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“Girls, you know I love you as much as life itself.” Gemma Williams smiled at her three roommates. 

“Oh, no,” Morgan Travers said, putting down her fork. “I don’t like the sound of this.”

“Let Gemma speak.” Tilly Jordan nodded at Gemma. “Tell us why you look so serious. Did I put too much garlic in the sauce again?”

“Never mind the sauce, Tilly. What is it, Gem?” Celia Bryant said.

“I’ve finally saved enough money to start looking for my own apartment.” Gemma was well aware her friends knew her goal had been to find a place closer to the Flower Stop, and now that her savings account was healthier than it had ever been, she knew the time was right.

“Our hearts are going to break right in half because our little family is dividing, but we’ll get through this. Right, Tilly? Right, Celia?”

Gemma reached for Morgan’s hand, happily participating in the dramatics. “My heart will also be breaking, Morgan. But a shorter ride to the florist’s through less downtown traffic will help ease my sorrow. Maybe I’ll even be able to walk to work.”

“Well, you know what? We need to celebrate Gemma’s news, and that will help us move past the heartbreak,” Tilly said. “I’ve been thinking about going to the charity ball the hospital is putting on. We could all go together, kind of a last hurrah.”

“A ball?” Celia frowned at Tilly. “With ball gowns? My wardrobe isn’t exactly loaded with ball gowns.”

Tilly picked up her phone. “Look up ‘Springdale Memorial Hospital Ball’ and get the deets. Everybody do it.”

Having their dinner interrupted by impromptu research sessions was nothing new, and Gemma tapped her phone to open a browser. “A costume ball?”

“A masquerade costume ball,” Tilly said. “I love the anonymity of it all.”

“I kind of like the sound of that, too.” Morgan scrolled through the article. “Being masked and in costume for Halloween? Oh, yes. We are definitely doing this.” 

Celia grinned at Gemma. “Should we wear matching costumes?”

“You know what?” Gemma looked at her friends, one after the other. “Let’s not tell each other what we’re wearing. Keep it a surprise until we’re about to leave.”

“What if we wear the same costume?” Morgan said.

“The same or different, it all works, doesn’t it?” Gemma stared into space, picturing herself in a variety of costumes. Being disguised with a mask would be very... very freeing. She could give her inner diva free rein. “I can’t wait, girls.”

“Looks like you won’t have to wait long, since it’s only a few weeks away,” Celia said. “Let’s finish dinner and get this mess cleaned up so we can start shopping. I wonder if there’ll be prizes for the best costumes.”

Gemma suspected there would be some incredible, not to mention professional, costumes in attendance, no doubt borrowed from the Palace Theatre’s actors who wouldn’t be able to resist a costume ball, and her own costume, whatever she decided on, would be on the pathetic side in comparison, but she didn’t care. Not only was the ball for a good cause, no one other than her friends would know her identity. “So, girls, back to my apartment search for a moment, if you happen to hear about any available places, can you let me know? Sometimes word of mouth is the best way to get one.”

Morgan sighed loudly before winking at Gemma. “Fine. Not only are you leaving us, but we have to help you and speed up your leaving?”

“Just remember that divine closet I’m leaving behind.” Gemma smiled when she saw her roomies eying each other. “Maybe you can have a lottery to decide who gets my room.”

Once they were all seated in the living room with their laptops, Gemma and Tilly on the leather couch that sagged in the middle, Morgan on the floor and leaning against the couch, Celia on the rocking chair she’d inherited from her grandparents, Gemma watched as her friends logged on. Listening to their voices as they discussed the costume ball, she thought about how much she was going to miss living with them. She knew she’d still be in Springdale and they’d still see each other, but it wouldn’t be every day, and she hoped moving out wouldn’t turn out to be a mistake. 

On the positive side, she was sure her friends would find a new roommate as soon as they advertised. Springdale, Massachusetts, with its population of over 100,000, consistently made the top 25 list of desirable places to live but the city unfortunately didn’t have an abundance of available apartments. Gemma was a little concerned about finding her own new place, but she was confident she’d find something. Even a studio apartment would work, if that was all she could find, but a one-bedroom would be better. For now, though, she needed to focus on costumes. “Anybody going with the French maid?” She laughed at the faces her friends made. “Good. Let’s be more imaginative than that.”

“Right,” Morgan said. “Maybe we can be princesses.”

“If I had a bowl of popcorn, I’d throw some at you for your complete lack of imagination,” Celia said.

Gemma looked at the princess costumes on her screen, then glanced at Celia. The costume Gemma liked was gorgeous, and it even came with a blonde wig, which would cover her own dark locks nicely. Celia would never recognize her. Maybe. Grinning, she added the costume to her cart. Just in case nothing better came along.
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Becket McKenzie spread out the photos on his kitchen counter, asking himself why he bothered with the pretense. He knew which one he was going to use, but he told himself he’d gone to the trouble of driving around Pennsylvania to photograph what he considered the most scenic spots, and he may as well be sure of which one he wanted to paint.

Picking up the shot of the red wooden covered bridge he’d taken in Lancaster County, he knew this was it. Gathering the rest of the photos, he added them to his rejected file. Maybe rejected was a little harsh. Rejected for now was more accurate, because he could still use any one of them at a later date. 

Glancing out the window at the darkness when the thought of starting his painting wasn’t doing anything for him, he asked himself why he was home alone on a Saturday night when he had a woman in his life. He'd started dating Sierra Isaacs about six months ago, and he didn’t think he knew her much better now than he had when he’d asked her out the first time. She was a mystery he was still trying to solve, but she was tough to pin down. Tonight was just one more example, since on Monday he’d asked her to dinner for Saturday but she’d said she had plans. She offered no explanation and he hadn’t asked, but it hadn’t stopped him wondering where she’d be. They hadn’t had the exclusive talk, but Becket wasn’t seeing anyone else, despite the infrequent dates he managed to snag with Sierra. He had no freakin’ clue what Sierra did with her time when she wasn’t with him.

Setting up the easel in his office, which doubled as his studio, he thought about the turret apartment on the third floor of his apartment house, wishing it were his, but Ken Michaels was firmly ensconced there and he showed no signs of moving out. Becket had mentioned to Pauline O’Malley, his landlady, that he wanted in if the turret room ever became available, but he wondered if he should mention it a few more times since during the years he'd lived here she hadn’t struck him as a highly organized individual. His first floor apartment faced south, and the turret room faced north, and its consistent lighting was what he wished he had. Huffing out a laugh, he asked himself why he was painting with strictly artificial lighting tonight if he was so fussy about the north light, but he didn’t bother to try to come up with any kind of answer that made sense. 

Clipping the photo he’d be copying to the easel’s frame, he studied the shot, envisioning the finished product. Glancing at the wall with his other finished products, he shrugged. They’d never win any awards, but he liked them and the memories they brought him. Maybe Sierra would take the next road trip with him so he wouldn’t have to go alone. So far she’d only agreed to do one trip and he shouldn’t have been surprised she was bored by it, guessing any woman would have been bored being driven around to scenic locations so he could photograph them. 

As he picked up a brush to get started with the cadmium red deep hue his phone rang, and he saw it was Brie. He could let her go to voicemail, but he hadn’t gotten into his painting yet, so he traded the brush for the phone. “Hey, Brie.”

“Hi, Beck. Did I ask you about the – Hey, you’re not out with Sierra, are you?”

“I’m home.” And thanks for the reminder.

“Good. I told you about the ball, right?”

“The ball... Remind me.” He heard her sigh and grinned. It was so easy to get a rise out of her.

“The Springdale Memorial Hospital’s masquerade costume ball. That ball.”

“Right. Hope you have a good time.”

“You’ll be able to see for yourself because you’ll be there.”

“Can’t. I’m busy that night.”

“Oh, no, you aren’t. You’re coming and you’re inviting Sierra so I can finally meet her.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Listen, Becket Roan McKenzie, you are going to this ball. I work at the hospital and as my brother, you will be there to support me. And the hospital, of course. Mom and Dad are coming.”

“I don’t do costumes.”

“You’re going to do one for this. And you’ll be masked, so no one will know who you are and the other kids won’t tease you about it. I’ll find you the perfect costume at the playhouse. Isn’t it great that I have so many connections in the city?”

Maybe Sierra would be all over the idea of a costume party. Masked, no less. And if his parents and Brie were there, he could introduce them all. “Send me a photo of a costume first or it’s not happening.”

“I’ve got one in mind, and it involves those cowboy boots you bought on your trip to Texas. How does that sound?”

“Just send me a photo.”

“Tomorrow. Bye, Beck. You won’t regret this.”

“Yeah.” Disconnecting, he tapped Sierra’s number, unsurprised when his call went to voicemail. Leaving a message with the pertinent details, he returned to his project, staring at the blank canvas. Monday maybe he’d send Sierra more roses. Maybe her favorite flowers would convince her to go with him.
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On Monday morning Gemma parked beside Taylor, both cars jammed close to the back door of the Flower Stop since space was at such a premium. As Gemma squeezed her way out of her Civic, she really hoped when she found her apartment it would be near enough to the florist so she could walk to work. Not only would she save on gas, she wouldn’t have the crazy downtown traffic to contend with, where rush hour seemed to last all day. Between the on street parking, the blocks of high rises, and the few parking garages, every day offered an interesting collection of challenges before she even stepped into work. After unlocking the back door, she took the short hallway to the front of the shop to see her boss. “Good morning, Taylor.” 

“Hello, Gemma. Good weekend?”

“Lovely. Was Saturday busy?”

“Yes. Emily and I were out straight and Brian made six deliveries.”

“That’s good to hear.” Gemma opened the laptop on the counter and logged on before reaching for an apron. “Let’s see what we’re in for today.” Checking through all the orders, she said, “Here’s another dozen roses for Sierra Isaacs from Becket McKenzie, right on schedule.”

“Have to love our regular customers.”

“I get so curious about this one. She lives here in Springdale, but we don’t know anything about him other than his name. It makes me think of Joe DiMaggio sending Marilyn Monroe roses all the time, and I wonder what Sierra and Becket’s story is.”

Taylor smiled. “You are such a romantic, Gemma.”

“It’s a blessing and a curse, I guess.” Printing one order after another, she made a neat stack and got to work on the first one, the order for Sierra Isaacs. As always, Becket McKenzie’s message for the card was “To Sierra from Becket”. Gemma wondered why the word “love” was never mentioned, and decided she’d bring that up at dinner with the girls tonight. If she remembered correctly, the man had been sending the roses for about six months, and she would think there should be love involved by now. But maybe she was imagining a relationship where none existed. 

Taylor’s phone rang and it brought Gemma out of her daydreams, then she refocused on the arrangement of mums destined for someone at the hospital. When Taylor finished the call, which hadn’t sounded like it was an order, Gemma eyed her boss.

“We got the contract for the Springdale Hospital’s costume ball.”

“Congratulations, Taylor. That’s wonderful. And it means we’re going to be crazy busy, aren’t we?”

“Like never before. Emily can help, and I’ll have to get my husband and my other daughters in, too. And if any of your roommates want to pick up a few extra dollars, we may need their help, too.”

“I’ll ask them. Are you going to the ball?”

“I hadn’t planned to, but I certainly will be now. Maybe I can go dressed as a florist.” Taylor laughed.

“Why not?”

“Are you going, Gemma?”

“Yes, with my girls. We were all ordering our costumes over the weekend.”

“And what are you wearing?”

It was unlikely Taylor would be in contact with any of Gemma’s roomies. “We’re not telling each other what we’re going as, but I’ll be a princess that night. My one and only chance to be royalty.”

“Perfect. You’ll be adorable.”

“I’ll be something. But no one but you and my friends will recognize me.”
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“GOT YOU THE PERFECT costume.”

Becket stared at Brie’s text, wishing he’d heard from Sierra instead. “Send me a photo or the deal’s off.”

“I don’t have it in my hands. Once I’m at the playhouse I’ll get it.”

He hadn’t liked this whole costume ball idea when he’d first heard about it, and he was liking it less the more his sister brought it up. Maybe if Sierra had agreed to go he’d revise his opinion, but he hadn’t heard from her.  “Take your time.” If Brie didn’t come through, he wouldn’t have to go. Worked for him. If Sierra agreed to go, maybe he could convince her to go to dinner instead if she didn’t mind missing the ball. 

Focusing on his laptop again, and the website he was supposed to be designing for a new client, he wondered if Fitz was going to the ball. Easy enough to find out. Checking the time, just after 6:30, he guessed his friend would be up and at his laptop already. “You going to the hospital charity ball?” Tapping Send, he returned his eyes to the laptop.

“You inviting me?”

Becket grinned at the response. “Brie’s strong-arming me so I asked Sierra.”

“Worth the price of admission if I finally get to meet the elusive Sierra. Unless she’s only a figment of your imagination.”

“Costume and a mask to cover your ugly mug might be enough to get a girl of your own.”

Fitz’s emoji response made Becket laugh, but he still didn’t have a yea or nay. Maybe he wouldn’t have one from Fitz until the ball. Working remotely was the best invention since digital photography, but there were times when he missed the camaraderie and shenanigans with his colleagues at Cyber Tribe. Being at home made work feel too much like work sometimes. And this morning it almost made going to a masquerade ball sound like a possible good time. When his phone chirped with another text, he grinned, wondering if Fitz had more to add, but when he flipped the phone over, he saw it was from Sierra.

“Sounds like fun. I’ll try to make it.”

He stared at her words for a minute, thinking about all the times she’d broken their dates because she’d been working, and as he had every time, he’d wondered why, as an administrative assistant, she was expected to work so many hours. Every time he’d asked her about it, she’d said the company was a startup and they needed everyone there until they really got it off the ground. He could have made an issue over it but he suspected it wouldn’t make any difference, and instead reminded himself she was certainly dedicated. Maybe someday, once the company took off, she’d dedicate herself to him instead.
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During the days approaching the ball, Gemma had observed that one by one, her roomies all received deliveries, the cardboard boxes seemingly all over the living room. She knew what was contained in those mysterious boxes, or at least she knew they were costumes, and as each day passed and her own mysterious box had not made an appearance, she was getting more nervous. As in really nervous. 

Two nights before the big event she reached the frantic point and picked up her phone, heading for her bedroom and closing the door.

“Hello, Gemma,” Judy Williams said.

“Hi, Mom. My costume for the ball still hasn’t shown up and I’m freaking out a little. Actually, I’m freaking out a lot.”

“It could still come before Saturday night, couldn’t it?”

“Yes. Yes, it could, but according to the tracking information, that isn’t likely. And I need a spectacular costume.” She thought about the gorgeous pink ballgown with blonde wig, imagining herself the belle of the ball with gorgeous men flocking around her. The fact it would never happen to her didn’t matter because it was still a fun daydream.

“Go to one of those costume stores.”

Gemma had thought of that, and had actually stopped in at two of them on her way home yesterday as a preemptive measure. “I already tried and failed.”

“I have a costume you can use.”

Picturing the clown costume she’d seen her mother in years ago, she shuddered. “Um, thanks, but...”

“It’s a simple little dress with a bonnet and a nice white apron.”

Frowning as she searched her memory for the image of her mother in such a thing, she came up empty. “What is it? Little Bo Peep?” A sexy look if ever there was one. The only ones flocking around her would be sheep.

“A pioneer woman. You’ll be adorable in it.”

Pioneer woman? Adorable? Why did people keep saying that? “A pioneer woman?”

“Don’t sound so critical. Why don’t you come over now and try it on? All you’ll need is boots. Lace up boots would look best, but any leather boots would work.”

From a princess to a pioneer woman... This was not how she was supposed to make her grand entrance, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. And she’d still need a mask, but maybe she’d see what the costume looked like before she even bothered to go back to the costume store. If the pioneer dress was an epic fail, she’d need a heck of a lot more than a coordinating mask.

Returning to the living room, where Celia was ensconced in front of the TV with a bowl of popcorn, Gemma said, “I’m going to my parents’, so I’ll see you later.”

Celia shifted her attention from the TV screen to Gemma. “You never go out this late.”

“It’s only 8:00.”

“And?”

“My costume still isn’t here and I’m working on Plan B, an old costume my mother has.” 

“Sorry, my friend. I hope it isn’t that clown.”

“Roger that.” Heading out the front door and onto the porch of the double decker apartment house, it occurred to Gemma that Celia hadn’t made the “adorable” comment about the idea of Gemma in a clown costume. Imagine that.
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“BECK, I JUST LOVE YOUR building. House. Whatever it is.” Brie looked around, a garment bag draped over her arms.

“A Victorian.”

“And the brick really makes it unique and extra classy. Are there any empty apartments?”

Becket eyed his sister. “Why?”

“In case I want to move in.”

There was a dream come true, having his kid sister living in the same building. House. “No vacancies. There are only four apartments and no one’s going anywhere.”

“Just as well. I don’t want my big brother sticking his nose into my business.”

To the best of his recollection, Becket had never stuck his nose into his sister’s business, but he wasn’t going to get sidetracked by getting into it with her now. “What’s in the bag?”

“You’re going to love this. And Sierra is going to love you in it, too.”

Since Sierra had confirmed two days ago she would be attending, the comment didn’t irritate him as much as it could have. “So let’s see it.” Watching Brie unzip the bag, the first thing he noticed was black fabric. So far, so good. By the time she pulled it out, he got the full effect. Black pants, long black jacket and vest, with a white shirt. And a black hat. His sister’s beaming face made it clear she was pretty happy about it. “And who am I supposed to be in this?”

“Wyatt Earp. You need black boots and a mustache, and that’s it. What do you think?”

––––––––
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“WELL, WHAT DO YOU THINK, Gemma?” Judy held up the costume, her eyes on Gemma.

“Ah...” The dress was long, naturally, since pioneer women didn’t run around showing off their legs, and Gemma guessed it would hit her in the shins. Maybe her ankles. The white apron was on the voluminous side and would hide much of the dress, but what difference did it make? The bonnet, made of the same blue calico fabric as the dress, combined with the mask she’d be wearing, would guarantee no one would recognize her. It was no princess ball gown, but it wasn’t a clown costume, either. “Let me try it on and we’ll see how it looks.”

“You will look adorable. I promise.”

There really was no escaping that word. Gemma took the hanger into the bathroom and began the transformation from modern girl to pioneer woman. Staring in the mirror at the finished product, she laughed. Oh, this would drive all the boys wild, all right. But did she have any other options? It was possible the princess gown would arrive in time and she would still hold out hope, but she was ready with her backup. Little house on the prairie, here I come. 

Stepping out of the bathroom, she was showered with ecstatic cries from her mother and smiles from her father. After hearing “adorable” more times than she wanted, she and her costume were out the door, the costume cleverly hidden in a tote bag that her mother told Gemma she could keep. The generosity knew no bounds at the Williams’ homestead. Now Gemma just had to hide the tote bag in case any of her roomies were feeling inquisitive. And after that, buy a mask that coordinated with her snazzy outfit. Then gear up for another crazy day at work while she, Taylor, Emily, Brian, and as many of Taylor’s other daughters she could corral finished with the flowers for the ball.
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