the recipe in half since there’s only three of us.  Maybe I needed a smaller pan, too.”

“That would have made it thicker,” Sarah said.  “I don’t know if we have a smaller pan though.”

The pan rattled as he put it somewhat roughly on the stove.  “What happened to these green beans anyway?”

“I think you happened to those green beans, dear.”  Sarah’s mom had come inside and rested a hand on her husband’s shoulder as she peered around him.  “Did you put some water or oil in the pan to keep them moist?”

“Gave ‘em a splash of water, but I didn’t want ‘em to turn out like that broccoli.”

All three of them shuddered at the memory.  One of the first things he’d overcooked for them was broccoli that had all but disintegrated into something loosely resembling green oatmeal.  It was why so many of his subsequent efforts were overly dry.

“I’m sure it’ll be fine, Dad.”  Sarah tried to be encouraging.  He was trying, and he was a good sport when he was teased about his mistakes.

“Well, let’s bless this food, because it needs it, then grab some plates.”  He folded his hands to lead the prayer.

Sarah pulled out three plates when they finished while her dad filled some cups with water, and they sat down to a mostly edible dinner.  The green beans had to be pried off the bottom of the pan.  Even though she scraped off as much horseradish as she could, it had seeped in enough that Sarah had to take small bites of the pork.  The cornbread was actually good.  Flatter than usual and slightly dry, but not even approaching burnt.

Sarah made herself a list of flowers and arrangements she wanted to put on her cart in the morning, then went into her room for some downtime.  Brendon had posted a picture.  He didn’t post very often, typically only responded to others.  It was a picture of a living room with boxes stacked in a corner.  The caption said, “goodbye awful apartment.”

Was he moving!?  Sarah sent him the question, more calmly than she thought it.  She let her imagination roam while she waited to see if he’d reply.  Was it possible his upcoming visit was more than a visit?  Sarah had harbored hopes he’d move back again ever since he left for college seven years ago.  The relationship was pretty superficial as long as he was eight hundred miles away.  What might happen if he was close enough she could see him regularly?  Sarah’s imagination enjoyed that possibility.

Brendon was online.  He replied that they could talk about his move in person soon.  She asked if he was still planning to arrive on Thursday.  He said yes but not until late.  Sarah hesitated before suggesting they get together on Friday.  She wanted to see him as soon as possible.  But it felt bold.  She wanted to think he was excited to see her, too, but he was primarily coming to Andauk to visit his parents.  Brendon suggested he could pencil her in for lunch on Saturday, and she jumped at that opportunity.  They exchanged a few light messages about how much cooler it would be in Ohio before he signed off.

Sarah got ready for bed feeling a little more hopeful.  Maybe there was enough business for two florists in town, especially if they weren’t exactly the same.  Maybe Brendon was coming home to stay.  She conceded that one good thing about waiting until Saturday to see him was that she wouldn’t miss the young adult meeting at church on Friday.  She wanted to ask Noah if he was ready to admit that birthday cake was not a shape.
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Sarah tried not to worry about that sign across the street because she knew worrying about the future didn’t change it.  Business was slow in the middle of the week, and she mostly attributed that to it being the middle of the week, not to people seeing the sign and making a note to get their flowers somewhere else later.  Friday was almost hectic.  A couple came in to talk about wedding flowers.  Sarah had only done three weddings, though a fourth was on her calendar, so the big order was a big deal.  They got interrupted several times by other customers, but the couple was gracious about it.

“Wedding flowers?” Cassidy asked.  She’d come up front to be ready to lock up.

“Yeah.  It’s not until January, and they said they were going to try to get another quote before they decide.  But they want a lot of flowers with tulle, like, everywhere, which they would also buy from me so I could mark that up a bit.  It would be a really nice sale.”

“That’s great.”

“Made me a little jealous though.”

Cassidy nodded understandingly.  “Hard to talk about weddings when you don’t know when yours might be.”

“Yeah.”  Sarah resisted the urge to sigh.  “I went to high school with her.  She graduated a year after me so I know she’s younger and has a husband lined up.”

Cassidy reached over to flip the lock and the closed sign.  “Are you ready to leave?”

“Almost.”  Sarah grabbed a couple of bouquets she wanted to freshen up before the next day and made a few notes about what was left.  She felt less apologetic about the delay than she would have a month or two ago.  Neither she nor Cassidy were chatty people.  They were thrust into long, shared workdays when Cassidy took over for her grandmother, and the awkward moments had piled up while they tried to figure out how to get along.  The arrangement had eventually become comfortable and even friendly.

“Did you end up asking Brendon if he’d come tonight?”

“He said he had other plans,” Sarah said.  She’d been nervous about suggesting the church group to him.  It occurred to her that she didn’t remember the last time he’d mentioned church or anything related and wondered if faith was still important to him.  She couldn’t stop thinking about him being in town though and couldn’t resist asking.

“Too bad,” Cassidy said.  She held the back door open for Sarah while she pushed her cart through.  “Can I ask you a favor about tonight?”

“Sure.”

“Do you think you could try to get there a little early so you can walk in with Noah?”

Sarah smiled at the request.  Noah and Jackson usually arrived together.  Cassidy had just started dating Jackson, and the three of them walked to the church from Jackson’s house.  Apparently, things had gotten uncomfortable the previous Friday when Noah tried to be nice and leave them outside for a few minutes alone when they hadn’t intended to stay outside and followed him in and he tried to walk faster and... Well, Sarah hadn’t been there to see exactly how it played out, but it had sounded convincingly uncomfortable.  “Okay.  I’ll... see if I can distract him from being nice or something.”

“Thanks,” Cassidy said.  “See you soon.”

Sarah continued across the street to put her cart away.  Her mom had done the cooking the last few nights, but she knew her dad was taking another turn.  Her mom had sent her several amusing texts about how he was making soup because it would be impossible to dry out.  He was, however, concerned about it becoming mushy.  The last text had said, “If he asks me to poke those potatoes one more time...”

The kitchen smelled savory as she entered.  The smell was a good sign.  She still rolled her eyes at her dad wearing another one of his “funny” aprons.  This one had a cartoon of two lions cooking a zebra over a fire while one said to the other, “Light meat or dark?”

Dinner was fairly good.  The soup was saltier than Sarah would have liked, but both her parents enjoyed it so she said nothing.  She let her dad feel good about a successful meal.  He was humming as he cleaned up the kitchen afterwards. 

Sarah changed into shorts – she dressed more professionally while selling her flowers – and went to get her bike out of the shed.  There was still nearly an hour until the meeting started.  That would give her time to get some exercise and still arrive in time to help Cassidy with Noah.  She got pretty sweaty, especially under the helmet.  It was probably better that Brendon wasn’t going to be there.  She would have skipped the extra ride to look more presentable for him.  She circled around so that she passed St. Jude’s going towards Jackson’s house.  She saw Cassidy, Jackson and Noah coming down the porch steps.  The timing was perfect to converge at the turn.

Cassidy had changed to more casual clothes, too.  Her hair was pulled up in a braided ponytail.  It always looked smooth and easy to manage despite being super long.  The guys had not changed.  They were wearing matching red t-shirts with a slice of pizza on one side and a full pizza on the other.  It was the Pans and Plates logo, the restaurant Noah’s family owned and where he and Jackson both worked.

Sarah stopped her bike before she’d quite reached the others to give her space to turn it around.  “Hey, guys,” she said.  “Do you mind if I walk with you?”

All three heads shook quickly.  Cassidy’s eyes slid to the side, likely trying to judge if anyone suspected the meeting was planned.

Sarah unbuckled her helmet and hung it from a handlebar before she swung the bike around.  She pushed it in the grass of the boulevard as Noah came alongside her with Jackson and Cassidy right behind them.

“Noah,” she said, “please tell me I’m not about to hear more about how a squashed pizza is supposed to look like a birthday cake.”

“I made one for my dad, and he admitted that with the right toppings, it does sort of look like a side view of a birthday cake.”  He pulled his phone from his pocket as he spoke.  “I’ll show you the picture.”

She watched Noah while she waited for him to find the right one.  He was barely taller than she was, but his broad frame made him larger overall.  His hair was not blond anymore.  She’d known him since kindergarten – not well, but they’d had a small enough class that she knew everyone a little.  He’d had pale blond hair as a kid, and it struck her that she had no idea when it got darker.  His lashes were still light.  With his eyes cast down, she could see from the side that those lashes were long.  The green irises snapped to her face when he found what he wanted to show her.

“See?” he said.

The sudden earnestness caught her attention.  It took her a few seconds to drag her eyes to his phone.  But then she focused as he explained.

“The red pepper strips outline the top and the pepperonis go in curved lines to show the side.  Then these onions are like candles.”  He zoomed in.  “See how the edges got black along the crust, almost like the wicks after the candles have been blown out.”  He zoomed back out and centered the pizza on the screen for her.

Sarah was surprised and impressed.  With everything carefully arranged, he had turned the pizza into something that made her see a birthday cake.  “That is actually much cooler than I expected.  Show Cassidy.”

He held the phone higher so Cassidy could look over her shoulder.

“Oh, yeah,” she said.  “It does sort of look like a cake.”

“Sort of,” Jackson stressed.

“Even though it makes a cool picture,” Sarah said, “I’m not sure it makes a cool product.  Not everyone likes those toppings, and it looks like a hassle.  How long did it take you?”

Noah sighed.  “I swear that is like word for word what my dad said.”

“I guess he’s the smart one in the family,” Sarah quipped.

He smiled because he knew she was joking.  But there was a flinch in his expression first.

“Time to give up on the weird shaped pizzas, man,” Jackson said.

“The other ones could have any toppings.”  There was less enthusiasm in Noah’s voice.

“I’ve been thinking about the other shapes you suggested.”  Sarah wasn’t entirely sure she should say what she’d been thinking.  She already insulted Noah once without really meaning to.  But now
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