
		
			[image: 1.png]
		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			BookMarks by Gini Athey, copyright © 2016 by Virginia Athey.

			Cover art designs for the following books: Greta’s Grace by Virginia McCullough, Noble Assassin by Lily Silver, and The Countess of Denwick by Nancy Sweetland are copyrighted and reprinted by permission of the authors.

			This book is a work of fiction. All names, characters, places and events are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual places or businesses, is entirely coincidental.

			All rights reserved. In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without prior written permission of the author, Gini Athey.

			This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This book may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

			Editing: Brittiany Koren

			Cover art design/Layout: Ed Vincent/ENC Graphic Services

			Front cover illustrations 
bookcase: © Natalia Mikhailichenko/Shutterstock.com; 
storefronts: © LanaN/Shutterstock.com;
book: ©  Liashko/ Shutterstock.com.;

			books: © Gigavector/Shutterstock.com

			Map illustration by Logan Stefonek/Stefonek Illustration & Design..

			Category: Women’s Fiction/Romance

			First Edition November, 2016.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Dedication

				 

			To Barb R. The words don’t say enough, but thank you for your years of encouragement.

				 

			And to Peggy O. One of my favorite stores in Green Bay, the books you carried brought me much enjoyment. I wish you many hours of reading in retirement.
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			Note to Readers

			Welcome to Wolf Creek!

			In BookMarks, Book Five in my Wolf Creek Square series, three members of a family become the new residents in the ever growing community. Millie Ferguson agrees to come to Wolf Creek as a favor for an old friend, Richard Connor, who sees his daughter-in-law, Lily, struggling to run Pages and Toys despite her high-risk pregnancy. A former bookstore owner, Millie agrees to run the bookstore until Lily can return.

			During a break from job hunting, Millie’s granddaughter, Skylar, visits Millie and is surprised by how much she’s attracted to the Square and immediately sees the possibility of a future in this special community. Millie and Skylar are still adjusting to big personal losses in their lives and maybe Wolf Creek Square is the place they can finally put the past behind them.

			Millie’s sister, Claire, a free spirit who never stays in one place for long, comes to see Millie after years of being apart. Soon, she sees something in Wolf Creek Square that shifts her assumptions about the idea of home.

			When Lily is put on bed rest, everything starts to shift and old relationships change as new ones are formed. As opportunities appear, Millie, Skylar, and Claire will have decisions to make.

			Nestled in rich farm land, Wolf Creek is a small fictional town west of Green Bay, Wisconsin. Wolf Creek Square is a pedestrian-only area where historical buildings surround a courtyard. Concerts and festivals are held in the Square, encouraging shoppers and visitors to linger and enjoy the atmosphere. Becoming a four season destination, the Square is busy most of the year.

			Many of the residents from the previous books (Book 1 – Quilts Galore, Book 2 – Country Law, Book 3 – Rainbow Gardens, and Book 4 – Square Spirits) welcome the newcomers to the town.

			So sit back and enjoy the bustle of activity on the Square, then visit my website, www.giniathey.com and sign up for my newsletter. You never know what gossip you might find in the newsletter.

			Gini Athey

			2016
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			“Books make us laugh,

			They make us cry,

			They twist our hearts

			Before we die.”

			—Unknown

			 

			“Small or large

			Picture or word

			Pages bound

			Silent, but heard.”

			—Unknown

			 

			“When books become friends

			The world is at your table.”

			—Unknown
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			July

			1

			Two weeks ago, an old friend called and asked for my help. By the end of our five-minute conversation I’d said yes. Taking a leap of faith, I agreed to tie up some loose ends at home, pack my bag, and make the trip from Minneapolis to Wolf Creek, Wisconsin. Ready or not, agreeing to do a favor for Richard Connor meant my life was about to change—temporarily, anyway. So far, it was looking like a fairly good change of scene. And I’d get to see Richard again.

			So, here I stood in a circle of sunlight at the front door of Pages and Toys bookstore looking at the Square in front of me. Fingering the ring of keys to the store was my way of trying to calm the jitters that had started last evening. The keys were old and whatever shine they once had was long gone. The previous owner had run the bookstore for many years, first with her husband and then by herself. In recent years, Lily, a young woman just starting her professional life, had opened a toy shop within the bookstore. A clever idea, but also a smart one, at least from what I saw of the sales figures.

			My musing about the shop stopped when Lily Connor herself waved as she came up the steps. I opened the door and was surprised by the intense heat that came inside with her. It was too early in the day to be so hot.

			Lily dropped her tote bag on the floor next to the door and took a deep breath. The young woman I’d met in April was about halfway through her pregnancy, and she had a young son at home to tend to as well. No wonder she’d needed some help.

			“I’ve been looking around,” I said. “It’s quite a store.” I gestured at the bookshelves, not quite fully stocked, but still attractive. The children’s section, with its wooden toys and puzzles, reflected Lily’s expertise. “Overall, it’s a smaller space than my shop in Minneapolis was, but it’s arranged pretty well.”

			“Thanks, Millie. You know, I’ve been trying to keep up with it since Doris had to leave, but it’s not easy.” She grinned. “But you’ve waited long enough for a trip to Biscuits and Brew—or B and B as most of us call it. If you’re going to be here through the summer and beyond, you need to stay in touch with people on the Square and begin to feel at home here.”

			Lily had called last evening and insisted on taking me to morning coffee at the café, Biscuits and Brew. I didn’t argue. It was time to venture out.

			I locked the door behind us and Lily led the way, not that she needed to. Last spring I’d been on the Square during a visit with my granddaughter, Skylar. We came to visit Richard and see the small town shopping destination he’d enthusiastically described. It was easy to understand why Richard, who knew I’d sold my own bookstore, took a chance and called me to help out in this mini-crisis on the Square. Doris Parker, the previous owner was in a care center in another state, leaving Lily to run everything. Judging from how slowly Lily walked in the heat of the early morning, putting all that responsibility on her shoulders was not a good idea.

			Although she had a typical pregnancy glow, her face also showed signs of the stress and fatigue she was dealing with, not the least because morning sickness had lingered. But there was more to it than met the eye. This wasn’t simply a case of a difficult early pregnancy. Richard had confided that Lily had donated a kidney to Toby, her young son. So, although still in her twenties, she was assigned the ominous label, high risk. No wonder her family was concerned.

			When we passed Styles, a women’s clothing store that had impressed me on my first trip, Lily stopped to point at the colorful summer dresses in the window. “Next year,” she said, with a laugh. “I’ll be back into regular clothes then. And as soon the baby is born, Styles will be one of my first stops.”

			“I carried a full shopping bag out of this store when I visited,” I said. “I’ll have another look inside soon, especially if it stays this hot. Besides, sometimes new clothes are just what we women need to brighten our day.”

			“Right you are,” Lily said, grinning, “and you can make it part of your new life here on the Square.”

			I resisted the words “new life,” although I didn’t say as much to Lily. There wasn’t anything in my old life that a change of location would alter, anyway. I had only agreed to come to Wolf Creek to help run the bookstore on a temporary basis. Maybe take the burden off Lily as she gradually cut back her hours and then stay on until she was ready to return, at which point more permanent arrangements would need to be made for the bookstore. Although no one cared to talk about it yet, if Lily didn’t choose to buy the store, it might have to close.

			A variety of greetings filled the air when we entered B and B. I had to pick up on the lingo of the Square and all the shorthand that peppered the conversation. A low whistle from Nathan, Richard’s son and Lily’s husband, made me laugh, and his antics brought extra color to Lily’s cheeks.

			“Oh, hush,” she said, casting a pointed look his way. “You’d think we were kids.”

			I smiled to myself. Oh, to be so young.

			Behind the counter, owner, Stephanie—Steph—Baker, took our order. Apple juice with ice for Lily and iced tea for me. I reached into my pocket to pay when Steph reminded me she’d already started an open account for me. I’d learned she did that for all the shopkeepers and employees on the Square. “Oops. I forgot. That account has sure made it convenient to pick up my morning tea and lunch-on-the-fly these last couple of days.”

			“That’s the point.” Steph grinned and turned her attention to the couple next in line.

			I joined Lily at a table where a couple of other women were already seated. The women’s table, I’d learned. At a nearby table, a few men were drinking coffee, but Richard wasn’t among them. That didn’t surprise me, because I didn’t know much about Richard’s routine, or if he even had one. It wasn’t clear to me, either, how much time he spent in Wolf Creek versus his home in Green Bay. Sometimes, I had the feeling he was gradually shifting his focus more to Wolf Creek and less on his original home and practice in Green Bay.

			“Hello, I’m Millie Ferguson,” I said to the group of women at the table. I’d met them before, albeit briefly since a couple of them had stopped at the bookstore to welcome me to the Square. But I didn’t expect them to remember my name, although they were a friendly bunch. I didn’t think any of them would take offense if I couldn’t match all the new faces with the correct names.

			The activities for the upcoming Fourth of July weekend were the focus of the conversation around the table. Megan Reynolds described past experiences of shoppers standing shoulder to shoulder in her flower shop, Rainbow Gardens. Marianna Spencer was kind enough to remind me that she owned Quilts Galore. She then introduced me to her oldest friend, Liz Pearson, whose husband was one of the lawyers at Country Law. It took only a couple of minutes to understand that Liz was a presence in her own right. In addition to being a lively, colorful person, she’d begun doing graphic design for the various shops and joint ventures on the Square.

			Lily had given me her take on the three-day holiday celebration coming the day after next. All well and good, but that didn’t stop my case of nerves. It was too late to get new book stock, so we’d have to make do with what was there, even if the shop looked sparse. I tried to relax and enjoy my tea, knowing I couldn’t control the traffic on the Square or the books for sale. Fortunately, I had a few ideas of how we could move some old stock to make way for the new when the holiday weekend was behind me.

			Midway through Megan’s second story, Sarah Hutchinson, the town and Square’s mayor, checked her watch. Then it beeped.

			As a group, the women at the table stood, as did the men, and like wind-up dolls we all gathered cups and plates and took them to the waiting bins. Within seconds, chairs borrowed from surrounding tables were returned to their rightful places, and we all filed out the door.

			More nervous doubts surfaced as Lily left my side to exchange words with Nathan. That left me alone to think about my first day working in a bookstore I neither owned nor had a hand in creating. Yet, I assumed the bookstore would be for sale, probably fairly soon. Richard had intimated that I’d be welcome to put in a bid for it if I wanted to. He had doubts that Lily would want to go all in on the shop once she had a new baby to enjoy and tend to. I waved Richard off. Even if I decided to go back into the book business, why would I consider moving to Wolf Creek to do it?

			I was only in Wisconsin and on the Square because years before my husband, Bruce, and Richard had been on opposite sides of a case that pitted Minnesota and Wisconsin against each other over a land use issue. The art of compromise had figured in settling that case, and the amicable conclusion led to a friendship between Richard and Bruce. The two later teamed up on the same side of a few class action cases. Even after Bruce died, Richard and I had kept up a friendship.

			When Lily and I arrived back at the store, I gave myself a few minutes to look at the displays in the bookstore windows. Lily hadn’t changed them since before Doris left. And they looked it. The springtime decorations were sun-bleached and dusty. If I was going to be associated with this shop, pride alone was driving me to clear that space and do something to highlight the holiday.

			I got busy putting all the display books on a cart I’d discovered in the basement and had managed to drag upstairs. The sale cart for the weekend could sit just inside the door and a big sign would make it clear we were practically giving away those older books with their faded covers.

			I’d also seen a box in the backroom labeled July 4th, so whatever was in that box was what I had to work with. Lily was busy choosing games and toys to display on a sale table, so I carried the box to the front, determined to get the window decorations out of the way quickly.

			My focus was interrupted when Marianna came in. I recalled that she lived above her shop with her daughter and grandson, Thomas. We were neighbors in our living space, because I’d moved upstairs into Doris’ apartment. Doris’ sister had arranged for the apartment to be cleaned from top to bottom and, lucky for me, her sister decided to leave the apartment fully furnished.

			“I’m trying to get ready for the weekend,” I said. “You and Megan had many tales to tell this morning and I might as well make an attempt to be ready.” To get a layer of dust off my hands, I rubbed them on the towel I’d used to wipe down the display area I’d just dismantled. “You look ready, though, in your patriotic apron.”

			Marianna grinned and ran her hand over the red, white, and blue patchwork apron. Then she opened her tote bag and withdrew a piece of fabric that was printed to look like bookshelves filled with books. She shook out the fold and held it up.

			“Interesting fabric.” I reached out to touch the piece. “I was amazed by the variety of fabrics in your shop. I stopped in when I was on the Square back in April.”

			“It just came in this week. I ordered an assortment of novelty prints and this was among them. I don’t want to overstep here, but maybe you’d like to have a vest or apron made out of it. You know, so shoppers can see you’re connected with the shop. Or, maybe, use it in a display.”

			I stared at the fabric and tried to picture wearing a vest. “I’ve noticed your aprons, and Megan and Nora’s smocks at Rainbow Gardens. I also noticed that Zoe over at Square Spirits has a good size broach that designates her shop. The thing is, I don’t know how long I’ll be here.”

			Marianna’s forehead wrinkled, as if confused. “Oh, I thought you were staying until after Lily has the baby and maybe a little beyond.”

			“Oh, I am. I’ll be here through the holidays.” I chuckled. “Come to think of it, it’s only July. I guess a vest might be just the thing.”

			“I’m sure Beverly and Virgie could make one for you,” Marianna said.

			“Hmm…I don’t believe I’ve met them. Their names sound familiar, though.”

			“Virgie works at Country Law.” She turned and pointed to the Country Law office on the Square.

			I knew Richard had begun working part-time for his son and stayed above the office when he was in town. As Richard explained it, he wasn’t yet a true regular on the Square. Like mine, his life was in flux.

			“And Beverly is Lily’s mother. She and Georgia, the paralegal at Country Law, are sisters.”

			“I hope I can keep that straight,” I said with a laugh. “Given time, I’m sure I’ll make all of these connections.”

			With a toy in each hand, Lily came to the front of the store. “Sounds like you’re going through the family tree,” she said, grinning at Marianna and pointing to the fabric swatch with the wooden truck in her hand. “Wow. Bookstore fabric. Clever.”

			I nodded. “Marianna suggested I have a vest made to connect me to the shop.”

			“I want one, too.” Lily tilted her head in thought, a gesture I’d seen her do when she considered a decision relating to the shop. “Do you have any with toys on it?”

			“Not in this shipment, but I could call the company and special order a bolt if they have one.”

			“That would be terrific.” Lily turned in my direction. “You with books and me with toys. We’d stand out, which was something Doris never wanted. We didn’t even wear nametags. She said the toys and books were the focus of the store.”

			“I’m sure she was right back when she and her husband opened years ago,” Marianna said kindly, “but the Square attracts so many more visitors now. The stores can become crowded these days, especially on busy holiday weekends. Customers like to quickly recognize a person who can help them.”

			“That’s us,” I said to Lily, pointing first to her and then to myself.

			I asked Marianna if she would hold the fabric for a day or two, and she agreed.

			“I can try to reach Virgie later today,” I said.

			“I’ll put it under the cutting table, so it’s there when you need it.” Marianna turned when the door opened and the bell jingled.

			Customers? So early? Well, why not? This was a store, after all.

			Marianna left and Lily headed back to the toys as I stepped forward to welcome the two women customers and offer my help.

			“We’re not after anything special today,” one of the women said. “But we’ll be coming back over the weekend. I try never to miss the events on the Square.”

			I stepped back and considered what the customer said just minutes after Marianna had brought the fabric to show me. She assumed I’d want to be part of the Square and make my presence known. I had to be sure I wasn’t leaving the wrong impression. I hadn’t given any thought to permanently leaving behind my home, not to mention a lifetime of friends. And what about my granddaughter? Skylar was in the process of planning a future based in Minnesota, which had been her home all her life.

			Skylar’s young life had been interrupted by the same tragedy that had affected me. Her father had been my only son, Mark, and Skylar had lost him and her mother, Carolyn, when the plane they were on slid off the runway and burst into flames, killing all the passengers.

			With Bruce gone, too, Skylar and I were alone and she’d come to stay with me during her college breaks. Both of us had been living in the darkness of grief for years. But Richard’s call had changed my life, at least in the short-term, and in unexpected ways. I had assumed I would eventually find the wherewithal to create a new life for myself, but I hadn’t imagined leaving Minnesota to do it.

			When Richard himself had said, “This will be a new beginning for you,” I hadn’t immediately contradicted him because I thought of this stint in Wolf Creek as a detour, a delay, perhaps. It certainly wasn’t a step on a path with a defined destination.

			I was deep in thought, with my two customers wandering down the long aisle of fiction titles, when I heard the bell and again saw Marianna come in.

			“I forgot all about this when I saw you earlier. Rachel, my daughter, who is actually my stepdaughter, but I think of as my daughter now, is turning twenty-one next week and I’m having a small party for her.” She handed me two envelopes, one for me and one for Lily. “Hope you’ll come. It will mean a lot to Rachel.”

			Lily quickly came to my side and took the invitation. “Can Toby come?”

			“Of course. We couldn’t have the party without both Thomas and Toby.” Marianna winked at me and turned toward the door.

			The bell jingled again when she left. That bell. At first I wasn’t sure I liked hearing that jingling every time the door opened and closed, but since all the stores had them, I decided I had little choice but to get used to it. It wasn’t long before the happy sound grew on me and I wondered why I’d ever thought about taking it down—not that I’d have dared. Certain things seemed to be traditions on the Square, and the bell on the door was one of them.

			I turned my attention back to the box of decorations, but the store began to fill with shoppers. And it soon became obvious that Lily and I needed a way to identify ourselves with the shop. Customers obviously searching for help sent loud messages. “I’d like to checkout,” or “Can someone help me?”

			After the morning rush and a hurried lunch, Lily left for home to rest for a couple of hours. That looked to become a part of our routine I needed to adjust to. I was confident that I could manage the rest of the day alone, so I suggested she not come back for the rest of the day. “Won’t you need all your energy for the weekend?” I asked.

			Lily didn’t argue, but waved goodbye and, tote in hand, left quickly.

			A few minutes before closing I finally reached Virgie Saunders at Country Law. She was busy, but not too busy to say yes. She could get a vest made for me and I didn’t have to beg. She was used to rush orders and we arranged to meet.

			I was prepared to close and figure out dinner, but Richard saved me from that bother when he called.

			“I’m here to rescue you after your first day,” he said, “and take you to Crossroads for dinner—if you’re free.”

			Was I free? I’ll say I was. I was only too happy to accept a dinner invitation from him. I’d never been much of a cook, so having Crossroads, Biscuits and Brew, and the deli at Farmer Foods were three major bonuses of life on the Square.

			“Give me a few minutes, though,” I said, wanting to change into a crisp, white shirt to go with my beige summer-weight slacks. I dressed up the tailored shirt with a thin, gold chain necklace under the pointed collar.

			When I came back down, Richard was already sitting on the front steps of the store. It hadn’t cooled off that much, but he looked none the worse when I went outside and locked the door behind me. After we started toward Crossroads, Richard offered me his arm and in spite of the heat, I took it. I laughed to myself. I was just fine with Richard’s old-fashioned manners and the feel of his strong arm under my hand.

			The restaurant was already filled up by the time we arrived, but Richard had thought ahead and made a reservation. We sat down, and before picking up the menu Richard glanced around the room. A pleasant shiver went through me when his eyes met mine. I didn’t connect my reaction to anything more than relaxing after the last two weeks of constant doing, doing, and more doing in order to make the move to the Square. I had successfully navigated a full day as a retailer again and was ending my day with a dinner with an old friend. No wonder I felt good.

			Not knowing the restaurant as well as Richard, I told him I trusted him to order a good white wine to go with the evening specials, a Cajun grilled salmon salad.

			“Melanie, the manager here at Crossroads, features Zoe’s family’s DmZ wines,” Richard said, after giving our order to the waiter.

			“Keeping it in the family,” I said, “the Square’s family, I mean.” Zoe and her shop, Square Spirits, had stood out to me.

			“I’m a bit of a late-comer here,” Richard said, grinning. “I’m still trying to keep all the relationships straight. But I’m glad I’m here as much as I am. I might be able to help out somehow, maybe even offer some emotional support. Nathan is very concerned about Lily.”

			That remark gave me pause. How concerned were the Connors? I didn’t like not knowing the full story and hoped I’d learn it soon. I was quite sure the concerns involved Lily’s health, and that could influence events at the bookstore.

			The food arrived quickly and I dug into my salad and the crusty bread. “Wow, this is delicious. I could eat here every day.” I put my fork down and sat back to take a rest between bites. “Maybe I will. Nothing is stopping me.”

			He smiled. “I wondered why you went so quiet on me. Now I get it. You were hungry. Maybe it’s all that hard work you’re doing.”

			I laughed. “I haven’t felt this good in a long time. See what your one phone call started?”

			“In all seriousness, I had to do something. I was watching Lily trying to do everything and wearing out in the process. She couldn’t keep going at that pace all summer. I’m glad I knew an experienced person to call.”

			He reached across the table to take my hand, but I saw it coming and reached for my wine glass. I wasn’t avoiding his touch. Not exactly. I’d been grateful that we had stayed in contact after Bruce’s death. His attentiveness and simply knowing he’d lost his wife and understood my grief had deepened our friendship. We had the occasional dinner when he came to Minnesota on business. Then, Richard had come to my side again when Mark died, once again understanding the pain of losing a child, since he’d endured the loss of a son, Chad, and Chad’s wife, Linda. The situation was further complicated, because Chad had named Nathan guardian of Toby, a baby Chad and Linda had adopted as an infant. At first that had been part of the rift between Richard and Nathan. Fortunately, that had been resolved.

			Wanting to avoid talk of the past, I said, “I guess I’m going to see just how busy the Square will be this weekend.”

			“Well, we have three new shops,” Richard said, raising three fingers, “so that brings more shoppers. The Fiber Barn and the art gallery, Clayton’s, opened last summer, and Zoe opened Square Spirits last November. They’ve brought a lot of new foot traffic to the Square.”

			I sighed, a wave of fatigue washing over me. “It makes me a little tired to think of the next days—if we’re lucky and the crowds are good.”

			“Then it’s time for us to go.” Richard signaled the waiter. Within minutes, we’d made our way through full tables and were back on the Square.

			The air hung heavy that night and some of the shopkeepers coming and going from Farmer Foods and Crossroads offered listless waves. Richard seemed nervous, not his normal confident self.

			“What’s on your mind, Richard? You look troubled.”

			“It’s Lily…again. I can’t get my mind off of her. You know she donated a kidney to Toby. She’s his biological mother, and it was nothing short of miraculous that Nathan ended up here around the time Lily moved back and discovered Toby is her son.”

			Richard’s eyes misted over when he talked about Nathan and Lily falling in love and the fear they might lose Toby when he needed the transplant surgery. They got through that, thanks to Lily. “Now I can’t help but worry about her. No one asked for my opinion, but I think she needs to be home resting.”

			“I suspect Lily is making more adjustments than you realize,” I said. “She’s tired and the typical morning queasiness has lasted longer than usual. From what I can tell, she’ll voluntarily give up some hours at the shop. She went home early today. She knows why you called me, and fortunately, I have energy to spare.”

			Richard laughed. “Maybe so, but we don’t want you burning out, either.”

			“Don’t worry. I’m having fun so far.” I pointed to my front window as we approached. “I’ll get to that front window first thing in the morning. I’d enlist Skylar’s help, but she’s camping with friends for the holiday.”

			“I’m glad to hear she’s getting out with people her own age.” He grinned. “Speaking of getting out and all that, would you like to go to the fireworks display on Saturday? Folks from the Square usually bring a picnic supper and then stay for the big light show.”

			Richard seldom mentioned going to something as ordinary as a small-town picnic. He was a man who usually kept to himself. “Have you gone before?”

			“Admit it, you’re surprised I asked you to an event like a town picnic,” he said with a soft snicker. “But…I’ll have you know I’ve transformed. Toby had a hand in that. I’ve gone out to the lake for the July 4th celebration the last couple of years. As a matter of fact, the boys, Toby and his little pal Thomas, are counting on me to help them make a track in the sand for their trucks.” He flashed a wry grin. “Can you picture that? Time to drag out my jeans for the occasion. No suits allowed for the July 4th picnic.”

			He wore his happiness on his amused face.

			“Life sure is different for you here, isn’t it?” I asked.

			Richard lowered his voice when he answered. “After losing Chad, I needed to change and reconnect with Nathan and Toby. I have Georgia to thank for that. But that’s a story for another day.” He lightly touched my arm. “You sleep well, Millie. Another big day tomorrow.”

			I thanked him for dinner and let myself in my front door. After I locked it, he waved and walked away.

			Looking into the shop I let out another sigh. I faced another big day. The window display and reordering of pretty much everything for the shop would eat up any available time I had before opening. Sadly, the shop was lacking in what could be considered patriotic books and toys—adult or children’s jigsaw puzzles showing the White House or the Capitol Dome or even a map of the 50 states or a garden of flags. There was a stack of children’s coloring books, but I made a mental note to order some of the popular coloring books for adults.

			As I walked through the shop to the stairs, I lightly touched the books on the shelves with my fingertips simply for the pleasure of touching books. The glow of the antique lamp posts in the Square gave the shop a comfortable feel. Like home.

			That thought surprised me.

			Doris’ furniture had surprised me, too, but the more I lived with it, the more I liked it. Once upstairs, I flopped down on the comfortable couch, a little worn and not a modern style, but it allowed a view out of the low front windows. I could relax and still see the activity across the Square. One end must have been Doris’ favorite because the cushion dipped in the center. Two soft chairs were set off to the side and separated by a small table and a reading lamp.

			The kitchen was the one room that had been recently updated, with a small dishwasher hidden behind a cupboard door. Even more surprising were the stackable washer and dryer installed inside the linen closet of the remodeled bathroom. Bruce would have looked around the apartment and called it functional.

			My mind jumped back to my home in Minneapolis, a condo bought only a month before Bruce died. Then months later, deep in fresh grief, I’d completely redecorated the place, choosing the latest trendy styles to fill the space. Mostly for show than comfort.

			And wasn’t that a strange way to mark time? Before and after the death of a spouse. Psychologists probably had some name for it. After the second major loss, the death of my son, I went to counseling, some of which consisted of joint sessions with Skylar. I’d learned many esoteric terms, but the bottom line was simple: only time would ease the pain of my double loss.

			Skylar decided she needed to sell the house she’d lived in all her life in order to move on. I’d seen us both retreating within ourselves, and she even considered withdrawing from college. Convinced that would be a bad decision I agreed she could move in with me. I debated long and hard with myself, but finally said yes. I really wanted her close. Selfish me.

			I continued sitting in the corner of the couch and let tears pool in my eyes as I remembered those days. Finally, I shook my head to stop the flow of memories. Skylar had since earned her degree, and I was in Wolf Creek, enjoying an unexpected interlude in a new place. If I wanted to move and make an offer for Pages and Toys, no one would stop me, and I was sure I could strike a deal with Doris’ sister. I didn’t think Lily would actually want the burden of ownership, so the question that remained was: What did I want?
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			The next morning, with a large mug of strong English Breakfast Tea in hand, I went downstairs to begin another day. I knew I’d be starting the day by myself, because Lily had left a message while I was at Crossroads that she’d come in after lunch. I didn’t mind being alone in the shop and ease into the day. One more day to go before the holiday weekend started. It was best for Lily to rest. She was only a phone call away if I had questions or traffic was heavier than expected.

			Sipping my tea, I let my thoughts travel back to my days in the bookstore in Minneapolis. Along with my friend and business partner, Betsy Morgan, we’d scoured the area until we found a small suite in a strip mall. We put our heads together and managed to shuffle around enough shelves to get the maximum use of the floor space. We were always feeling a bit cramped in the narrow shop, but to outsiders—customers—we looked well-stocked. As Betsy put it, the store itself spoke of abundance.

			Just before the holiday rush started, Betsy and I would sort the inventory and pull out worn or damaged books, or those that hadn’t sold on our sale tables. We’d box them up and call for a pickup from a couple of shelters in town. If we couldn’t sell them, someone else could read them for free. Since some of the Pages and Toys stock was looking a little shabby, I could first see what we could sell at marked down prices over the holiday weekend. I’d noted Wolf Creek had a shelter and Green Bay had a few charity resale shops that would probably like the stock I couldn’t move.

			Whoa. I had to keep putting on the brakes. This wasn’t my store. Neither was it Lily’s, but in Doris’ absence, Lily was in charge. Still, I had a feeling she’d be relieved if I took the initiative and plowed ahead to do what was needed to revitalize the shop. I grabbed a pad and made a note of a couple of questions for her about thinning existing stock and ordering new inventory.

			After so much reminiscing about the store I’d once owned, I had the urge to call Betsy and have one of our conversations about the novels we were reading, just finished, or hoped to start. I’d come to Wolf Creek on fairly short notice and hadn’t tied up all my loose ends. The minute I picked up the phone, my fingers remembered Betsy’s number.

			“The Book Shelf.”

			Her clipped voice made me laugh. “Hi, Betsy. It’s me, Millie.”

			“No. Can’t be. My friend Millie disappeared! Must be an imposter.”

			“Oh, come on, it hasn’t been that long.”

			“Oh, yes, it has,” Betsy insisted. “So update me quickly, my friend. I’m expecting a school bus load of small kids. Going to be chaos here in about five minutes.”

			“Always some drama going on,” I said with a laugh. It was as if I’d seen Betsy only last week. “If it wasn’t the little kids, it would be getting the tea ready for a reading. You were always sure we’d run out of room.”

			“And we almost did. More than once.”

			“Yet you always managed to get me laughing.” And so often I’d needed a good laugh, but that was in another era. In a series of short phrases I quickly condensed the last three years of my life. “And that’s the short version of how I ended up as a temporary bookstore owner.”

			“Give me your phone number. I have an idea you might like, but a yellow bus just arrived. I’ll call you back.”

			I gave her the number and then the line went silent. But Betsy left me intrigued. That fueled me to get to work on the window display with new enthusiasm. My old bookstore hadn’t offered window space, so having a substantial area to arrange in an appealing way was a new challenge.

			I draped a flag I found in the box over a small red-painted chair from the children’s corner of the shop. Then I added a few toys and a copy of the biographies of founders of the country, including a new book about Martha Washington. I added another book, A Year of Celebrations, opened to pages describing the Fourth of July.

			I called the window done, but I stepped outside to check on my hasty handiwork. Maybe it was mostly luck, but the window looked good, if I did say so myself. I was about to step back inside when I heard Virgie call my name as she approached. I waited for her to cross the Square, happy to see her and eager to talk about the vest.

			Virgie looked pleased when she said, “Beverly and I can make your vest tonight, but I need some measurements. And we need you to choose a style, either fitted or loose.”

			“You’d give up an evening to sew?” I asked.

			Virgie laughed. “We spend many evenings sewing. We do a rush order when we need to, but even though I’m getting your information, we’re selling it to you as a special order through Styles. We work with them exclusively on orders placed in Wolf Creek.”

			“No problem. Come on in. I don’t want you taking measurements right here in the middle of the Square,” I teased. I laughed to myself at the cartoon picture that would make. Sixty years old and being measured like a model.

			Efficient was the word that came to mind as Virgie measured from one direction and then another, once I decided that a fitted vest suited me best. On the small side anyway, and a fan of tailored clothes, I’d have been swallowed up in a loose vest.

			Virgie finished recording the numbers in her small notebook. “I’ll bring it by in the morning to see if you like it.”

			“Your reputation precedes you, so I’m sure I’ll be very happy.”

			She was about to open the door when she turned back. “Are you planning to have a book club here? A couple of us asked Doris about starting one, but she was never interested. Probably because she was wearing out, to tell you the truth. And it would have been one more thing for her to keep track of.”

			“I’ll have to give it some thought. I’m still getting my feet wet.” It occurred to me that Virgie, and maybe a few others on the Square weren’t aware that I was only temporary help for Lily.

			Virgie nodded and then turned to leave. “I have to run. We’ve got clients coming in early today.”

			To the jingle of the bell, I thanked Virgie for making time for me. The bell didn’t sound again as the door closed because a man came in just as Virgie left.

			“Is there something I can help you with?” I was glad to see a customer to start the day.

			He approached the counter. “I hope you can. Over a month ago I ordered three books on woodworking, but nobody’s called to let me know if they’d come in.”

			His tone was polite, but not exactly friendly. I held up my finger to indicate I needed a minute to gather my thoughts. “I’ve just started here, and I was told about a box of special orders Doris had been handling. As you may know, Doris is no longer here.”

			I looked under the counter, where I spotted a box filled with books. I needed to address the contents of that box. No time like the present. If this man’s books were stashed there and he hadn’t been called, other customers were probably waiting, too.

			I explained a little more about the situation I’d jumped into as I sorted through the books, finally coming across a book on woodworking. I held it up and the man nodded. I found the other two near the bottom of the box. By the time he left carrying a shopping bag, I sensed all the mishandling was forgiven and he’d be back. I left the box of books on the counter, determined to track down the people who were waiting for their special orders.

			I was certain that at one time Pages and Toys worked within a system Doris and her husband had established. They’d undoubtedly had a routine to open the shop each day. Now it was up to me to make sure simple, easily forgotten details didn’t threaten to ruin the whole day. I flipped the sign to Open and turned the spotlights on in the window and over the shelving. I checked the register for cash and declared myself ready.

			I started the open hours by pulling out a few books from the box of special orders, but that’s as far as I got. Shoppers, real shoppers, not browsers, soon filled the shop. As soon as one group left, another filed in. By the time Lily came in through the back door, I was thrilled to see her. I needed food to reenergize me.

			As soon as she got to the counter, I raced upstairs and took big bites of half a turkey sandwich I’d bought at Farmer Foods. I washed it down with a glass of water. I would have preferred a tall glass of iced tea, but the pitcher was empty.

			Later, between customers, I had a minute to ask Lily about the special orders. She shook her head and sadly told me about Doris either duplicating orders or not ordering the books at all.

			“I delivered some books to Zoe that Doris had ordered,” Lily said. “She added them to her stock at Square Spirits. Then I added the duplicate books to the shelves. I think what’s left in the carton are the special orders, but Doris’ records are skimpy.”

			“Do you know some of the people who ordered frequently? We could call and ask if they’ve been waiting for books.”

			Lily agreed to go through the boxes, the computer, and the handwritten notebooks Doris had used to help her keep track of things. I had to accept that we wouldn’t be able to solve all the problems in one day.

			The afternoon slowed enough so that by closing time, Lily and I had straightened up the shop. The next morning, it would be easy to open up for holiday business. I ended my day with a cool soak in the tub and a hodgepodge of leftovers from both Farmer Foods and Biscuits and Brew. I sat at the window and enjoyed the rich chocolate chips in my last B and B cookie while I watched a Boy Scout troop practice raising and lowering the flag, presumably for Saturday’s holiday commemoration.

			I was happy to hear Richard’s voice when he called. “I have it on good authority that the bookstore was busy today,” he said. “Lily stopped in on her way home and told me all about it.”

			“Well, we had only a few issues to sort out amidst wall to wall customers. It was a great day.”

			“So, Millie, quick change of subject here,” Richard said. “What about the fireworks on Saturday. You never responded to my invitation one way or the other.”

			Ouch. I hope I hadn’t hurt his feelings. Of course, I wanted to go. But Richard had a way of making anything we did together sound like a date, and that made me uneasy. “Oversight on my part,” I said in a light tone. “I must have been tired. Yes, I’d like to go and see everyone from the Square. Lily mentioned it a couple of times today. She said Toby couldn’t wait.”

			“Good. I don’t want to be the only senior citizen in our group.”

			“Hmm…are you calling me old?” I was teasing. At only sixty, I didn’t think of myself as a senior citizen. Or Richard, either, for that matter.

			“Old? You’re not old, Millie. You’re seasoned, with lots of wisdom.”

			“Seasoned? Sounds like I’m a roast?” I giggled, and it felt wonderful.

			Well, why not? It had been a long time coming.

			“Millie, you must be really tired or maybe you’re just in a great mood, but in any case, I’ll say good-night so you can rest up for tomorrow—and the weekend.”

			“Both, Richard. I’m tired and in a happy state. And that’s just fine.”

			When we ended our call, I sat looking out the window awhile longer, but knew that with three days of intense work and a party in the middle of it, I needed to get to bed. I turned off the light and when I found my comfortable position in bed, I sighed. A happy sigh.

			* * *

			Two days of intense heat brought record numbers of people to the Square. Many were looking for indoor entertainment in the form of books or games. They all hoped for a break in the temperature so they could enjoy hanging out at the lake. As it was, the heat shortened any trip outdoors, even to the waterfront. Almost all the shoppers browsed the sale cart and table, and usually bought one or two seriously low-priced books from the stock I was trying to move. No one seemed to mind that some of the book jackets were faded or even a little ragged. Likewise, Lily cleared out some of her old inventory to make room for new products and a fresh look.

			This kind of sale was good for holiday weekend shopping, but the more we added to the sale table, the more depleted the store looked. It was past time to place orders—and institute a new system to keep track of inventory. Writing sales slips by hand, even with abbreviations, was too time consuming. I later found I couldn’t remember what items I’d written on the slips.

			The question kept returning to who would make the decisions about changes. Would Lily take over, or was I gradually moving closer to taking charge, even if only for these next months? I wanted to defer to Lily, simply because she’d worked with Doris, but currently, members of Doris’ family, who were the most silent of silent partners, legally oversaw the bookstore and the building for Doris.

			Whatever the situation, the middle of a holiday weekend was not the time to make big decisions. Or was it? Maybe it was the perfect time to implement whatever worked for the weeks and months ahead. I knew the uncertainty weighed heavily on Lily, although she never mentioned it. Nor did she seem eager to discuss what would become of the toy portion of the store once her baby arrived.

			I had no sooner unlocked the door Friday morning when a couple entered with three young children. Oh, boy.

			“Welcome,” I said. “Glad you stopped in. Can I help you find something in particular?”

			The man spoke first. “Last year my son bought an action figure—Jesse James. He’s part of the Wild West series.”

			I could only nod as I had no idea where this conversation was going.

			“A young woman told us that Wyatt Earp was going to be for sale this year.” He laughed. “My son remembered that and has pestered us all year about coming back to get one.”

			I watched the youngster shift from one foot to the other in anticipation. I didn’t know how I was going to tell them I’d only been in town for a short time and didn’t know which toys we carried. But if I was going to help Lily, then didn’t I need to know the toy inventory as well as the books?

			Fortunately, I was saved from fumbling around to make an excuse while I searched, because Lily arrived and greeted the man by name, Andrew. She nodded to the rest of his family. She gave me a broad smile and waved the little boy back to the toy corner.

			“I’ve been saving Wyatt for you.”

			When the mom and the three kids followed Lily, Andrew headed for the sale table, clearly hunting for a bargain. With no one else in the store, I stood behind the family as Lily explained all the features of the action figure to the young boy. Then she handed him the flyer that showed next year’s offering. She had a way with kids, no question about that. No wonder she’d been good at courting repeat customers. I only hoped she would be here when the boy returned next year.

			I also watched the way Lily focused on helping the other kids choose a toy to their liking. Each child was an individual. As a previous bookshop owner, I knew how personal book selection was for both kids and adults. I’d watched booklovers read back cover blurbs for hours before finally settling on their choice. It was the same with children and their toys.

			I ventured to ask the mother of the family if she was interested in finding a book for herself.

			She shook her head, leaning in to confide, “I’m spending my fun money at The Fiber Barn. One of my friends told me all about their fabulous yarn.”

			“Well, thank you for coming to our shop and bringing your kids.”

			I stepped back to the front of the store when I heard the bell jingle and for the next several hours I never left the register, except to head to the

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/CLbuilding.png





OEBPS/image/Book-title.png
BookMarks

The Shops on Woll Creck Square

Gini Athey





OEBPS/image/BookMarks-Ecover-V2.2.jpg
“In this new addition to Gini Athey’s Wolf Creek Square
series, readers will recognize old friends...a comforting story
of surviving grief and moving on to a new life—and love.”

—Nancy Sweetland, Author of Wannabe

%

A
A
A
A

e ———
T =





OEBPS/image/map11-16.png
WOLF CREEK SQUARE

A-Farmer Foods J-Fenced Playground
B-The Fiber Barn K-Styles by Knight and Day
C-Rainbow Gardens L-Vacant

D-Clayton’s M-Biscuits and Brew
E-Country Law N-Inn on the Square
F-An&Son Jewelry O-Museum

G-Quilts Galore P-Mayor’s Office

H-The Toy Box Q-Square Spirits

I-BookMarks





OEBPS/image/1.png
“In this new addition to Gini Athey’s Wolf Creek Square
series, readers will recognize old friends...a comforting story
of surviving grief and moving on to a new life—and love.”

—Nancy Sweetland, Author of Wannabe

SAGINI ATHEY

= e —






OEBPS/image/seriestitles.png
Wolf Creek Square Series

Book 1 - Quilts Galore
Book 2 — Country Law
Book 3 — Rainbow Gardens

Book 4 — Square Spirits






