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  Dedication


 For everyone who has ever been brave enough to begin again,
open enough to trust after disappointment,
and hopeful enough to believe that the right kind of love
will never ask you to face life alone. 



Always Love, 

Tara



***



 “Two are better than one; because they have a good reward for their labour. For if they fall, the one will lift up his fellow.” 

Ecclesiastes 4:9-10



***



 1 For everything there is a season, a time for every activity under heaven.
2 A time to be born and a time to die. A time to plant and a time to harvest.
3 A time to kill and a time to heal. A time to tear down and a time to build up.
4 A time to cry and a time to laugh. A time to grieve and a time to dance.
5 A time to scatter stones and a time to gather stones. A time to embrace and a time to turn away.
6 A time to search and a time to quit searching. A time to keep and a time to throw away.
7 A time to tear and a time to mend. A time to be quiet and a time to speak.
8 A time to love and a time to hate. A time for war and a time for peace.
9 What do people really get for all their hard work? 
10 I have seen the burden God has placed on us all. 
11 Yet God has made everything beautiful for its own time. He has planted eternity in the human heart, but even so, people cannot see the whole scope of God’s work from beginning to end.  



Ecclesiastes 3:1-11
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  Chapter 1


Three weeks from today, the downtown area of Serenity Crossing would hold hundreds of people, sixty-two vendor booths, a high school marching band, and multiple activities for the annual Harvest Festival. Anna Hartwell had a plan and a map for every bit of it. What she didn’t have, at four o’clock on a Friday afternoon, was a corner lot big enough for two vendors who’d each been promised it in writing. 
She spread the vendor map across her desk and anchored one curling edge with her coffee mug. The coffee had gone cold an hour ago, pale as always with too much cream. The northeast corner of the town square, which was Main and Heritage streets, had forty feet of space and one reservation too many.
The kettle corn vendor had held that corner every October since Anna was in high school. The cider press folks from over in Cosby had a confirmation letter saying it was theirs. Somewhere along the way during the planning stages for this festival, an error had been made.
She picked up the phone and called Roy Tipton first.
He started started talking before she finished saying hello.
“Now, Anna, I’ve already heard. Wanda Sipes called me earlier today and told me there’s a cider outfit that thinks they’ve got my corner, and I want you to know I have set up on that corner every single Harves Festival since your daddy was on the town council. My daddy had that corner before me. I’ve got a tent with a canopy cut to fit that corner.”
“I know you do, Roy.”
“Then why am I hearing about a cider outfit?”
“Because I made a mistake,” Anna said. “And I’m calling to tell you it’s fixed.”
The line went quiet for a second.
“Fixed how?”
“You’ve had that corner longer than I’ve had this job, and you’ll keep it as long as I’m in charge. I’m not moving you an inch.” She turned the map a quarter-turn and looked at the little rectangle marked Tipton’s. “Same corner, same power hookup, same forty feet. All I need from you is to act as if you never received that confirmation letter. Tear it up and pretend the whole thing never happened. I’ll put a new one in the mail this afternoon.”
“Well,” Roy let out a long breath. “Well, all right, then.”
“Now are we all squared away or did you want to yell at me some more?”
He laughed at that, big and easy. “You’re your daddy’s daughter, you know that? He’d have said the same thing and made me feel bad about it besides.”
“He taught me everything I know.”
“He surely did.” He was still chuckling when he hung up.
The cider press people took a bit longer.
“I’m going to read it to you, because I know how these things go.” the woman said. “It says Booth space is confirmed at the northeast corner of the town square, Main and Heritage, forty feet. And then it’s got your name printed at the bottom of it.”
“It does,” Anna said. “Charlene, I’ll admit I made a mistake.”
“So what happens now? Because we’ve already ordered our apples.”
“Now I offer you a better spot, and you tell me whether or not it’s a better spot for you.”
“I doubt that very much.”
“Let me try anyway.” Anna set her finger on the map, on the open ground near the bandstand, and slid it slowly along the front of it. “You know where the stage sits normally in the town square during the festival? There’s level ground near it. You’d have the whole stage crowd standing right there near you for three solid days, and you’d be the first booth anybody sees coming up from Oak Street.”
“How level is level?”
“Level Charlene, there’s no question about it. I wouldn’t do you wrong.”
“Well now, if we’re right there near the stage, we ought to bring the big press and not the little one.”
“Bring the big one.”
“I’ll take it. You know,” Charlene said, “you’re a good bit easier to deal with than the woman they had before you.”
“Bless your heart, Charlene, for saying that.”
Anna hung up and wrote resolved beside the corner lot, then drew a box around the word, which was as close as she came to celebrating on a Friday.
Out past her office door, Mabel Crowder was straightening the brochure racks the way some people tended a garden. Unhurried, focused, and not to be interrupted. Mabel ran the Visitor Center’s front desk and kept the coffee fresh for anyone who wandered in. Over the past four years that Anna had worked here, Mabel had also taken on the role of mother hen as well. Her career in the visitors center had begun long before Anna had been hired. Mabel loved her job and did it well.
“The corner lot situation is all settled now,” Anna said from the doorway.
“I never doubted for a minute you wouldn’t have that solved in record time.” Mabel squared a stack of trail maps against the counter. “Elaine Mitchell was at the quilt guild meeting yesterday. Handing out peppermint candies as if it were Christmas morning.”
Anna waited. With Mabel, the second half of a thought arrived when it was ready and not before.
“Her boy, Cameron, is home,” Mabel said. “Home for good, the way she tells it. He got hired on at the fire department. What a blessing to have one of our own back where he belongs. My goodness, you should have heard Elaine telling us about all the places that boy’s been these past few years.”
“I heard he was home.” Anna and Cameron had run with the same crowd all through school, and it would be good to see him again and catch up a little. “Minnie over at the diner told me on Wednesday that he’d come in for lunch. So you’re a bit late in sharing the news.”
“Minnie,” Mabel gave the trail maps a final tap. “Well. That woman’s got a telephone and no shame.”
“She’s got a diner in which she hears all the latest news and gossip, is what she’s got.”
“That too.” Mabel straightened another stack of brochures that did not need straightening. “All through high school that boy hauled my Christmas boxes down out of the attic for me. Every November, without me asking twice. He carried my groceries to the car every single time he saw me at the market, and one time he did it in the rain.”
“That sounds like him.”
“He was such a good boy. Sweet and kind, both. His mama and daddy raised him right, that’s for sure.”
Mabel wasn’t wrong. He had been a good person, always helpful and giving of his time. That much Anna remembered all on her own.
She went back to her desk and the next thing on her list, because the list was long and the twenty-third of October was coming soon. The tent company’s dispatcher up in Pigeon Forge had promised her an early Thursday morning delivery twice now. This afternoon there was a message on her voicemail using the word reschedule as if it were a simple thing that could be worked around.
She called him back.
“Denny, it’s Anna Hartwell down in Serenity Crossing.”
“Anna. Hey. Did you get my message?”
“I did. Tell me about the delivery I have scheduled for Thursday at the end of this month.”
“Well, that’s the thing. We’re stacked up. I’ve got two big jobs in Sevierville that weekend, and the crew’s committed. Best I can do is push you to the following Monday.”
“My festival opens on Friday the twenty-third.”
“Right.”
“So the following Monday would be two days after it ends.”
There was a small silence.
“That’d be a problem,” Denny said.
“It surely would.” Anna pulled her planner toward her and uncapped her pen. “Now, I’ve had Thursday on my calendar since July, and you’ve confirmed it to me twice, so I’m going to assume there’s something on your end that’s gotten turned around.”
“I just don’t have enough trucks to make your delivery on Thursday.”
“So, it’s just a delivery day issue. You can supply me with the things I need, you just can’t deliver them on Thursday?”
“Say that again.”
“Denny, I’ll take the tent supplies earlier. Thursday morning which you originally told me back in July was the only day available for delivery at that time. Now you’re telling me you can’t deliver on Thursday. Bring everything to me on Wednesday, I’m fine with that. Shoot, if you want bring me the supplies on Tuesday, I don’t care. I have to have those tent supplies, work with me here,” Anna said.
“Huh.” She could hear him moving papers. “Well, hang on. Hang on now. If I split the order, I could run you a partial Wednesday morning with the Sevierville crew’s second truck on its way out, and then bring the balance Wednesday afternoon.”
“Wednesday’s better than Thursday, anyhow. That works for me.”
“It’d have to be early. Seven-thirty in the morning for the first delivery.”
“Seven thirty is fine Denny.”
“And I’d need somebody there to sign.”
“I’ll be standing on the sidewalk at seven fifteen with a smile on my face and a pen in my hand.”
Denny laughed. “You know, I about had you talked into Monday.”
“You did not.”
“No,” he said, “I didn’t.”
“Read the delivery date and times back to me to make sure we are clear on everything.”
He read them back.
“You’re a hard woman to disappoint,” the dispatcher said, as if it were a compliment.
“I make it my life’s work,” Anna said, and wished him a good weekend.
She made a few notes in her planner after hanging up the phone. Anna liked her Fridays like this. Everything that had threatened to come loose all week was pinned down and put back where it belonged. A good list, checked off and completed.
She was reviewing next week’s tasks when a new email came in from Chief Hayes over at the Serenity Crossing Public Safety and Rescue Complex.

Anna,
Just confirming the festival safety coordination initial meeting set for this coming Monday at nine o’clock with you at the Visitor Center. I’m assigning one of my men to be your official Festival Safety Officer for the Harvest Festival. As discussed previously, he’ll coordinate coverage for this year’s event and will run point on the child-safety protocol going forward. Have a nice weekend.
Chief Hayes

Anna read it twice, and the second time through, she was smiling.
The safety officer role had been her idea. She’d asked Chief Hayes to work with her on developing the position last spring, after a child wandered off at last year’s festival. For over two hours she and numerous volunteers and every police officer in town had walked the square calling a little girl’s name, and by the grace of God she’d turned up unharmed. It was the most frightening thing Anna had ever lived through at an event she managed. Ever since, it had been at the top of her list to have one dedicated person whose entire job revolved around safety and to develop a solid plan of action if another child ever went messing during a town wide event.
Chief Hayes’s email didn’t give the name of the officer who’d be coming, but Anna didn’t need one. The position was new, and Ed Lawson was the obvious man for it. A captain, the one who’d actually found the child last year, was exactly who a chief would hand a brand-new responsibility to.
She flipped her planner to Monday and wrote confirmed next to the nine o’clock safety kickoff meeting as Mabel appeared in her office doorway with her coat over one arm and her handbag settled in the crook of her elbow.
“I’m leaving for the day,” Mabel said. “Anything you need before I go?”
“Not a thing. I’ll be just a few minutes behind you.”
“I’ll believe that when I see it, young lady. I know you better than that.” Mabel got her keys out. “I’ll lock the door on my way out. And remember, Minnie’s has chicken and dumplings on Fridays.”
“Noted,” Anna said. “Have a nice weekend, Mabel. See you Monday.”
“I plan to have a fabulous weekend, and you do the same, dear.”
She heard the front door lock click, and the Visitor Center was quiet.
Anna stayed longer than she’d intended. She sent reminder emails to a dozen vendors, printed the volunteer sign-up sheets for the bulletin boards around town, and then called Minnie’s for a to-go order, because Mabel had put chicken and dumplings in her head and there was no getting them back out.
It was past six when she stepped out onto Oak Street.
The mountains had gone gold along their tops above the rooflines across the way, and the air had that first real edge to it, cool and clean. Fall was settling in for good. The Serenity Crossing Ladies Auxiliary had put their mums out along the sidewalk, rust and deep gold in matching black pots, one at every lamppost the whole length of the block.
She walked past Hartwell’s Hardware, her brother Jim’s store, where somebody had built a fall display in the front window. Scarecrows and pumpkins arranged around a group of rakes fanned out like a peacock’s tail. Jim had never arranged anything in his life, which meant somebody else had done it and done it well.
The streetlamps around the town square came on while she walked, their light still thin against a sky that hadn’t finished with the sunset. Three weeks from tonight there’d be festoon lights overhead as well and a band tuning up in the town square. Tonight it was quiet enough to hear the flag rope tapping the pole by the war memorial.
The Sweet Surrender Bakery window was dressed for fall, too. Caramel apples stacked on a cake stand. Sugar cookies with orange and gold icing sat on a silver platter, homemade caramels wrapped in wax paper beside them. Miniature pumpkins and faux flowers were arranged throughout the entire display.
Soon she arrive at Minnie’s Diner and on a Friday evening it was a packed house and all noise as usual. The supper crowd filled every table and every booth, and the pie case by the register was lit up and loaded. Anna’s supper was packaged and waiting on the counter, and Minnie set both hands flat on top of the to-go box, in no hurry at all to hand it over.
“Well, hey there, honey. Are you eating this alone over festival paperwork, or do I need to cut two slices of pie?”
“One slice. The paperwork doesn’t eat much.”
“Mmmm. Sounds like your Friday night’s going to be a quiet one.” Minnie cut a generous slice of apple pie, Anna’s favorite, and boxed it up without being asked. “Cameron Mitchell was in here again this afternoon with half the fire department. They sat right over there in the back booth. Bless his heart, that boy ate like the Marines had never fed him once in eight years, and then he asked after my pie crust recipe. He asked so sweetly I nearly told him my secret.”
“You never tell anyone your secret.”
“I nearly did this time,” Minnie leaned in on her elbows. “You two ran with the same bunch back in high school, didn’t you? You and him and the Callahan boy and that whole herd.”
“The whole herd,” Anna said. “I hope to catch up with him eventually. I haven’t seen him in ages. Eight years, Minnie. The time just slipped away. I can still remember our high school graduation, and then he left for basic training, and the rest of us, well. Life just happened, I guess you could say.”
“Life did happen.” Minnie smiled and kept whatever else she wanted to ask to herself, and patted the counter twice. “It’s nice having him back home, that’s for sure. Everybody where the Lord can keep an eye on ’em.”
“Amen to that,” Anna gathered up the boxes. “I’d better get this home while it’s hot. Good night, Minnie.”
“Night, sweetheart. You tell your mama I said hello.”






  
  Chapter 2


Cameron Mitchell was alone in the engine bay early Saturday morning at the Serenity Crossing Public Safety and Rescue Complex, putting the last of the hose back in its bed. 
He and the crew had gone out on a call around two o’clock that morning. A young couple over on Lakebend Road had lit the season’s first fire beneath a flue that hadn’t been swept since spring. Half the block had come outside in bathrobes to watch the firefighters put out the flames shooting from the chimney.
The husband had stood at the curb in gym shorts, apologizing before the crew was all the way down from the engine. His wife had stayed on the porch in a coat over her pajamas, still clutching the phone she’d used to call for help.
Afterward, Ed Lawson had walked them through the proper use of their fireplace damper. He’d told them to have the chimney swept every year and had given them the number of a local company that serviced nearly every home in the area.
The crew had loaded the wet hose loosely onto the engine and gone straight to their bunks after arriving back at the firehouse. But the Marines had gotten Cameron up before sunrise every day for eight years and drilled into him that equipment went back the way you found it. One week at home hadn’t changed that.
He’d made a pot of strong coffee, worked on the sticking compartment latch of Engine 2 until it quit sticking, rolled the fire hose properly, and returned it to its place on the truck, ready for the next call. Then he’d wiped down the engine.
He poured another cup of coffee and stood for a while in front of the county map pinned beside the radio desk, relearning roads he used to know like the back of his hand. A new cell tower was marked north of town. A subdivision stood where the Ledford cattle pasture used to be.
The creeks and hollows were all where he’d left them, of course. He stood there for a minute, remembering how he’d waded barefoot through half those creek beds as a boy, carrying a coffee can and searching for crawdads.
He was still lost in the memory when Bryce Callahan came down the hall, his boots in one hand and an empty coffee mug in the other.
“You know it’s okay to sleep, right?” Bryce set down his boots and held out his mug. Cameron filled it. “I heard you out here at five this morning rolling hose.”
“I didn’t see the point in lying back down. There was work that needed doing.”
“There’s always work that needs doing. That’s the nature of work.” Bryce dropped into the chair beside the radio desk and began working his feet into his boots. “One week. You’ve been here one week, and one of the B-shift boys has already asked me if you ever sit down.”
“What’d you tell him?”
“I told him no,” Bryce grinned up at him. “For what it’s worth, that’s a compliment. Those boys don’t hand them out too often.”
“I’ll sit down when there’s nothing to do.”
“That’s what worries me.” Bryce pulled on his second boot and stamped his foot to settle it. “So, Natalie’s coming by the station later today.”
“She’s my sister, Bryce. You’re the one dating her. You don’t have to warn me.”
“Right,” Bryce took a drink of coffee. “Right. I was being polite.”
“You were checking whether I thought it was awkward that you’re dating my sister.”
“A little bit,” Bryce laughed into his mug. “Is it?”
“It’s not awkward.” Cameron turned back to the map. “I never pictured it, I’ll say that. But she could do worse.”
“Very funny.”
“I’ve met the boys she used to bring home. I’m being sincere.”
“Now that,” Bryce said, “is the nicest thing anybody’s said to me all week, and I’m choosing to take it that way.”
He was still shaking his head when Ed came into the bay carrying the morning checklist. He started down the length of Engine 2, opening compartments as he went. When he reached the hose bed, he stopped and stared at it for a long moment.
“You do that?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Huh.” Ed made a mark on his checklist and moved on.
Bryce waited until he was out of earshot. “That’s two more words than I got from him in my whole first month here.”
They went down the hall to the kitchen, where the rest of the crew drifted in a few at a time, quiet in the way men often were when they first woke up. Bryce started pulling eggs and sausage from the refrigerator. Cameron rinsed his mug at the sink, and through the window above it, he watched Chief Hayes’s truck swing into the lot.
Bryce raised his eyebrows. “He doesn’t come in on Saturdays unless somebody’s retiring or somebody’s in trouble.”
“Which do you figure it is?”
“That’s the fun part. It could be either.”
Chief Hayes came in with a folder tucked under one arm and a to-go cup in his other hand. He said good morning to everyone gathered in the kitchen, then tipped his head toward Cameron and continued into the office just beyond it.
Cameron followed him inside.
“Sit down. You’re not in trouble, so you can take that look off your face.” The chief set his cup on the desk and slid the folder toward Cameron. HARVEST FESTIVAL was written across the tab in neat handwriting. “You’re about to be busy, is all.”
Cameron opened the folder. On top was a map of the town square and the surrounding streets. Behind it was a typed report with last October’s date stamped in one corner.
A missing child report.
“I’m assigning you as Festival Safety Officer during the annual Harvest Festival.”
“For the whole festival?”
“Before, during, and after.”
Cameron turned the map a quarter turn toward himself. Four blocks had been closed off. More than sixty booths were marked in small rectangles, with a stage at the Main Street end and first-aid stations penciled in along five different streets.
“How many people come to this?”
“Last year, they estimated around eight thousand across the weekend.”
“All right.” Cameron looked up from the folder. “What happened last October? I assume this missing-child report has something to do with my assignment.”
Chief Hayes pulled out the chair on his side of the desk and sat down. Until then, he’d seemed ready to deliver the assignment and leave. Apparently, there was more to it.
“A little girl went missing toward the end of the festival on Saturday evening.”
“How long was she gone?”
“Two hours and change.”
“Where’d you find her?”
“Sitting on a sidewalk about a quarter mile from where her folks had last seen her, watching a fella do magic tricks. Happy as a clam.” Hayes turned his cup halfway around on the desk. “She had no idea the whole fire department, the whole police department, every city official who happened to be there, and a good handful of volunteers were turning this town upside down looking for her. No harm done, except to about fifty adults who each aged a decade.”
“Who was running the search?”
“Everybody,” Hayes said.
Cameron lifted his gaze from the map.
“Which is the same as nobody,” Hayes added.
Cameron understood exactly what he meant. When everyone believed they were in charge, no one had a full picture of what was happening. People searched the same places twice, while other areas might not have been searched at all.
He returned to the report. The first page gave a timeline of the incident, starting with the moment the girl’s parents realized she was missing and ending when Ed Lawson had found her. The second page contained a numbered list of everything that had gone wrong. Whoever had written it had taken the time to sort through the confusion and put the problems in a clear order.
“This is good,” Cameron turned another page. “Who wrote it?”
“The events director. She put together that after-action report herself. Nobody asked her to.” Hayes leaned back in his chair. “She took it to the city council in the spring and asked for three things. First, one dedicated safety officer for every event this town holds, involved from the early planning through the final cleanup. Second, a real lost-child protocol, written down where everyone can follow it. And third, mandatory training so every volunteer and city worker knows that protocol before anybody sets up a single booth.”
“They gave her all three?”
“The town council approved it, and the mayor signed off. I agreed with every bit of it, and I’ll tell you why.” Hayes leaned forward. “There were a dozen ways that little girl could’ve gotten hurt that night if she’d panicked instead of sitting down to watch a magic show. She could’ve wandered into traffic, gone off with the wrong person, or kept walking until she reached the creek. We didn’t have a plan for any of it. Hollering a child’s name and hoping for the best is not a procedure.”
“No, sir. It isn’t.”
“So I told the events director I’d put the right man in the position.”
Cameron closed the report and squared it with the edge of the desk.
“And I’m the right man, or I’m the newest man and this is the assignment nobody else wanted?”
“Both. Don’t act like you don’t know it.” Hayes pointed his cup at him. “You’re the only man on my roster who’s run incident command for a living. You have the rescue certifications, and they’re current. You grew up handling Christmas crowds at your folks’ tree farm from the time you were about nine years old. And eight years in the Marines taught you to see a problem while it’s still small.” He took another drink of coffee. “That last part is what I actually want.”
“What’s the scope?”
“Inspect every propane tank and generator before the festival opens. Keep the emergency access lanes clear so we can get an ambulance through. Oversee the five first-aid stations. Watch the weather and recommend a delay or shutdown if something starts moving in. Brief the volunteers.” Hayes counted off the responsibilities against the desk with two fingers. “And then there’s the lost-child protocol. You’ll write it from the ground up and teach it to everyone working the festival.”
“Who has the authority to shut it down?”
Hayes lowered his cup. “Say that again.”
“If weather’s coming in or something happens in that crowd, who makes the final call? Who does everyone look to?” Cameron said. “Because if it’s a committee, we’re right back where we started. Everybody is nobody.”
Hayes was quiet for a second. Then something moved at the corner of his mouth.
“It’s you,” he said. “That call is yours. Anybody argues, they can come see me.”
“That’s all I needed.”
“I figured it might be.” Hayes stood.
Cameron flipped back to the map. Four closed blocks, sixty-two booth spaces, and five first-aid stations. It was more real work than anyone had put in front of him since he’d signed his separation papers from the Marines.
He could already picture himself walking the emergency access lanes with a tape measure, making sure an ambulance had the room the map promised it would have. He’d check the routes again at dusk, when crowds and shadows made every space feel narrower. He could see where one of the first-aid stations needed to be moved so a mother pushing a stroller could reach it without fighting her way through the thickest part of the crowd.
“When do I start?”
“Monday at nine at the Visitor Center. You’ll be working with the events director from start to finish. Her plan and your plan have to become the same plan.” Hayes picked up his cup. “Most of the next three weeks will be spent planning and going over her details with a fine-tooth comb. You’ll see more of that visitor center than you will this station. I’d apologize, but Mabel Crowder runs the front desk over there, and her coffee’s better than ours.”
“I’ve had ours. That’s not a high bar.”
“That’s the spirit.” Hayes crossed to the door. “Any questions?”
“Just one.” Cameron looked up. “Who handled safety issues last year?”
“Nobody did, that’s part of the problem,” Hayes stopped with one hand on the doorframe. “It’s good to have you home, son. I’m confident you’re the man for this.”
“I’ll see it through.”
“I know you will.”
After he was gone, Cameron sat with the map open in front of him, running the four blocks through his mind. He was still at it when Bryce filled the office doorway.
“Congratulations are in order, I hear. Mr. Festival Safety Officer,” Bryce held a plate in one hand and ate from it standing up. “Chief told the entire crew on his way out. One week in, and you’ve already got a title.”
“You want to help me with it? You can be my wingman.”
“Nope,” Bryce forked up a bite of eggs. “It’s all yours. Good luck with that.”
His grin widened a notch.
Cameron studied him. “What?”
“Nothing.”
“That grin isn’t nothing.”
Bryce backed away from the doorway. “You’ll find out Monday.”






  
  Chapter 3


Cameron arrived at the Visitor Center a few minutes early, which for him was practically late. Eight years in the Marines had set his internal clock ten minutes ahead of everyone else’s and left it there. 
He pulled open the door and stepped into a bright room designed to welcome visitors to Serenity Crossing. Brochure racks lined one wall, and framed photographs of the town’s mountain views and seasonal festivals hung on another.
“Well, look who it is.” The woman behind the front counter set down her coffee and hurried around it. “Cameron Mitchell. Your mama said you were back. It’s so good to see you.”
“Yes, ma’am. I’m home for good.” He shook her hand, and she held on for an extra second while patting the back of it. “It’s good to see you, Mabel.”
“Did the Marines treat you well?” She looked him up and down as though checking for herself that he’d come home in one piece.
“Yes, ma’am, they did.”
“That’s good to hear. What brings you by this morning?”
“I have a nine o’clock appointment with the events director.”
“Well, you’ve come to the right place. She’s in the conference room.”
Mabel led him down a short hallway to the first door, which stood open. A woman stood beside a long conference table, partly turned away from him as she studied a large map spread across it.
She turned when Mabel said her name, and for a few seconds, Cameron was at a loss for words. Then the woman tipped her head at a small, quick angle he’d seen a thousand times across a cafeteria table when they were in high school.
Anna Hartwell.
The girl he remembered had been quick and full of motion, and he’d spent most of their senior year nursing a crush on her without saying a word about it. Eight years had done her nothing but favors. She’d grown into herself, easy and confident, as if the room belonged to her. Her chestnut hair was longer than he remembered. Her eyes were the same clear blue, and they widened the moment she recognized him.
She hadn’t expected to see him any more than he’d expected to see her.
She’d been the prettiest girl he knew in high school. At twenty-six, she was something else altogether. Whatever she’d done to him back then, she’d just done it again.
“Anna?”
A grin spread over her whole face. One second she was across the room, and the next she had her arms around him.
“Cameron Mitchell.” She said his name the way she might have hollered it across a parking lot.
Her hug was the real thing, both arms tight around his neck and in no hurry to let go. The top of her head came up to his chin. He was still off balance from the sight of her, and it took him a second to put his arms around her and hug her back.
They stepped apart and stood grinning like a couple of fools. Both started talking at once, then stopped.
“You first,” she said. “No—me first. When did you get back?”
“A little over a week ago.” He set his folder on the table. “It still feels strange, to tell you the truth.”
“Strange how?”
He considered how to explain it. “For eight years, the Marines had every hour of my day. Now I work my shift, clock out, and the rest of my time is my own. I’m not used to that yet.”
“You’ll get used to having free time.” She smiled. “Are you staying with your parents on the farm?”
“I stayed with them for a couple of days. If Mom had gotten her way, she would’ve kept me there until I was forty.” He shook his head. “Chief Hayes’s wife, Donna, had a cabin available off Old Timber Road. I got lucky. It came furnished, and it’s far enough up the mountain to be away from town and all the noise. It’s just what I need.”
“Peace and quiet. After eight years, I’d say you’ve earned it.”
“You can say that again. What about you? Are you still living with your folks?”
“Goodness, no. I rent an apartment above Heritage House Antiques on Main Street. I’ve been there for three years. I can walk to work, and everything I need is close by. It suits me.”
“I vaguely remember where the antique store is.”
“You’ll learn your way around again.” She leaned one hand on the table. “And the fire department? Do you like it?”
“I can’t complain. It seems like a good crew.” He almost laughed. “Bryce Callahan is on my shift. I walked in on my first morning, and he was already grinning at me like we were still sixteen.”
Anna laughed. “Bryce hasn’t changed one bit since high school. Have you seen any of our other friends yet?”
“Just him. I’ve been gone a long time, Anna. I don’t know who’s still around.”
“Plenty of us. Miranda owns the Book Nook now, and she’s an author. Josh and Hannah got married, believe it or not, and they have two little ones underfoot. Kayla’s in Alaska, of all places. She’s a traveling nurse and apparently having the time of her life. Trevor sells houses in South Carolina. Last I heard, he was becoming a big name in real estate down there.”
“Josh and Hannah.” Cameron hadn’t thought about either of them in years, and now they had a family. “Good for them.”
“Oh, listen to me. You came here to work, and I’m talking about everything but work.” She glanced at the folder he’d placed on the table. “Have a seat, and I’ll show you what you’ve walked into.”
He pulled out a chair, and she took the one beside him. She turned the large map so they could both see it right side up.
Cameron recognized it. A smaller copy had been tucked inside the folder Chief Hayes gave him, and he’d studied it at his kitchen table. The map was so clean and detailed that he assumed it had been prepared by a contractor.
He looked at the map, then at Anna.
“You drew this.”
“I did. I draw a new one every year.” She said it as if it were nothing.
“This is good.” He’d seen plans drawn by people paid to make them that weren’t half as clear. “It’s really good work, Anna.”
She waved away the praise. “It’s all part of my job.”
She rested her hand near the edge of the map. “The festival is a lot bigger than it used to be.”
“It’s definitely larger than what I remember.”
“I’ve worked hard over the past few years to grow it into what it is now. I want to add more hands-on activities and live entertainment. Eventually, I’d also like to bring in more regional craft vendors.”
Cameron studied the closed streets, knowing every one of them needed an open route for an ambulance or fire engine.
“Where do I put emergency vehicles if we need them?” He traced one of the streets with his finger. “Picture this. It’s Saturday night, the band is playing, and these four blocks are packed shoulder to shoulder. Somebody goes down in the middle of the crowd. How do I get to them?”
“That is the entire reason your job exists.” She tapped a lane running behind one section of vendor booths. “These access lanes are your territory. But if you try to take too much of the space I need for vendors, I’ll fight you tooth and nail until we find a compromise. Every foot of space downtown is valuable, and I think I’ve been reasonable.”
“Makes sense to me. Hopefully, it won’t come down to a fight over space. If it does, I’ll fight fair.”
“We’ll see if you’re still saying that in three weeks.”
He pulled his folder closer and opened it between them. “Let me tell you what I understand my job to be, and you can tell me if I have anything wrong. Safety is mine from start to finish. I walk every inch of the festival grounds before it opens on Friday. I inspect every propane tank and generator. If I don’t approve it, it doesn’t run. I keep the emergency lanes clear, make sure the first-aid stations are in place and clearly marked, and make the call if bad weather forces us to shut down. I also brief the volunteers and city employees on child safety before the festival begins.”
He glanced at the report in his folder.
“Then there’s the lost-child protocol. Chief Hayes said I’m to write it from the ground up. Does that cover everything?”
“To the letter.” Some of the tension left her shoulders, as though she’d prepared herself for less. “You’ve obviously studied the information I put together.”
“I read it twice.”
“I can tell.” She drew the map closer. “Then let’s get down to business. First aid. With a crowd this large spread over this much ground, I’m not putting one tent beside the gazebo and calling it good. I’ve planned for a station on every street.”
She touched each mark as she named it. “Heritage, Maple, Oak, Cedar, and one on Main Street. Five stations, staffed the entire time we’re open.”
“You’ve put a lot of thought into this.”
“It’s called four years of experience and learning as I go. I know what safety costs me in booth space, and I stopped resenting it after the first festival.” She handed him a pencil. “Look at the locations and tell me if you want anything moved.”
Cameron studied the five spots and pointed out two he would change. The first needed to be farther up the block and closer to an access lane reserved for an ambulance. The second sat too close to a corner along one of the open streets. He wanted it pulled back toward an alley between two buildings so it wouldn’t interfere with an emergency vehicle coming through.
Anna heard him out and agreed with both suggestions. As he talked, she erased the original marks and penciled the stations into their new locations.
Then she handed him a thick folder.
“I made copies of every vendor’s information for you. Look through it when you have time so you’ll know what each booth will have. All food vendors had to provide copies of their licenses and lists of the equipment they’ll be using—generators, propane tanks, grills, and anything else that may need inspection. If they requested electricity, their sheet shows what they’ll be running and how many amps they paid for.”
Cameron opened the folder and flipped through several of the forms.
“Vendors could also choose to provide emergency information if they have a health condition we may need to know about,” Anna continued. “That information is kept confidential, but if someone is working alone and needs medical attention, authorized personnel can pull up the emergency details they chose to provide.”
“I’m impressed. This is good information to have available.”
“But wait. It gets better.” Her face brightened. “I already have everything scanned into my computer, and one of the technology guys at city hall is building a festival app for us. It’ll have the vendor information, contact numbers for every volunteer and city employee, and the rest of the details we may need during the weekend. Access to the confidential information will be restricted, of course.”
“When will it be ready?
“It’s scheduled to go live a few days before setup begins. We’ll test it before we rely on it.” She patted the folder. “I’ll keep the paper copies as a backup, but it’ll be wonderful not to carry a tote bag full of binders around for three days.”
“Sounds good. I’ll review everything and make notes if I have questions.” He set the folder beside his own. “So far, the layout looks straightforward. But we need to talk about the lost-child protocol.”
Anna’s smile faded.
“I read your entire report about what happened last year,” Cameron continued. “Two hours is a long time for a child to be missing. If it happens again, I don’t want people running around calling the child’s name and hoping for the best. There’s a right way to handle it, and every volunteer and city employee needs to know their part.”
“What do you have in mind?”
“I’ll schedule a meeting before the festival and walk everyone through the procedures. They’ll receive a written copy, but handing someone a piece of paper isn’t enough. We’ll discuss each person’s responsibility, who reports to whom, and what information can and cannot be shared over the radio.”
Anna set down her pen.
“I need to know nothing like that is going to happen again. So do whatever you need to do. Hold the meeting. Put stricter rules in place. I need peace of mind, Cameron. I don’t want a repeat of last year.”
He didn’t know everything behind her reaction, but he could tell it went deeper than she was letting him see. Still, he wasn’t going to offer her a comforting lie merely to make her feel better.
“Nobody can promise that nothing will go wrong,” he said. “Not me. Not anybody. What we can do is prepare well and respond faithfully if something does happen. That’s the job—yours and mine.”
She remained quiet for a moment. Then she nodded slowly, as if his honest answer sat better with her than an empty promise would have.
“All right,” she said. “I can work with that.”
They went over the map twice more and discussed problems that had come up during previous festivals. By the time they finished, Cameron had a clear understanding of his responsibilities and a good place to begin.
“When can we walk through the festival area?” he asked. “I’d like to go over the streets with you. Seeing the space in person will help make the map real.”
“The sooner, the better.”
“All right. Let me go back to the station and discuss everything with the chief. I want to clear a few details with him before I commit to a time.”
“Call the office when you’re ready, and Mabel will put you on my schedule.” Anna wrote her cell phone number on the folder she’d given him. “Or call me directly if you have questions.”
“Sounds like a plan.” He gathered the folders. “Let’s go to lunch this week. My treat. We have a lot of catching up to do.”
She tilted her head and smiled. “I’d like that. I can take lunch whenever I want. It’s one of the perks of running my own show. How about Wednesday?”
“Does Minnie’s Diner sound good?”
“Minnie’s at noon.” Her smile warmed. “I’m looking forward to it.”
“So am I.”
He stood with the folders tucked beneath one arm, and she rose with him. Before he could turn toward the door, she pulled him into another hug.
“It’s good to have you home,” she said before letting him go.
“It’s good to be back. I’ll see you Wednesday.”
Mabel gave him a knowing look on his way out, one he tried not to read too much into.
Outside, the morning had warmed. Cameron stood on the sidewalk for a moment, the folders tucked against his side.
He’d gone inside to meet the events director. 
He was leaving, counting the days to a lunch that had nothing to do with the festival.






  
  Chapter 4


Anna stepped into Minnie’s Diner and was greeted by the full swing of the lunch rush. 
“Be right with you, Anna!” Minnie called over the racket, a plate balanced on each arm as she hurried between tables.
Anna glanced around the crowded room, spotted Cameron, and made her way toward him. Her shoes tapped across the checkered floor as she passed the red booths lining the front windows.
Cameron got to his feet when she reached the table. His mother had raised him to do that, and eight years away hadn’t undone it.
“Hey, Anna. How’s your day been?”
“Not bad. Same old, same old.” She slid into the booth across from him and placed her bag beside her. “No uniform? I take it you’re not on shift today.”
“I’m off until Friday.” He sat again. “I have forty-eight hours, and nobody is telling me where to be for a single one of them. I keep thinking I’ve forgotten something.”
“I could lend you part of my list. I have sixteen days until the festival and not enough hours in any of them.”
“That’s generous of you.” The corner of his mouth lifted in the grin she remembered quite fondly. “I’ll pass.”
The easy way he had about him reminded her of their high school days, when their group of friends crowded into Minnie’s every Friday night after a game. 
“What was it that you used to always order?” she asked. “You had it down to a science.”
“Patty melt, fries, and a double-chocolate shake.” He set aside the menu. “I’ll tell you the truth. There were nights while I was away when I could almost taste one of Minnie’s patty melts. I’d lie there in the dark thinking about a diner sandwich like it were Christmas dinner. That’s one thing I definitely pined for.”
Minnie reached the booth a minute later, order pad in hand. She grinned at Cameron and swatted his arm with it.
“Would you look who’s back again. I’m honored. You must really love me.” Her expression softened. “It’s good to have you home, honey.”
“It’s good to be back.”
Minnie poised her pen over the pad. “What can I get for you two?”
“I’ll have the chicken salad plate and a sweet tea,” Anna said.
“I’ll have the same as always,” Cameron said.
“Patty melt, extra-crispy fries, and a chocolate shake with double the chocolate.” Minnie shook her head. “You still order like you’re sixteen.”
She collected their menus and called the order toward the pass window as she walked away.
Cameron settled against the back of the booth. “I’ve been in here a few times since I got home, and I keep looking for something that’s changed. The booths are the same. The picture of the high school football team from nineteen-seventy-whatever is still hanging over the register. Same counter. Same stools.” He shook his head. “I don’t think I realized how much I was counting on that.”
“It wouldn’t be Minnie’s if she changed anything.” Anna tipped her head at him. “Do you remember sitting at that counter and daring Bryce to do things that could’ve gotten both of you killed?”
“That was mostly Bryce.”
“That was not mostly Bryce.” She rested her arms on the table. “You jumped off the train trestle into the Rolling River the summer before our senior year. Every one of us standing on the riverbank yelled at you not to do it. You jumped anyway and came up grinning. Then Bryce did the same thing. You were both daredevils.”
Cameron laughed. “The water was high that summer. It was perfectly safe.”
“It was not even remotely safe.”
“Well,” he turned his water glass a quarter turn, and his smile faded. “I’d think a good while longer before I climbed up there and pulled a stunt like that now. That doesn’t mean I wouldn’t still want to.”
He looked up at her.
“That’s eight years in the Marines for you. Given enough time, they’ll make a careful man out of a fool.”
Anna studied him for a second. The boy who’d jumped from that trestle without a thought had just said something surprisingly wise.
“How’s your daddy?” Cameron asked. “Is he still running the lumber mill?”
“He is. He still gets up before the birds every morning and usually gets to the mill before most of his employees. He handed much of the day-to-day work over to Mike a while back, but don’t you dare call him semi-retired to his face.”
She smiled.
“Mama retired from teaching six years ago. She gave nearly twenty years to first graders, then decided she was done. She put in her notice, learned to quilt, started volunteering more at church, and doubled the size of her garden. She’s in heaven and doesn’t regret retiring early at all.”
“Your mama probably taught half the people in this town to read.”
“She’ll remind you of that if you give her half a chance.”
“How are your brothers and sisters?”
“Well, let’s see. Jim married Grace McKenna, and they had twins in August, a boy and a girl. They’ve been on cloud nine ever since. Sarah married an architect over the summer, and Dave got married this year too. It’s been one wedding after another.”
“And Mike?”
“You heard about Jenny, right?”
“I did.” Cameron’s expression changed. “I’m sorry, Anna. How’s he doing?”
“He’s doing better now, but it was a hard couple of years. Lizzie was still little when it happened. For a long time, it was just the two of them doing their best to get by.”
Anna lowered her gaze to the table.
“He’s getting married again at the end of November. Her name is Nicole. She teaches first grade and has twin girls Lizzie’s age, so Mike is about to go from being daddy to one little girl to three. Bless his heart.”
Cameron went still. A muscle tightened in his jaw, then disappeared. Whatever passed through him, Anna couldn’t read all of it.
“Good for Mike,” he said. “A man doesn’t always get a second chance at love.”
“He’s fortunate. He and Nicole make a wonderful couple.”
“Let me think.” Cameron looked toward the ceiling. “Rebecca, right? That’s your other sister. How is she?”
“Rebecca is engaged to Conner Delaney. He’s the youth pastor at church now. So Jim, Sarah, Dave, Mike, and Rebecca are all paired off or nearly so , plus grandbabies coming out of the woodwork, which leaves exactly one Hartwell for the whole town to fret over. And trust me… they fret.”
“Which one is that?” he asked with a straight face.
“Don’t even start.” She pointed her teaglass at him, and he grinned.
“Care to explain how a woman like you is still single?”
“We’re not going there, Cameron. Don’t even try.”
Still grinning, he looked out the window and tilted his head. “Now, there’s something new. That building used to be the arcade. What’s the Daily Grind? A coffee shop?”
“It opened a couple of years ago. They have some of the best coffee in town.”
Minnie arrived with their food before Anna could say more. She set down
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