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      This story is a work of fiction.  Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination, or, if real, used fictitiously--and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is purely coincidental.

      Publisher's Note: The recipes contained in this book are to be followed exactly as written. The publisher is not responsible for your specific health or allergy needs that may require medical supervision. The publisher is not responsible for any adverse reactions to the recipes contained in this book.

      The recipe oven temperatures have been converted  to Celsius and Gas Mark to make things a bit easier for non-US readers. However, please note all recipes were tested in Fahrenheit.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      As always, thank you to the Lorraine Train members Amanda Beachum, Amy Connolly, Jens Kliene, Linda Kuzminczuk, Taryn Lee, Debbie Lyon.

      Cover by Wicked Smart Designs

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Description

          

        

      

    

    
      Description

      A Look Back

      On the anniversary of her great Aunt Lizzie’s death, Katie Bonner reflects on the course of events that led her to be the custodian of Artisan’s Alley—from the moment her husband took their savings and invested it in a dying business to the death of its founder, Ezra Hilton. And it’s with tears of sadness and joy that Katie contemplates her uncertain future.
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      Katie Bonner steered her car along the thin ribbon of asphalt that called itself a road in Falls Cemetery in Greece, New York. Compared to the huge Riverside and Holy Sepulcher cemeteries that sat on the eastern fringe of the town, Falls Cemetery was tiny in comparison, but that's where her beloved Aunt Lizzie was buried. Every spring, Katie came to the cemetery to plant her great aunt's favorite flower on the grave. That was the very least she could do for the woman who had been the stabilizing force in her life after her parents were killed in a car accident when she was just six years old.

      Taking in a first grader had to have been terribly difficult for a sixty-two-year-old woman who'd never married and had little contact with children. But Lizzie MacDuff had been a steady, if feisty, role model for Katie. She learned at a tender age that a MacDuff never bluffs about money and never backs down from a fight.

      Katie stopped her car in front of the tombstone. The thing she liked about Falls Cemetery was that they didn't limit one to an in-ground monument. So she had bought a headstone that could convey more than just Aunt Lizzie's date of birth and death. It stood tall among its peers because Katie wanted people to know who this wonderful woman had been. She gazed at the words she’d chosen.

      A dear sister and great aunt.

      Her absence is a silent grief.

      Her life a beautiful memory.

      How sad that after more than eighty years on this earth, her life was summed up in only seventeen words.

      Katie had planted the pansies in June, but every time she came to McKinlay Mill’s neighbor to the east, she tried to stop at the cemetery to check on the gravesite and pull the weeds. It was the least she could do for the aunt who'd raised her.

      Since the entire month of August had been wetter than normal, the pansies she'd planted two months before had not only survived but thrived. So had the weeds. Katie grabbed a basket, trowel, and clippers from her trunk and set to work.

      “I miss you every day, Aunt Lizzie,” she said as she deadheaded the pansies. “I wish I could say the same about Chad. Not that I didn’t love him, but…I never told you that he moved out on me, did I? Oh, boy, I can just imagine what you would’ve said. ‘Didn’t I warn you, girl?’” Katie said the last in a Scottish accent. It wasn’t authentic, and she rarely did it in front of others, but her rendition always made the old lady laugh.

      “Aye. Sometimes I try to forget about him, but I’ve reconciled with his mother, Margo. You wouldn’t have liked her. I didn’t like her for a long time, but … we get along okay now.”

      Katie threw bits of cropped grass in the basket. “The teashop is doing well. The new chef is great. Handsome, too. You would’ve liked him.” She laughed. “He’s not a bit like Chad.”

      Chad. Why was she thinking about him so much lately?

      Maybe because she considered that a failed relationship and now her relationship with Andy Rust seemed to be on the rocks as well.

      “I never did tell you about Chad’s and my breakup, did I?”

      Dinnae make excuses, girl.

      Katie laughed. “Oh, no. It wasn’t my fault.” As Katie attacked the weeds, she thought back to that terrible time nearly four years before…
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      Katie eased her white compact car into one of the restaurant’s parking spaces, shoved the gearshift into park, and killed the engine. When she’d headed off to work that morning, she did not expect a celebratory dinner with her husband, Chad. When he’d called at just after three that afternoon to tell her to meet him at their favorite Italian restaurant in nearby Greece, New York, she’d asked what the occasion was, only to be told it was a “surprise.”

      What could he possibly have engineered on such short notice that could surprise her?

      In addition to being a high school English teacher, Chad was an artist who painted landscapes and still lifes. Had he scored a commission? Did a gallery in nearby Rochester invite him to exhibit his paintings to the city’s elite? Either of those scenarios would not only be a boon to his ego, but the income would contribute to the fund that would help them achieve their life’s goal: to open the English Ivy Inn on Victoria Square in McKinlay Mill, New York.

      When Chad had taken the job at the McKinlay Mill High School, he’d also sold her on the idea he could sell his paintings at Artisans Alley, the arts-and-crafts arcade that anchored the rag-tag shops that ringed the Square’s somewhat seedy-looking businesses. But it was the painted lady of faded glory that had attracted Katie. The old Victorian home, with its sagging porch and iffy roof, had worked its charm on her at first glance. Listening to her college suitemate’s goal of opening a bed and breakfast had inspired Katie, too. While her friend was a hotel-management major, Katie had changed hers to business with a minor in marketing. She was determined to be prepared when the opportunity presented itself. She and Chad, whom she met when both were students at SUNY Brockport, planned to own and operate just such an establishment, and Katie envisioned the old Webster mansion at the east end of the Square as fulfilling that goal.

      And so they’d moved halfway across the county for Chad’s job—which meant a long commute for Katie—especially in winter—to her less-than-gratifying job at an insurance agency in Fairport. On weekends when Chad would work his required hours at Artisan’s Alley, Katie would scour garage, rummage, and estate sales in and around the village and the nearby towns, collecting items that would one day furnish the B&B they hoped to purchase.

      Chad’s job paid enough to support them in their rather frugal lifestyle. They found a cheap, one-bedroom apartment in the village and banked the majority of Katie’s paycheck from Kimper Insurance, saving to buy the dilapidated mansion on Victoria Square. After all, no one else seemed to want it. It had been on the market for more than five years and would need a lot of restoration before it could be returned to its former grandeur. Katie was determined that she would be the old home’s next custodian. She and Chad.

      The future looked so, so bright!

      And now Chad had a surprise for her—and Katie loved surprises!

      Having seen Chad’s car parked in the lot, Katie entered the restaurant and looked around. Chad sported a grin and waved to her. Matching his smile, Katie ventured over to their favorite table, bent down to share a kiss, and sat across from him, setting her purse on the floor. Light from the table’s flickering oil lamp cast a warm glow. Chad held a glass of red wine in his right hand and another sat in front of Katie’s spot.

      “Looks like we’re prepared for a celebration,” she said, unable to keep the excitement from her voice.

      “Yes, indeed,” Chad said and held his glass aloft.

      Katie picked up her glass. “What are we drinking to?”

      “A bright new future,” Chad said, his blue eyes seeming to twinkle despite the restaurant’s dim lighting.

      They clinked glasses and drank.

      Katie leaned in closer, excitement growing within her. “So, tell all,” she encouraged.

      Chad’s grin widened. “The most amazing opportunity has come our way.”

      “Like what? A bedroom suite that would be perfect for one of the rooms at the English Ivy’s Inn?”

      “More amazing,” Chad replied. “Guess again.”

      “You found a cheaper self-store unit for the stuff we’ve already accumulated?”

      He shook his head. “Even better than that.”

      “Well, don’t keep me in suspense,” Katie said, feeling her enthusiasm blossom.

      “Ezra Hilton is looking for an investor at Artisans Alley.”

      Katie’s spirits immediately fell.

      Ezra Hilton was the owner/manager of an arts-and-crafts arcade where Chad had a booth for his paintings. From what Chad said, it seemed to totter on the brink of insolvency. Katie had met the old man a couple of times, most notably during the Christmas celebration—in March. The holiday season was far too busy a time to host a holiday celebration, so the vendors set up chairs and tables for their party in the building’s lobby and one of the dusty, unrented shops that sat awaiting a tenant. The party was strictly a pot-luck affair with games and singing, but Katie hadn’t been impressed. In fact, everything about the party seemed tired and dated. Or was it that she couldn’t get back into the holiday feeling three months into the new year. The vendors who participated shared their whispered grievances about how the business was run. Katie heard the same complaints from Chad.

      “What have you done?” Katie asked, her tone flat. Chad tended to make impulsive decisions without regard to their consequences—and way-too-often without her input.

      “I had to act fast,” Chad explained enthusiastically.

      Katie dreaded asking the next question—and even more, hearing the answer. “What does that mean?”

      Chad sat up straighter. “I had an appointment with Ezra’s lawyer this afternoon—a guy named Seth Landers—and I handed over a check to buy ten percent of Artisans Alley.”

      Katie found it hard to catch her breath and raised her glass to her lips, taking an unhealthy gulp of wine. “You did what?” she demanded.

      “We’re now co-owners of Artisans Alley,” Chad said triumphantly.

      Katie found it hard to breathe. “We?”

      “Like I said, it’s a fantastic opportunity,” he repeated. “And now that I have a stake in the place, Ezra has got to listen to my ideas, enter the twenty-first century, and adapt to new ideas to market this gem-in-the-rough to the world at large.”

      With what little Katie knew of Ezra Hilton, she had severe doubts. “Ten percent ownership,” she repeated. “And what makes you think that cantankerous old man—who owns ninety percent of the business,” she reminded him, “is going to listen to a
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