
Chapter One

			Nic Dickenson rolled into Fisher’s Creek on Sunday afternoon in her sleek, solid black Tesla Model 3. The car was expensive, and sophisticated, and cool, and…she hated the ostentatious thing.

			The Tesla was her wife’s—nope, her ex-wife’s—car. It was one of maybe three things Nic had actually gotten in the divorce thanks to an airtight prenup. A consolation prize. But screw that. Whatever. Dana had moved on, and Nic was doing that too. She smiled to herself thinking how pissed off Dana would be if she saw the amount of dust and dirt that had kicked up on the car while traveling on the old country roads en route to Fisher’s Creek, Pennsylvania. This last stretch was particularly rough. The road had been paved, although how long ago that paving occurred was questionable. Years of Pennsylvania winter weather, topped with a hearty helping of neglect had left the surface warped and covered in fissures. Chunks of road were dislodged or altogether gone. Patches of dirt had been washed across the asphalt by heavy rains, filling in where pavement once belonged. It didn’t make for the smoothest ride, nor the cleanest. Dana was always so damn obsessed about the car being clean. Whatever. Moving on. Nic had other things to worry about.

			The actual reason she was returning to the town she grew up in, for one. She’d missed Great-Aunt Aggie’s funeral two months earlier, which Nic didn’t think was a big deal since she barely knew the old lady. But it turned out she’d been left something in Aunt Aggie’s will. Something Nic’s mother insisted she had to come back to Fisher’s Creek to retrieve. It was probably just her mother’s way of guilting her into coming back for a visit, but curiosity on top of a longing to see her sisters convinced her to make the trip. Thank God her sister Maggie had offered Nic the empty guesthouse on the back of her property for her three-night stay. She could visit with family but still retreat to her own space when she needed respite. If she was going to return to Fisher’s Creek, this was the way to do it. Get in, get out. Three days and she would be good to go. Back to New York, where she belonged.

			Back in New York writing her book, God willing. Was she the author of a New York Times best-selling novel that had been chosen for Reese’s Book Club and acclaimed by reviewers and readers across the country? Yes. Would she be able to replicate that success with her sophomore release? Possibly not, since the first two-chapter deadline she’d already extended twice since she’d signed the contract for the book was rapidly approaching and she was totally stuck. No story. No chapters. She’d totally forgotten how to string words together. She hadn’t had a dry spell like this one in over thirty years. The last was back in high school when she’d been asked to write a “What Senior Year Meant To Me” article to be published in the yearbook. She’d agreed to the assignment figuring it would be a breeze, before her breezy high school life had lost all the wind in its sails because…well, whatever. The thing was, her publisher was expecting chapters, and since she’d already spent a sizable amount of her advance on divorce lawyers and sorting out her personal life, she had to produce something—and fast.

			Maybe the change of scenery from New York City to her hometown in the middle of nowhere would help jar something out of her brain.

			Lost in her deep thoughts, Nic didn’t see the pit in the road until it was too late, and the front right tire of the Tesla made a heart-dropping pop, quickly followed by a gut-clenching grind and rattle as the vehicle lurched from left to right following the impact. Nic struggled to get the jerking car under control then eased over to the side of the road to assess the damage. At least she would be out of the way of passing traffic. Right. Okay, there was no passing traffic. She was stranded on a lonely old country road. The nearly three-mile stretch of road that shot off Route 15 was the only vein into Fisher’s Creek. It was lined on both sides with full-bodied greenery that smelled to Nic like summer camp. In the winter, through the bare trees, there was nothing but woods to the left and the right as far as the eye could see. All snow and sticks. Just as lonely, only colder. In either season, help wasn’t likely to stumble upon her. Of all the dumb, fucking luck.

			She climbed out of the car and slowly circled it to get a full assessment. The front tire on the passenger side was definitely flat. Beyond that, it was hard for her amateur eye to determine what else was wrong much less put a name to it. One thing was sure: She would need assistance—the Tesla didn’t have a spare, so the tire would have to be addressed by a professional. Luckily, it was a mild May in this part of Pennsylvania. Cloudy but dry, and not too hot to stand outside and wait. She sighed and pulled her phone out of her back pocket to make the call.

			Less than thirty minutes later, Peter “Peewee” Palone stood with his hands balled on his hips, squinting at the dusty Tesla while he chewed on a toothpick. The toothpick thing always made Nic nervous. Wasn’t that a choking hazard? What if the pointy end jabbed you in the gums? Peewee wasn’t concerned. “Yeah, I’m gonna have to tow it in and take a good look underneath. Might’ve bashed up the undercarriage good, you know? Gotta be real careful driving cars like this on back roads like these. Luxury vehicles can be real delicate.”

			He pronounced it like dell-ee-cut. And was bashed up a technical mechanic term? She knew the car was ridiculous. He didn’t need to rub it in.

			She and Peewee had graduated from Fisher’s Creek High the same year. He played offensive guard for the Fisher’s Creek Smiling Crawfish back then, and while he still had the same hulking size that had earned him his ironic nickname, his shape had shifted some in the thirty-ish years since then, now a little less buff shoulders and a lot more beer belly. Same thick neck, though. His dirty tan Fisher’s Creek Garage uniform had a patch on the shirt with his name on it and the red cap he wore backward pressed a ridge into the meaty flesh above his sweaty brow.

			“Thanks, Peewee. I appreciate the heads-up on that.”

			Nic blew out a sigh. It wasn’t Peewee’s fault she drove a stupid, dell-ee-cut car, and he’d been nothing but friendly since he pulled up in his rusty old tow truck. She could at least dial back the sarcasm.

			God, it wouldn’t be long before the constant reminders to keep her attitude in check would be flowing freely from her mother’s lips: Small towns don’t work the same as your big city life in New York. You’ll catch more flies with honey than with vinegar. Momilies. They would be starting up in exactly two and a half hours, when Nic stepped into her parents’ house for the Dickenson family’s traditional Sunday supper: Welcome Home, Nic Edition.

			“Nic?” Peewee waved a meaty hand in front of her face like he was trying to wake her from a trance. He’d said something to her. She’d missed it.

			“Oh, yeah. Sorry.”

			“Do you mean, yeah, you’ll call someone, or yeah, you need a lift?” He scratched at the back of his beefy neck.

			She could call Maggie to pick her up, but that would mean her sister would have to leave work at the family practice where she was a nurse practitioner to drive all the way out to the edge of town. She’d texted earlier and informed Nic she’d been called into the office on an emergency. Calling her other sisters, Bella and Janie, would disrupt their weekend routines with their husbands and kids. And calling her parents to come rescue her? Absolutely not. It was too soon into reentry to face them. Plus, that would lead to extra hours at their house without her siblings. She wasn’t quite ready for that. “I’ll take that lift. You can just drop me at Zachroll’s.”

			Zachroll’s Watering Hole was a little dive bar near the edge of town, just far enough out not to be a nuisance to the main drag, but not so distant that you couldn’t take a long, drunken stumble back home if necessary. The Dickenson sisters had spent plenty of nights over college breaks wasting time, shooting pool, and singing karaoke in that bar. Some of those times they’d needed to sneak an underage Janie in with them, but Zachroll’s wasn’t the kind of place that paid much attention. It was dark and smoky, and possibly the only place in Fisher’s Creek where people kept their head down and minded their own business. If you kicked up too much of a ruckus, Old Man Zachroll would throw you out on your ass, no questions asked. Other than that, if you didn’t give him a reason to look up from the newspaper as he sat on his barstool perch in the corner, he didn’t. Old Man Zachroll. Hell, Nic hadn’t thought about him in years. He’d seemed ancient as dirt back then, he had to be pushing one hundred by now. Was Zachroll’s Watering Hole even still there?

			“Zachroll’s it is,” Peewee grunted as he hooked the Tesla up to the chains of the tow. “Anything you want to get out of the car before I lift it?”

			Although the Tesla had one of the more well-sized trunks among vehicles of its caliber, it still wasn’t what she would call expansive. Somehow she’d still managed to squeeze in two suitcases, a duffel bag of linens, and two boxes filled mostly with books she intended to pass along to her sisters before the car was stuffed to the gills.

			“Me and Maggie will swing by the garage later to get it.”

			The ride to the bar passed quickly with the two old school chums catching up. Peewee ended up marrying his high school sweetheart, Cathy Christopher, and they had two sons who were both now in college. Peewee boasted about the little boutique in town that Cathy owned, which tracked with what Nic remembered about her. Cathy was always into fashion and the latest trends, even back in school. Although, Nic always pictured her ending up in New York City, or LA, or somewhere much more fabulous than their hometown. That was what Fisher’s Creek did to people—it held them tightly in its clutches. Some people just never escaped.

			That wasn’t Nic, though. This visit home was exactly that. A visit. She would check in with her parents, pick up her inheritance, spend a little time with her sisters, and recharge. Three days and she would blow that popsicle stand and head right back to New York. It was a solid plan.

			Peewee slowly pulled the truck into the gravel parking lot of Zachroll’s and slipped the gear shift into park, letting the engine idle while Nic gathered her purse and the zip hoodie she’d brought along in case the weather turned.

			“You sure I can’t drop you at your folks’, Nic?” He squinted past her out the passenger side window at the nearly empty lot. Only two cars sat parked, one dirty as the other was rusty, and other than a flickering neon Open sign in the front window, the place looked abandoned.

			Nic didn’t care. Desperate times and all that. “I’ll be fine. I’m just going to sit a moment and call my sister. She’ll come get me. Thanks again, and tell Cathy I said hello.”

			She hopped out of the truck and gave Peewee one last wave before he pulled away. She gave the bar a once-over as she headed toward the entrance. Not much about the exterior of the place had changed in the seven years since she’d been back in town for a quick Christmas weekend, but the door had been painted a fresh coat of turquoise to match the lettering on the Zachroll’s sign, which appeared to have been touched up as well. There was a four-foot-tall wooden bear carved from a tree trunk that she didn’t recall, but other than that, it was almost like time there had been standing still. Par for the course in Fisher’s Creek.

			She pushed through the heavy door that still stuck against the jamb like she remembered, whether from a warped frame or the general coating of beer slop on everything in a dive bar she did not know, and blinked hard as her eyes adjusted from trading sunlight for the dim bar lighting. High-backed vinyl booths lined one wall—that was new—and the old, tattered beer ad posters on the walls had been replaced with actual framed prints of vintage advertisements and photographs of the town. Even the floor was new, although still sticky to the step, but improvements had been made for sure.

			Old man Zachroll was no longer seated at the front corner, but the two locals in the joint hunched over the bar nursing whiskeys, eating complimentary peanuts from a bowl, and staring at the baseball game on the one television might have been sitting in those seats the last time Nic stopped in. Just two nondescript old white guys in well-worn jeans, flannel shirts, and trucker’s caps.

			“Be right with you,” the woman behind bar taking inventory called over her shoulder.

			Nic hummed along to the Hendrix song playing as she settled herself on a barstool and assessed the brunette bartender. She was a couple inches taller than Nic, which put her at five seven or eight, but it was hard to tell for sure with her hair all piled up in a poofy bun on top of her head. Plus, the way she stretched and reached as she checked the bottles of liquor kept her in constant motion. That same motion emphasized the cut of muscles in her long, shapely legs extending from the frayed edge of her denim cutoffs with the bar towel hanging out of the back pocket. Even from behind, Nic could tell this woman had curves in all the right places. She was an improvement to Zachroll’s as well.

			A warm flush rushed Nic’s chest and she felt her lips slide up into a pleasant grin, ready to charm the barkeep. Old habit. Easy, Nic. This is Fisher’s Creek, not New York City. There’s likely one lesbian in town, and you’re it.

			The woman finally turned to take her order, and Nic immediately realized she needn’t have admonished herself at all. There’d be no pickup lines spit today. Staring back at her from behind the bar, looking just as surprised as Nic felt, was the very reason she’d gotten the hell out of Fisher’s Creek in the first place all those years ago.

			




Chapter Ten

			First thing Monday morning, Nic took Peewee’s advice and called her agent to let her know she needed to change their meeting.

			“Hey, Nicola. How was vacation?” Alessa sounded way too chipper for nine a.m. on a Monday. She was probably on her second iced skinny vanilla latte and over-caffeinated.

			“It’s actually not a…” Why even bother? Nic’s agent was always on top of business, but when it came to more personal stuff, she had a tendency to miss a few details. Nic’s reason for not yet returning to New York was not the important part of the call. “I’m actually still here in Pennsylvania. That’s why I’m calling. I had a little car trouble and I’m kind of stuck here.”

			“You’re still in Pennsylvania?”

			“Yes, and I’m not going to be back in New York for our meeting Thursday. Do you think we could move it online?”

			“Nic, you know I love you, truly. But real talk, is this the preface to you asking for another extension? Because that’s not going to fly with Cindy. She’s going to want to see some actual pages eventually, you know?”

			“Of course I know.” Nic sighed. “I’m not going to cancel.”

			“Good, because Cindy’s been very forgiving, but I know for a fact she’s starting to become worried about the project. I mean, you did ask for two extensions already.”

			“While it’s true I asked for two extensions, it was only because I was going through a divorce.” Alessa was silent in response. Damn. New Yorkers could be cold. “But anyway, I’m on the other side of it now. I’m fine. I’m focused on the project…this book. And I’m very much looking forward to discussing it with you and Cindy Thursday on a Zoom call.”

			“Okay, all right. We’ll do it by Zoom. I’ll set things up with Cindy.” Alessa sounded like she was over their conversation and moving on to the next thing on her desk. “So, you’re going to vacation a little longer?”

			“I’m really not…” Oh, what the hell. “Yeah, I guess so. Listen, I’ve got to run, but I’ll talk to you Thursday.”

			She clicked off the call, but she had a feeling Alessa had still beat her to it. No matter. She’d done what she needed to do.

			Now she just needed to come up with a killer pitch.

			* * *

			Monday afternoon when her sister got home from work, Nic was in her kitchen again, this time surrounded by ceramic tiles and patterned paper, and up to her elbows in Mod Podge.

			“What do we have going on here?” Maggie looked surprised at the state of her craft-supply-covered kitchen but not completely displeased. Her expression brightened when Collin came in through the back door, wearing one of Maggie’s old baking aprons. “Oh, you have a helper too.”

			“They’re holding a craft fair and bake sale at school this weekend to raise money for the Drama Club, so we’re making coasters out of tiles to sell there.” Collin’s voice was full of pride.

			“I’m stress crafting,” Nic admitted as she painted the Mod Podge over a vintage comic-strip-patterned paper, adhering it to a white ceramic tile. “But helping the Fisher’s Creek Middle School Drama Club is a happy bonus. God knows I can’t bake, so crafting it is.”

			“Stress crafting?” Maggie raised an eyebrow as she passed Nic to grab a bottle of water from the fridge. “What could possibly have my big sister so stressed out that she’d be cutting out squares of scrapbooking paper and gluing it to bulk tiles?”

			“Oh, I don’t know.” Nic shrugged and added two more papered tiles to the lineup already on the kitchen table. “Maybe the book that won’t write itself. Or the ludicrous car that might never be fixed yet I’ll owe Peewee a fortune for anyway. Take your pick, really.”

			“Are you sure it’s not the fact that you insulted one of your oldest and dearest friends and you’re feeling bad about it?”

			“No, I don’t think that’s it at all.” Nic quickly shut the door on that thought. She had to for her own well-being. It didn’t have to be about Roxy. It could totally be one of the other things.

			The fact remained that Roxy knew damn well Nic was only in town for a brief stay and that stay had only been extended because of the damage to her car. Nic felt bad that she’d hurt Roxy’s feelings by saying she wanted to get home, but the reality was, her life was in New York. Roxy hadn’t answered any of the texts Nic had sent since they’d parted the night before, but maybe she’d been busy at the bar. Nic could always swing by Zachroll’s at some point during the week and apologize, make sure they were on good ground again and had their game plan for the house stuff finalized before she headed out of town.

			“Mm-hmm.” Maggie toed off her tennis shoes and collapsed into one of the chairs at the kitchen table. Her gaze ran the length of the line of decorated tiles waiting for their felt bottoms to be attached. “This is an awful lot of coasters. I hope the Drama Club is expecting a lot of customers. Or wait, are you two keeping some of these for yourselves? Are you opening a bar?” Her eyes went wide. “Oh my God, I just realized you’re stress crafting bar accessories. You totally have Roxy on your brain.”

			“Shut up.” Nic sang the words to take the edge off them, but that didn’t mean she meant them any less. It was just a random craft. Something she knew how to make that she could gather supplies for quickly and make in time for the Drama Club fundraiser. Nothing more.

			“We have a whole batch of them outside with their topcoat drying too.” God bless Collin and his teenage enthusiasm. “We made a SpongeBob set and two Stars Wars sets. Aunt Nic had all these awesome papers here when I got home from school.”

			“That’s great, sweetie.” Maggie smiled at her son before turning her attention back to Nic. “And what exactly are you going to do with this many coaster sets? Surely they aren’t all for the craft fair.”

			“We’re getting a jump on our Christmas gifts.” Nic smirked back. “And don’t go around telling everyone what we’re giving out or you won’t get a set. That would be a shame because SpongeBob would go great in your living room.”

			“Ha ha. That’s very funny, sis.” Maggie pulled her phone out of her pocket and began poking at the screen. “Why don’t you two wrap up the crafting and clean up the kitchen. I’ll order us some pizza for dinner.”

			“Hot wings too?” Collin was already gathering up scraps of felt from their work area. Such a sweet kid.

			“Sure thing. But after dinner you go straight upstairs and hit the books. Next time, Aunt Nic, no stress crafting until homework is done.”

			“Ah, homework. I knew we were forgetting something.” Nic winked at Collin. “Next time I’ll get it right, kiddo.”

			 

			 

			After their feast, Nic wanted to give Maggie some space and let Collin get back to his homework, but she was feeling too antsy to sit in the guesthouse alone. It was that alluring and much-awaited time in spring where the days were finally long enough to get out and enjoy the evening before the dark of night settled in, a particularly beautiful time of year in Fisher’s Creek, so she decided to go for a walk.

			Ever since Peewee had mentioned his wife’s boutique, Nic had been curious to see it. The soothing effects of her crafting session earlier had her feeling up to the task of socializing with former Fisher’s Creek classmates, so she turned down the road that led into town.

			Fisher’s Creek was relatively busy for a Monday evening. Bo’s Diner still looked full enough of patrons enjoying a meal out, and the grocery market on the corner had people popping in and out, the bell on its front door happily jingling each time someone passed through. That had always been one of Nic and her siblings’ favorite part of accompanying their mother to the market when they were little kids. That and the penny candy the store sold. Good behavior on a trip to the market was always rewarded with being allowed to select a few candy dots, root beer barrels, or other treats before checking out.

			The second storefront on the block past the corner market was Dazzle, Cathy Palone’s boutique. The door didn’t jingle when she entered, but the gentle, earthy lavender scent that enveloped her was welcoming enough. The shop was a narrow but deep space filled with inventory on every last bit of real estate in the joint. Some might have considered it chaotic or cluttered, but to Nic it appeared more eclectic and full of wonder. She was immediately drawn to a display of bright colored tie-dyed silk scarves. They were the kind of sophisticated accessory Nic always thought would class up an outfit, but she was never quite sure how to wear them. She was sliding the smooth fabric between her fingers when she heard the friendly voice call out behind her.

			“Let me know if I can help you with anything.”

			Nic turned to smile at her old school chum. “Hi, Cathy. Your place is absolutely beautiful.”

			“Nicola Dickenson, Peewee told me you were back in town!” Cathy scooted out from behind the counter to pull Nic into a warm embrace. She still had the same willowy build as she did when they were younger. Her electric-blue-framed glasses were striking against her dark skin, and the long-strand beaded necklaces she wore layered over a black tunic top screamed fashionista. Cathy clearly still had the same creative style sense she’d had when they were young. “It’s so good to see you.”

			“You too,” Nic said, and she meant it. Cathy had been a dear friend when they were in middle school, and though they ran in different circles in high school, they still shared that connection and remained friendly through graduation. Until Nic had left town and lost touch with everyone she’d left behind. She was still surprised that Cathy had remained in Fisher’s Creek all these years when she’d had such big dreams in their youth, but Peewee’s family business was there, and staying was probably a sacrifice she’d made for love. Regardless, her boutique was fabulous, so she had that success. “Seriously, your shop is amazing. How long have you been here in this space?”

			Cathy released her hold on Nic and threw her arms in the air, pride beaming from her face. “It will be twenty-three years this July. Can you believe it? I just love our sweet little home base here in Fisher’s Creek. Excuse me just one minute. Looks like Mrs. Duncan is ready to check out.”

			Home base seemed like an odd way to describe the boutique, but twenty-three years was certainly impressive. Nic continued to peruse the merchandise while Cathy took care of her customer. A display of stunning beaded necklaces drew her over to the jewelry counter. She admired the intricate patterns and the beautiful handmade glass pendants that adorned several of them. Continuing down the counter, she stopped at a large rack showcasing bangle bracelets decorated with delicate charms and gemstones meant to be worn stacked on your arm. Some were silver and others were gold, but Nic had seen both metals worn together. There had been a brand that was hugely popular back in New York about a year earlier. She scoured her brain, trying to recall the name of the designer behind the trend. Eb-something.

			“Eb,” she said out loud, hoping that would prime the word and draw it from her lips, but it still didn’t come. Then she saw the style magazine article framed on the wall and the name was right there. Eblouissante. Yes, the pricey but high-quality must-have accessory from just a few seasons ago. She scanned the article, and then she saw the picture of Cathy fitted in the block of text because… Cathy Palone was the designer behind Eblouissante? Based on the other half-dozen fashion magazine articles framed and hanging around the boutique, she sure was.

			“Oh, those bangles are still my favorite.” Cathy returned to Nic’s side. “Although, I’m pretty excited for the launch of our new glass on sterling silver drop pendants. I’m such a small-town girl at heart, I still get excited every time I get interviewed for these things. I’m sure you know what that’s like with your career as an author.”

			“Back it up.” Nic shook her head. “You’re Eblouissante? You’ve got to be kidding me.”

			Cathy threw open her arms. “One and the same. Can you believe it? We keep our headquarters right here in Fisher’s Creek, but our product is totally worldwide.”

			“That’s so great.” Nic clapped her old friend on the back, genuinely happy to learn of her success. She laughed inwardly, remembering how Peewee had told her his wife had a “little boutique” in town. “Your jewelry is gorgeous. My friends back in New York couldn’t get enough of those bracelets last year. Totally chic on the scene. I’m so impressed—you totally did what you always dreamed about.”

			“Well, so did you,” Cathy countered. “I remember how you were always writing in your journal. Making up stories, writing lists, documenting it all. And now you’re a best-selling author. I guess we’re both hometown girls who made good, huh?”

			“I guess so.” Nic grinned back, but before she could say anything else a loud pop from the front of the store made them both jump.

			“That stupid lightbulb. I knew it was going to go.” Cathy had her hand on her chest as if she was calming her heart. “It’s been strobing all day, but I’m too nervous to climb up on the wobbly stepladder.”

			Nic squinted in the direction of the storefront window, the display now dark without the benefit of the overhead bulb. It would be a simple fix for the two of them. “Lucky I came along, then. Grab a replacement bulb. I’ll climb up the ladder if you’ll hold it steady.”

			“You don’t have to do that.”

			“I don’t mind. I’m happy to help.”

			Nic was right—with the two of them working together, the task took less than five minutes. She was climbing back down when she spotted Roxy through the big window out on the sidewalk, staring at them. Or, more accurately, staring at Nic. With a sad look in her eyes that made Nic’s stomach twist. “Looks like the class reunion started early,” she mumbled and hoped the guilt bubbling up in her belly didn’t show on her face as she reached solid ground again.

			Cathy was already waving Roxy in as Nic folded up the stepladder.

			“Hi, Cathy.” Roxy smiled as she poked her head in the front door, but her expression flattened when she turned her gaze to Nic. Somehow, she didn’t look quite as happy to see her. “And Nicola. I saw the two of you playing Fix It Felix through the window and thought I’d say hi, but I can’t stick around. I’m the closer at the bar tonight.”

			Nic couldn’t help thinking the real reason Roxy didn’t want to stick around was more about her and less about rushing to her closing bar shift at seven o’clock.

			“Hey, how’s your mom doing? I heard she had a little scare a few nights back.” Cathy didn’t seem at all embarrassed to basically admit the grapevine was abuzz talking about Mrs. Fitzpatrick.

			“Just stumbled a little. Bruised her hand and wrist catching herself before she fell.” Roxy shook her head, and the wisps of hair that had slipped out of her bun danced around her face. Her expression softened the way it always did when she talked about her mom. “She’s okay, thanks.”

			“Glad to hear it.” Cathy smiled. “I’ll let you get on to the bar, then. It’s about time for me to close up too.”

			This was it—the chance for Nic to casually say something to Roxy. To let her know she was sorry for the things she said the night before in her workshop. But she didn’t want to do it in front of Cathy. The last thing she wanted was to insult another of her old school chums by admitting how keen she’d been to get back on the road out of town. She just needed a minute alone with Roxy to apologize and make sure everything was good between them. If she didn’t do it now, who knew if she’d get another opportunity before she left? She owed Roxy more than leaving again without talking to her.

			“I should get going as well.” Nic found her voice again. “It was great to see you, Cathy. I love the boutique. We’ll have to catch up again soon.”

			“Definitely at the class reunion, right?”

			Nic planned to be long gone by then, but she didn’t want to be a party pooper. She settled on a noncommittal “Maybe” and followed Roxy back out onto the sidewalk.

			They were silent as they walked the two blocks to Roxy’s parked truck. There were a lot of things Nic wanted to say, things she wanted to explain. But for someone who made a living writing words and giving characters voices, she was having a damn hard time finding the ones she wanted now.

			“So, this is me,” Roxy said as she grabbed the door handle of the truck, as if Nic hadn’t sat beside her in the passenger seat of it for the entire ride to the Ferrisburg Flea Market only two days before. “Guess I’ll see you around.”

			Nic’s heart sank. Disappointment was plainly written on Roxy’s face. Had she missed her chance to make things right because she was too concerned about finding the perfect words when all she really needed were honest ones? “No.”

			“No, I won’t see you around?” Roxy’s beautiful face scrunched up in confusion. “Are you leaving town again already? I thought your car wouldn’t be fixed for a few days yet.”

			Was it her imagination, or did the level of disappointment on Roxy’s face increase? Nic shook her head. “No. I mean, that’s not what I want.”

			“You…don’t want to see me around?”

			Good Lord, could she mess this up any worse? Nic closed her eyes and blew out a long breath, summoning something. Courage? Honesty? The sweet spot where the two intersected on a Venn Diagram of Humanity At Its Best? “I don’t want to just see you around. I want to see you more. Regularly. While I’m still here in Fisher’s Creek.” Ugh. Words. Make words come out of your mouth. “I want to hang out again like we did last night.”

			“Really? Are you sure?” The disappointment was gone from Roxy’s face and replaced by something that looked like annoyance. Her fists balled on her hips did nothing to soften it. “Because last night you couldn’t get out of this…how did you say it…damn town fast enough. So, I guess now I’m supposed to be some kind of distraction for you while you bide your time here in this terrible, godforsaken place?”

			“No. I mean, yes, I said that about Fisher’s Creek, but I was just frustrated about the car. I’m sorry I said it. I didn’t mean to hurt you, but I can see I did. I’m truly sorry.” Nic shifted her weight, rocking side to side, picking her words again. She was messing this up and she needed to make things right with Roxy—even if Roxy refused to spend any more time with her. “Look, we just connected after not speaking for thirty years. I don’t want to go that long without you again. I missed you.”

			“You missed me? You didn’t speak to me at all at graduation. You avoided me like the plague until you left for college, earlier than you were supposed to leave, I might add. I was the one who was left behind in Fisher’s Creek. You knew where to find me, but you didn’t. No calls, no letters. No contact at all for the past thirty years. So I’m not really here for this I missed you version of the story. And I shouldn’t be at all surprised that you couldn’t wait to leave me behind again.” Roxy was opening the truck door. Nic had picked the wrong words and now she was done. “It’s fine, Nic. We were kids then, we’re both adults now. We’re cool. I gotta get to work.”

			“Wait.” It was now or never. “There’s more to it than that. There’s something I need to talk to you about. Something I should’ve talked to you about thirty years ago.”

			Roxy rolled her eyes, clearly exasperated as she hitched her hip onto the driver’s seat. Teetering on the edge of hearing Nic out or making a run for it. For a moment, Nic was certain she was going to slam the door and drive away.

			“Please,” Nic croaked.

			Her pitiful pleading must’ve tempered Roxy’s heart. She tipped her head toward the passenger side. “Get in. It’s a Monday night and Zachroll’s should be pretty dead. You can talk in between me refilling the regulars.”

			 

			 

			Twenty minutes later, Nic was perched on a stool at one of the tall cocktail tables lining the wall by the bar at Zachroll’s. Roxy was right—at seven thirty on a Monday night, the place was quiet. A couple of old-timers sat at the bar nursing drafts and staring wordlessly at the baseball game on the wall-mounted television. A young couple was playing darts in the back corner, but their full pitcher would last them a while. Roxy cracked the caps off two IPAs and carried them over to Nic.

			“Okay. Talk,” she commanded as she settled onto the stool across from her.

			This was it. Thirty years of keeping the hurt bottled up was about to come undone, but the only way to move forward in any way with Roxy was to face the past. And after all the mixed signals on their nondate the night before, Nic definitely wanted to know if there was a way forward for the two of them. But would Roxy want the same? And would it even matter after the way Nic had behaved? Not only by disparaging her hometown and the life Roxy had made there, but also how she’d stayed away for all that time. Speaking the words in her heart would mean facing the humiliation of reliving that day back in school…with Roxy, of all people…but she couldn’t leave town again without finding out.

			“First of all, you need to know how very sorry I am for what I said last night. It was selfish of me to get so caught up in my own issues. I shouldn’t have even taken that phone call. It was rude for me to pick it up while we were in the middle of a project.” Nic paused and took a sip of beer. Liquid courage. She’d gotten out the first part. She was doing well. She had to keep rolling. “The truth is, back when we were in school, I had feelings for you that went beyond friendship. It was more like…romantic love.”

			Roxy chewed her bottom lip. “You’re telling me now that you had romantic feelings for me back in school?”

			“And I know that back then you weren’t into me. I saw the look of horror on your face that day when you heard those fucking gossips say I was in love with you. I couldn’t face you after that. I was afraid that I’d ruined our friendship, so I ran. Like a coward.” She swallowed hard, pushing on. “But I got back to Fisher’s Creek last week and saw you again, and all those feelings started coming back. Then I find out you’re dating women now, and we were spending time together. It felt like we were really reconnecting. Hanging out with you was comfortable—just like it used to be all those years ago. But I had to go and say something stupid and act like an ass in front of you. Ruining everything again. There’s really no excuse. I’m an idiot.”

			She got through it. She said all the words, but she still couldn’t quite lift her gaze to meet Roxy’s. The humiliation and the hurt that she’d felt as a teen that day by her locker came flooding back. She fought the urge to run out of the bar and leave it behind her again. She’d said what she needed to; she’d been honest with Roxy. At least now maybe she could move forward, even if she was moving forward alone.

			“Hey, look at me.” Roxy’s voice was gentle, barely audible over the din of the baseball game on the television and the Led Zeppelin song playing on the jukebox, but held enough command for Nic’s curiosity to get the best of her, and she finally looked up. “That day back in school when I saw you standing by your locker and I realized you were in love with me, that wasn’t horror you saw on my face. It was surprise and relief because I finally knew you felt the same way I did.”

			Nic nearly knocked over her beer. She was certain she misunderstood. “What are you saying?”

			A look of anguish crossed Roxy’s face. Maybe Nic wasn’t the only one who’d been holding on to hurt feelings all these years. “I’m saying when we were in high school, I was in love with you too.”

			Nic took a swig from her bottle, washing down this new information. Not to mention the shock. She’d never considered the possibility that Roxy had felt the same way. She’d just assumed the worst. “Why…” The emotions clogging her throat made it hard to speak. “Why didn’t you say anything back then?”

			“At first because I was scared too, I guess.” Roxy paused to take a drink. Her demeanor had changed since the conversation began outside the boutique. She no longer looked angry. Her eyes carried a lot more sadness than hardness now. It seemed the conversation wasn’t easy for either of them, but they were both making an effort to honestly express how they felt. That had to be a good sign. “Then after that day, you became so withdrawn. It was like you didn’t want anything to do with me. I figured you just weren’t ready, so I gave you your space. It was the early nineties in this small town. It wasn’t easy to come out. Believe me, I get it. But then you left without us ever talking about it, and that hurt. A lot.” She glanced over her shoulder at the patrons watching the game and their nearly empty beers. “Now here we are, thirty years gone, but both back in Fisher’s Creek. Like some kind of second chance.”

			A second chance. Nic choked down the surge of excitement that bubbled inside of her. Circumstances had lined
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