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  Dogwood Grove

Reading Order



Chocolates in January (A Year in Dogwood Grove series)
Hearts in February (AYIDG)
A day in Dogwood Grove: The Parade (AYIDG)
Flowers in March (AYIDG)
Paddles in April (AYIDG)
Picnics in May (AYIDG)
Discerning Blake (Wilson Brothers series)
Dances in June (AYIDG)
Paintings in July (AYIDG)
Games in August (AYIDG)
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  Chapter One


Jason
“So? What do you think?” Gregory Walker, an old college friend who I hadn’t seen for two years before today, asks. 
“It’s nice.”
What else can I say? He’s been showing me around his small town of Dogwood Grove for an hour. It’s quaint. And the old town with its cobblestone streets and brick houses certainly is cute. But it’s not enough time to get a feel for the people themselves, and that’s the part that really interests me.
“Let’s sit down and get some coffee.” He points to a coffee shop with outdoor tables and chairs taking up half of the pedestrian street. Most tables are full. It’s a beautiful spring day, and people are making the most of the big parasols and enjoying a little shade. “Avery makes the best cheesecake in the state. You have to try it.”
Now that is exciting. I’m a chef. In fact, culinary school is where Greg and I met. So, if he says it’s the best cheesecake in the state, I take his word seriously.
“Let’s do it.”
We grab the last free table, and I look through the small menu.
The Grove Grind Cafe is the name of the place. They have a wide selection of teas and juices and, of course, coffee.
“The sweets are on display inside,” Greg says, “but you have to try the cheesecake.”
He waves at the waitress, a teenage girl that looks like she’d rather be anywhere but here.
“Can I help you?” she asks, tapping her fingers against her notepad impatiently.
“Hi, Sophia,” Greg says. “Is your mom here? I want her to meet someone.”
“She’s in the back. Are you going to order something?”
“I’ll have a coffee,” I say.
“Me too. And two slices of cheesecake.”
She writes it down on the notepad, her pencil making angry scratching noises.
“Is everything alright?” Greg asks.
She shrugs. “Some people just don’t seem to understand that I work for tips. And they just want to sit here all day and not order anything.” She points the eraser end of her pencil at a table behind us.
I turn around to look, and my heart starts to beat faster.
She’s sitting there, typing away at her laptop, oblivious to the world around her. Just like last night. Just like this morning.
“I mean, she ordered a tea three hours ago. She didn’t even look up when I took her empty cup away.”
“Give her another tea, on me,” I say. “And a piece of cheesecake.”
“Do you want me to ask her first? What if she doesn’t like cheesecake?”
“She’ll like it.”
“How do you know?”
“I’m a chef, I’ve got a sixth sense for these things.”
That, and I watched her devour the cheesecake that was for dessert last night at the hotel.
Sophia stares me down, looking skeptical. “Fine, but you still have to pay for it if she returns it. And tip.”
Greg and I can’t help but smile at Sophia’s militant attitude.
“I will. I promise.”
“Fine.”
She doesn’t thank me for solving her problem but marches off inside like someone on a mission.
“See, this town has character,” Greg says.
“It will be a change from living in the city.”
“True. But you said you were tired of the city life.”
I am. I’m tired of always feeling like no matter how much I work, it’s just never enough. I want a simpler life.
I glance back at her.
She’s hunched so far over that her sleeve of her wide neck shirt fell down, exposing her rounded shoulder, making my hand itch with the desire to lift it back up for her just to see if her caramel skin is as soft as it looks. She’s staring at her screen with intensity as she bites down on her upper lip. Whatever she’s writing, it’s worrying her. Curiosity draws me in.
“You know her?” Greg asks.
I shake my head. “I’ve seen her around the hotel.”
“How’s Kate?”
I whip my head back to Greg, fantasies of talking to her slowly fading. “We broke up. Six months ago.”
“Oh. I’m sorry. Weren’t you engaged? What happened?”
Yes, we were. But that didn’t mean the same to her as it did to me.
“It didn’t work out.”
The resulting silence is unpleasant. And it’s not until Sophia comes out with our coffees that we both relax again.
“Mom will be right out,” she tells Greg as she precariously places a coffee cup in front of each of us.
Then, with a cup of tea still on her tray, she walks around us.
“It’s from the big guy,” I hear her say.
A few minutes ago, I was eager to smile at her as she took her drink. But after Greg mentioned Kate, all I want to do is crawl under a rock, so I pretend not to hear.
“It’s a beautiful day,” I say.
“Yes. The Cave also has an outdoor area for eating when the weather is nice.”
The Cave is the restaurant that I’m considering taking over.
Greg points down the street, but although it isn’t far, the Cave is around a corner, and we can’t see it from here.
“I’ll see it tomorrow.”
“Let me know if old Carl gives you any trouble. He’s not a bad guy, but he can be a bit eccentric.”
Greg is the one who put me in contact with Carl, the owner of the Cave, in the first place.
“He wasn’t any trouble over the phone. But I’ll see how it goes tomorrow.”
“Come to the Grill in the evening for dinner. My treat. You can tell me how it went.”
Greg’s family owns the Mountain View Grill, a restaurant just outside of Dogwood Grove with a beautiful view of the mountain.
“Deal.”
“Avery,” Greg calls when a red-headed woman comes out of the cafe.
The both of us stand.
“This is my friend, Jason, that I told you about.”
Avery shakes my hand. “Nice to meet you. You’re the one buying the Cave?”
“Well, I’m still thinking about it.”
We sit back down and Avery joins us.
“Like I told Greg,” she says, “if you need any help, feel free to ask. You’ll find that most of the small business owners in this town are friendly and want to help each other out. When one of us succeeds it helps everyone else succeed. At least that’s how most of us feel.”
She and Greg share a knowing look.
“Does someone not feel that way?”
Avery looks behind her as if to check if someone’s listening. “Carl. To be perfectly honest, most of us are glad he’s retiring. Don’t get me wrong, the Cave is a very successful business, but Carl is one of those people who thinks that we’re all competing against each other. He was an absolute pain when I opened the Cafe. He wanted the mayor to stop me from serving desserts so close to his restaurant.”
From the sudden stress lines on her face, I can tell that fighting him was quite an ordeal.
Sophia comes back with our cheesecakes. And I can tell without taking a bite that I’ve eaten one before.
“You sell your cheesecake to the hotel?”
“Yes. I make all of their desserts.”
Behind me, I hear Sophia dropping off her cheesecake, saying, “It’s from the big guy again. But you don’t have to eat it if you don’t want to.”
“No, I’ll eat it. But I can pay for it myself.”
Sophia sighs. “I just bring the food. If you want to pay, you’ll have to fight it out with him.”
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The moody teenager plunks something on the table next to me and says, “Here you go.” 
I tear my brain away from a savage dragon fight to look at what she put down.
Cheesecake.
Immediately my mouth waters and my stomach cramps as if I hadn’t eaten any food in two days. I look at the time on my laptop. It’s only been a few hours.
“I didn’t order this.”
“It’s from the big guy again.”
I look up at the cute guy from the hotel. But again, he ignores me, chatting with his group instead. I wish she would stop calling him “the big guy.” It’s true that next to his friend, he looks bigger, but although he has a bit of a belly, you can tell from the way he holds himself that a lot of it is muscle. He looks like he could easily throw me over his shoulder.
The cramp in my stomach turns to butterflies.
“You don’t have to eat it if you don’t want to,” the waitress continues.
I grab on to the plate, worried she’ll take it away. “No, I’ll eat it. But I can pay for it myself.”
She raises her hands up in front of her defensively. “I just bring the food. If you want to pay, you’ll have to fight it out with him.”
The very idea of standing up and interrupting his conversation to talk about who’s going to pay for my cake makes my body break out in a sweat. There’s no way that I’m doing that.
I can always just leave extra money on the table when I leave.
The awkwardness of the situation overshadows my excitement about the fact that the cute guy noticed me.
I get back to my laptop and the dragon fight. I don’t particularly enjoy writing the fighting parts of fight scenes, but they’re a great opportunity to add some good banter. I’m laughing to myself when the waitress accidentally bumps into my chair.
I look up and realize I haven’t eaten any of my cheesecake.
I push back the laptop and pull the plate in front of me. I cut a piece with the small fork and drop it into my mouth.
OMG.
It’s so good. As good as the one from the hotel last night.
I let out an involuntary moan. Then quickly look around to make sure no one heard it.
My eyes meet those of the cute guy, who’s smiling knowingly.
I smile back.
“Thanks,” I mumble, taking another bite.
He turns back to his friends, and I get back to my story.
The next time I look up, the cute guy is gone. The waitress comes to my table, a frustrated frown on her face. I don’t know what’s wrong with her, but she’s been like that all day.
“Are you going to order something else?”
She looks like she’s probably still in high school and would rather be doing anything else but working.
“Chamomile tea.”
A few more hours go by before my back gets so sore that I have to give up and leave.
I got a decent amount of work done. Though not the right work. Guilt gnaws at my stomach. I’m supposed to be writing an article about small towns, not working on my fantasy novel.
It’s not so bad, I still have the rest of the week to write my article. But I was supposed to be observing small-town life and got completely distracted. I’ve wasted half the day, and all I’ve learned is that they employ rude teenagers as waitresses.
I walk back to the hotel, carrying my heavy laptop in my backpack.
I brainstorm all the activities I could do in the afternoon. I need a walk or maybe a jog. But I don
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