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Scarlet checked her binder of photos one last time before leaving her house for the appointment with the Banbury Craft Fair director, Marian Runyon. Marian had the power to yay or nay Scarlet’s participation in the fair, which was part of the town-wide celebration of Banbury, Massachusetts’ 300th birthday, and Scarlet had heard she wasn’t the easiest person to deal with. Scarlet had put hours of work into setting up displays and photographing her hand-crafted jewelry pieces for the colorful binder, and was satisfied she couldn’t make it any better. With luck, Marian would feel her work met the standards of the other crafters vying for space in the summer-long event.

She’d expected the parking lot for the fairgrounds would be busy, since this weekend all the craft fair hopefuls would be meeting with the director, and as she approached, she saw it even exceeded her expectations. Chewing her lip, she pulled in, hoping to find a parking spot so she didn’t have to drive back to the municipal lot. She hadn’t budgeted parking problems into her plan and the hike back from the other lot could make her late for her appointment, which would mean she wouldn’t be accepted, which would mean no money for her trip, which would mean no trip. Her head swiveling right and left as she cruised the lot, she wondered if it was a good time to start panicking.

Holden saw the fairgrounds’ parking lot ahead, noting the recent addition of the hand-written one-way signs. Probably a good idea considering the number of cars that would be in and out of there today. His appointment with Marian Runyon was in fifteen minutes, so he had plenty of time to find a spot and get into the fairgrounds’ headquarters. Pulling his F150 in, he eyed the rows of vehicles, hoping there’d be enough room in one of them for his truck. This would have been the perfect time to be in his Porsche 911. The only problem was, he didn’t own a 911. But with the money he’d make from the fair this summer, working every one of the ten weekends, he’d be closer to being able to get it. 

Looking right and left for an opening, he happened to glance ahead in time to miss a head-on collision. He jammed on the brakes and leaned on the horn, multi-tasking for all he was worth, and eyed the white Corolla, whose driver had apparently decided the one-way signs didn’t apply to her. There was room for them to pass each other, barely, but as they were grill to grill, one of them would have to back up. He shifted into Park and stepped out of the truck.

Scarlet’s heart was pounding from the close call, and she watched the other driver climb out of his silver pickup truck and stomp his way over to her passenger side. Maybe he wasn’t stomping. Maybe that was how he walked. His hair was longer than she was used to seeing on guys, dark-blond and wavy, and he was looking about as happy as she was feeling about this unexpected development. An expression she’d heard once but never understood, “handsome is as handsome does”, popped into her head. Maybe as soon as she had the chance, she’d research what exactly that meant. She waited for him to reach the side window and watched him bend down until they could see each other’s faces, hair falling in front of his eyes, which struck her as an attractive look. 

“You’re going the wrong way.” And she was playing some song that had to be from the 1940s or 50s, not a typical choice for a girl in her 20s, but he didn’t have time to scratch his head about that one now.

She gripped her steering wheel even more tightly. Well, good morning to you, too. “What are you talking about? This is a parking lot. A two-way parking lot.”

“No, it is not.”

“It has been a two-way parking lot ever since I’ve lived in Banbury.”

“That may be, but it isn’t today, according to the one-way signs you drove by to get where you are now. You need to turn around.” 

When Scarlet saw him glance at his watch, she could almost hear a giant clock ticking away her chance to get a booth in the fair. She looked in the rearview mirror, wondering if she had to back all the way out of the long, long row of cars. “Fine.”

Holden followed her gaze and saw a spot in the row well behind the Corolla and he rethought the plan. “Never mind. Back up and go by me.”

Well if that wasn’t suspicious, Scarlet didn’t know what was. She checked the mirror again and saw from whence his benevolence had sprung. “Oh, no. I’m happy to back up. If you’ll just step away from the vehicle?” She’d always wondered what it would feel like to say that to someone, and decided when he actually moved it was as satisfying as she’d imagined. Carefully backing up, using every mirror her car owned, all senses on full alert, she eased into the spot that had been saved just for her. She patted her radio, saying goodbye to her favorite song, “Some Enchanted Evening”, as she turned off the engine. Today, instead of feeling only the usual anticipation of someday meeting those special eyes across a crowded room, she was hoping the song would bring her good luck.

Holden looked once more at the spot that could have been his and returned to the truck. He’d watched the blonde reverse faster than he would have, and followed behind her to see her back neatly into the exact center of the spot. As he passed her, she jumped out of the Corolla clutching a notebook, and he knew she was here for the same reason as he. He’d better not be late. Taking his eyes off her as she hurried through the rows of cars, he looked ahead and saw a Chevy pickup pulling out and he got there before anyone else had a chance to come along. Shutting off the engine, he took his notebook and headed out.

Scarlet was slightly out of breath when she reached her destination, and checking her watch, she saw she was a minute late. She smiled at Ms. Michaels, according to the name plate on her desk. “Good morning. Scarlet Finley to see Marian Runyon?” Had she needed her voice to rise like that? She knew who she was here to see, and she certainly knew her own name. 

“Have a seat, Scarlet, and Marian will be with you in a minute. I’m Prudie.”

“Nice to meet you, Prudie.” Scarlet backed to one of the three seats against the wall and eased down into it, the rough texture feeling scratchy against her bare thighs. Maybe she should have worn her longer jean skirt. This one was feeling inappropriate all of a sudden. She reminded herself this wasn’t a job interview. She had a job. It was a fine job in the Purchasing department at Nichols, keeping her busy forty hours a week, and she got a decent paycheck every two weeks. 

Except this actually was kind of a job interview, because if she passed, it meant money, which equated to savings, which would someday get her to Europe for the trip she’d already lost out on once, and had no plans to miss out on again. She considered looking through her binder as a distraction, but decided it might make her second-guess herself, so she held it closed, pressing it against her thighs. Her half-exposed thighs. When she heard someone approaching from down the hall, she turned her head, wondering if it was Marian, who she’d assumed was in her office, door closed, just beyond Prudie’s desk. 

Holden’s assumption had been correct. The wrong way driver had her own appointment with Marian. She didn’t look any more pleased to see him than she had when she’d all but crashed into him. Maybe it was her permanent look. “Hi, Prudie.”

“Hello, Holden. You’re nice and early.”

Scarlet felt an immediate disadvantage. If Mister Pickup knew Prudie, did he also know Marian? Might this even be considered nepotism? If it was, who was she going to complain about it to? Her mother, that was who. Her mother would listen to her rant and would be sympathetic if she didn’t get accepted. But she needed to be accepted. She had necklaces, bracelets, pendants, earrings, and pins that needed to go to good homes. She pressed down harder on the binder as Holden, her new parking lot friend, took the second chair from hers. At least he appreciated the value of personal space.

When the office door opened, Scarlet saw a smiling woman, also with a binder, hers a bright yellow, step out of the office. Right behind her was Marian Runyon, whose face Scarlet recognized from the craft fair website. She stayed in her chair, despite wanting to spring out of it to show how worthy of the fair she was, eager to start and do a fantastic job. 

“Scarlet Finley,” Marian said.

“Yes.” She sprang up right on schedule and stepped toward Marian, her hand outstretched. “Nice to meet you.”

“Come inside.”

Scarlet had expected a less than warm greeting so didn’t take it personally, and made sure to keep her smile in place as she took the seat Marian pointed to before closing the door. Marian wasn’t one to waste handshakes or words, apparently. 

“Now, why do you think you should be allowed to sell your products at Banbury’s 300th Birthday Craft Fair?”

As Holden gazed around at the artwork on the office walls while he waited, it occurred to him he’d never met anyone named Scarlet. He’d also never come so close to participating in a head-on collision. The more he thought about it, the more he realized how close it had been. There would have been airbags, possible whiplash, plenty of front-end damage, probably angry words and hurt feelings. The end result was, he needed to watch out for crazy drivers. And Scarlet Finley. Even if she was one of the prettiest girls he’d ever seen, with those legs to here and beyond that he could find a use or two for. What was that phrase? Right. Attractive nuisance.
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“This is just a formality, Holden. Of course, you’re accepted,” Marian said as soon as she closed the door to her office.

“Do you want to see what I’m selling?” He wondered if the woman who’d left the office when he’d arrived had also been a formality. Her smile had indicated she was in. When Scarlet Finley was let out, she wasn’t sporting a smile, and he wondered what news she’d gotten.

Marian laughed and winked. “I should, in case someone’s watching through the window.”

As he handed over the notebook, Holden wondered why his mother had chosen to be friends with this woman. 

“These are lovely,” Marian said after flipping through two pages of photos and handing it back to him. She opened a folder on her desk and took a paper from the pile, highlighting a square in yellow. “This is where your festival tent will be. You can also use one of the kiosks if you’d rather. Just let me know by Saturday. And we’ll need payment by then, as well.”

“Can I pay you now?”

“Prudie will take care of that.” She stood and extended her hand. “It’s a pleasure doing business with you, Holden.”

“Thank you.” He left the office, Marian behind him. There was a guy waiting for his appointment and Holden wondered if he was just a formality as well.

“Prudie, can you help Holden?”

“Of course.” Prudie smiled at him.

“Lowell Souza,” Marion said, and Holden saw the guy follow her into the office, the door closing once again.

He handed Prudie his card and signed the receipt. “Thanks, Prudie.”

“I’ll see you at the fair.” 

He and his notebook went out the door to head home, one of them to take the rest of the day off, the other one to mow the lawn.

Scarlet had gotten the distinct impression Marian Runyon hadn’t thought much of her or her jewelry. What she didn’t understand was why the woman hadn’t just told her to take a flying leap into the nearest poison ivy patch instead of saying she’d call her next week sometime with her decision. The woman with the appointment before her had gotten a smile, and Holden certainly had, even before the appointment. Of course, he did have connections of some sort to Prudie and Marian. She wondered if Holden was receiving a call “next week sometime” or if he’d walk out of there with the answer she’d wanted to walk out with.

Starting the car, she looked both ways as she eased out of the parking spot, making sure she went out in the same direction Holden had used. Once she reached the end of the row, she saw the signs he had oh-so-thoughtfully shared with her, wondering how she’d missed them coming in. It had to be because of her excitement and nerves about the appointment. Had she known Marian Runyon was even less easy to deal with than she’d heard, she might actually have crashed into the truck. What a terrible thought. She shuddered and told herself to learn from it and move on. She had much better things to worry about, starting with the phone call that she hoped would give her the news she wanted and needed. She wasn’t going to make it to London and Paris on a wing and a prayer. Well, it would be two wings, and a whole lot of cash, but still.

As she drove home, she wondered what wares the other fair-hopeful people she’d seen in the office would be selling. She loved fairs; loved the carnival atmosphere, the aroma of food from the stands and food trucks, and seeing the happy faces, the mix of friends and visitors. It was all about fun and having a good time. Since this was Banbury’s 300th, there would probably be tens of thousands of visitors to the town’s celebratory events, and the town and business people stood to earn a good deal of money. She hoped she’d be one of them. Otherwise, she’d be spending rather than earning at the fair, since she had a really hard time resisting the fine workmanship, care, and love that went into the crafts.

Despite having to worry about not getting in, one thing she wasn’t going to do when she got home was mope. Her time was better spent creating new pieces. Maybe a pendant. She had those new beads she’d been wanting to put to work, and this was the perfect opportunity. 

In her basement workroom, she switched on her Hubble adjustable lamp, which had cost a ridiculous amount of money, but she’d known from the moment she put it to work it was worth every nickel. Lining up her tools, she slid the bowls of findings and beads toward her and got to work. 

Holden pulled into his parents’ driveway, seeing only one car. Either his father had finally cleaned out the garage making room for a vehicle, or at least one of them was out. Trying the kitchen door, he found his mother bent over the counter, studying what looked like a cookbook.

“Hey, Mom.”

“Hi, Holden,” Anne Stuart said, turning to him. “What brings you here?”

“I just met with Marian Runyon about the fair.”

“What did she say?”

“I’m in.”

“Good for you. She said twice as many crafters applied than she has room for, and she was going to have to turn away a lot of people.”

He’d gotten the impression that wouldn’t be much of a hardship for Marian.  “What are you making?” He gestured to the cookbook.

“Fried Garlic Tofu. Would you like to come to dinner later? Around five? Your father will be home from golfing by then.”

Not if he hears what’s on the menu. “Can’t tonight, but thanks.”

“If you just tried tofu sometime you wouldn’t be making those faces every time I mention it.”

“I’d rather make faces. See you.”

“Anything else new?”

“That’ll do it.”

“Bye, now. Come by if you change your mind.”

Garlic tofu? Not any time this century.
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Scarlet heard her cell phone ringing from its atypical spot in her middle desk drawer instead of her purse; all part of her plan this week to make certain she didn’t miss the call from Marian. Moving at warp speed so Marian, if it was actually Marian, wouldn’t have to leave a voicemail, she took a calming breath before tapping the screen.

“Scarlet Finley.” There was no harm in answering professionally.

“Scarlet, this is Prudie from Marian Runyon’s office. Are you still interested in having a festival tent at the Banbury Craft Fair?”

Were PB&J the best food combination ever invented? “Absolutely.” 

“Great. Can you stop by the office this week to pick up your paperwork? We’re open from 8:30 to 4:30.”

Coincidently the same hours Scarlet worked. “Ah...”

“I’ll be here Saturday, too, if that’s better for you. Until noon.”

“Saturday is perfect.”

“I’ll see you then. You’ll need to bring your registration fee, too.”

“Thank you, Prudie. Have a wonderful day.”

Disconnecting, she put away her phone, then strolled to the ladies’ room for an impromptu happy dance, knowing she wasn’t strong enough to hold in that much emotion, then she walked to the Accounting office to share the news with Everly.

“Did you get the call?” Everly asked when Scarlet stepped into her office. “You look really happy.”

“Yes, and yes.”

“Did you scream?”

“No, I danced. In the ladies’ room. No one was there.”

“Congratulations. You’ve just given up every one of your weekends for the entire summer.”

“Yes, but on the other hand, I’m going to make a lot of money. I hope. And it’s going in the Eiffel Tower bank you gave me three Christmases ago.”

“How much is in there now?”

“I’m not going to look because it might be detrimental to my good nature.”

“What if you have enough already?”

“All I need to know is, I don’t.”

“Too bad.” Everly looked more closely at her. “I love your necklace. Did you just make that?”

Scarlet fingered it. “Yes. This was my consolation prize to myself when Marian Runyon didn’t give me good news on Saturday. And now it seems I made it under false pretenses. But I’ll keep it anyway.”

“If you decide you shouldn’t keep it, send it my way. If not, can you make me one? But only if you let me buy it. I insist.”

“Why do you keep doing this?” She sighed. “Fine. But you’re only covering my costs, since it’s a labor of love. As my bestie, you should have some perks.”

“If you insist.”

“I’ll get back to my station now. Thanks for sharing my good news.”

“I’ll help you in the booth if you want. You can’t stand there all day without a break, if you know what I mean.”

“I’d love if you popped in to see me. I’m going to recruit my parents, too. What’s one more sacrifice for them after they’ve spent the last thirty-two years practically giving me the shirts off each other’s backs? Plus, the worse I am to my parents, the worse my own kids will be to me someday, and my parents are really going to enjoy that. That’s what my mother always tells me. She’s really enjoying what Peter’s going through with my nephews. It’s too bad Callie gets caught up in all the chaos, but she seems to enjoy it all. Bye, now.”

After climbing in her car after work, Scarlet made another call.

“Hi, Scarlet.”

“Mom, can I take you and Dad to dinner? Nothing fancy, but it would be nice to see you.”

“We’d love that. Thank you.”

“What time will Dad be home?”

“Any minute.”

“Then I’ll be right over and we can go. How about the Weathervane?”

“That’s our favorite place.”

“I know. And if you give me a hard time about treating you, I won’t let you get dessert.”

“Did you get the call about the craft fair? Is that what this is about?”

“I did, and I’ll have a tent there this summer. I’m kind of a little bit excited about it.”

“Congratulations, honey. I hope you make a small fortune.”

“All I need is enough to get to Europe.”

“Believe me, we all hope you get to Europe. Then you’ll forgive us for not letting you go in high school.”

“I might forgive you then.”

“You do remember you had strep throat, don’t you?”

“I shouldn’t have told you I had a sore throat. That’s when it all fell apart.”

“Wait until you have your own kids.”

“Gotta go. I have a big dinner date to get to.” She disconnected to the sound of her mother’s laughter.
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Saturday morning Scarlet was at the fairgrounds’ parking lot by nine. She hadn’t confirmed with Prudie what time she’d be there, only knew she would leave at noon. But even if she had to wait awhile, she’d be fine. The day was gorgeous, and she made a silly wish that every weekend of the fair would be sunny with just enough of a sea breeze to keep people cool. Rain could come overnight all it wanted.

The fairgrounds’ office door was unlocked and she stepped inside. There were a few lights on, and she could hear muted sounds indicating people at work. Walking down the hallway, Scarlet found Prudie staring at her computer. “Good morning.”

Prudie looked up, smiling. “Hello. You’re here about the craft fair?”

Scarlet knew she would have seen possibly over a hundred people who’d had appointments and she couldn’t be expected to remember all their faces and names. “Yes. I’m Scarlet Finley.”

“Scarlet. Yes.” Prudie took a sheet of paper from each of the three stacks on her desk, and highlighted a square on the one that looked like a map. “This is your spot. Do you want a kiosk or a tent?”

Wasn’t that a good question? The only craft fairs she’d done, all three of them, had been indoors and she’d worked from tables. On the off chance her wish for sunny days wouldn’t come true, she made her decision. “A tent would be lovely. Thank you.” She pulled out her wallet and handed her card to Prudie.

Outside with her official paperwork in hand, she took a slow breath of relief that it was really going to happen, and decided to take a walk to see if she could estimate where her little piece of weekend real estate would be. Passing through the open gate, she looked around the vast open field, wondering where in the name of the law her little number 142 was supposed to be. She looked at the map, seeing squares and rows and numbers, all the way up to 200, but she didn’t know where number 1 would be, so she couldn’t determine where her own area was. She wondered how many jewelry sellers there would be, and how much product she would need. Looking from the map to the field, she realized she’d better get to the craft store and stock up on everything or she’d never fill her Eiffel Tower bank to the tippity top.

Holden eyed his workshop, cleverly disguised on the outside as a garage. He could have his own craft fair here and do better than he would at the fairgrounds, since there was no entrance fee or competition. And maybe if he didn’t sell out this summer he’d consider advertising or a website, or something to move all this. Then he’d make more, and more, and more, until he had enough for that 911. He was thinking the Jet Black Metallic, but some weeks he wavered between that and the Carmine Red. Either one would work. But for now, he needed to plan what he’d bring for the first day of the fair. All the “To the Beach” signs, which were fairly quick to make and took up little space, a few clocks, birdhouses, and lighthouses, and the wreaths to cover the walls. A couple of the chairs and coat racks made with pallets would take up some space, but they were bigger ticket items, and selling a few of those would make him feel he was on his way. From a pickup to a Porsche. Someday it would happen.
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One week later, almost to the minute, Scarlet noticed, checking the dash clock, she pulled into the fairgrounds’ parking lot, which was just as busy as it had been two weeks ago for the interview. Unlike two weeks ago, there were no one-way signs. There also appeared to be no parking spots and if she didn’t stumble upon one soon, there was going to be a real situation because it meant she’d have to use the municipal lot a block over. Ordinarily the little extra walking wouldn’t be a problem, but she had a rolling cart filled with product and product-to-be to get into position. Not to mention a couple of card tables. Had she brought assistance in the form of Everly or one of her parents, she could have emptied the Corolla, left her assistant to guard things while she parked, and raced her way back here. However, in two separate foolishly optimistic moments, she’d refused all offers of help, so she would have to rely on her ingenuity, and used the image of her bank filled with lots of paper money as motivation. Glancing around as she cruised the parking lot, she sent goodwill wishes to the gods of open spots. 

Holden didn’t want to have to drive to the municipal lot since he had so much to transport, but the fairgrounds’ lot wasn’t looking good. He was here two hours before the fair was scheduled to open, and wondered what time everyone else had arrived. Maybe they’d slept here in their cars. Facing out the windshield again, he stomped the brake pedal. Dammit. 

Scarlet shouted and jammed on the brakes so she wouldn’t crash into the truck, then realized when the other driver stepped out it was the same guy again. Holden. She knew she hadn’t missed any signs, and she opened her door and stepped out, facing him over the roof of her car. “Could you move your truck? I don’t have time for a chat right now.”

Holden rubbed a hand across his mouth, hoping it might remind him to temper his language. “You need to watch where you’re going.”

“Maybe if you get out of the way I’ll be able to do exactly that. Perhaps you failed to notice this parking lot is two-way. That means you need to look both ways.”

“Is that right? I should do what you were doing, then?”

“Excuse me. I have things to do.” She climbed into her seat and closed the door with a satisfying slam. Did she need to back up and go around, or would he do the right thing this time? Maybe she should have asked him before she left the battlefield. 

Holden stalked back to his wide-open door, thankful no other vehicles had come along, and asked himself what he was doing, letting her get to him like this. Scarlet Finley. More like Princess Scarlet. She was a real crackerjack, as his grandfather used to say. Buckling in again, he looked over his shoulder and saw a pickup backing out of a spot. He knew she wouldn’t be able to see it because he was blocking her view, and he grinned as he backed up, then whipped the truck into the spot. It was a little tight, but he’d be able to load his cart for however many trips it was going to take to get everything hauled to the tent. He looked around, wondering if his good fortune had irritated the princess.

Scarlet should have just backed up and driven around him so she’d have gotten to the spot first, but it was too late for a round of shoulda-woulda-coulda, as her father was so fond of calling regrets. No matter. She drove past Holden, the teacher’s pet, without looking in his direction, and wondered why Marian Runyon hadn’t reserved a special spot for him by the entrance gate. 

Rounding the end of the row, she found a gap in the seemingly endless row of cars and held her breath until she pulled in and claimed it for her very own. Sighing with satisfaction, she closed all her windows and climbed out, eying the sky, which was partly filled with clouds, meaning her wish for all sunny days had not yet been granted. She could deal with clouds. But she’d better bring her sunglasses just in case. Pulling two of her card tables from the back seat, she decided they would be her first trip in. She would find spot number 142, set up the tables, then return for the last table, display stands, the rolling cart, and her product.

Checking in at the gate with George, according to his name tag, she asked for a little hint about where her spot might be, and he gave her helpful advice. A few minutes, or possibly as many as seven minutes later, she found her tentlet. It seemed a bit on the tiny side at first, but guessing it was maybe 10’ X 10’, or the size of her father’s backyard shed, she decided it was plenty large enough. She yanked open the legs of the tables, standing them on somewhat uneven ground, but as she’d learned in her very first social studies class, the Earth was not flat, and she needed to cut it some slack, even if her tables were going to be wobbly.

Holden saw Princess Scarlet leaving the fairgrounds’ field as he approached the gate from the other side. “How are you, George?”

“Not bad. How ‘bout yourself, Holden?”

“Doing well.” 

Scarlet saw Holden talking with George, and walked by them without speaking. She wondered if George was another Holden crony. Did the guy know everyone in Banbury? The answer to that would be no. She didn’t know him, and neither did Everly. Or at least she didn’t think Everly knew him. She may have neglected to mention his name when she told Everly about the parking lot and nepotism situations. It didn’t matter. She had better things to do than think about Holden.

Taking her rolling cart from the back seat, she went to the trunk and carefully filled it with her product, then balanced the last table and the displays on top, securing them with bungee cords, wisdom handed down from her father after the unfortunate incident at one of last winter’s Christmas fairs.

After unloading his cart into the tent, Holden headed back for round two, and passed the princess at about the same spot they’d passed a few minutes ago. This time she pulled a cart with a precariously balanced load. She should probably get herself a utility cart like his, but he’d let her figure that out for herself. On second thought, maybe it was better if she didn’t get anything larger, considering the way she drove. The smaller cart was probably safer for the legs of everyone who came within a ten-foot radius of her. She didn’t look at him or speak to him, and that was fine. He wasn’t here for social niceties, he was here to make money, and lots of it. He’d brought his notebook, hoping there would be special order requests for his big-ticket items. If he could sell a few tables or the flea market finds he’d refinished, he’d feel more confident about someday being able to reach a respectable down payment amount. He pushed the Porsche to the back of his mind and focused on the present, and setting up his weekend home for the rest of the summer.
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