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Aurora

I’m running late. This is normal, and yet in my twenty-six years on this planet I’ve never gotten used to it. I hate to be late. Today I don’t have any timed events, but I know how long it takes to do each thing I need to do, and I should have left this house ten minutes ago.

After one last look in the mirror, I dart into the kitchen. I’m happy with the hat. The dress isn’t my favorite, but it’s got the right colors, and it matches the hat. I must say the little felt number that looks like a throwback to the twenties makes me smile. I don’t think I could pull off a short twenties’ hairdo, but I can put together a decent twist and make it work.

Like it matters, especially when I’m late.

I grab lunch off the counter and give the place a quick scan. It doesn’t take long, as my apartment is eighty-five percent visible from the front door, all but the bathroom. I’m not a fan of the place, but it gives me a place to stay until things come together.

I hope against hope today will end with a contract that gets me closer to that day.

What I don’t hate about my apartment is the landscaping. I live in a house divided into three rentals. Mrs. Borage owns the place, and she lives on the third floor. I have the second floor. The Bakers, a young married couple, just moved from the first floor, so that one’s empty for now. Not many people move into Coon Valley, so it might be empty for a while.

Mrs. Borage is outside this morning tending pansies. It’s cooling now, summer nearly over, and she’s replacing spent summer flowers with fall designs. By the time I get home tonight, I expect the plots to be filled with pansies and mums. It will look beautiful. Mrs. Borage wouldn’t stand for anything less.

“Aurora,” the older woman says to me. She clicks her tongue and runs her gloved hand over white curls. “Darling, I do love that hat.”

I laugh. “So do I. I have to run, Mrs. Borage. I’m late again.”

She waves me off, and I wonder if I could hire this woman to landscape when I get my house.

I sigh as I climb into the car. Is a house an unreachable dream? I’m self-employed, an event planner in a quiet town with an aging population that doesn’t celebrate much. And I decorate, but again, everyone around here has original family items from the sixties and seventies and doesn’t think they need to update.

“No,” I say aloud, glancing in the rear-view mirror. “Aurora Hart, we are going to be positive today. If the contract comes back, this might be our best month ever.”

My first stop is the flower shop, and I run—yes, I run—to the door, because I need to get everything finished today and get my bid for the Hollow Fork restaurant squared away. If I can get an in with the wealthy town in the valley, my life will turn around.

The bell on the door announces my arrival, and I stop, lean against the glass door, and take a deep breath. Nothing brings me to life like the smell of the flower shop, although today something is different. A new smell overlays the rest, a smell like...

“Welcome,” says an unfamiliar voice, and an unfamiliar man steps out from the back. The smell is men’s cologne, a subtle, pine-infused smell, maybe with a hint of sage in the lower notes. It’s a very nice scent.

But maybe I only think that because I’m now facing a very nice-looking man. I simply blink and take him in.

First, he’s handsome. He could be in a magazine ad for his exotic cologne, with wavy dark hair, large dark eyes, high cheekbones in a wide face, and two perfect lips, naturally red. When he blinks back at me, his eyelashes brush those cheekbones.

Second, he’s something from a regency historical novel. The man is wearing britches from another era, a white shirt with a dark vest, and a cravat instead of a neck tie.

I have no idea where this man found such an outfit, but it’s amazing, and I finally take a step away from the door into the shop.

“Oh,” I say. “I was expecting Maddie.”

The man smiles and looks me over. He pauses at my felt hat, his eyes twinkling as his smile deepens. “I like the hat.”

“Thank you. I like your outfit. Where did you find that?”

I should have asked him why he was dressed in clothing from a hundred-plus years ago. That would have been a sensible question. But he looks comfortable in his clothing, moving through the shop with a bouquet in his arms that he gently places in the front display case. He closes the door on it, keeping the chilled air in the display fridge, and turns back to me.

Even more, I should have wondered what he was doing here. But I barely think about that part. Maddie has never hired help in her life, and then for her to hire a beautiful man who dresses like he’s just stepped off a time machine?

I might be drooling. I need to close my eyes and get my brain back.

“I sew,” he says. He leans his hip against the counter and crosses his arms. The sleeves are rolled up, and he has strong arms. Of course he does. Regency romance novels always include well-dressed men with strong arms. I seem to have stepped into a storybook. “People see me and learn I sew my own clothes, and they make assumptions. I’m a man who works in a flower shop who sews his own clothes and prefers couture from days gone by, but I also like dinner with a beautiful woman every now and then, and...”

He stops talking, and that pale skin of his lights up like Rudolph’s nose. I cannot help but burst into laughter at the mortified look on this man’s face. He lifts his chin, blinks twice, and puts out his hand. I shake it.

“Rhodes Dumont. I’m new to town. Maddie is my mother’s sister-in-law, and she’s under the weather, so she called my mother, who knew I needed something to do right now, so here I am.”

He pulls his lips in between his teeth, and then he smiles.

“When I’m around beautiful women, I talk too much.”

I have to smile back at him. This lovely man is much too real.

“You know flowers, then?” I ask. “I’m Aurora Hart, here to pick up three arrangements.”

“Yes,” he says, moving back around the counter. He exhales, like he’s thrilled to get this conversation back to professional ground. “Aurora Hart. Let me get your invoice. I finished those last night. I’ll go grab them.”

He slips through the doorway to the back of the shop, and I look around. I wonder what’s wrong with Maddie. She’s in her sixties, yes, but she’s healthy. I can’t imagine what might force her to put the shop in the hands of someone else.

I grin as I recall the look on Rhodes’ face as he realized he was warning me against making assumptions about him. Poor man. I can’t imagine he’s telling me the truth that I flustered him. No, I’m not hideous, but rarely am I called a beautiful woman, and men never have trouble controlling their tongues around me.

He brings two beautiful arrangements to the front and sets them on the counter. I’m taking them to Mrs. Dupree this afternoon, as she’s holding an open house in the morning hoping to sell her home. Mr. Dupree passed a month ago, and she needs to downsize. She lives in a lovely, large, ancient home on the far side of Coon Valley, one that requires more upkeep than an elderly woman—even a rich elderly woman—can give it. She’s moving to a condo three hundred miles away to live near her daughters. She hired me to stage the house for sale.

“They’re beautiful,” I say. He hesitates with a smile and then returns to get the third, which is more beautiful than the first two. I hate to think this, but he’s more talented with flowers than Maddie.

“Now the invoice,” he says, looking at the page on the counter. He frowns at it. “I’m better with flowers and fabric than paperwork. This might take me a minute.”

“If you don’t mind, I’ll put these in the car while you work on that,” I say. He nods absently, staring at the invoice.

When I get them settled, I return to find the invoice on the edge of the counter. The man has perfect handwriting, reminding me of my second-grade teacher. I pull out my credit card and take care of the cost, and then I decide to ask some of those questions I should have asked at the beginning, back when I was drooling over the lovely man I’d discovered in the flower shop.

“Will Maddie be okay?” I ask. Rhodes coughs and shakes his head.

“Yes,” he says, although I know he’s lying. My heart flutters. Maddie isn’t that old. She’s healthy. She’s been owner of this shop as long as I can remember.

“No,” he says. He puts out his hand and leans on the counter. “She’s not sick. I shouldn’t spill her secrets, but she’s gone and gotten herself married, and she’s taking a month off to spend time with her new husband.”

Now it’s my turn to cough. “What?”

He smiles, exposing the most adorable dimples. “She met him at a floral show in the city a few weeks ago. He lives in Masonville. He’s going to move here, I think. But she’s not sure she wants to keep up with the shop. She says she only lives once, and she wants to spend her waning years with her new husband. Mark. His name is Mark. And really, I shouldn’t be spilling my aunt’s story, but isn’t it wonderful? New love at sixty-four.”

Rhodes sighs, and I have to laugh at the longing in his eyes. Except it isn’t funny. I feel the same way, that love is beautiful and amazing and so far from my current reality I could cry.

“If she doesn’t come back, will you stay?” I ask.

“I don’t know. I’ve never lived in a small town. I know I’m eccentric, and I don’t know how that will go over. But I do love flowers, and Maddie will let me do what I want. It’s like having a shop given to me. Who could turn down such a thing?”

“You’re used to big city life, then?” I ask.

He nods. “Big enough. I worked in graphic design, but I like real art, something that touches my skin, you know? I once thought I’d be a potter, but a little reality had to reign. I’m good, but I’m not professional potter good. Anyway, I’m sorry to babble on. You’re still a beautiful woman, and I’m still me. Believe it or not, I didn’t even get my coffee this morning. Imagine me on coffee when talking to a beautiful woman. May I ask about your hat?”

I grin at the quick subject change. I suspect Rhodes talks a lot in all situations.

“In high school a dear friend started a club called Straw Hats and Old Lace. We intentionally fill our lives with romance. Not just relationship romance, but beauty in all forms. Our favorites were always pretty dresses and hats. My friend Lacey owns almost fifty hats. I don’t have the space for that many, but I come close.”

Rhodes leans over the counter again. “A club about beauty. That’s...” He nods. “That’s lovely, Aurora Hart.”

He shakes his head and runs his hand across the back of his neck. “Does the coffee shop down the street make a good latte?”

“Hester makes good everything. Well, she bakes, and her niece is the barista. But yes, best coffee in the world.”

He nods and looks at the front windows. “You’re the only one picking up an order this morning. I might pop down and grab a latte. Would you, could you...?” He rolls his eyes. “I’m sorry. Would you like to introduce me to the coffee shop down the street?”

My morning is planned to the second, because I have to finish this day with a bid in hand, but Rhodes blinks at me with those outlandishly long, dark eyelashes, and I nod.

“I’d love a latte myself.”

With that he slips into a perfectly-fitted jacket from the late 1800s, and he dons a top hat. I laugh, but he simply shrugs.

“It’s the little details,” he says. “I don’t make my hats. Those I have to buy.”

“I don’t make anything,” I say. “I have an eye for design. I run an event and interior design business. But I see and appreciate design better than I make it.”

He smiles and wings his arm so I can take it. Of course he does. He smiles ever more brightly, and wow, the man has the most charming, dimpled smile. I must admit, this change to my well-planned morning is interesting, more exciting than I expected a busy morning to be.
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Aurora

We walk down the street to The Java Jam, and I note a few eyes follow us. With my roaring twenties hat and the Regency novel hero at my side, we don’t blend into the landscape. Most give us smiles, and I wonder if they think we’re heading to a costume party. Except, of course, that it’s just before nine on a Tuesday morning.

Hester greets us with a smile, and her niece Amy takes our coffee orders. Within minutes we’re sitting at a table near the window with muffins and lattes.

“You can stay a minute?” Rhodes asks me. He shakes his head, and I see sadness in his eyes. Pain, maybe. Something deep inside of him needs for me to say yes, and I doubt it’s because he thinks I’m a beautiful woman.

“Yes,” I reply, sitting across from him. “Not for long, though. I have a bid to finish today. I’m hoping for a contract at the new restaurant down in the valley. It would prop me up for the next two months.”

He nods. “Then I shouldn’t keep you. I’m sorry. I can drink this in the shop.”

“Nonsense. You’re new in town, and I’m being neighborly. Are you staying at Maddie’s house?”

“No. I’m over the shop. It’s a little loft about the size of two postage stamps, but I don’t need much room. It has character. If you like design, you might like it. Have you been up there?”

I haven’t been up there, and I wonder if I will. Rhodes is new and lonely. He’s also beautiful and interesting, and within a few days the single women in town will discover him, and I’ll be long forgotten. That’s fine, because I have other worries, like my business and my future home.

Unfortunately, I’ve chosen my future home. The problem is someone else lives in it and likely has no intention of leaving it. But dreams are dreams, and the house on Lowry Lane is mine.

We don’t dawdle over coffee. He finally slows down and tells me he lost his graphic design job because he missed two deadlines.

“I’m not organized,” he says with a shrug. “I try, but I lose track of things, especially when the project is interesting. Not that I had so many interesting projects. Graphic work has no texture. You can’t smell it, you know?”

I nod, because I do know. “I love to incorporate texture and scent into my interior design,” I say. “I understand exactly. So you’ve moved in? You closed down your life there?”

He shrugs and doesn’t answer, which is his right. The man has a few stories, maybe some secrets. I admit it adds to his appeal, and he’s got plenty of that to start with.

I glance at my watch and shriek, which is embarrassing, but there it is. He grabs his jacket and slides it on, holding the door for me and placing a wide hand on my back as I exit. Then we walk in comfortable silence back toward his shop and my car.

“Thank you,” he says. “I’m sorry if I threw off your day. The coffee was very good. I’ll need to bring in more clients for my aunt so I can visit more often. I hope you get your bid.”

“Oh,” I say as we get to his door. “I love your arrangements, Rhodes. I have a birthday party for an octogenarian in two weeks. I wondered if I could get your thoughts on the flowers. I had decided against, but seeing what you’ve got in the display cases... I think you could come up with something original. Mrs. Beasley is cranky and old and not easily impressed. I suspect you could impress her. I might ask you to deliver the arrangements and meet her. I think she’d love your outfits.”

Rhodes nods. “Of course. You finish your busy day and then come find me. I’m happy to help.”

He pushes open the door and then stops, frozen in place. I look at him and shove forward so I can see. I don’t believe what I’m seeing. Flowers and vases are on the floor, many broken. The window of the display case is smashed into a million pieces on one side of the room.

Rhodes runs toward the counter and slips behind it, stopping at the cash register. “Open. And money gone. Wait.”

He disappears into the back, and I follow, stepping around glass and flowers. I pull out my phone to call the police. When he reappears, his face is pale, and he holds onto the doorframe.

“They tore up things back there, too,” he says. “And they jimmied open the door to the basement. I’ve never been down there. Maddie locks it and says she doesn’t store anything down there. I should call the police.”

“Sit,” I say. He looks around and then rights one of the two chairs in the building. “I’m calling the police right now.”

“Good,” he says. He pulls out his own phone and stares at it. “Thank you. I should call Maddie, but she’s out of town. Does she need to know?”

I don’t answer, because Missy at the police station is on the line, and she takes my information and says someone is on the way. She tells me we shouldn’t touch anything, but it would help to know what has been taken.

While we wait, Rhodes moves through the shop shaking his head. The damage is extensive, but it appears very little has been taken. The money is gone, but it wasn’t even three hundred dollars. He doesn’t see anything else missing, but he admits he doesn’t know the shop that well.

“I have to call her,” he says, again looking at his phone. “She’s on her honeymoon. She’s seven hours away. How can it help her to know? But she has to know.”

“I think, if she trusts you with her shop, she’ll trust you to take care of this,” I say. “She probably needs to know, but I don’t think she has to come back.”

He heads to the back to make the call, and Max Jones walks into the shop, frowning. He’s one of the Coon Valley police. He and I went to school together, and I never liked him. When he was in elementary school he was a bully, and while I have no reason to dislike him since then, apparently I hold a grudge for a long time.

“Aurora,” he says, nodding at me. “How did you end up in this?”

“I came to pick up some flowers. Rhodes will be right in. He’s calling Maddie.”

Max pulls out a notebook. “Rhodes?”

“Maddie is out of town. Rhodes is her nephew, and he’s running the shop right now. He’s living upstairs.”

Max looks around, nodding and making small noises to himself, and when Rhodes appears, Max simply stares at him.

“And you’re Rhodes?” Max asks. Rhodes holds out his hand. Max doesn’t shake it.

“Rhodes Dumont. I was at the coffee shop with Aurora when someone broke in.”

“You locked up?” Max asks suspiciously. Leave it to Max to judge someone based
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