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			Dedication
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			Note to Readers

			Welcome to Wolf Creek!

			In Town Hall, Book Six in my Wolf Creek Square series, Sarah Hutchinson is at a crossroads in her life. For eight years, she dedicated herself to revitalizing the town of Wolf Creek and Wolf Creek Square. Now, after seeing her vision come to fruition, she is ready to leave her position as manager of the Square and become a shopkeeper in the last open storefront in the historic buildings on the Square.

			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 historic 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.

			Sarah is delighted that Hutch Hotels has chosen Wolf Creek Square for their first small town hotel project, an addition of thirty rooms to the established Inn-on-the-Square. The addition brings Cameron Hutch, the hands-on owner of Hutch Hotels, to Wolf Creek, and neither Sarah nor Cameron anticipates their attraction when they meet in person. But Cameron moves from one locale to another building his trademark hotels and Sarah is firmly grounded in Wolf Creek, the town her family helped build. This dilemma will never be easy to solve. 

			Determined to move forward, Sarah and her friend, Sadie Winston, open their shop on the Square: Heirlooms – Past and Future. Sarah sells antiques from the abundant boxes and crates that belonged to her family and have been stored for decades, and Sadie finds new items she believes will become antiques of the future.

			You’ll have a chance to catch up with many of the residents from the previous books in The Shops on Wolf Creek Square series (listed on the previous page). 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. 

			Thanks to all of you who have enjoyed my series and have taken the time to tell me so.

			Gini Athey

			2018
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			“Clean the ground

			Stack the stone

			Keep solid with mortar

			To build a home

			Add the laughter

			Hide the tears

			Dance in celebration

			For all the years”

			—Unknown

			“A canopy for a roof

			A berry for a morsel

			The dew for water

			A home for love”

			—Unknown

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			March

			1

			Why was I so nervous?

			I’d been chairing town hall meetings in Wolf Creek for eight years. Most were gatherings of the Square’s business owners association, which had a serious mission, but in terms of atmosphere, it was much like a group of close friends getting together to work towards a goal. A few meetings included the whole town and usually brought on a bout of jitters. But tonight’s meeting didn’t fall into that category, either. 

			On the other hand, why was I surprised at being what the kids call hyper? After all, for the past year I’d spent endless hours shepherding the biggest change Wolf Creek Square had experienced in years. Until a few days ago, the outcome was in question, since not everyone had been happy about what I’d proposed.  

			In the end, though, my vision for the future of Wolf Creek Square carried the day, with the business owners standing with me as my primary allies. Oh, we had some skeptics who dragged their feet, but when the town council hearings were over, the last debate held, and the referendum votes counted, progress won. Wolf Creek and the Square would continue to grow.  

			Tonight, the final plans for a major expansion of the Inn-on-the-Square would be unveiled, with work to begin immediately—or as soon as our muddy March allowed. I couldn’t blame my nervousness on the expansion project, not when I’d set it in motion. In the process of planning for the major change, I’d made a new friend—a cyber friend, until now. After hours of video-conferencing with dozens of other people, and having a lot of one-on-one face-time, I’d be meeting Cameron Hutch of the Hutch Hotels in person. 

			I scanned the meeting room in the Community Center. Every chair was filled and the overflow crowd stood against the back wall. I smiled to myself. Standing room only wasn’t typical for business association meetings, attended by the shopkeepers and their employees. The agenda I’d written every month without fail included discussions and votes on ideas for everything related to boosting business on the Square, from new themes for holiday decorations, the number of bus tours scheduled for the month, special promotions, festivals, and even calling for volunteers to be that year’s Easter Bunny or Santa. The owners also had to occasionally weigh in on how to work around road construction or other town improvement projects.  

			The Square was the heart of Wolf Creek, and the success of the shops on the Square had steadily turned a town threatened with stagnation into a major tourist attraction an easy twenty-minute drive west from Green Bay. We’d done it by refurbishing the existing buildings, some dating back more than one hundred years. Other than adding playground equipment to the park and clearing an area for parking behind the pedestrian-only Square, we’d never built a new structure. 

			Until now. Changing that policy represented a major step. 

			My heart raced as the buzz in the room rose by the minute. The people working and living on the Square were excited. Even some of those who backed the idea still had questions and maybe even a few doubts had come to the meeting. That’s because most everyone recognized Wolf Creek’s need for more hotel rooms on the Square and wanted to see the model Cameron Hutch created. His company was actively on the hunt for small touristy towns that needed more hotel rooms, just fewer than big-city or other major destinations demanded. We were no Branson or Williamsburg, and certainly not the Mall of America, but we were proud of the crowds we drew to our unique Wolf Creek Square. 

			I glanced at my watch and wondered if Cameron would prove as punctual in person as he was with online appointments. I was still looking at my watch when the back door opened at exactly 6:56. I almost laughed out loud, but the room had become eerily quiet as the team from Hutch Hotels filed in. 

			In doing my research, I’d become intrigued by Cameron Hutch and was happy that he’d been eager to come to town himself to explain the particulars of the thirty-room addition to the Inn-on-the-Square. We were already familiar with his right-hand man, Frank, and I’d had conversations with another of his assistants, Ashley, his daughter.

			I’d done my homework and thoroughly researched the Hutch Corporation. He was well respected in the hospitality industry and among commercial builders. A couple of articles about him in trade magazines referred to him as a self-made man who grew his business one hotel at a time. I’d also picked up his passion for the Colorado mountain town where he had a condo and every photo of him showed him in either western-style boots or if on a worksite, tan work boots. He was usually in jeans and a work jacket. His company logo was displayed prominently on both the jacket and his white hardhat.

			He came deeper into the room, scanning it as if looking for someone. Me? 

			Tall and distinctive as he was, he could have made a grand entrance. Yet he moved as if no more or less important than anyone else in his team of eight men and women who’d traveled to Wolf Creek with him. That included Frank Smith, who we already knew. 

			I grinned and nodded when Cameron’s scanning gaze landed on me. The short blond woman next to him was Ashley. I recognized her from the company website. He nodded at me, and then bent down to say a few words to Ashley. She looked up at me and waved as a bright smile crossed her face.

			Another zing of anxiety traveled through me knowing the moment had arrived. He was approaching me by himself, leaving Ashley with his team. He looked exactly as I’d expected. His faded jeans hugged muscular thighs and rested on a pair of cowboy boots sporting a perfect shine. Instead of his work jacket, he wore a buckskin sport coat with a pristine open-collared white shirt that drew attention to his tanned face. He only lacked a Stetson hat to complete the image. The man in real life was more striking than his picture. I swallowed to keep my mouth closed.

			I’m not pixie short, but even in my heeled boots, he stood a head taller than me. I drew in a sharp breath when he smiled. 

			“I would have recognized you anywhere, Sarah Hutchinson.” He extended his hand and I gladly let him wrap it around mine. 

			“Welcome to Wolf Creek,” I said. I didn’t want him to let go, but finally he released his grip. 

			I’d not anticipated the extent of my reaction to him. Every planned greeting I’d prepared mixed with other thoughts and swirled in my mind. Rather than appear tongue-tied, I said nothing. I noticed the silence in the room had lapsed into small conversations, steadily getting louder.

			He didn’t miss a beat. “Ashley’s with me, and a few others. I’ll introduce them to the crowd. I’m sure you and I will get a few minutes to talk once the meeting is over.” 

			I was well-known for my poise and I finally regained it enough to tell Cameron about my plan. “When you’re done explaining the specifics, we can roll in the model and you can take questions. We’ll make it clear people can come to my office and pick up brochures and info you’ll supply.” 

			“Ashley’s agreed to be a liaison between my team and yours.” He grinned. “In addition to me, of course. I’ll never be more than a text or call away.” 

			“Is that a promise?” I quipped, surprised by my flirtatious tone. 

			“It sure is,” he said, with a smile that crinkled his crow’s feet in a charming sort of way and set off his rich brown eyes. 

			I shook my head and laughed at his intimate tone. He already felt like an old friend. “Let me get this meeting going. I’ll be quick, so you get ready.” 

			“At your service,” he said, standing aside so I could go to the podium on the dais. 

			The room quieted when I approached the podium and switched on the microphone with a ping that settled the room even more. I quickly welcomed the crowd of over one hundred to the special meeting. 

			“You’re all getting restless,” I said, “so we’ll get going. Just a little background for those who haven’t closely followed the coming changes on the Square. Most all of you have noticed the new shops and an increase in bus tours that has led to more visitors. The Matt and Gus Alexander Foundation has supported our plan to keep the town’s history alive, and now it’s time to think of the next ten years of development.”

			“It’s getting harder to park on some days,” Ed Cermak shouted from the back.

			Most everyone laughed in recognition. We’d all remarked that we’d outgrown the parking behind the Square. 

			“Don’t worry, Ed, our new plan has that covered, which gets me around to the new plan. We debated and we voted, and now it’s time to implement. That’s why we’ve invited Cameron Hutch to this meeting to launch the plan.” I gestured to Cameron. “You’ve got the floor.”

			A spattering of applause greeted Cameron, along with a low buzz rippling through the room as I stepped away and Cameron came to the podium with his laptop and a folder. 

			I returned to my seat and scanned the room. Shopkeepers and employees from the Square were mixed in with residents simply interested in hearing about the plans. I wondered if they really understood how much the landscape of their town, the northeast corner of the Square specifically, was about to change. 

			Cameron’s strong speaking voice grabbed attention as he greeted the audience and wasted no time telling them about the hotels he’d built in cities small and large across the country. “We’re now expanding our hotels into smaller markets to fill the gap between the B & B market and the fifty-plus room hotels.” Cameron grinned and shook his head. “And after Hutch Hotels announced our expansion plans, we offered a contest on our website for small towns to send a video and a short commentary explaining why their town should be selected for our first small scale hotel. So, I’m going to begin by showing you one of the winning videos sent from Wolf Creek. It was submitted by Alan Carlson. Is he here tonight?”

			“That’s me.” Alan stood and waved at Cameron. 

			Surprised reactions rippled through the room. Many of us remembered the videos Alan had begun shooting a few years back. He’d been a fixture on the Square since he was in his early teens. 

			“Congratulations, young man.” Cameron spoke directly to Alan. “I’m sure we can talk later.”

			Cameron had told me about the video and I’d watched it on my computer. Alan knew it made the list of finalists. Only a few of us in the room were aware that Alan had seen a vision of the future and had gone ahead to submit the video. 

			When I dimmed the lights, Cameron started the video on his computer and stepped aside so everyone could see it projected on the white wall behind the dais. The first few minutes showed the historical buildings around the Square. Alan had described each shop individually and explained how each complimented the others on the Square. The next segment featured the courtyard filled with vendors and visitors during the Harvest Festival. The final scene was the front of the Inn-on-the-Square with its gray stone walls, turret corner, and the restaurant through the windows on the ground floor. At the end, Alan talked about how much he loved living in the tight-knit community, ending with, “So, there it is, Wolf Creek, the town that has everything.” 

			I was pleased by the appreciative applause Alan got as the lights came on. He was so mature now, and he stood again to thank the crowd for acknowledging his video. He was one of the young people who had gone from teenager to adult before my eyes. 

			“It was easy to see that a young person like Alan understood the need for more rooms in the area,” Cameron said. “I could see the way the town was already using its attractions and turning itself into a real tourist hub. We did our homework, too. Members of my company have visited the Square at various times throughout the year and during some of the popular festivals.”

			He closed his computer. “So, without belaboring this, let me say thank you for approving the new project and I thank the Inn-on-the-Square for agreeing to partner with us to build a thirty room progressive addition.”

			Loud applause again, the loudest from my friends on the Square. Most understood the benefit of the expansion. 

			Cameron’s shoulders relaxed as he fell into familiar territory, assuring the crowd he’d use local labor and materials as much as possible. “And once we’re open, we’ll have many job openings to fill.” 

			Stuart Benson stood up and interrupted. “When is this starting?”

			My heartbeat picked up knowing that Stu had voted against the hotel. He’d been the loudest voice. 

			Unfazed, though, Cameron stepped out from behind the podium and moved closer to the audience. “What’s your name?” 

			“Um, Stu, Stuart Benson. Lifetime resident of Wolf Creek and member of the town council. I own the funeral home.”

			“Glad to meet you, Stu. Preliminary work begins next week. As you know, being in town government, we secured the property we need, including room for more parking.” He turned his attention back to the full audience. “Digging probably by the first of April, but I hope it won’t be an April Fools’ Day with a snowstorm.”

			Everyone laughed. We were well aware we could have any combination of rain and snow and that euphemism for a mess, wintery mix, deep into April. 

			He pointed to Ashley. “Let’s bring in the model now.”

			Ashley used her phone, and within seconds the doors opened and a rolling table was brought to the front. A scale model of Wolf Creek Square and a few surrounding buildings was on the table, with an image projected on the wall.

			I had seen the Square from the sky when Eli Reynolds had used his drone to view the Square a few years ago, but the miniature rendition was to scale with colorful landscaping and walkways. The buildings were painted as if someone had walked around the Square with a box of colored pencils to match the colors.

			“I know this will be difficult for all of you to see at once, but this model will be in Sarah’s office for viewing until the project is complete.” 

			Cameron looked at the audience as he stepped closer to the model. “A lot of work still needs to be done before we can begin construction.”

			His voice was strong enough that he didn’t need a microphone as he described the construction. Ashley followed his hand movements with an image beam that projected onto the wall screen. 

			“Your historic relay station will soon be relocated behind the museum.” He moved the model station from its location to a spot behind the corner building shaped like the museum.  

			It was obvious to me that Cameron had practiced with this model prior to arriving in Wolf Creek. His confidence gave him a strong presence that communicated commitment to the project. I wondered if others saw it, too.

			Ashley moved the beam over Cameron’s hand, and in the magnified image, I saw the fine hairs and veins on the back of his hand. His fingernails were short and rounded. Not manicured, but cared for. 

			A warm surge of energy moved through me. I couldn’t have controlled it if I’d wanted to. And I didn’t. I tried to force myself to focus, but my mind scattered back to his faded jeans and how my hand had felt enveloped in his when we shook hands.  

			Cameron finished up with a series of progressive steps to build the three-story addition, describing each phase in detail and layering in new pieces to form the Inn. He finished the model by adding walkways that connected the addition to the Square and landscaping with flower gardens and trees. In the end, the model addition looked like it had been part of the original Inn.

			“By the way, my daughter, Ashley, helps me create our models, including this one. She works for the company and is staying on site with me until the addition is complete. She’ll take your questions now.”

			Cameron stepped back, and Ashley moved up to the podium. At least a dozen hands shot up. Most asked about scheduling, what kind of meeting rooms would be available, and on and on. She did a good job with the crowd, fielding questions and assuring the audience she’d find the answers to those she hadn’t anticipated.

			She reached into her blazer pocket and pulled out a handful of business cards. “My card has all my contact information. Feel free to text or call. We’ll also set up a question box in the lobby at the Inn. Someone on my team will check it every day.” 

			And with that, I stepped to the podium and thanked everyone for coming. It was done. It went well.  

			I watched the people I knew hover over the model to get a closer look, nodding, pointing. A few were frowning. I saw Clayton and Megan exchange remarks, but I couldn’t tell if they were approving or not. Overall, most everyone looked if not happy, at least pleasantly curious. Only Stu looked disgruntled, but then he almost always did. 

			I couldn’t get a feel for how well the announcement was received and that bothered me. I usually read the crowd pretty well, but not tonight. I didn’t have time to stop and analyze why.

			I shook Ashley’s hand and told her I was there to support her, so she could come to me for whatever she needed. Yes, I mused as we spoke, she definitely was her father’s daughter. Even her wide smile was a perfect match to his.

			Cameron joined us and put his arm across her shoulders. “Ash reserved a table at Crossroads for a late coffee and dessert. I’ve heard the pies are a real treat. Care to join us?”

			In a heartbeat. “Sure. I’d like to meet the rest of your team, but I need to make sure everyone leaves here before I lock the door. I’ll meet you at Crossroads in a few minutes. We’ll move the model in the morning.” 

			This wasn’t the first time our association meetings ended up with a late coffee or a drink at Crossroads. Sometimes we filled several tables. Other evenings it was just three or four of us. Regardless, it was always a good time. 

			As it turned out, most of the crew begged off and went up to their rooms. Eli and Zoe, both shopkeepers, invited Frank to sit at their table, along with Eli’s twin and business partner Elliot and his wife Georgia, the paralegal at the law firm. That meant, I had Cameron and Ashley to myself. 

			“Ashley tells me this is the main restaurant in town,” Cameron said, when we’d put in our order for three different kinds of pie. 

			“The main one on the Square,” I corrected. “We’ve got other places behind the Square and out on some of the side roads. One pub looks like a real dive, but it has the best burgers around.” I glanced around the restaurant. “Some of the younger crowd might be out there right now. If you’re looking for takeout, Farmer Foods has a fabulous deli that keeps all the shop owners going, especially during our busiest months.” 

			Ashley grinned. “Good. I like knowing we won’t need to cook. Our schedules will be intense.”

			Cameron laughed. “Ah, Sarah, I fear I’m turning my daughter into one of those all work, no play types.” His expression suddenly turned serious. 

			Ashley groaned and waved him off. 

			Cameron stayed quiet until the waitress brought our order. I waited for the sighs of pleasure that typically followed the first bites into a piece of Crossroads legendary pie. I wasn’t disappointed and began laughing when Cameron declared it the best pie he’d ever had.

			“You were right, Ash. You had a feeling this town was going to be perfect for our newest adventure. And now we know it’s true.” 

			“I’m so glad,” I added, laughing.

			Cameron beamed at me, obviously happy with the way the evening had unfolded. Then he frowned. “Too bad I can’t stay.” 

			“But you’ll be back soon, Dad. Meanwhile, I’ll get to know the people on the Square and see to things.” 

			He glanced at me and smiled broadly at his daughter. “I’m sure you will, Ash.”

			Late that night, too keyed up to sleep, I sat at my front window and stared down at the Square. Even in the quiet of the night, I looked at the familiar buildings, with only a few people strolling down the walkway. Change was no longer just in the air. It had arrived in the form of Cameron and Ashley and their crew. In moments like these when so much was going on, I couldn’t help but note that I was changing, too. I just didn’t know what shape that change would take. 
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			A couple of days after the evening at Crossroads, my watch beeped—3:57. The westerly sun was slowly moving behind the buildings on the far end of the Square, turning the sky a washed powder blue. The last rays streamed through the front window of the building I used for my office. My office space took up the first floor, and I lived in the comfortable apartment upstairs. I’d been in the building almost eight years. 

			At first a few local people, with me taking the lead, won a fight to keep the historic buildings on the Square. Without that fight, these distinctive buildings that gave voice to the history of our town would have been razed to make room for a modern indoor mall bankrolled by out-of-state investors. I ended up being hired to manage the Square and what we expected would be a fairly rapid expansion. That’s when people started calling me “Mayor of the Square,” a joke really, not to be confused with the town’s paid city manager. The town also paid my salary, and I often had to explain that it was not an elected position.  

			My voice carried its weight in the fight for the town’s future, since for me, Wolf Creek was a heritage town—my heritage, specifically. My family had originally ran a stagecoach relay station and established the town around it. So many generations ago, but yet, it was those generations that farmed the land, put down roots and joined with other families to become a community.

			I took the signal my watch sent seriously. After a year of long evening meetings about the addition to the Inn, some of which had been cantankerous, if not outright nasty, I needed a break. To slow down and think about what I wanted now. That’s what gave me the idea to set my watch so I would end my day at a reasonable time. Barring a meeting I had to attend, I wanted time to enjoy a relaxing evening. 

			I smiled to myself as I watched the light transform on the Square. Every shopkeeper on the Square associated me with my watch. Specifically, everyone at morning coffee at Biscuits and Brew knew that when my watch beeped, it was time to head to their shops and open. Most everyone laughed about the beeping, because not one of those owners needed my help to open on time. It was a useful gadget that helped me begin and end appointments. I could make smooth exits when I needed to, because, after all, the watch told me that I had to be somewhere else. 

			So now the beep reminded me to stop working. When I’d closed the last spreadsheet on the computer and cleared the last file off of my desk, the bell on the door jingled. I forced a smile, but I didn’t want to see Stu Benson. Me and my open-door policy, I thought cynically. Stu had become my nemesis a few years ago and remained the one constant opponent to most changes on the Square.

			My stomach tightened. I didn’t want to deal with his negativity that afternoon. I could recite word for word what his objections to the Inn’s addition would be. Traffic jams, increased crowds, parking problems, and his final objection, the exterior of the new building. To him, it would look like an old fort, even though it would match the original Inn. 

			“Hello, Stu. What brings you by today?”

			He moved to the model and touched a few of the moveable pieces. “Wanted to see this again. That guy didn’t give us much time for a good look.”

			“That’s why we moved it here. You can look at it at your leisure. The other night was just the kickoff meeting.” I didn’t need to defend Cameron’s strategy, but the thought of someone, especially Stu, challenging Cameron’s plans riled me. “You’re welcome to come in and look at the model anytime.”

			The bell on the door jingled again. 

			This time, I was happy to see who walked through the door. Sadie Winston, my friend and more recent arrival to the Square.  She moved to the chair in the corner and opened a magazine, then pretended to be engrossed in an article.

			“I’m sorry, Stu, but my next appointment has arrived.” I stood making it clear that my time with him had ended.

			“This is important, Sarah. Not all the citizens are happy the Square is getting bigger and so popular. Our quiet little town is no longer quiet or small.” Stu finally turned to leave. “You’ll be hearing more from me.”

			Oh, yes, I was sure I would.  

			“My door is always open. Best to call for an appointment the next time, though.”

			I sighed when I turned the lock and rested my back against the door. “Well, my friend, see what I put up with every day?”

			“No job is all sunshine and flowers.” Sadie tossed the magazine on the table and grabbed her purse from the chair. “But since you are having such a wonderful day, maybe a glass of wine would make you feel better.” She laughed. “I know I’ll be better sipping wine.”

			“I have a bottle of DmZ open on the counter upstairs, or did you have other plans?”

			“No, no. No plans for the evening.” The crystals of her bracelets sparkled into rainbows in the fading light when she removed her coat. Some were bands or metal ropes. Sadie was known for her signature bracelets, and every one of them had a story Sadie liked to tell. 

			We walked around the model in the middle of the room to the pocket door that exposed the stairway leading upstairs to my apartment. Following Sadie, I let my hand slide along the edge of the model, remembering Cameron’s hands on each piece.

			Sadie had become a good friend and confidant since she and her son, Clayton, the product of her first marriage, had decided to stay in Wolf Creek. Sadie’s second husband had committed financial fraud and although he was behind bars, his notorious crimes followed Sadie and Clayton and ran them out of New York. Clayton found the love of his life in Megan Reynolds, a member of one of the town’s original families.

			After uncorking and pouring each of us a large goblet of sparkling red DmZ wine, we relaxed in a pair of comfy chairs by the front window.

			When I had first moved into the apartment, I decided to use some of the family heirlooms rather than packing them away and buying new. None of my family had expressed an interest in preserving the heritage pieces cherished by several generations. That included the wine glasses Sadie and I were using.

			“I don’t know why Stu continues to be such a bother to me. I always knew he wouldn’t be part of our united front for the changes at the Inn, but I’m still disappointed. Stu is going to be negative Stu regardless of what the Square does.”

			Sadie waved her hand to dismiss my words. “So, let it go. He’s blowing steam. He’s probably jealous he can’t be part of the change.”

			“I know. I think it all stems from my saying no years ago when he wanted to move the funeral home to the Square.”

			“Right in the middle of the shops?”

			I flashed a wicked grin at Sadie’s astonished tone. “That’s what he wanted, and your response was exactly why we have the policies about retail only. Back then, there were more empty buildings than shops, so it was harder for him to understand being refused a permit. But after that, he’s always opposed my ideas.” 

			I took a sip of the wine and felt the warmth travel through my body, relaxing and smoothing my rough edges. “Enough of that stuff. What brought you by?”

			“I have good news, bad news, and otherwise.”

			I groaned. “Okay, start with the bad then go to otherwise. Save the good for last. But hold your thoughts.” I went to get the bottle of wine from the kitchen and topped off our glasses. Sadie’s visit would last more than a few minutes. “Cheese and crackers?”

			“Sure.”

			It took a minute to slice the sharp white cheddar made by a cheese maker down the road a couple of miles. I put a handful of crackers in a basket and pulled out a bowl of grapes from the fridge and called it done. Sadie was okay with casual and shoved a pile of books aside to make room for the food on the small table between us. I relaxed into the chair.

			“I’ve been holding off saying anything to you,” Sadie said, “but Matt mentioned it again today so here’s the bad news. The boxes of your personal things have to be moved out of the museum, the attic included, so we can begin phase three. That’s recording and packing away the overflow of the museum’s inventory.”

			She was referring to Matt Alexander and his grandfather, Gus, who’d formed a foundation to fund smaller projects, like the renovation of the Wolf Creek Museum and Relay Station. In contrast to the well-known Alexander Foundation, which Matt’s parents managed, Matt and Gus’s foundation was more personal and local. Their willingness to support our history and keep it alive had warmed my heart. It was probably a factor in Cameron’s decision to bring his hotel concept to the Square. 

			But all that couldn’t stop my heart from sinking. I had so many boxes of my family’s things. Moving everything loomed large. A daunting job. “Are you sure? So soon?”

			“Matt wants the museum project finished and a full-time manager hired so he can focus on the relay station when it’s moved to the new location behind the museum.”

			“Are you going to work on that project?”

			She shrugged. “Matt says there has to be an historian leading that renovation, so maybe I’ll be an assistant. Who knows?” Sadie didn’t seem concerned if her job ended.

			But I was blindsided. My accumulated “stuff” had been generations in the making. The family treasures had filtered down to me, and whether I liked it or not, I’d become their guardian.

			“How soon does he want it moved?”

			“You know Matt. He said by next week at the latest.”

			I laughed. “I hope your good news is better.”

			Sadie had a sly smile on her face. “It is, maybe. Can’t say until you agree to go through the boxes first.”

			I made a quick decision. It wasn’t my careful, think-through-every-step style, but it would work as a solution. I hoped. “Have all the boxes moved to the empty storefront. Then I can sort through them and decide what I want to keep.” I looked around my already filled apartment. Where would more go?  

			Reed and Nolan, cousins who’d had a hand in renovating many of the Square’s buildings, now owned the empty storefront and I needed to let them know I’d be using their building as a temporary storage space, at least until someone wanted the storefront for a retail shop. It was the last vacant storefront on the Square.

			“Can I help?” Sadie asked. “I know what the museum needs to fill the missing pieces in the crystal and china collections. Might be some things we need are in those boxes.”

			“You’re hired.” I gave Sadie a mock salute. “Now move on. Give me the good or the otherwise news.”

			“Otherwise.” Sadie narrowed her eyes and gave me a scrutinizing look. “What was the matter with you the night of the announcement? You appeared shaky and nervous. A couple of times I looked at you, and it seemed you were off somewhere else.” 

			“Oh, I was worried that Cameron would be late,” I lied. “Well, you know, that someone like Stu would get loud and obnoxious and I’d be responsible for keeping the peace.” 

			Sadie nodded like she agreed, but her eyes were skeptical. She knew there was more to my story. I wasn’t ready to tell her how often I’d thought of Cameron Hutch since the meeting. I replayed the light moments at Crossroads that night and my reluctance to see the evening come to an end. It made it easier to say goodnight and leave the hotel lobby when a bunch of us converged at the door and left in a group. Every time I thought about this or that issue related to the addition that I needed to talk over with him, I couldn’t get my mind off his big smile or warm hands or that crisp white shirt. 

			“Move along to the good news. I’m anxious to hear something nice for a change.”

			She twisted in the chair and looked right at me. “Did you know you’re related to Cameron Hutch?”

			Blindsided for a second time, I didn’t find Sadie’s dry humor funny. “Okay, I’ll bite. I couldn’t find anything about him other than the rundown of his various projects.” 

			“Well, I do family research, not corporate. Let’s just say that when your family, and I’m talking way back when Asa Hutchinson moved to Wisconsin, Cameron’s side of the family stayed in Ohio. Somewhere as the generations came and went, that group shortened their name from Hutchinson to Hutch. I need a few more days to pinpoint that exactly.” She didn’t hide her Cheshire cat grin behind her glass.

			“Why are you telling me this?” I moved to the edge of my chair and regretted the harshness of my voice. Ouch.

			“Whoa.” Sadie put up her hand to stop me. “Searching family histories is my job and my hobby. It’s especially enticing when two names are so similar.” She waved her hand in that familiar way that sent her bracelets moving up her arm. “Anyway, I’m confident this is going to be one of those times when the saying “six generations back and twice removed” applies.”

			“What are you talking about?” I felt frustration rising and didn’t understand it, but I didn’t want Sadie to take the brunt of it.

			“I’m telling you that your relationship to Cameron Hutch is so distant that you are considered unrelated.”

			“Why would that matter?” I gulped back a mouthful of wine. “And why didn’t you just say that?”

			“Something, or someone, spooked you at the meeting, and I think it was Cameron. Your face was flushed, and when the meeting ended, you were barely polite to the people milling about the model. It seemed you shoved us out the door. You’re never like that, Sarah.” 

			Sadie was one of the most perceptive people I knew, so it wasn’t good news that I hadn’t controlled my responses to Cameron very well. I sat back in my chair debating what to say.

			Sadie looked at me and offered a knowing smile. 

			I could see she was confident her assumption was right on the mark. Without further comment, she drained her glass and then popped a cube of cheese into her mouth. “So, time for me to be going. I’ll tell Matt we can move the boxes.” 

			With me still tongue-tied, Sadie got to her feet and shrugged into her coat. “Gave you lots to think about, didn’t I?” She chuckled softly as she wrapped a soft gray scarf around her neck. “See you at coffee in the morning.”

			I followed her down the steps to relock the door. Sadie gave me a hug before she left, as she always did. Maybe she held on to me just a few seconds longer than usual.

			I returned to my chair by the window and looked over the courtyard, beyond to the buildings that made the Square. When the rejuvenation had started years ago, the upstairs windows were empty and dark at night, but now lights were shining in most of those apartments. That always confirmed my belief that the Square could be saved and revitalized. 

			Looking below, a few patches of bare grass between the mounds of snow teased us of an early spring. Cameron had said the remaining snow wouldn’t stop the razing of the last of the empty houses or moving the relay station. The other night, his excited energy had circled the table when he talked about digging the first trench for the addition.

			So much for my quiet evening. And why had my thoughts traveled to him? My stomach growled. Apparently, a few slices of cheese weren’t enough. Oh, well, at least I could laugh about it.

			***

			Over the years, Biscuits and Brew coffee shop had become the gathering place for the shopkeepers and employees before the shops opened at 10:00. We never planned to split up the men and women, but that’s what happened anyway. The women seemed to gravitate to one table and the men to another. Those mornings at B and B were productive, too. We debated ideas to boost sales, and planned for upcoming festivals, and figured out ways to cross-promote. Most important of all, friendships were built and nurtured there.

			Most mornings, it was the perfect way to start my day. I was a hands-on manager of the Square, so being there kept me in the loop of news and gossip. But as much as I interacted with everyone who showed up, I always reserved part of myself, my most personal side. Unlike others, I didn’t talk about family or relationships. I never told anyone I’d been lonely sometimes, not just alone. Somehow, to me, my job was about supporting other people, and not about me and my life, even though most of the shopkeepers were among my closest friends. 

			Over the last few years, I’d enjoyed the banter that occurred among the women when one found a special man to be part of her life—usually someone on the Square. Our days were long, though, and while the owners loved their shops, retail was taxing. The shops were open seven days a week and during our peak holiday season, our shopkeepers opened a little early and closed a little late. On the Square, we worked hard and balanced that by playing hard. Teasing had become part of the mix.

			After the meeting with Cameron and Ashley, I was bombarded with questions and couldn’t answer them all. Cameron couldn’t guarantee a firm date to open, because weather was a factor we couldn’t predict. I tried to assure the owners we’d have time to plan a big launch sale and other things to mark the occasion, but mostly, we were all eager to know if the shops would see an immediate rise in sales as soon as the addition checked in its first guests. But that was one question no one could answer. Not yet.

			One morning, we were still sipping our coffee and tea when the sound of heavy trucks stopped all the talking. We filed out the door to see what was happening. At least six dump trucks, two large backhoes on extra wide flat-bed trailers and men in safety green vests and hard hats had arrived.

			It was the beginning of the change.

			Ashley came out of the Inn’s front door, dressed in jeans and boots and a white hard hat, tablet in hand. I liked the way she walked with confidence, a trait she’d picked up from her dad. Maybe her mom, too, for all I knew. Frank followed her out and they pointed one way and another, heads together, the way I pictured her working with her dad. Cameron would be back soon. A fact more important to me than I cared to acknowledge.

			We filed back into B and B, but before we got settled into our places, my watch beeped—9:50. Another day on the Square was about to begin, construction and all.

			By the end of the week, the roaring of heavy machinery and the clanking of dump trucks had become familiar sounds on the Square, starting on the dot of 8:00 AM. Those who lived on the Square could at least sleep at night and start their day without the racket making it hard to think. 

			I asked everyone on the Square to send visitors to my office so they could see the model and—maybe—see the slight inconveniences the construction brought were worth it. Somehow, my pride in the project grew the more people admired the model. 

			With the increased amount of traffic coming in and out, I knew it was time to find someone willing to be in the office through the summer, maybe longer. A locked door wasn’t the image I wanted visitors to encounter, not when we were trying to have business as usual amidst some detours and noise. 

			Ashley had scheduled an appointment with me on Friday afternoon. I was curious how she fared on the worksite without Cameron, but so far, so good. She joked about them exchanging dozens of texts on a busy day. I could believe it. 

			When Ashley arrived, she was dressed in slacks and a bulky sweater. Her wet hair was pulled back ponytail fashion. Somehow, she’d managed to find time to change from her jeans and work boots before showing up for our appointment. But to me, she still looked more like a college student than an assistant to the boss of a major construction company. 

			Ashley looked down at herself. “Sorry I’m so thrown together. I didn’t have time to drag out a pantsuit.” 

			After seeing her so confident I was surprised she seemed nervous.

			I waved her off. “You look fine. You didn’t need to change, anyway. I know what you do all day.” I pointed out the window to the dark clouds probably getting ready to dump more rain on us. “I can imagine it’s muddy at the foundation site.” 

			“One of the trucks swerved a little too much to the left and got stuck. We all ended up a little muddy this morning
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"This series has been a delight. Gini Athey weaves a warm
feeling when one chapter of Sarah's life ends and a new,
exciting one begins. You don't want to miss her story."

—Stacey Joy Netzel, NYTimes Bestselling author of the
Romancing Wisconsin series
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