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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “Here we go, opening day.”

      Scurrying around the counter that separated the kitchen from the dining room, Ivory flashed a smile at Lisa, who was smoothing down the last of the crisp white tablecloths.

      “Look at my hands,” she said, holding her arms out straight for Lisa to see. “I’m so nervous, I’ve got the jitters.”

      They had both worked long hours for months to get to this point. Designing the building had been a breeze, but the detail of setting up a restaurant was more than either of them expected. Everything from ordering tables to appliances to decorations for the dining room had to be done from scratch. Anxious to get their dream off the ground, they were a bit overzealous in scheduling their grand opening. Lisa voiced her desire to push it back another month to allow for more tweaks, but Ivory convinced her to stick with their original date.

      “I hope people show up. I know the Arthurs are coming. Mabel told me they would be here come hell or high water when I saw her at the store yesterday,” Lisa said as she cast a worried look at the entrance.

      “The Arthurs are such awesome folks.” Ivory had first met Joe Frank Arthur when he appeared at her door over a year ago asking for healing herbs to soothe Mabel’s rashes. Smiling to herself at the memory, Ivory marveled at the turn her life had taken over the past couple of years. Moving from Chicago to Landow Creek seemed so unreal when she did it, but now she couldn’t imagine living anywhere other than near her twin. Their Grandmother Ruby’s choices kept them apart for over three decades, then the mind-boggling discovery of not only a sister, but a twin, filled a void in her life. Today, Ivory felt whole and at peace. Out of this reunion, Virginia’s Bistro at the Farm was created.

      For what could have been the one hundredth time that day, Ivory raised her eyes to the heavens, put a hand over her heart and mouthed “thank you” to both of her benefactors: Ruby Tompkins for bringing her back here through bequeathing her the farm inheritance and Aunt Sister for the money to invest in her dream.

      Shaking off her inner reflections, Ivory crossed the room to squeeze Lisa’s hand.

      “I am so excited to do this with you.”

      “Never in a million years did I think I could have all of this.” Lisa waved her arm to encompass the restaurant. Ivory knew she meant more than just the physical building they were standing in, but also the life they were now leading together. Lisa had both suffered and benefited from the legacy of her granny. Assuming the role of older sibling, even if by only a few minutes, Ivory was trying to make up for some of the anger and disappointment Lisa experienced after Granny died. Using her now ample resources, she included Lisa in every decision.

      Following her sister’s gaze toward the open door of the bistro’s office, Ivory saw Jade stirring from her nap in the playpen. The toddler sat up, rubbing her fists into still sleep-filled eyes. Her curly mop of hair bounced as she shook her head and looked for her momma.

      “Want me to get her?” Ivory asked.

      “No, you need to get back to working your magic in the kitchen before we open.” Lisa checked the clock over the office door as she reached out to meet Jade’s outstretched arms. “Jacob will be here in a half hour to pick her up, so I’ll entertain her until then.”

      Following Lisa’s directions, Ivory went back to the kitchen to complete details for the afternoon tea service. They had debated the style of their restaurant offerings and taste-tested multiple recipes before arriving at an elegant selection featuring fresh, local ingredients in a variety of combinations ranging from savory to sweet. Their concept was not common in this area. Most of the people of Landow Creek preferred hearty portions of meat with potatoes and a vegetable or two as sides. Iceberg lettuce was a step away from being a restaurant staple. Ivory hoped to expand their culinary repertoire. She believed if people tried her creations, they would like them.

      Living in Landow Creek, she had discovered that her initial impression of an area filled with backwoods bumpkins was far off the mark. People here had wisdom, often learned at what Silas Wilson, her raw honey supplier, called the “School of Hard Knocks.” It held greater value than formal education, even though college degrees were not unheard of here. While each person set about learning what they needed to know to enhance their chosen livelihood, they also did not isolate themselves from the wider world. Ivory still felt surprised when she overheard conversations about “trips to Spain” or “climbing Kilimanjaro” and felt especially proud of her new community when she heard the correct pronunciation of bruschetta.

      Ivory’s dream, about which she had convinced Lisa over many afternoon cups of tea and leisurely walks down the dusty lane, was to introduce a dining concept more metropolitan. She devised a tasting menu offering small samples of exotic dishes to expand their guests’ palate. Secretly, Ivory hoped news of their unique establishment would draw people from Poplar Bluff, St. Louis, and even Memphis, making Virginia’s Bistro, as well as Landow Creek, a destination experience. After all, if folks were willing to travel 10 miles off the interstate to reach their favorite chain restaurant, why wouldn’t they drive a few more to something unique?

      Together, she and Lisa had debated several names for their venture. Ivory’s choices were always too obscure, like “Roots and Leaves” or too bland, such as “The Place.” Lisa wanted to name it “Ivory and Lisa’s” which they both giggled over. Jacob had been the one to condense all their ideas into one. When he offered “Virginia’s Bistro at the Farm” from behind his newspaper one evening, they instantly knew it would stick. His summation thrilled Ivory that the name included the establishment’s location, and type of dining experience, but best of all, honored both Ivory and Lisa’s grandmother as well as Jacob and Lisa’s little Jade Virginia. Usually among themselves, they called it the “bistro” or “Virginia’s” for short.

      Realizing she had been daydreaming again, Ivory closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath to focus her energy. This was no time to escape into a private world of memories. Now she had to tend to the opening day menu.

      A copy of Lisa’s hand-lettered menu hung on the wall next to her prep station and Ivory ran her finger down the list, double checking that everything was ready. Each table would receive a trio of plates arranged on a tiered stand. The top plate would hold tiny crostini spread with chèvre from Adams’ Goat Herd Farm, topped with a mound of fresh basil sprouts alternating with individual spoons of olive salad. For the middle plate, Ivory had crafted a miniature pastry cup loaded with Indian spiced chicken accompanied by bite-sized roast beef and horseradish sandwiches. The sweets plate held her most prized creations: cream-filled chocolate eclairs and macerated strawberries in crème fraîche. Each diner would choose from a selection of teas, including her now-famous blackberry leaf tea. Hours earlier, Ivory had prepped each of the ingredients and arranged her workstation so she could complete each dish to order. Freshness was of utmost importance. There would be no dried out, pre-assembled sandwiches or trays of crostini absorbing moisture in the walk-in cooler.

      Just as Ivory finished her last-minute check, Sally Daniels burst through the backdoor with a shout, hugging first Lisa, then Ivory.

      “Let’s get this party started!” Sally was as eager as any of them. Never one to let an opportunity pass to repay a kindness, Sally had agreed to help serve while Ivory and Lisa worked out the kinks of opening a new restaurant. More times than Ivory could count, Sally had reminded her of the day she would have crumbled if not for Ivory jumping in to rescue her when the cook at the Sunshine Cafe walked out on her during the middle of a busy breakfast shift.

      Throughout the development of Virginia’s Bistro, Ivory had been careful to keep her friend informed of their plans and pledged to not be open during the same hours as Sally’s cafe. Not only that, Ivory had made sure she was not duplicating anything that Sally did, not that buttermilk pancakes and fried eggs were going to appear on her tasting menu. From what Lisa and Jacob told her, as well as Ivory’s own research, the nearest similar establishment to what she had in mind was the restaurant at Baker Creek Heirloom Seed Company, almost 200 miles away. It was not even a fair comparison, given that Baker Creek included a pioneer village and attracted tourists from all over. In Landow Creek, Virginia’s Bistro represented an entirely unique concept, lightyears apart from the chain burger joints, gas station subs, and pizza parlors dotting most of the food landscape.

      The three women watched the clock together until 2:00, then Lisa went to unlock the door. Her face displayed disappointment as she turned back to the others.

      “Only the Arthurs in the lot.” Her comment was still hanging in the air as Mabel and Joe Frank walked through the door.

      Ivory rushed out to hug both of them.

      “Thank you so much for coming,” she gushed.

      “Of course we would be here. And I got all gussied up just for the occasion.” Mabel Arthur twirled the hem of her new skirt and twisted like a runway model so they could all admire her new purse, which matched her black patent leather Mary-Janes.

      “Aw, you look beautiful.” Ivory said, squeezing her again.

      “Well, I cleaned off my boots.” Joe Frank was not to be outdone. This brought a laugh to all of them. It was obvious he had put more effort into his attire than a simple footwear polishing. His shirt was faded from many washings, but crisply ironed and his jeans were so stiff and dark, Ivory caught herself looking to make sure he had removed the tags before pulling them on.

      While Ivory returned to the kitchen, Lisa ushered them to the best table in the place near the window facing the herb garden. Regardless of whether they had any more customers, they launched into serving their guests. Delivering their menus with a flourish, Lisa stood by to take their drink orders. In the kitchen, Ivory added an extra berry compote to their plates. Doing her part, Sally refilled their tea as soon as a cup reached the halfway mark.

      “Glory be, I feel like the Queen of England,” Mabel remarked as Ivory came out to offer extra thyme-scented shortbread cookies.

      The rest of the afternoon found the Arthurs lingering over tea and, with a lack of other customers, Ivory, Lisa and Sally pulled up chairs nearby to join them.

      “I thought you all would have a line out the door.” Mabel held out her cup for her fourth refill of blackberry leaf tea. “If this town knew how delicious the food is you are serving here, they would not miss it.”

      “Thank you for that,” Ivory said. “Please spread the word. We’ve, well mostly Lisa, advertised all over. She set up a Facebook page and I practically papered the town with flyers. Next week, the Dunklin County Democrat is going to do an interview, but I think the only way people will give us a real try is by hearing it from someone they know.”

      “Much as I hate to go, we best get home and tend to the cows. They ain’t going to milk themselves.” Joe Frank pushed his chair from the table. “We had a real nice time and hope you get a lot of business.”

      As the Arthurs took their leave, Lisa announced a group of ladies were getting out of a car. “I think it’s the Bible Study group from First Methodist. Yep, looks like Mrs. Alfred leading the charge.”

      Sally nodded with understanding. “Probably come over to judge us, but who cares?”

      Ivory smiled as she returned to the kitchen.

      Let them judge.

      The church ladies spent their time looking around the dining room, followed by whispered conversation. A woman in her mid-eighties identified by Sally as Mrs. Miriam Randall sucked in her breath with a slight whistle of her dentures when Lisa placed the tier of plates in the middle of the table. Their huddle became muted when either Lisa or Sally circled to top off their Earl Grey tea with Ivory’s added orange zest or refill the tiny blueberry muffins that left Mrs. Randall’s teeth bright blue. Each time one of them returned to the kitchen for more hot water or other refills, Ivory asked about the reaction.

      “I can’t get a read on them. They have cleaned their plates though, I’ll tell you that,” Lisa said.

      “Ok, at least that’s something.”

      After an hour, the church ladies departed, one of the group clucking her tongue over the bill, but outside of that, neither Lisa nor Ivory could guess their genuine reaction.

      Six o’clock and closing time came sooner than Ivory was expecting. She flopped into a chair and put her head down on the table. When she finally lifted her face, she revealed the tears dripping down her cheeks.

      “No one is going to come all the way out here in the country for tea and tastings. I knew it. This is a failure on Day One.”

      “It will not be a failure.” Sally responded encouragingly. “We may just have to fight a little more to get the word out.”

      “Look Sis. It’s only one day.” Lisa wilted under Ivory’s look, but defiantly stuck out her lower lip and continued. “We will not let one minor hiccup ruin our dreams. Now dry your tears. Let’s clean up and take some leftovers to Jacob. He can tell the guys at work about it.”

      “You think those big lunks are going to want to eat these nibbles?” Ivory snorted.

      “It’s good food and they will love it. Of course, they’ll eat those by the handful.” Lisa said, pointing to the tray of roast beef sandwiches.

      This made Ivory chuckle as she pictured an enormous fist pounding down her dainty sandwiches. Lisa was not to be deterred.

      “They’ll tell their wives, girlfriends, aunts, and grandmothers. You’ll see. If the men like it, the women will follow.”

      With a heavy sigh, Ivory retreated to the kitchen to pack up a container of miniature roast beef and horseradish cream cheese on brioche slider buns for Jacob’s supper. Opening the new stainless steel commercial refrigerator, her heart sank at the sight of stacked containers filled with uneaten food. Pulling out the fillings for sliders, she piled mounds of succulent thinly sliced meat onto each bun, spreading an extra heaping spoonful of the cream cheese on each.

      Why not? There’s plenty.

      Pulling out the tray of silky smooth creme brûlée filling for Jacob’s dessert, she sprinkled three with sugar and lit her torch. Waiting for the crispy burnished topping to cool, she sunk a spoon into one of the extras. Licking the creamy goodness, she closed her eyes and wished there were none left for her to eat. Hours of slicing, dicing, stirring, and baking mocked her from shelves around the kitchen, even though most of it could still be served over the next couple of days, she worried it might all be a loss. Experience in the industry taught Ivory to label everything with a date and to do most of the assembly after an order reached the kitchen, so perhaps she could minimize waste.

      Trying to keep the surge of panic at bay, Ivory wrapped the creme brûlée and tucked it into a to-go container. Taking a last look around the kitchen before turning off the lights, she choked back the tightness in her throat. Feeling immense disappointment at their opening day turnout, she secretly began to plan for something different.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Blinking awake, Ivory stretched and stared at the ceiling. She couldn’t sleep most of the night because of the failure of opening day. The last time she looked at the clock was 3:27 AM. Now, at 7:02 AM, she listened to the rustling activity downstairs of Lisa and Jacob moving around as quietly as they could. The opening and closing of cabinet doors as they prepared coffee for themselves and milk for Jade was louder than they realized. She was still living with them as the build of her cottage was taking longer than expected.

      Ivory had convinced her sister and brother-in-law, along with her niece to move into the big house with her when their lease was up. They all agreed it would make sense since Lisa and Jacob were moving in anyway after Ivory decided to give them the house. After inheriting an ample sum from Aunt Sister, Ivory wanted to right the wrong she felt Lisa had been dealt when Granny left the house to her instead.

      While they lived together, she occupied the two-room guest suite on the second floor, giving over the master bedroom down the hall. The two rooms afforded Ivory almost as much space as her Chicago apartment, but the sitting room with its curved wall made her shudder each time she passed it. This room was where she found Aunt Sister gripped by a massive heart attack and reaching out for that very wall. At first, Ivory averted her eyes when she stepped past the curve into her bedroom, but now she touched it with reverence.

      Sharing the sizable kitchen was easy enough but one bathroom for three adults and a child was not adequate. If this arrangement lasted much longer, Ivory had determined that at a minimum she was replacing the aging hot water heater. She’d had one too many cold showers for her liking. There was nothing like an icy drip on her head or finding the coffee pot empty to start her day in a temper. Blending their lives became more of a struggle than Ivory anticipated. The newness of discovering their twin status kept them on an even footing for a long time, but was wearing thin. Living together made their differences more pronounced. Mostly they limited their arguments to the bistro topic, but Ivory suspected it was a strategy to avoid addressing deep-seated wounds. They were all ready for Ivory’s home at the edge of the woods to be finished so they could each have much needed personal space.

      Maybe all of us living together was not such a great idea, especially now with the bistro.

      Sliding into her running shoes as quietly as possible, Ivory gathered her hair into a sloppy ponytail and pulled on sweats. The only way she could experience a tranquil awakening with the world was by leaving the house. Silently padding down the stairs, she eased open the front door and turned her face to the brisk air. It would be winter in just a few short weeks, and she yearned to be in her own home before then.

      Shrugging off her worries about their living arrangements, Ivory broke into a trot down the path to where her cottage was under construction. She loved the location, away from what they all called “the big house” and adjacent to the large wooded area. Her morning jogs had worn a path through the yard and into the trees, meeting up with where the bulldozer had cut a lane for her driveway. Slowing as she reached the edge of the woods, Ivory leaned against a tree and inhaled the deep scent of nature. Earthy decaying leaves mixed with the sharp astringent smell of the towering spruce permeated the area behind her house. She and Jacob had cleared a few stumps and taken down only what was necessary to make room for her cottage. Working on the land like this was a far cry from what she had ever imagined in her cramped one bedroom in Chicago surrounded by the incessant blare of taxi horns and screaming sirens. She loved the quiet of her country life, long dark nights interrupted only by hooting owls and yowling coyotes. Closing her eyes, Ivory let out a long breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

      In terms of square footage, the structure standing before her could be considered a tiny home, but it surpassed city apartment standards in spaciousness. She had reveled in designing the layout, ensuring an expansive view of the gardens from the kitchen window. The back porch was also visible from that vantage point. A huge bay window, complete with a cozy seat, anchored the northeast corner of the building which also housed her living room. Already, Ivory envisioned curling up with a book and cup of tea on days off, watching toward the big house for Lisa and Jade to cross the yard to join her. Her bedroom was a loft over the back of the house, with an open spiral staircase and railing defining the space. Ivory could not wait to move in.

      Even though the back porch roof was still held up by temporary 2 x 4’s and piles of window and door trim were waiting to be installed, it was beginning to feel like home. Moving through the open floor plan, designed to enhance the illusion of expansive space, Ivory ran her hand over the new bookcase on the west wall of the kitchen. Picturing how her precious collection of cookbooks, some with missing covers or cracked spines, and others stained with drops of cake batter, would fit on the shelves filled her imagination. She would settle a comfortable chair and loveseat facing the TV, and place a couch against the west wall under another large window. If nothing else, this cottage would be filled with light. The builder assured Ivory she would live here by winter, but so far, all she faced were delays. The latest estimate for moving in was now after Thanksgiving.

      Stepping through the back door to the wide, but still to be painted deck lining the full length of the cottage, Ivory sensed she was being watched. Halting mid-step, she called out, “Who’s there?”

      Silence replied.

      “Fine, be that way.”

      When she turned back into the cottage, Ivory glanced over her shoulder to catch whoever or whatever was watching. Still seeing nothing, she squinted to be sure. Nothing materialized, so she stepped back into what would soon be her kitchen and dining area.

      Her morning ritual of checking progress complete, Ivory picked up the pace of her run down the road to the junction with Landow Creek Road. Another two miles straight ahead would lead her to the cemetery, while turning right would take her into the village. She hoped to build up her running distance to include the cemetery, but she was not quite up to that yet. Plus she wasn’t sure how to manage carrying a vase of flowers for Aunt Sister’s grave while running.

      I’ll take some out after breakfast. Circling back at the intersection, she slow jogged to the house.

      After a quick but tepid shower, Ivory grabbed the vase of coneflowers, daisies, and feverfew selected from the garden edge and headed for the door. Just as she reached for the handle, Lisa called to her. Beaming a smile to her twin, who was standing in the doorway between the living room and hall, Ivory waved.

      “Where do you think you’re headed off to?” Lisa asked. “Remember, we have to talk about the menu changes this morning.”

      The smile vanished from her face.

      “I’m aware of that.”

      Ivory’s voice sounded harsher than she had intended. Softening her tone, she said, “I didn’t mean it to sound like that. I just meant that I haven’t forgotten and I’ll be back soon. I’m going to put these on Aunt Sister’s grave,” she said, lifting the vase to make sure Lisa could see it.

      “You still really miss her, don’t you?”

      “Achingly so.”

      “I’ll see you soon then, and I’ll have a pot of coffee ready when you get back.”

      Relieved that Lisa forgave her snap, Ivory continued on her mission. Lisa would never understand the mixture of grief, guilt and gratitude she felt toward the nun who had raised her. Trying to make up for her lack of contact between the time she left the orphanage where Sister Jean Robert became her special caregiver to when the nun came to Landow Creek to care for her after the accident, Ivory made it a priority to keep fresh flowers on the nun’s grave. Occasionally, Lisa and Jade accompanied her to the Landow Creek Cemetery, placing flowers of their own on family graves, but if she was honest, she preferred to go alone.

      Parking in her usual spot near the grove of large oaks, Ivory trudged along the tidy rows of stones until she reached the one marking Aunt Sister’s. She had designed the lettering on the front to read Sarah Anne Frederick, 1956 - 1974, followed by Sister Jean Robert, 1974 - 2019. On the back it read, Beloved Aunt Sister. She knew Aunt Sister reveled in the term of endearment Ivory had given her and no doubt was pleased to have it engraved forever on her tombstone.

      Stepping back, Ivory prayed.

      “Aunt Sister, I know you’re not an official saint in the Church, but you’ve always been one to me. So if you don’t mind, please deliver my prayers to the Father.” She always felt close to Aunt Sister here, sensing a thin place in the fabric of space where she could connect with her again.

      What to say?

      A battered pickup truck squeaked to a halt just behind her car, interrupting her train of thought. Trying to focus, but keeping one eye on the occupant of the truck, Ivory tried to continue her prayer.

      “I really need customers to come. It’s not been the successful start I hoped for. Do people here just not…” her voice trailed into a whisper as the lone man exited his truck and made his way to a grave three rows behind her and to her right. Despite the lack of any obvious threat, an older man in faded bib overalls clutching a limp group of daisies made her uncomfortable. Ivory turned to face him, pulling herself up to her full height, nodding in his direction. Living in the city, she had learned to be aware of her surroundings and present as confident to reduce the appearance of being an easy target. She felt safer in Landow Creek, but it still didn’t hurt to let a stranger know she was keeping her guard up. Her bravado seemed unnecessary as the man touched the bill of his cap with a finger and turned his attention to his own departed loved one.

      The moment had passed in which Ivory felt the presence of Aunt Sister near. Disappointed and a bit miffed at the stranger’s interruption of her time with Aunt Sister, Ivory crossed herself and went back to her car. As she closed her door, she noticed on the old truck an ancient bumper sticker advertising a store whose name had long ago peeled away, although its slogan “We’ve got all ya need!” remained legible.

      “Cute”, Ivory said aloud as she dropped her car into drive.
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      Stopped at the end of the cemetery road, Ivory hesitated before turning to go straight home to discuss business with Lisa. It had only been one day but already Ivory was freaking out about the possibility Virginia’s Bistro would be a flop. Her inheritance was footing the bill for start up costs but the money would not last forever.

      What if I end up bankrupt?

      Ivory had the expertise in the restaurant world, but as Lisa so often reminded her, she did not have the background here in Landow Creek, with a small town rural customer base. She was still discovering the locals preferences for a casual outing, and it differed greatly from her knowledge of the culinary scene in Chicago.

      Deciding to delay the conversation, she sent a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        (Ivory) Running into town to pick up a few things—you need anything?

      

      

      

      

      

      Allowing her car to creep along at idle, Ivory’s eyes kept watch over her phone screen. Three minutes later, Lisa’s response pinged.

      
        
          
            
              
        (Lisa) Really? Are you avoiding me?

      

      

      

      

      

      Pulling to the side of the road, Ivory worked on a reply, trying hard to ignore the fact that Lisa already knew how she avoided confrontation, another message from Lisa popped up.

      
        
          
            
              
        (Lisa) Plz pick up some of those puff things Jade likes and don’t take too long. We need to talk.

      

      

      

      

      

      Before Ivory could register this, one more text arrived.

      
        
          
            
              
        (Lisa) It’s going to be ok. Honest.

      

      

      

      

      

      Smiling her relief, Ivory sent back a silly face emoji and flipped on her signal for the turn to Landow Creek. Before she had this uncomfortable conversation with Lisa, she wanted Sally’s input. Other than helping wait on tables for them, Sally had no vested interest in the bistro. It was clear her friend wanted them to succeed, but she wouldn’t face any repercussions if they didn’t. Besides, Sally was a straight shooter, a quality that Ivory had come to value.

      Parking across the street from the cafe, she glanced up at the rusted metal sign dangling from chains marking “The Sunshine Cafe”. Secretly, Ivory wished Sally would update the faded coffee cup with a rising sun caricature drawing logo, but knew it wouldn’t happen. Stopping briefly before entering to look at the daily specials taped in the window, she pushed through the door, triggering the familiar tinkling bell. Ivory was glad to see the morning rush was over, which meant maybe Sally could join her for a cup of coffee and a chat. Motioning that she would get her own drink, since the table of five men in worn denim overalls needed their check, Ivory slipped around the counter, picked up a mug and filled it. She still helped at the Sunshine Cafe occasionally when the cook needed time off, so no one paid any notice to her helping herself. Dribbling in a splash of cream, Ivory settled on the end stool at the counter and watched Sally scoop her paltry tips from the big table near the windows.

      “Liar’s Club still leaving generous tips?” She deadpanned as Sally approached and gave her a quick hug.

      “You know it. Old man Jones left me 50 cents. Can you believe it?”

      “Some things never change.”

      Pouring a half cup of coffee for herself, Sally took the stool next to Ivory and offered her a sideways glance.

      “I know that look, what’s the matter? Is it the bistro?”

      Ivory knew Sally well enough by now to expect she would get straight to the point.

      “Yes. We just don’t have enough business to be sustainable. Is it the location? What we offer?”

      Pausing and looking away, Ivory murmured, “Is it me?”

      The questions hung in the air between them, and Ivory suspected Sally was weighing her words. Instead of a serious analysis of their business strategy, Sally’s tone was joking.

      “Maybe it’s your Mafia connections.”

      Whipping her head around to take in Sally’s grin, Ivory blinked back tears. “I’m serious. I know it was just opening day but we barely had a handful of customers. Did you have that kind of response when you opened here?” She waved her hand to indicate the cafe. Without waiting for Sally, Ivory answered her own question. “Of course not. You’ve had steady business from the word ‘go’.”

      “It’s not the same. This is a coffee shop. We serve a classic breakfast and lunch. Nothing fancy or unexpected.”

      “So it’s the food. I thought maybe people would like something different, you know, city type fare without having to go so far.”

      “You want to introduce a little high living to Landow Creek.”

      Sally’s tone was even, and Ivory knew she spoke the truth without judgment. She had cheered them on and been the first to mention a dose of culture would be good for the locals.

      “Maybe people aren’t ready for tasting-sized portions of braised fennel with truffle oil. You know, a world away from good, down-to-earth home cooking like this.” Ivory waved the laminated menu she had snatched up from between the salt and pepper shakers which featured endless breakfast combinations of the standard eggs, bacon, and toast.

      “Maybe they aren’t yet, but they will be. Be patient. You’re still considered new here.”

      “New?” Sputtering her sip of coffee, Ivory quickly wiped it up with her napkin. “I’ve lived here almost two years. Cooked breakfast in that very kitchen.” Her gesture toward the service window prompted David, the diner’s lone cook, to do a double take. “People here know who I am now. They know my story.”

      Holding up her hand against the tirade, Sally said in a low voice, “There’s still a cloud of suspicion over your connection to the Fredericks. Let’s hope it will eventually blow over.”

      Staring into her cup, Ivory knew her friend was being honest with her. Sally had been the first to share the town gossip about the Frederick Dry Goods burning back in the 70s with Warren Frederick inside and his daughter Sarah’s disappearance right after. No one could drum up enough evidence to accuse Sarah of murder, but that was the obvious assumption of the townspeople. At the very best, Sarah and her brother Robert had not tried to save him, clinging to each other in the street as they watched their family business go up in flames. Now here Ivory was, connected to the Fredericks through Aunt Sister. It also didn’t help that the local gossips thought she stole Lisa McHale’s inheritance.

      Blinking back tears at the memory of Aunt Sister’s death combined with a vision of the young Sarah Frederick watching her father die in a fire, Ivory shook her head and firmly focused on the present. She knew Sally could see the rush of emotion crossing her face.

      “So what do we do? Give up?”

      “Certainly not. But I will tell you this: listen to your sister. She knows the people here and she will be the one to convince them to try what you offer.”

      Ivory wiped her eyes on the napkin she had been twisting in her hands. Fishing out a ten from her jeans, she squeezed Sally’s arm.

      “For the coffee and the talk.”

      “You know I’m here for you any time.”

      Leaving the cafe, Ivory made a brief stop at Rex’s Grocery for Jade’s puffs and steaks to throw on the grill. No matter how the conversation with Lisa went, Ivory was going to treat her family to a great steak dinner.

      On the drive home, Sally’s words replayed in her mind. Most families in Landow Creek had lived here for generations, some could trace their property back to when Oren Landow first plotted the village. Between the liar’s club that met at The Sunshine Cafe and the women frequenting Clara’s “Hair Ya Go” salon, they knew every skeleton in every closet in town. For years, they had debated the tragic death of Warren Frederick, allegedly at the hands of his children. Now her life and every move were fodder for their gossip mill.

      When she worked up the nerve to go into the salon for a hair cut, Clara herself rushed to wait on her, only to berate her with awkward questions. The last time Ivory was there, she even spun her around in the chair, narrowing her eyes and loudly asked, “When’re you gonna find yourself a fella?” Without waiting for Ivory to recover enough to answer, the owner went on to announce, “Probably no one’ll have you with such a reputation.” Biting her tongue since Clara still had scissors in her hand, Ivory vowed that would be the last time she subjected herself to a haircut in Landow Creek.

      If only she had a way to clear Aunt Sister’s name, and her own in the process, the result
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