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      It was a beautiful spring day, one of those rare days just before the grueling heat of summer overshadowed any semblance of what would be a fleeting spring.

      Downtown Maple Creek was decked out with rabbits for the upcoming Spring festival.

      A stone rabbit stood in front of every shop and restaurant. Right now the rabbits, about three feet high were blank slates. Solid white stone waiting to become works of art.

      There were several different stories on just how rabbits had been chosen to represent the festival. It was a mystery. The high school football team mascot was the Tiger. There was nothing in town that explained why rabbits were part of the spring festival.

      All the theories seemed too far-fetched to be true, but considering that the festival started nearly one hundred years ago, it was doubtful that anyone would ever know the truth.

      The only one that rang true was the theory suggesting that it happened by accident.

      No matter the origin of the tradition, the tradition thrived.

      Each business painted their own rabbit with the theme of their choice and the most creative, by supposedly impartial judges chosen from neighboring towns, was awarded the ribbon of honor.

      The “Hometown Threads,” the little ladies clothing store I had worked at since I was a senior in high school, had eleven of the first place ribbons of honor tacked on the wall behind the register. Everyone who worked here, including the owner was planning to take number twelve this year.

      I stood in the display window, in plain view of anyone who passed along the street. I had coveting designing the display window for three years before circumstances changed, giving me the responsibility. I’d been doing it for four years now.

      I unscrewed the arm off a mannequin so I could more easily dress her. It was cheating, but in retail we did what we had to do to make things look attractive.

      Behind her, I would have put a well-designed stack of red heels to draw attention to the fancy red cocktail dress.

      Over the years, I had spent countless hours poring through fashion magazines, ripping out pages that I liked, making myself a scrapbook interspersed with notes and little sketches with ideas of my own.

      The stack of heels was one of my many ideas. I had lots of creative ideas, but the owner, Cressida Vayne, preferred to do things the way she had always done them.

      Conservative. Cressida claimed to be conservative and yet she bought this silky red sequined dress. Designer, no less. The dress didn’t fit with anything else we sold. We sold jeans and smocks, mostly targeting the older residents of Maple Creek. Some t-shirts that brought in the teenage girls.

      During prom season, like now, we had a few prom dresses for sale. But this red dress was not a prom dress and it was not a dress for an older woman.

      It was a sophisticated dress better suited for an art gallery or a gala in the city. I’d spent some time in the city with my grandmother. I knew these things.

      Those occasions spent with my grandmother had been some of the best. Now that she had moved in with us and no longer lived in Houston, I missed those times.

      My grandmother had allowed me to wear her fancy dresses a few times in Houston when she took me to the ballet or the orchestra, but there was something about this dress. Something elegant and ethereal.

      “Sophia!”

      I jumped, dropping the arm I had just unscrewed from the mannequin, leaving one of the dress’s sleeves hanging useless to the side.

      I would get into trouble for leaving the display window in disarray, but I would get into even more trouble if I didn’t go to Cressida at once.

      Slipping through the curtains concealing the display window from the rest of the shop, I climbed out of the display window and hurried to the checkout counter where Cressida stood, several smocks draped over her arm.

      “Yes, Miss Cressida?”

      “Did you forget to do something?”

      “I don’t think so.” I ran down my mental list of things Cressida had given me to do when I’d walked in the door this morning, but I couldn’t think of anything I’d missed. I had, however, several things I hadn’t gotten to yet.

      Like putting the dress in the display window.

      “You were supposed to steam these smocks,” she said.

      “I didn’t forget. I just haven’t gotten to them yet.”

      “What is today?” she asked, managing to cross her arms while holding the smocks over her arm at the same time.

      “Wednesday,” I said.

      “Yes. It’s Wednesday. You know that Mrs. Brown comes in every Wednesday to see if we have anything new that she might want.”

      I glanced at my watch.

      “It’s only two o’clock. She never comes in before four.”

      “Don’t be impertinent.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “but I have plenty of time to steam them.”

      I winced as she dropped the smocks onto the counter.

      “Do them now. Before you forget again.”

      “Yes ma’am.” I grabbed up the smocks and carried them with me to the back where I hung them up on a rack. “I didn’t forget,” I mumbled to myself. And it would have saved a lot of time and work if she’d left them on the rack instead of pulling them down only to have me hang them back up.

      Cressida could be dramatic like that sometimes.

      I’d worked for her for seven years now. I was used to it. Not that it made me like it any better.

      I turned on the steamer and got to work on the smocks.

      There were eight of them. Eight smocks that I would bet money Mrs. Brown wouldn’t like. I knew Mrs. Brown’s style and these smocks weren’t it.

      Mrs. Brown was more stylish. These smocks looked like something a grandmother—but not my grandmother—would wear.

      But working for Cressida covered my expenses. I, thankfully, didn’t have rent, but I had other expenses. Like my car. Insurance. Taxes. And some hospital bills. Not mine, but they had to be paid and I was the one who had to pay them.

      As I steamed the smocks, I halfway, more than halfway, expected Cressida to come back and criticize me for leaving the display window unfinished.

      She hated having the display window unfinished.

      To be quite honest about it, I couldn’t think of much at all that made Cressida happy.

      I just did my work and tried to stay off her radar. That was hard to do when I was the only one working with her.

      I forced myself not to cringe when she came to the door.

      “I have to go to the bank,” she said. “Listen for the front door.”

      “Yes ma’am.” After the back door closed behind her, I dragged the clothes rack and the steamer out behind the register.

      There was only way I was going to be able to steam these smocks and watch for customers. If Cressida didn’t like it, well. She wasn’t here.
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          JONATHAN

        

      

    

    
      I’d only been home for two days and already I’d forgotten my sister-in-law’s birthday. It wasn’t so much that I had forgotten it, it was just that my reminders had been in my work phone.

      So it wasn’t my fault.

      I’d turned in my work phone when I’d left the airline. It hadn’t occurred to me that I needed to get important dates like birthdays out of it first.

      Surely Maple Creek had something I could give Ava besides a gift card. I prided myself on not giving gift cards.

      The oldest of five siblings, I considered myself the best gift giver. It was one of the things that made me my parents’ favorite child. And now two of my siblings were married, meaning I had even more gifts to buy.

      The little town of Maple Creek hadn’t changed much. They still had boxes of green running ivies all along the sidewalks. The ivies were longer, trailing around the trees and benches. That was about the only difference I could see.

      And the rabbits were out. They brought the white stone rabbits out by the truckload, leaving one in front of each establishment. In a few days, the stone rabbits would no longer be white. In a few days, they would be painted in a plethora of colors and designs.

      I’d had my turn painting one of the stone rabbits when I’d worked at the tire shop. Besides changing and aligning tires, one of my jobs had been to paint their rabbit. How that task had fallen to me, I’d never know. No one else had wanted to do it and it made no sense that my bosses thought I was the person to get it done.

      So I’d gotten a couple of my football buddies together and while we’d—quite illegally—drank a beer, we’d painted the shop’s rabbit. I’d always maintained that it should have won an award… for the ugliest rabbit.

      But since that wasn’t a category, the tire shop hadn’t gotten any kind of award and I’d been fired.

      No one had, in all my travels, ever believed me when I’d told them I’d once gotten fired for doing a poor job painting a stone rabbit.

      A person would have to be from Maple Creek to understand the importance of doing a good job painting rabbits. It was important to at least put forth good effort and apparently my friends and I had not put forth the correct kind of effort.

      Everyone thought I wanted to leave Maple Creek because I didn’t like living in a small town.

      I had nothing against small towns. I actually liked small towns. I’d spent a good bit of time exploring small towns all over Europe.

      The only problem I’d had with small towns was that they didn’t have big airports.

      So after I’d graduated from the local high school, off I’d went to make my way in the world.

      I had done well for myself, if I did have to say so myself.

      But after twelve years of working as an airline pilot, my run had come to an abrupt halt.

      Like most people, after going through a major life change, I came home.

      I stopped in front of an ice cream parlor and thought about Ava. She loved ice cream, especially now that she was expecting. Maybe I’d come back and get her ice cream on her birthday. I’d get enough for the whole family. But ice cream wasn’t something I could wrap up in a box with a bow, so I kept walking.

      There was a little store called the “Hometown Thread” that sold ladies clothing. I’d never been inside and it didn’t seem like the kind of place Ava would go either. But with her expecting a baby, they might have something loose and casual she could wear.

      I stopped at the display window and tilted my head at the unexpected sight.

      A mannequin in what would have been a jaunty pose wore a silky red dress. A designer dress if I was any judge and I knew enough to know that I was right.

      But one of the mannequin’s arms was lying on the floor, the empty sleeve hanging at her side.

      There were so many things wrong with this picture.

      First of all, the dress was out of place. “Hometown Threads” wasn’t the kind of place that would sell a designer dress. I’d always thought of it as a place to buy moo moos.

      I would have thought that maybe they were changing their image, but I couldn’t imagine why someone would sell designer dresses in Maple Creek. Houston was just over an hour away and there were plenty of places to buy designers dresses there and plenty of places to wear them.

      The other thing wrong with this picture was the mannequin’s arm on the floor. That could not possibly be by design. Not even in Maple Creek. It made no sense to have a designer dress in a shop window on a broken mannequin.

      Curious, I pushed open the door and stepped inside. The store smelled like vanilla and cinnamon.

      My first impression was that I was right. “Hometown Threads” sold moo moos along with t-shirts and jeans.

      There were a few prom dresses in a back corner, but that was a mile away from the designer dress in the window.

      The only person I saw in the shop was a girl behind the register working a steamer. She was steaming, go figure, moo moos.

      I walked up and leaned against the counter.

      Surrounded by steam and the soft roar of the steamer, she hadn’t heard me come in. Hadn’t seen me either.

      She shifted a bit and I could see her profile. She was young. Probably mid-twenties. And pretty.

      She was a little bit, I mused, like the red designer dress in the display window. Out of place.

      At least she had both her arms.

      She turned off the steamer and glanced toward the front door. I’d say it was her job to watch the front door.

      I had to let her know I was here before it was too late.

      “Excuse me,” I said.

      She shrieked and jumped at the same time, turning around to look at me. She put a hand over her chest and took a deep breath.

      “I didn’t mean to frighten you,” I said. Apparently, I had waited too late, after all.

      “It’s okay. How can I help you?” Her eyes big, her breath coming in shallow gasps, she gave every effort of presenting a calm demeanor. I had to give her credit for that.

      Looking into her lovely green eyes, it took me a moment to gather my thoughts into a coherent string of words.

      “I need to report a mishap.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          SOPHIA

        

      

    

    
      My heart pounding dangerously, I wondered if I would have a cardiac event right here behind the register of the shop.

      I hadn’t heard the man come inside the store and I couldn’t say how long he’d been standing there. Thank heavens Cressida wasn’t here to accuse me of ignoring a customer. It was just the kind of thing she would do.

      “A mishap?”

      He wanted to report a mishap. I glanced quickly around the shop, but didn’t see anything amiss.

      I’d been so focused on steaming the smocks and quite frankly using the task to work out my annoyance at Cressida for assuming I had forgotten when I prided myself on my prioritization skills.

      “Yes,” he said with a little smile.

      The man was handsome in a movie star kind of way. He had short dark hair, trimmed neatly and a five o’clock shadow even though it wasn’t even noon.

      His blue eyes smiled at me with amusement.

      But it was the way he carried himself that really caught my attention. He carried himself with a sure, devil-may-care attitude. He reminded me a bit of the swashbuckling Errol Flynn in the old movies.

      “What kind of mishap?” I asked, having very little success in willing my heart rate back to normal.

      While I waited for him to answer, I set the steamer wand in its place, unplugged it, and wound up the cord, getting it ready to roll back out of sight. All hopefully before Cressida came back from the bank.

      “There’s a young lady in the window whose arm has fallen off.”

      I stopped winding the cord and looked at him.

      “Young lady? You mean the mannequin?”

      “Yes. She looks like she could use some help.”

      “I had to stop and do this these…” I wiped my forehead with the back of my sleeve. The heat from the steamer had me a bit overheated.

      “It’s okay,” the man said. “I was actually looking for a birthday gift for my sister-in-law.”

      Now that was something I could work with.

      “Who is your sister-in-law?” I asked.

      “Ava Devereaux.”

      “Oh. Ava. She’s expecting right?”

      “That’s the one. I had forgotten just how true it is that everyone knows everyone in a small town.”

      “Usually,” I said. “But I don’t know you.”

      “I don’t live here,” he said. “Since you know Ava, do you have any recommendations about what she would like?”

      “She’d definitely like the dress on the mannequin in the window,” I said. “But since she’s expecting, I don’t think it would be a good gift.”

      I ran a hand over the smocks I had just finished steaming. Tried to imagine Ava wearing one of them. Couldn’t do it.

      One hand on a hip, I turned and did a quick scan of the store.

      “I just might have something,” I said. “But it’s not what you’d expect.”

      “I like the unexpected.”

      He followed me over to a wall display.”

      I pulled a floppy hat from one of the shelves.

      “She might like this,” I said, handing him the hat.

      “You think?” He turned the hat over in his hands, examining it. “Put it on. Model it for me.”

      I took the hat back. This was one request I had never had before.

      I put the hat on my head and smiled.

      He made a circle with his finger.

      “Come now,” he said. “You have to pretend to be like Ava.”

      I laughed before I caught myself.

      “That’s impossible,” I said, but I turned and walked toward the door, made a twirl, and turned back around.

      “I don’t know,” the man said, picking up another hat from the display. “Let’s try this one.”

      The hat he handed me was smaller and actually fit my head better.

      Smiling, I walked into the middle of the shop, twirling jauntily, putting one hand on my hip. My motto had always been if you’re going to do something, do it right.

      I was no model, but if a customer wanted me to model a hat for him before he chose one to buy, then model it I would.

      Making one more turn before heading back to my customer, I stopped, my feet freezing in place on the well-worn wooden floor.

      Cressida stood at the register, both her hands on her hips, looking at me.

      “Sophia,” she said. “I need to see you in my office. Now.”

      I looked over at my customer.

      He stepped forward. “Excuse me. Sophia is helping me choose a hat.”

      Cressida hesitated, then smiled. It was a smile she reserved only for customers.

      “After you finish up with your customer,” she said. “I’ll be waiting.” Turning on her heel, she walked off.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said, handing the hat over to my customer.

      “No need to apologize. You were helping me.”

      “Right. Do you like either one of them?”

      “That depends,” he said. “Do you get a commission?”

      “A commission? No. Not really.”

      “Which one do you like?”

      “I think this one. It fit better.”

      “Then I’ll take this one.” He handed the hat back to me.

      “Very good choice.”

      I took it with me to the register.

      “Do you have a box?”

      “We have one in the back. I’ll get it for you.”

      “Can you wrap it? Something festive for a birthday?”

      “I can⁠—”

      His phone chimed.

      “I have to take this.” He glanced at me apologetically. “I’ll be right outside. I’ll come back for it.”

      His phone pressed to his ear, he walked outside.

      I stood holding the hat. He hadn’t paid for it.

      Cressida would say that the transaction wasn’t complete until the customer paid.

      Sometimes Cressida was wrong. I went into the back to get the hat box and a roll of wrapping paper.

      We didn’t get too many requests for gift wrapping
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