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To Shirley C.—we are married to cousins, but our bond is closer because of words and writing.

 

			To Monica C.—our friendship has brought joy to my life.
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			Note to Readers

			 

			Welcome to Wolf Creek.

			 

			In Rainbow Gardens, the third book in my Wolf Creek Square series, you’ll meet long time resident, Megan Reynolds, and her wonderful flower shop. Other residents and shopkeepers from Quilts Galore (Book 1) and Country Law (Book 2) are Megan’s friends and part of the everyday activity on the Square.

			Nestled in rich farm land, Wolf Creek is a small fictional town west of Green Bay, Wisconsin. Unique to the town is Wolf Creek Square, a pedestrian-only area where historical buildings surround a picnic area, a stage used for concerts and festivals, flower gardens and walkways. The Square is a beautiful place during all four seasons.

			For many years Megan has entered floral-design contests as an avenue out of town. A requirement of each major contest is that she’d need to leave town and travel for part of the year. She has finally been chosen as a finalist in a prestigious national contest and is now debating her yearning to leave Wolf Creek.

			When Clayton Sommers arrives to interview Megan for the final round of judging for the contest and then decides to stay in Wolf Creek, Megan questions her plans to leave. To say nothing about the complications that arise when she agrees to become the wedding planner for two of the Square’s women, one of whom will become her sister-in-law.

			Snippets of history about the Buchanan and Reynolds’ families are intermixed with Megan’s story. Many of those living in Wolf Creek and some with shops on the Square can trace their family history to the beginning of the town. (More of the history of the town appears in Quilts Galore and Country Law.)

			So enjoy life on the Square, then visit my website, www.giniathey.com and sign up for my newsletter. You’ll want to know what’s happening on the Square.

			Gini Athey

			2015
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From roots to leaves to flower

			A palette across the Universe

			A seed drops, cocooned by earth

			For the cycle to begin again.

			—Author Unknown

			 

			“If I had a single flower for every time I think of you, I could walk forever in my garden.”

			—Claudia Adrienne Grandi
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			MAY

			1

			Thud. I opened my eyes wide at the sound. It came from outside, but I tried to ignore it, preferring to hang on to the fringes of the images of the mystery man who’d appeared yet again in my lovely dream.

			Sadly, I couldn’t manage it. Like so many times before, my dream faded into wispy images and then vanished.

			A second thud, followed by the sound of a truck growing fainter, pulling away from the building, I presumed. That got my attention, along with the sunlight streaming through the rooftop sky lights and onto my face. A truck? Sunshine? What time was it?

			I rolled over in my bed toward the nightstand to check the time. No, impossible. I checked the clock again—9:52. Reality hit hard. I had exactly eight minutes before another day began at Rainbow Gardens, and yes, it was Tuesday. The truck I heard had delivered a fresh supply of flowers on my doorstep at the back of the shop on schedule.

			Oh, no. Within minutes a group of tour bus owners were due in Wolf Creek Square. They had a mission, too, namely to take a close look at us as a potential stop for their tours of small towns in Northeastern Wisconsin. Sarah Hutchinson, mayor of Wolf Creek, managed the schedule for the Square as part of her job. Last week, she’d sent an email reminder to all the shop owners about this significant group of tour operators: Spruce up your shop and make it shine, put out the welcome mat, and be prepared to answer questions about what we offer here at Wolf Creek Square.

			I groaned, thinking about the colossal job I faced. But I threw back the thin quilt and got to my feet, then quickly pulled on my baggy—and raggedy—jeans and the paint-spattered sweatshirt I’d worked in the night before. They’d do long enough to get the door open and drag the boxes of flowers in. I’d find a minute or two before the tour group arrived to change into some decent clothes. But at the moment, I couldn’t spare a minute for makeup or hair. Breakfast was out of the question.

			Meanwhile, I planned what I could manage to accomplish in, oh, the next five minutes or so. First, give some attention to flowers in the cooler to make sure they looked perky and put on a good color show. Then I’d straighten the display racks and work area before our important “guests” arrived. I grabbed my running shoes and hurried down the spiral staircase that connected my upstairs apartment to the ground level flower shop.

			“Megan?” My brother had apparently unlocked the back door and let himself in. He carried a large box.

			“Oh, thanks, Eli,” I said, nodding toward the carton, “but I could have managed.”

			“The delivery guy stopped at our store and asked if he should leave your flowers. He said you always meet him at the back door.”

			“Yeah, I do. But…” Too preoccupied and rushed, I left it at that.

			Eli was about to set the box down, but he froze in place, frowning at the display area in the front of the shop. “Want to explain why this place looks like a tornado went through it?”

			With cupboard doors open and crystal vases and colored pots scattered about, I grudgingly admitted he’d described it accurately, but I had no time to fill him in with a long-winded explanation.

			“I was rummaging around looking for a few things last night.”

			Eli frowned, but put the box down and left to get another one outside my back door. Over the past few years, my big brother had muttered more than a few disparaging comments about my flower business and they boiled down to two main points: high overhead and minimal profit. He’d also made it clear to me—and anyone else who would listen—what he thought of his baby sister’s attempts to mimic large-scale florists in far-flung cities like New York or Dallas. And why would I entertain any notion that I had even a tiny chance to win any of the floral arrangement contests I’d been entering for years?

			As annoying as Eli could be, I tolerated his remarks. I knew if I ever called on him, he would drop everything to help his kid sister. Both Eli and his twin, Elliot, had always been that kind of brothers. Eli was just a bit gruffer about it.

			But as disastrous as Rainbow Gardens looked at the moment, I smiled inside. I had a lovely little secret. At last, my chance to prove myself—at least to some extent—had materialized. What would Eli think when I finally broke the news? After years of disappointment, I’d been selected as a finalist in the most prestigious national floral design contest of the year.

			I was about to end my silence and blurt my happy announcement when a customer walked in the front door. Had I been so focused last night on arranging a practice piece for the contest that I’d forgotten to lock the door? I glanced around and winced at the mess I’d made in the process of creating something wonderful.

			I went to meet the customer, shutting cabinet doors along the way and loading my arms with rolls of ribbon and a couple of pots. “Can I help you?”

			The stranger scanned the room, but quickly fixed his gaze on me. “My name is Clayton Rogers. I’m looking for Megan Reynolds.”

			“That’s me.” I managed to stick my hand out from under the ribbons and accept his offer of a handshake, suddenly aware of his touch, the pressure of his hand holding mine. Firm and professional, yet warm and friendly.

			“Megan?”

			The edge of Eli’s voice diverted my attention. I let go of Clayton’s hand and glanced behind me. Eli had put down another box on my workbench, putting on a show of moving things aside to make room for it. Before I could say anything, he came to my side, giving the impression of support. No, protection better described Eli’s body language. With ten years difference in our ages, in Eli’s eyes, I was still a kid heading off to the big bad world of kindergarten.

			I raised my finger in the air, silently asking Clayton for a minute. “Thanks for helping, Eli.” Again. “But aren’t you needed at Farmer Foods?” I put my hand on his upper arm and guided him around the boxes to the back door. “I’ll talk to you later.”

			He raised an eyebrow. “Yes, you will.”

			I locked the door behind Eli when he left. Why did I do that? I never locked the back door when the shop was open. Maybe I wanted to be sure Eli didn’t wander in unannounced again. I shook my head at my own actions and returned to the front of the shop. “Sorry for the interruption, uh, Mr. Rogers.”

			“Clayton…call me Clayton. And I should be the one apologizing.”

			“Why is that?” I looked around at the mess I had yet to tackle. Out my front window I could see people walking on the Square. Probably the tour group, along with regular shoppers. They’d be coming in to assess my shop in the one case, or browse or place an order in the other. Both groups would see my shop in shambles. I grabbed a roll of ribbon and began weaving the end through my fingers, making a bow of sorts.

			“I was supposed to call ahead and schedule the interview,” he said, resting his hand on the workbench, “but I wanted to see your place before I made an official visit.”

			“Interview?” I didn’t remember scheduling an interview. I’d been so preoccupied with the contest and keeping up with my regular business that relatively small things like articles in the local newspaper slipped by me. Besides, I’d never heard of a reporter named Clayton Rogers. Not surprising, since I had no reason to keep anything other than the contest and my business in the forefront of my mind.

			Clayton frowned. “Yes, an interview. It’s the next step for the finalists in the contest.”

			Wham! I put two and two together. “But the letter specifically said someone would be coming next week.” I looked more closely at this man in front of me, who, regardless of being around my age, late thirties or so, had suddenly taken on an air of authority, which turned him into Mr. Rogers. “How do I know you are who you say you are?” I blurted. Was I even making sense?

			“Smart woman.” He reached into the inside pocket of his sport coat and took out an envelope and handed it to me. “I should have given this to you immediately. It’s my letter of introduction.”

			I took it and pulled out the letter. I read it once, scanning it a second time to give myself a minute or two to gather my thoughts. Meanwhile, Mr. Rogers had turned away and wandered toward the refrigerated displays. I squashed the urge to shout at him when he held out his phone and took a picture of the arrangements I’d made last night.

			“I saw that,” I said, as if issuing a warning.

			“You object?”

			“Yes, I certainly do. But I can see from the letter that you are from the Bartholomew School of Floral Design in New York. So, in addition to the interview, I’ve agreed to have pictures taken of my entries. And a portrait.” I knew all of this, but with the reality of it happening now, I needed time to settle the butterflies that Mr. Rogers had set in flight.

			I reached up to finger brush my short hair. I really should have taken a couple of seconds to give it a proper brushing before I came downstairs. But then this stranger held up his phone again and took a picture of me. What audacity. I wasn’t prepared for a photo shoot. “No fair! Promise you’ll delete that shot and do another when I’m dressed for the interview.”

			A faint smile appeared. “Sure thing.”

			He put the phone in his pocket, but had he deleted the shot? If he had, I hadn’t seen it. “Look, Mr. Rogers…” If this man represented what passed for professionalism at the Bartholomew school, I wasn’t sure I wanted any part of their contest. I instantly realized I’d overreacted and pulled that thought back.

			“Clayton…call me Clayton.”

			What a smooth voice—to go with the strong chin and deep gray eyes. I had to watch myself around this guy. “Well, Mr. Rogers, I only want to be clear that everything having to do with the contest is strictly business.” Who was I telling? Him? No, I was reminding myself about staying professional.

			That faint smile altered his face again. “Perhaps you would join me for dinner and we can start over.” He turned and waved his hand toward the window. “Say 7:30 at that restaurant attached to the Inn. What is it called? Crossroads?”

			My stomach rolled out a loud growl in response.

			I hadn’t eaten at Crossroads in several weeks, so even the thought of one of their better-than-homemade meals made my mouth water and my stomach react with a loud yes.

			Then my stomach growled again. Anyone within ten feet would have been treated to the sound of my hunger.

			Clayton smiled. “Since it seems like you haven’t eaten in a while, how can you refuse?”

			Ah, those gray eyes could twinkle. They challenged me to answer.

			Not to be bested, I accepted the invitation as if it were a dare. “Sure, 7:30. I’ll meet you there.”

			“Good day, for now.” He extended his hand and waited for me to respond.

			I did. “Nice meeting you, Mr. Rogers.”

			He approached the front door, but before he left he turned back. “Clayton.”

			The little bell on my door jingled when he pulled it closed.

			I shook my head, smiling in spite of myself. Even worse, my right hand felt warm from Mr. Rogers’—Clayton’s—touch.

			I might have kept staring out my window, but a group of people across the Square came into my line of vision. Sarah stood in the front of the crowd of men and women, all of whom sported the kind of name badges tour groups wore. What with Clayton coming in, I’d all but forgotten about them. But Sarah’s reminder scolded me into action. Where to begin? My mental list kept growing.

			Then I saw my reflection in the mirror in the back of the cooler. What would Sarah say if she saw me looking this disheveled? I couldn’t let that happen.

			I raced up the stairs and peeled off my jeans and sweatshirt, replacing them with my best pair of black ankle pants and a gauze tunic in cranberry red, a color that set off my light brown hair. “Hair,” I said out loud, using the brush to fluff up the natural wave in my hair. As I switched to my black flats, I took two seconds to swipe lipstick across my mouth. That was it, and it would have to do. A glance in the mirror confirmed I was new and improved.

			Back downstairs, I started with the most eye-catching part of the mess, the vases and pots. Stacking them in piles of three and four, I hid them behind the cupboard doors. I grabbed an empty box and scooped up the spools of ribbons and dumped them inside. They’d have to wait their turn for better organization, with any luck, later that day. If not, tomorrow would be soon enough.

			Better, much better. But Rainbow Gardens was a working shop, so maybe a little mess added a special touch. I knew how to hustle on a busy day. Right?

			I addressed the heart of the matter next. The fresh flowers that had arrived earlier that morning. While you were still dreaming away with Mr. Romantic.

			I cut open the first box, my heart soaring in anticipation. Every week I got to experience renewed pleasure as the rush of fragrances rose from the opened box. My babies, I called them, helpless and needing lots of TLC before they withered and died.

			I lifted the flowers from the box and spread them around the workbench. They needed to be sorted and watered, but time was short.

			A few minutes after eleven, Sarah opened the door and the group of about a dozen men and women trailed in behind her. I exhaled to help me change my focus from the flowers to the people, who arranged themselves to fit the limited space. By the time they were done, the first to enter moved to the back of the shop and the last few filled the remaining room in the display area.

			“Okay, everyone,” Sarah began when the last to enter closed the door behind him. “Meet Megan Reynolds, owner of the popular shop, Rainbow Gardens. Around here, we also know her as Elliot and Eli Reynolds’ sister. You just met the twin brothers at Farmer Foods. The Reynolds family is one of Wolf Creek’s oldest.”

			Grinning, Sarah turned to me. “Your turn, Megan. Tell us about your shop.”

			I stared at her, suddenly dumbstruck. At the last business association meeting, Sarah had talked about showcasing our businesses. No problem, I understood that. The shop owners on the Square were used to groups of three or four tour guides or travel writers coming around. They more or less blended in with the customers and watched us work. We chatted with them casually. But I hadn’t adjusted my thinking to the larger group of a dozen people, so I hadn’t prepared a presentation. Big mistake on my part, but I had no choice but to wing it.

			Sarah cast a pointed smile my way and nodded.

			I cleared my throat. “Well, as you can tell from the way you’re packed in, this is a small shop…” A scatter of chuckles came from the group standing shoulder to shoulder. Nothing like stating the obvious. “But the business is not small in scope. In fact, one of my contracts is with the Inn across the way. I provide the arrangements for their rooms and small vases for the Crossroads’ dining room. Other shops, including the newest business on the Square, Country Law, have contracts with me to periodically deliver flower arrangements or decorations.” My little speech was even boring me. I glanced at Sarah hoping for some support.

			“Go on,” she encouraged, absently tugging at the lapels of what looked like a brand new linen jacket in lemon yellow. Perfect for a spring day. She also wore a small multi-colored gemstone brooch, no doubt compliments of Art&Son, the jewelry store on the Square.

			Two women in the middle of the pack whispered and nodded toward an arrangement I’d placed on my workbench. That prompted me to add, “Like florists everywhere, I supply flowers for weddings, funerals, birthdays…name an occasion, and I can create arrangements for it.”

			“Well, then, is this one for sale?” The older of the two women pointed to an arrangement in a vase of robin’s egg blue, similar to the color of the blazer she wore. The cheerful white daisies nearly matched her hair.

			“Yes, it certainly is.” As if I would say no to a customer ready to buy.

			“Mark it sold, please, and I’ll pick it up after our last stop on the tour. There should be plenty of room for it on the bus.” She reached through the front line of visitors and handed me her business card.

			“Thank you.” I picked up a pen and wrote SOLD on the back of the card and stuck it between the flowers. I made a mental note to add a few stems later to fill out the arrangement. A little bonus.

			Another woman thrust her card toward me. “Can you make something for me by the end of the day? It’s my mother-in-law’s birthday.”

			My spirits were headed toward the ceiling. “I sure can. What kinds of flowers or colors would you like me to use?”

			The woman waved off the question. “I’ll leave it up to you. Anything that speaks of spring. I trust your judgment—but I can’t take anything too large. She lives in an apartment and I’m carrying it back on the bus.”

			I quickly made notes on her card and put it in the pocket of my smock.

			“Did these just arrive?” A man standing close to the far end of the counter had pulled back the flaps on one of the newly delivered boxes.

			“Yes. As a standing order, flowers are delivered every Tuesday. That means I always have a fresh supply.”

			Another male voice came from the back corner of the room and he leaned sideways so I could see him. “What about artificial flowers for outdoor displays? Do you work with those?”

			“If I know far enough in advance, I’m happy to, but I don’t have room to keep them in stock.”

			He nodded, as if storing away the information.

			“How about business cards for everyone, Megan,” Sarah interjected.

			I grabbed a stack from the counter and passed half to the group at the front of the shop and the rest to those next to me behind the counter. “Take as many as you like.”

			A young woman just inside the front door sneezed. “Sorry, my allergies are acting up. I’ll wait outside…lovely shop, though.” She waved, and slipped out the door, the jingle of the bell muffled in the low din of murmuring voices exchanging comments.

			“Any other questions before we move on?” Sarah had transitioned back to leader mode, and used the departure of one of the dozen visitors as a cue to head out. I’d seen her manage crowds like this before. She was a great combination of Wolf Creek Square booster and organizer.

			A man standing by the glass cooler raised his hand. “I have one. Tell me, do you make all the arrangements yourself?” His words came out as a challenge, so much so that most of the others turned to stare at him.

			Since I’d been listening to Eli talk to me like that for my entire life, I was used to an edgy tone. My confidence bloomed in response. “Yes, I do. I create all of them.”

			So there.

			He nodded. “I’ve never seen daisies paired with roses before.”

			Whoa. This man knew about typical flower pairings. That caught me by surprise.

			“You’re right,” I said. “I created that particular arrangement by gathering extra stems from other arrangements I’d made that same afternoon, the day before yesterday, actually. Rather than discard them, I used as many as would fit in the vase.”

			“What about employees? How many do you have?” he asked.

			The man next to him punched him playfully on the shoulder. “What’s the matter, Tom? Tours not enough for you? You looking for a job?”

			“I always wanted to have a flower shop or greenhouse,” Tom answered in a voice that surprised me with its thoughtfulness.

			Sarah looked at her watch. “I see it’s almost noon…”

			“Excuse me,” a woman near the door called out. “What can customers buy from you besides flowers? Beautiful as they are, arrangements like these would be difficult to keep intact on the ride home on the bus or in a van.”

			I gestured to the shelves near the front windows. “I’m so glad you asked. I always have lots of vases and colorful pottery on display—and a few pieces of garden art. They’re popular Christmas gifts. But beyond that, tourists coming from nearby towns will know I’m here when they want personal attention for a wedding or a special shower or anniversary party. I do many events where my flower arrangements or a centerpiece exemplify the theme of a party.”

			“Well, thanks,” Sarah said, grinning. “Time for us to head to Crossroads for a buffet lunch. The chef assured us there would be lots of samples, and they’re setting us up in the private dining room. Let’s all meet there in fifteen minutes.”

			Waves and a string of thank-yous followed as the group filed out. Sarah left with a pleasant nod. Somehow, even with the mess and my lack of preparation, I’d done my part. I was pretty proud of myself.

			Since Sarah and I were friends, I intended to tell her she needed to warn us about the big difference between the small groups and a fairly large gathering of a dozen people. The way the Square was growing and bringing in greater numbers every year, all the owners would need to up their game. I couldn’t be the only one who could have used some warning about the need for a more organized presentation. A little voice inside my head scoffed at that thought. After all these years, did I really need to be told how to string sentences together about Rainbow Gardens?

			“Excuse me, Ms. Reynolds.” The man the others had called Tom had waited until the rest of the group had left the shop before approaching my workbench.

			Irrationally, I bristled inside from what I interpreted as his earlier critique of my daisies and roses combination. “Megan, please. Uh, what can I help you with today?”

			“I’m amazed by the work you do here,” he said, looking around him.

			Not a trace of challenge came through.

			“It’s apparent you enjoy your work. I envy you.” He paused and stared at the arrangement on the counter that now sported a sold sign. “Like I said, I’ve always wanted to work with plants.”

			I kept my voice neutral when I asked, “Is there any particular reason why you haven’t?”

			He waved his hand nervously. “Oh, the usual reasons, I suppose. Family business. The R word—responsibilities.”

			I could tell he wanted to say more. “What is it you’d like to know, Tom?”

			Again, he hesitated. I waited.

			“Can I come and spend a day with you?” he asked.

			Instinctively, I took a step back.

			He laughed and raised his hands in a show of apologetic surrender. “That came out wrong. What I meant was that I’d like to work in the shop with you for a day. Maybe once I try it, I’ll find it isn’t the career I want after all—or, maybe I’ll find it irresistible.”

			His offer came out of the blue, but once again, I’d been thinking about hiring a part-time person to help during the summer festivals on the Square. My other secret got in the way of doing that. No one, not even my closest friends or my brothers knew my private thought…wish, I suppose I should call it. If I won the Bartholomew Floral Design contest I’d need to be out of town for extended periods of time. The kind of part-time help I’d taken on in the past wouldn’t be enough. I’d either have to hire someone to manage Rainbow Gardens. Or, maybe even…I stopped there. Tom was waiting for an answer.

			“How about next Saturday?” I asked, taken in by his sincerity. “That’s right before the summer season starts.”

			Tom frowned. “Could you make it Thursday? I’m taking a group to The Domes in Milwaukee on Saturday.”

			“Lucky you,” I said. “I envy you the trip. I love it there. Where else can you visit the rain forest and the desert in the same half hour?” The Domes was one of Wisconsin’s horticultural wonder sites, displaying plants from regions from all over the world—and creating the climate to make it work. “Thursday will be fine. I’ll leave a mess for you to pick up.”

			His look of dismay amused me, but he relaxed a bit when I laughed.

			“What time should I be here?” he asked.

			“Shop opens at 10:00. I’ll unlock the door at 9:30. Bring a lunch.”

			He looked at his watch and rushed to the door. “See you Thursday.”

			The bell continued to jingle long after the door closed.

			Clayton and Tom. Two new names before noon. Time for lunch, and I hadn’t even had breakfast. The shop empty, I ran upstairs to grab the Biscuits and Brew turkey sandwich I’d left in my refrigerator the day before. I poured a glass of chocolate milk, fresh from Farmer Foods, to go with it. I carried my makeshift lunch downstairs to eat while I went back to unpacking and sorting my Tuesday flower order.

			Once I dispensed with both lunch and the flowers, I turned my attention to the birthday arrangement for Ms. Collins. She’d asked for something small, but as my mind wandered to Clayton and dinner, and then to my offer to Tom, I kept adding one flower after another until I finally stood back to take a look. I laughed out loud and shook my head. I’d made an arrangement large enough for the lobby of the Inn or the table in Country Law’s reception area. I started over and focused, finally finishing a bouquet fit for an apartment.

			Just before closing both women came in, talking over each other’s words and laughing. Each was carrying a shopping bag filled to the top and then some. They were definite in their promises to return to Wolf Creek Square soon. Each ran a tour company that specialized in vans, not coaches, and they needed new destinations to keep their customers coming back.

			The shops on the Square had been on the receiving end of a great day.

			“I’ll be sure to tell our mayor you enjoyed your tour today,” I said.

			When they left with their flower arrangements, I locked the door and pivoted around, resting my back against the door. I gazed into the shop I’d loved for so long. I took in the bright vases and pottery plant pots and the glass case now filled with fresh roses of all sizes and colors, spring irises and daisies, tulips in a dazzling array of vibrant hues, traditional carnations that some people still liked, and white lilies so perfect they looked like pieces of sculpture. For years now, I’d spent most of my life working in the shop and living upstairs.

			I used decorative enamel buckets to display bouquets, small and inexpensive enough that almost anyone could afford to pick up one on the way home. The supply was thinned out, so I planned to replenish them the next morning, and then concentrate on arrangements I needed to practice for the contest. Somehow, in the process, I’d figure out how to make the best use of Tom. Other than taking on a part-time employee during peak season weekends, I’d never had many helpers, so I didn’t want to waste his enthusiasm.

			And then there was dinner. I glanced down at my clothes. The paint-spattered sweatshirt was gone, and I looked pretty good for my shop visitors, but Clayton Rogers’ first impression was that of a woman with finger-combed hair and clothes fit for a cleaning crew. I needed a second chance to make a first impression.

			

		


				
					[image: ]
				

			

			2

			Once upstairs I changed from the casual tunic and cotton pants to something a little crisper. I thought of the term, business casual. That’s what I was going for. I rifled through my collection of jackets and tunics and skirts and pants, finally settling on the most professional looking black slacks I had, often pulled out for deliveries to funeral homes and for meetings with wedding planners. I paired the slacks with a crisp white shirt and a matching pin-stripe blazer. I stepped back from the mirror, evaluating the image I’d gone for. Professional enough to be taken seriously, but casual enough so I wouldn’t look like I’d tried too hard.

			A sweep of the mascara wand and fresh lip gloss and I was good to go. I gathered cash, keys, and lipstick and put them in a small black clutch rather than in my pockets. Holding the purse would give me something to do with my nervous hands.

			As I gave my hair a final pat, I was surprised by the increasingly intense flutters in my stomach. Now that it was time to walk across the Square to Crossroads, the voices urging me not to go grew louder. Well, I had to go. I couldn’t leave the guy waiting for me at a table. But I absolutely regretted agreeing to this dinner. What was I thinking having dinner with Clayton Rogers, who, after all, represented the contest? Was it even ethical?

			I could just hear Eli’s comments when he found out. And he’d be sure to find out, not because I told him, but because some busybody would mention seeing me with a stranger at Crossroads. All the more reason to leave town and strike out on my own somewhere else.

			Taking deep breaths, I made my way down my spiral stairway and out the door. It took three minutes tops to make my way to the reception area of Crossroads, where I told the hostess I was meeting someone, Clayton Rogers.

			“Oh, of course. He said you’d be joining him. He’s already seated with his mother by the window.” The hostess, someone I didn’t recognize, gestured for me to follow her. “This way, please.”

			His mother?

			Clayton rose from his chair and greeted me when I approached. He casually pulled out a chair for me and nodded to the hostess. The guy had smooth manners, I conceded.

			He wasted no time introducing his mother, Sadie Rogers, explaining who I was by adding, “Megan is the finalist I’m here to interview.”

			I held out my hand across the table. “Nice to meet you, Mrs. Rogers.”

			“Call me Sadie, please.” Three sparkling bracelets clanked against each other when she shook my hand.

			I moved the small vase of flowers to an empty space at one corner of the table, giving me an unobstructed view of a woman I guessed to be somewhere near sixty. She looked great, too, with her smartly cut light brown hair and nearly unlined skin.

			“Much better,” Sadie said, giving me a firm nod. “I never did like looking around a centerpiece.”

			“I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve already ordered an appetizer for us,” Clayton said. “The bruschetta sounded too good to pass up.” Clayton lifted an open bottle of wine. “Care to join us for a glass of merlot?”

			Merlot. One of my favorites. But was wine a good idea? I still wasn’t convinced this dinner made sense.

			“A small glass won’t hurt,” Sadie said, as if she’d read my mind.

			“You’re right.” I nodded to Clayton and slid the wine glass at my place setting in his direction. Since it seemed I’d surrendered to the notion of dinner and wouldn’t be making an excuse to run away, I arranged my napkin across my lap.

			We put in our entrée orders before the appetizer platter arrived. I stuck with easy-to-eat blackened salmon, with some kind of potato concoction that spared me from the need to chase pasta around my plate. Sadie apparently wasn’t worried about that, and even asked for the chef’s special meat sauce for her manicotti. Clayton took advantage of the roast chicken, a perpetual Crossroads favorite.

			By the time the waitress delivered the platter of bruschetta, Italian bread, and a bowl of olives, Sadie had already asked a million questions about Wolf Creek and the Square. I relaxed because I sensed genuine curiosity, and besides, I knew the answers. Hearing myself talk about the history of the Square and relaying the fact it was almost torn down in favor of a parking deck and an indoor mall brought out my dramatic side. “Sometimes I can’t believe how close we came to losing these historic buildings—and the very character of Wolf Creek itself.”

			I addressed Sadie, but when I paused I glanced at Clayton. His amused smile wasn’t lost on me. I’d seen it earlier that day when he was about ready to take my photo. Against my will. My warming cheeks told me I was likely blushing, but maybe it was a reaction to the wine.

			It wasn’t long before our meals arrived, and between bites of salmon and the house salad, I told Sadie about Sarah, our mayor, and the town history she was working on. “So many of us are direct descendants of the original founders,” I added.

			When Sadie grinned and commented on my enthusiasm for my hometown, it hit me that I hadn’t enjoyed an evening out with new acquaintances in a very long time.

			“I think you’d like Sarah,” I said. “If you think I’m a fan of Wolf Creek, you should hear her talk about our little town, past, present, and future.” I’m not sure why I could easily envision the two women becoming friendly, but maybe it was a certain kind of resemblance, not in looks, but in attitude. Open and welcoming.

			As the evening passed, my initial impression that there was something familiar about Clayton remained in place. He focused on his dinner, preferring to stay on the fringe of my conversation with his mother, but more than once I caught him staring at me.

			Emboldened by Sadie’s curiosity—not to mention her hearty appetite—I described another Crossroads special. “No one leaves Wolf Creek without sampling some Crossroads pie. Now, Eli, my brother, likes the chocolate mousse. I prefer the cherry pie, made with cherries from our local orchard and topped off with vanilla ice cream produced at a nearby dairy.” I laughed at my own description. “But, that’s just my opinion. There are many choices.”

			“What a wonderful town booster you are, Megan,” Sadie said.

			Before I had a chance to comment, the waitress came and took our dessert order, followed quickly by Art Carlson and Marianna Spencer approaching our table. I opened my mouth, prepared to introduce them as two more shop owners on the Square, but Art spoke first.

			“Clay? Clayton?” Art had surprise etched in every feature. “Marianna, I’d like you to meet an old colleague—and friend—of mine, Clayton Som…”

			“Clayton Rogers.” He’d risen so quickly his chair hovered on two legs before settling back on four. He thrust his hand toward Marianna. “And my mother, Sadie Rogers.”

			Sadie sighed. “Clayton, really. It’s time to stop the masquerade.”

			Masquerade?

			“Please, join us,” Sadie said, already shifting her chair to make room for two more.

			I moved over as well, while Art took a chair from an empty table next to us. When Marianna and Art were settled, Art couldn’t keep his surprise contained. He kept looking from me to Clayton and back again at me. “What masquerade?”

			Apparently, I wasn’t the only puzzled person at the table.

			“Don’t look at me, Art,” I said, raising my hands in front of me. “I’m not in the know here.”

			Marianna filled the silence by turning to explain to Sadie that she owned Quilts Galore, the shop next to Art’s jewelry store. “Art and I end up coming here just about every night. We just polished off some pie.”

			Sadie grinned. “Megan told us that sampling Crossroads desserts is a requirement.”

			With the mood lightened a notch by small talk, Art signaled the waitress and ordered a carafe of decaf coffee. My impatience steadily intensified. What was Art talking about? It had to be important, because in a matter of seconds the energy at the table had immediately shifted from casual and pleasant to awkward, even tense.

			I waited for Clayton, or Sadie, to explain, but both seemed self-conscious, unwilling—or unable—to begin. The uncomfortable silence held until the waitress returned with the coffee and unloaded the five desserts from the tray.

			“I’ll pour the coffee,” Clayton said, reaching for the carafe. He stretched his long arms across the table and filled our cups. Finally, he flopped back in his chair. “Okay, Mom, you let the cat out of the bag, you make the explanations.”

			Sadie rested her hands in her lap. “Oh, this is all so embarrassing, and we weren’t ready to talk about it. But here we are, in a place we’ve never been, far away from New York.”

			I swallowed a sip of coffee and leaned forward in anticipation. But why was my heart pounding so?

			“You see, my—our—old life is long gone now.” She picked up her fork, but didn’t make a move to cut into her mixed berry pie. “Let me just make a long story short. My second husband and Clayton’s stepfather, Albert Winston, was involved in major investment fraud at his brokerage firm.”

			“Wow,” Art said, pulling his head back in obvious surprise.

			“I had an art gallery where I sold work from emerging artists, and, of course, I sold Clayton’s paintings, too.” She shook her head. “But unbeknownst to me, the money to launch my gallery came from profits Albert gained fraudulently. That meant it was seized as part of his assets, ultimately to be liquidated when compensating those whose money was essentially stolen.”

			“I’ve heard of that kind of thing,” Marianna said, her voice soft, “but I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone it happened to.”

			“As you can imagine, no other gallery in New York wanted anything to do with us, so Clayton and I packed up and moved to Vermont.”

			I glanced at Clayton, but he sat still in his chair, his gaze fixed on Sadie.

			Sadie filled in the rest of the story quickly, explaining that they decided to use Clayton’s middle name, Roger, which became Rogers, and that allowed Clayton to take on a new identity when he looked for work. Sadie sold some family jewelry and Clayton found a job in a seasonal gallery. They’d managed.

			“We were prepared to keep up our ruse,” Sadie said, “but someone browsing in the gallery recognized Clayton and one of the New York tabloids ran a story about us hiding out in Vermont. We picked up and moved again.”

			Art and Marianna wore stunned expressions. I imagined I looked the same. Finally, Art cleared his throat. “Why didn’t you call me, Clay? You know I’d have helped you. And Wisconsin is a long way from New York.”

			Clayton frowned in thought. “Before you left, I recall you telling some of us that you wanted to leave to help your son…you know, provide a better environment for him.”

			The first words he’d spoken, I noted, since the pie arrived.

			Art nodded vigorously. “Right, right. And it was the best decision I ever made. Alan is much happier here.” Art squeezed Marianna’s hand and grinned. “And so am I.”

			“Wait a minute,” I said, meeting Clayton’s gaze. “How is it that you’re working for Bartholomew Design?” Art and Marianna didn’t know that I’d even entered a contest, let alone been named a finalist. I’d kept that a secret from everyone in town, even my brothers. But if Clayton was an artist of some renown, why had he deigned work for the floral design company, doing routine interviews no less?

			Clayton shrugged. “No mystery to that. Bartholomew needed impartial interviewers and I needed money. And we also needed to hide. Again.”

			Sadie lightly slapped the tablecloth with her fingertips, a gesture that accentuated her perfectly shaped oval nails. “But we are not going to hide anymore.”

			I believed her. She didn’t seem like a person to make rash statements. This encounter with Art must have shifted something inside her.

			“I am still Sadie Winston, but Clayton is no longer a Rogers. He’s…”

			He held out his hand for me to shake. “Clayton Sommers.”

			I played along. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Sommers.” The earlier warm rush zipping through me from his touch repeated, leaving me unable to add a clever remark. Fortunately, I didn’t have to, because Marianna’s attempt to stifle a yawn drew everyone’s attention.

			We laughed as a group when she said, “Trust me, my early start this morning is responsible, not your story.” She pushed her chair back and Art did the same. “Best for us to get on home. But it was nice to meet you both.” She touched Sadie’s arm. “And do stop by Quilts Galore if you have time. I’m at the end of the Square.”

			“And I expect to see you in my shop soon, Clay.” Art flashed a friendly grin. “We’ve got some catching up to do.”

			It was as if nothing changed but the atmosphere. And that had definitely improved.

			Clayton stood as Art and Marianna rose to leave. “Of course, I’ll stop by. I’ll come first thing tomorrow, in fact. You were one of my most important mentors, so naturally, I’m eager to see your latest designs. Who knows? They might inspire me to paint again.”

			I took the last few bites of the pie left on my plate, and took Art and Marianna’s quick exit as a signal to depart myself. My fingers itched to type “Clayton Sommers” into the search engine and see what the Internet had to say about him. From what Sadie said, they’d been forced onto a new path, certainly not one they’d chosen. Odd, though, neither appeared broken by what had happened. I pushed away my empty coffee cup and saucer and put my napkin in their place.

			“Time for me to head home, too,” I said, standing.

			“So soon?” Clayton’s features showed clear disappointment.

			“Like Marianna and Art, I start early—well, usually.” Since Clayton had found me in disarray earlier, I figured an explanation was in order. “Of course, if I’m inspired and work into the wee hours, as I did last night, then my morning is a rush.”

			Amused, Clayton said, “I see.”

			I glanced at Sadie. “As a former gallery owner, I’m sure you can understand that I have orders to fill and a front window to change for Memorial Day.” I left out the part about Tom Harris coming to the shop on Thursday.

			“Thank you for joining us tonight,” Sadie said, smiling broadly. “It was a special treat for me. Women talk, you know, is in short supply when there’s only one man around. And now I know Marianna, too.”

			“As the kid sister of two brothers,” I said in a matching tongue-in-cheek tone, “I understand you completely.”

			Despite her teasing, I sensed this mother-son pair shared more than that bond. I sensed mutual admiration, too. A certain amount of pain was inescapable, since both had fallen victim to dishonesty they had no control over, and I wondered how my family would have survived such a far-reaching deception.

			“Well, then, good night, Clayton, Sadie. And thanks so much for dinner and good conversation. I always enjoy a meal at Crossroads.”

			“I’ll walk you home.”

			I waved him off. “No need for that.” I pointed out the window. “I’m only going a few steps across the Square.”

			“You’ll have to indulge him, Megan. For all his faults, Albert passed on old-fashioned manners. I’m going to sit tight and have more coffee.” As if accentuating her point, she reached for the carafe.

			I could see I lost the battle. “There’s really no need for this,” I said as Clayton and I walked on the winding path across the Square. “But I enjoyed visiting with your mother. And, of course, I never imagined what a difficult few years you’ve had.”

			Ignoring my remark, Clayton said, “Yes, I had fun, despite the serious talk. I’m glad you accepted my invitation.” He stepped back while I unlocked the door. “Pleasant dreams.”

			“You, too.” I went inside, noting that Clayton stayed in place until I relocked the door.

			I raised my hand in a small wave. But when he retraced his steps back to the Inn, an odd awareness washed over me again, as if I had seen him before.

			The antique lamp posts in the Square provided enough light for me to navigate to the back of the shop and up the stairs to my apartment without turning on any shop lights. Before turning on the laptop I kept on a desk in my living room, I checked my phone for messages. I’d left it behind on purpose. About a year ago, one too many customers stopped in the middle of a transaction to answer a call or a text. Some days it had seemed like beeps and ringtones and buzzes were a constant in the shop. That’s when I’d decided to start leaving my own phone at home when I
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