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			Note to Readers

			Welcome to Wolf Creek!

			Square Spirits, Book 4 of my Wolf Creek Square Series, brings a new resident to this ever-growing tight-knit community. Zoe Miller has worked hard for two years to recover from a devastating divorce, and she’s ready to open her New Age shop among the traditional established businesses on the Square.

			Zoe becomes friends with the residents and shopkeepers from Quilts Galore (Book 1), Country Law (Book 2), and Rainbow Gardens (Book 3). These new people in her life are her guides to the Square’s annual activities and events that keep shoppers returning year after year.

			Nestled in rich farm land, Wolf Creek is a small fictional town west of Green Bay, Wisconsin. Unique to the town is Wolf Creek Square, a pedestrian-only area where historical buildings surround a picnic area, a stage used for concerts and festivals, flower gardens and walkways. The Square is a beautiful place year-round and is rapidly becoming a four season destination in Northeastern Wisconsin.

			Zoe guards her ability as a practicing psychic, even after buying the building on the corner that for many decades has been rumored to be haunted. Zoe has seen the spirits of the two young girls that reside in the building, but keeps their presence to herself, even as she learns more about the fires that caused their death.

			Reluctantly, Zoe admits that Eli Reynolds shifts her energy, but she’s committed to her independence, even as their paths continually cross. Zoe slowly realizes that on some level, Eli is a kindred spirit.

			While Zoe is new to Wolf Creek Square, many of her colleagues and friends can trace their family history to the early days of the town. More of the history of the town can be found in the other books in the series.

			I invite you to enjoy the comings and goings of this lively community, then visit my website, www.giniathey.com, to sign up for my newsletter. You never know what will happen next on Wolf Creek Square.

			Gini Athey

			2016
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“Spirits make me smile

			Ghosts make me shiver.”

			—Author Unknown

			 

			~~~~~~~~~~~

			 

			“As fine as wisps of smoke

			Spirits travel through the air

			To places far and near.

			Ever present, young and old,

			Gems we need not fear.”

			—Author Unknown
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			November

			1

			Seeing the girls’ faces in the upstairs window clinched my decision. That same day I made an offer on the building, and when it was accepted, my two years of searching came to an end. But even better, my life sparkled with all the possibilities of a new beginning.

			It hadn’t taken long to get a special feeling for Wolf Creek, Wisconsin, specifically the southeast corner of what was known as the Square. Not just an ordinary town square, this location was bustling and vital, and the primary attraction for locals and tourists alike. I sensed deep within me it was exactly the place where I’d achieve the inner peace I sought, along with the excitement of the new creative challenges I’d longed for.

			Even before buying the building, I knew I was especially sensitive to the energy in my newfound space. Not surprisingly, everything fell into place quickly after the girls showed me their faces. Of course, I told no one about their presence. I also was under no illusions about these spirits. I had my eyes wide open, and one way or another, these girls would have to be dealt with at some point in the future.

			The building itself was not such a daunting challenge. I’d have my retail business on the first floor and an apartment above it. Both areas had been newly renovated, and the shop was outfitted with almost everything I’d need to fling the doors wide open and greet the shoppers on Wolf Creek Square.

			Early one morning, I stood in the middle of the shop, with rays of sunlight coming through the window in the door. I was filled with gratitude that the first day of my new life was as bright and shiny as the key to the front door I turned over in my palm. Born and raised in Northeastern Wisconsin, I was well aware that the first of November could be cold and rainy, downright miserable. Even snow was not unheard of. But rather than think of what the day could have been, I focused on what it was, bright and cheerful.

			It had taken two men, cousins Nolan and Reed Crawford, working hard and fast to get my store ready to open. Their part was almost done, but my job had barely begun. First, though, a solo celebration. I raised my arms to my sides and made a quick turn all the way around, laughing to myself. I’d had a vision and what I saw exactly matched it. Not that I hadn’t bumped up against a bit of resistance, namely Reed and Nolan’s skepticism about the color scheme for the walls. I felt cocooned in the colors I’d imagined, starting with the deep plum at the baseboards, progressively lightening to violet, and then blending to sky blue where the walls met the ceiling.

			Nolan, the older of the two cousins, seemed to have had a better sense of the atmosphere I wanted to create, and surprised me with a sunburst in the center of the ceiling, done in a soft yellow-gold. He offered to paint over it if I didn’t want it. Not a chance.

			Although the renovation work and the trial and error involved in designing the store itself went smoothly, the building still held its secrets. Fortunately, what might put off other people were exactly the elements that attracted me.

			Early on, Nolan and Reed were thrown by the odd air currents circulating through both floors. Nolan had opened up about the dilemma after we’d discussed the wiring updates needed in the shop and the apartment.

			“Well, uh…you see, Zoe, we can’t explain it,” he said, “but sometimes it’s cold up there. The kind of cold where I need to grab my jacket. But then, it’s suddenly so hot I almost can’t breathe.”

			Suppressing a smile, I’d stuck my hand in the pocket of my slacks and rolled the familiar amethyst point between my thumb and index finger. It centered me, but also served as a reminder that sometimes staying quiet about what I knew was more effective than simply blurting out the truth. I was also relieved Reed and Nolan hadn’t found something as dramatic as scorched timbers when they tore out old wiring and plaster. Over my nearly 50 years, I’d learned to hold back explanations about what I knew—and experienced—because I wasn’t sure others were ready to hear what I had to say.

			I had yet to learn how much the local people understood about this building, other than being aware it had been vacant for many years. Most people in town had heard idle speculation about the building being haunted. Strange happenings, some said. Even the mayor of Wolf Creek, Sarah Hutchinson, had been surprised I had bought the place so quickly and without reservation.

			So, rather than alarming Nolan and Reed, maybe scaring them off, I played it safe and muttered something about calling the furnace guys to check it out. I assured them I’d see to it, and besides, the problem was likely easily fixed by HVAC techs. That wasn’t true, but the explanation would settle the matter with Nolan and Reed, at least for the time being.

			In reality, the shift in air currents was only odd or scary to those who didn’t know about the two young spirits living in the building. Who they were when they’d been living girls I couldn’t say, so I gave them names that popped into my head and seemed to fit: Grace, the cool one, and Rose, the hot entity.

			My unwillingness to explain the situation to the two men was part of my resolve to tread carefully in my new town. I didn’t want Nolan and Reed spreading the word that I was a bit of an eccentric, even a bit of a nutty fortuneteller. I’d have a failed business on my hands before I could welcome the first customer.

			I had to face facts. Taking on the persona of Madame Zoe, an amusing fortuneteller, at the Square’s Labor Day Celebration was one thing, an acceptable label for an event that also featured face painting for the kids and grilled hot dogs and burgers for sale. But having an actual psychic in their midst, one who saw spirits? No, that likely would be something else entirely in my new community.

			I’d questioned my judgment about allowing myself to be anything other than Zoe Miller, psychic medium, but somehow, I hadn’t seen the harm in being the slightly exotic Madame Zoe for the day. Besides, the Square’s festival had been a turning point for me. First, I’d managed to convince Eli Reynolds, an attractive man, but kind of a grouch, to alter the arrangement of the festival’s booths in order to give me the exact spot on the Square where the energy was most suitable for me. No matter that the spot happened to be in front of Farmer Foods, a store he and his twin brother owned. Second, I noted immediately that my own spirit quieted in this little town. A sense of peace washed over me—at long last—and I breezed through my day as a festival fortuneteller. Everything flowed from that event, including finding my new home and starting the business I’d dreamed of for a long time.

			Granted the wisdom of being Madame Zoe for a day was an open question. Nonetheless, there I was, only weeks later, standing in my very own shop, Square Spirits, spontaneously taking another 360 degree turn to embrace the energy in the space.

			The buzzer on the back door rang and interrupted my train of thought. That was okay, because I had mountains of work ahead of me.

			***

			Twenty minutes after propping open the back door, I said goodbye to the delivery truck driver and watched him pull away. When I locked the door behind me, I turned to stare at the two dozen boxes stacked in piles of twos and threes around the room. I longed to grab my handy pocket knife and dive into the cartons and get my hands on every item I’d ordered. Just thinking about the contents of the cartons brought the sense of excitement I’d felt the day I placed the order. I had looked forward to my Grand Opening Party, the grand opening of the boxes, that is.

			I took a deep breath. Slow down, Zoe, first things first. The glass shelving and display cases, and even the floor, needed preparation. Nothing, not even one crystal could be placed and displayed until I rid my shop of the last bit of telltale dust left behind from the new construction.

			I grabbed the handy-vac and got started on the glass shelves, all the while basking in my vision of the kind of shop Square Spirits would be. I’d open the doors the next day, if all went well. The name had been blissfully easy to come up with for my new shop. Square because of the location, and Spirits because I’d sell candles, different varieties of polished stones, crystal jewelry, pendulums, note cards, blank journals, calendars, books, and other items that fit the definition of a New Age shop. But Spirits had another meaning, too, because my family owned DmZ Winery, located south of Green Bay.

			As I prepared to open my shop I also polished the wooden wine racks Nolan and Reed had installed where I’d stock selected varieties of the best DmZ wine.

			I hadn’t been all that enthusiastic about selling the family’s wines, but it was a peace offering to my older brother, Devin. He’d expected me to stay and help him run the winery now that congestive heart failure had slowed down our dad and diminished his vitality. My biggest challenge with my family dynamics was trying to get Devin to understand that creating a new life in Wolf Creek wasn’t about abandoning him or our parents and the winery.

			I checked my watch. I’d made reservations for dinner for the four of us at Crossroads, the restaurant inside the Inn on the Square. I knew full well Devin might make a statement and refuse to come along, and we’d be three at dinner. I mentally went back and forth between hoping he’d come and wishing Devin would stay away and spare me his attitude. He’d been so unpredictable lately, one day grudgingly accepting of my impending move, the next openly hostile.

			But family conflict aside, even if my parents arrived alone, I wanted them to see me busy settling in, excited and happy. With the cleanup done, it was time for my reward, namely, sorting through the boxes, starting with the one with the fat invoice envelope taped to the outside.

			As I pulled out my knife, a sense of déjà vu washed over me, but there was nothing otherworldly about it. I’d opened hundreds, thousands, of cartons of supplies when I’d taken on the position of office manager for Tyler’s clinic. Tyler Goodman, ex-husband. My business mind had been forged as I’d thrown myself into the work that would eventually bring him, and his partners and best friends, great success. By association, of course, I’d enjoyed that success, too. I used to joke that my job at the clinic was to handle all those little details Tyler and his partners and the other doctors they’d hired hadn’t wanted to bother with.

			At the beginning that included unpacking equipment and supplies and developing systems to keep track of what came in and what went out. Eventually, our hired staff took that over, but I oversaw their training, including the various computer programs I’d had customized to keep the ever-growing clinic running like a well-calibrated machine.

			Now, acting on my own behalf, I needed to compare the invoice list with the items in the boxes. Slow and steady. I laughed to myself. I’d recovered from my divorce slowly, and almost steadily. It had taken a full two years to find myself this new life, but here it was.

			I took a deep breath and sliced the blade through the tape on the box, and pulled out the shredded paper packing material, which soon scattered around my feet. The faint aroma of lavender wafted up from one of the larger cartons. Not surprising, since I’d chosen lavender as a theme for my shop. That’s why I’d wanted the walls to gradually change from the deepest shades of purple to light lavender, mirroring the variety of shades of amethyst, my signature stone. I lifted lavender candles, some square, some round, from their individual nests in the box and arranged them on a low glass shelf.

			As if the candles and their colors solidified my presence in the shop, with new vigor I unpacked the smaller boxes of stones, pendants, and other shapes, sizes, and colors of candles from the large shipping boxes, along with crystal and amethyst necklaces and earrings. I dug another carton until I found the CDs I was looking for. Nolan and Reed had wired speakers, giving me the ability to play music from my computer, but I was also selling CDs. I chose one that I knew was a lively combination of Celtic fiddle and drums, and put it in the player behind the counter. As I hummed along with the music, I arranged the collection of CDs on the shelf I set aside for them.

			With candles and stones, journals and CDs in place, I stepped back to breathe in the peace and beauty I’d created with my first displays. I had a long way to go, but I was off to a great start. Any lingering apprehension about the challenges ahead had vanished.

			Lost in having so much fun, I startled at the knock on my front door. Since I’d told my family to come to the back entrance with the truck, the Square being designated as pedestrian only, I was curious about who would be paying me a visit.

			Looking through the glass window, I recognized Eli Reynolds’ sister. I couldn’t recall her name, though, but I swung the door open wide. “Come in, come in. Excuse the mess. I’m unpacking my inventory.”

			She stood in the doorway, a slight frown forming between her brows. It occurred to me she was afraid to come inside. The girls. No surprise. She probably wondered if the building truly was haunted. Not the word I’d have used. Grace and Rose hadn’t made themselves known the last few days, what with all of the commotion of Reed and Nolan finishing the last details of the remodeling.

			I reached out to touch my visitor and coaxed her inside like I would a young child. “Come on in.”

			The woman held a bouquet of flowers tight to her body, but then stretched her arm to hand the vase to me when she crossed the threshold.

			“Thank you. These are beautiful.” I set the vase on the glass counter. The vibrant colors of gold and rust and burgundy mums added another bright spot to the space that was still three-quarters bare.

			“You’re welcome.” She moved tentatively about the room, touching a candle here, a pendulum there, running her hands over the wooden shelf on the wine side of the shop. As she walked around, she relaxed and accepted my invitation to sit in the lone chair in the room. The small table and chairs I’d ordered hadn’t been delivered yet.

			“It’s soothing in here.” She sat back into the chair and closed her eyes.

			“The colors…” I stopped myself from explaining the effect colors have on mood. Eli’s sister was a florist, so she knew a thing or two about color and mood. It was nearing the point when I’d be forced to ask her name if she didn’t offer it first.

			“It’s more than that. The whole atmosphere is soothing.” Opening her eyes, she spread her arms wide, as I’d done earlier, as if embracing the energy. “When I need a break from Rainbow Gardens, I’ll stop by.”

			“You’re welcome to come anytime,” I said, meaning it. “Maybe we can have a cup of tea together sometime.” I waved to the back. “A table and chairs will be delivered soon.” I laughed. “Then I’ll be able to entertain, if you know what I mean.”

			She nodded and walked to the front door. “I almost forgot to introduce myself. I’m Megan Reynolds. You met so many people when you were our fortuneteller last fall that you couldn’t possibly remember everyone. Of course, you worked with my brother Eli, since he was in charge of the booths.”

			Megan, of course. “Oh, yes, I remember Eli. He was so accommodating. And Sarah was, too. It was a fun day. I’m glad to meet you…again.”

			“Hurry with your unpacking. Take it from me, you’ll have customers knocking on your door before you’re ready.”

			When she opened the door, a cool gust of November air sent the bits of packing paper skittering across the floor. But Megan seemed not to notice. Instead, she reached up and tapped the corner of the door. “Oh, one quick thing. Be sure to have Nolan install a bell for you. Every shop has one.”

			“I see.” I recalled Sarah saying the same thing, but it had slipped my mind. “I’ll get on that.”

			“Good. Your shop sounds lonely without it.”

			I smiled at her characterization, thinking of my invisible partners, Grace and Rose. I watched Megan go on her way across the Square. When I closed the door and turned back to look into my shop, the sight of the bouquet, my first “Welcome to the Square” gift, sent a ripple of excitement through me.

			If Megan’s prediction of customers descending on me turned out to be right, I needed to get moving. I bypassed boxes on the floor and went to the storage cabinet near the back door and pulled out the small cash register and credit card supplies. So different from the old-style hefty machines that ate up space on retail store counters. My shop might be filled with ancient symbols, but its technology was as updated as I could manage. I also grabbed a supply of different sized Square Spirits bags and gift boxes, and arranged the small boxes and tissue paper reserved for packaging pendants and pendulums.

			I spent the next few hours sorting what I’d display now and what inventory I’d stash in the basement or in the back room to bring out as needed. I hoped I could enlist my brother to help with that. If not, I’d haul the boxes downstairs myself and organize and label them later. I wanted to be sure I could get my hands on chunks of green or orange calcite or amethyst points or scented candles without rummaging through every carton.

			With only three more boxes to go, I uncovered my crown jewel, the single display piece that was not for sale. Its purpose was to inspire a little awe, and attract a shopper’s eye to the smaller pieces on the surrounding shelves. A large amethyst geode, cave-like and sparkling inside, it took both hands to carry the heavy stone to the glass shelf. Since I was almost six feet tall, I didn’t need a ladder or even low stool to put it exactly where I wanted it in the middle of the wall. After making sure the stone was secure, I adjusted the overhead spotlight to enhance the sparkling purple stone.

			I made quick work of the remaining boxes of cards and artistically designed blank journals and a small number of books with spiritual themes. I would wait to order more titles until I learned what the bookshop on the Square stocked. It would do me no good to unintentionally start out as a competitor with a colleague.

			With my family due any minute, I whisked away the remaining unpacked shipping boxes and stashed them at the back of the store. If Megan was right, I could have customers surprise me and I wanted them to have plenty of room to wander around. I broke down the empty cartons and hauled them out the back door and across the alleyway. I was struggling to keep the lid of the recycling bin open with one hand and stuff in the cartons with the other when Eli stepped out of the back door of Sarah’s office. I stutter-stepped when I saw him.

			“Hi, Eli.” My mind went blank. I had no follow up. Not the best way to begin a neighborly conversation.

			“Need some help here, Zoe?” He lifted the lid of the recycle container and held it open while I threw in the rest of the boxes I’d stacked alongside. “Any more inside?”

			I hadn’t expected Eli’s openness and willingness to help. At the festival he’d avoided me, but had he thought I wouldn’t notice the furtive glances he cast my way the whole weekend? Eli was a serious skeptic. I didn’t need to be a psychic to see that he thought Madame Zoe was a fake.

			“No more empties for now, but thank you.”

			“Okay then.” He hesitated. “I… I…”

			That was as far as it got. He waved and hurried off in the direction of Farmer Foods, kitty corner in the Square from Square Spirits.

			I was about to enter the back door when the beep of a car horn stopped me. I spun around and saw my mom driving the winery’s shiny silver truck. Wow! I’d have a selection of wine to get started. No Devin, though, so the bulk of it would have to be delivered later.

			Knowing Mom would have made the selection of what to bring in the truck, I was eager to see the combinations she’d put together. Probably everything from the driest table reds and whites to the sweetest and most popular of the DmZ fruit wines.

			Hugs all around got us started on solid footing. We’d stay congenial as long as we didn’t bring up Devin’s absence.

			“I brought the dolly,” Dad said, “so it shouldn’t be too hard for you to load up the cartons and bring them inside.”

			“And I’ll help arrange everything,” Mom said.

			Of course, this was her way to ease past the fact that Devin wouldn’t be around to help out, and Dad was certainly no longer able to do this kind of physical work. With them following me, I went inside the shop and pointed to the chair for Dad.

			I propped open the back door and stacked the first three cartons on the dolly and after bringing them inside, I unloaded them next to the wine racks. It took two more trips before all nine cartons were inside. Dad started opening them while Mom went off to park the truck in the lot behind the Square. He insisted on helping me fill the racks, but left me to arrange the single-bottle displays. Dad never claimed to have an eye for design, at least not to the level of Mom’s and Devin’s skills. He always said he was a wine-maker, not a wine salesman. Devin and Mom had a good portion of each skill, with Mom being the expert label designer and wine shop keeper. During the past two years, I helped out where I was most needed, usually handling displays and inventory, not unlike the way I’d spent my day.

			When Mom came back, I asked her to do a walk-through of the shop and give me her opinion of the way I’d organized it. I still had time to tweak here and there, to add more visual appeal to the items I stocked. And as of that moment, I was now in the business of selling the family’s wine. Devin or no Devin, it was exciting.

			Mom tapped my arm to get my attention. She gestured toward the shelves of candles and glass bowls of stones, the calendars and journals accessible in small bins. “Shall I start putting price labels on the wine? You seem to have everything else in the shop displayed beautifully.”

			“Thanks,” I said, grinning with pleasure. Her good opinion of the look of the shop meant a lot to me. I reached into a drawer under the counter and took out the labels I’d written up. “Despite the computer programs, I have a hunch customers will like those price stickers on everything I sell. They can easily keep track of what they’re spending, and when I slash the prices for a sale, they’ll see that, too.”

			“That’s what we found at the wine tasting parties,” Mom said. “In fact, once I started putting prices on the wine—and the glasses—I sold more of them.”

			A light knock on the front door diverted my attention from Mom and the wine. Because I’d forgotten to unlock the door, Sarah and Nolan were waiting outside. Secretly, I’d hoped for customers to make my launch official, but it was just as well no one showed up. A locked door wouldn’t have conveyed a warm invitation.

			I hurried to let them in, noting Sarah looking beyond me at Mom working at the racks. On alert as usual, Sarah no doubt wanted to see for herself what kinds of items I’d be selling.

			“A lot of activity out back.” Sarah absently patted the silver tray where Mom had arranged blush and white wine. “I want to make sure you have everything you need.”

			Nolan lifted a small bell and shook it so it jingled. “Megan called a little bit ago and said you needed a bell—pronto. That’s how she put it. So here I am.”

			Was everyone always so meddlesome? I liked Megan and Sarah, but really, I could have managed a silly bell.

			But this was not the time to rock the boat, so I swallowed my irritation and thanked them all for coming by. “I’m glad you have a chance to meet my family.” I made formal introductions and then waved Sarah deeper into the shop to what I considered the heart of what I offered. It was where I envisioned shoppers clustered around the stones and candles and pendants, browsing through books and calendars that prominently featured the phases of the moon, deep space images, and inspirational quotes.

			Sarah wasted no time launching into her description of how sensational the holiday season was for the shop owners and visitors. When my mother came up behind me, Sarah handed both of us a welcome brochure she’d written and designed. “This explains a little about the history of the Square and our town. I think Zoe’s business will add something unique and special.”

			“I agree, Sarah. And it’s nice to see Zoe happy again, too.” Mom put her hand on my shoulder and gave me a quick squeeze.

			Again? I winced against the implication. No one here knew my personal history and I intended to keep it that way. Mom made me sound like a problem case—not to mention about ten years old. Meanwhile, Dad sat in the chair by the wine racks taking it all in, including, I’m sure, my grimace as I turned away.

			Time to change the subject and put someone else in the spotlight. I called out to Nolan and waved him over to where Mom, Sarah, and I stood. I pointed to the ceiling. “Nolan painted the sunburst on the ceiling. What do you think?”

			“It’s gorgeous,” Mom said.

			“I can’t even take credit for the idea. It was all Nolan’s.”

			Grinning self-consciously, Nolan asked what else he could do to help.

			I led him to the back and chatted with him about additional display space I’d need in the future. In his usual affable way, he said I only needed to give him the signal to start. Then he took off out the back door at the exact time the delivery truck pulled up.

			“Must be some furniture arriving,” I said.

			Nolan and I went out to the alleyway as the driver and his sidekick unloaded the two tables. I led the men back inside to point out where I wanted them. “The small table goes in the front window area, and the larger one near the back.” I had to wait a few more days for the chairs.

			The delivery guys went back to the truck to get the items for my apartment, and Nolan clomped up the stairs to assemble the pieces. Mom joined Dad at the wine racks, and when Sarah’s phone rang, she said her goodbyes.

			Comings and goings through the front and back all day it seemed. And it happened again. Barely a minute after Sarah left across the Square, the delivery men hauled a couple of empty cartons out with them through the back, and my first customers came in through the front door—to the pleasant jingle of the newly installed bell.
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			2

			“Are you open?” A group of three young women stood behind a fourth, the one who asked the question.

			My body began to tingle as I shifted into saleswoman mode. “Yes, I’m open,” I said, “as of right now.” I swept my arm in a big “come on in” gesture. “You are my first customers.”

			Their faces lit up in surprise, and I responded with a delighted sigh. “As you can see, I’m still putting out inventory, and unpacking and arranging the shop, but please, come in and look around.”

			I pointed to my mother and explained that we’d finished stocking my family’s wine only a few minutes earlier. “Judith and Russ Miller, my parents, owners of DmZ Winery, are even here to answer questions.”

			I spotted an empty wine carton and whisked it away as the quartet of customers headed in different directions.

			Dad stood and slowly walked to the back of the shop as Mom followed with the folding chair. I listened to the ripple of “ohs” and “ahs.” Music to my ears.

			Trying to look casual, I ambled over to the register and squared the piles of shopping bags stacked on the shelf below the counter. Then I took out the small business card holder and cards I’d had printed just in time. If customers were ready to buy, I was ready to sell.

			And buy they did.

			“We’re Christmas shopping early,” one said, as I used padded recycled paper to wrap one of my prized rose quartz stones, exactly the size to sit comfortably in my palm. I placed it at the bottom of a small shopping bag and handed it to a young woman, in her early twenties or so. Tall like me, and with thick dark brown hair flowing down her back, just like mine, she could have been my daughter. Right down to the dark brown eyes. An auspicious sign? That my first customer so closely resembled me? That’s how I chose to see it.

			“And as a grand opening gift,” I said, “here’s a complimentary lavender-scented votive candle. I hope you visit again soon.”

			The woman grinned broadly as she glanced around. “And that won’t be long. I could get into a lot of trouble in a store like this.”

			Her companions laughed with her and nodded. Each had a small item, a candle, a tiny crystal, and for the third woman, a pocket mirror about the size of a silver dollar with a collaged peace dove illustration encased in glass on the back. “Ah, I see you found these. I was afraid their basket would be lost in the shuffle.”

			“I spotted them right away,” the woman said. “By the way, my friends and I like to come out here for Black Friday sales and Small Business Saturday events on the Square. You’ll be part of it, won’t you?”

			“You bet I will,” I said. “I hear that weekend is really something. And I’ll have more stock, lots of new items.”

			“Well, those are the days we do our major shopping.” The woman patted the side of the shopping bag holding the rose quartz. “I already have my sister’s gift. She’s crazy for rose quartz.” Glancing around, she said, “Hmm…I see a store filled with girlfriend gifts.”

			Her three companions laughed, and I joined in, but I also filed that remark away. Of course! Stones and candles and journals and note cards were exactly the kind of small gifts women bought for each other. I fought off a heavy wave of sadness. For all kinds of reasons, I lacked the pleasure of close women friends. That was no one’s fault but mine, although I’d blamed the demands of the lifestyle Tyler wanted as a reason I hadn’t carved out more of a life of my own.

			“Whenever the shops on the Square are open, Square Spirits will be, too,” I said, bringing my attention back to the women.

			The shopper who had discovered the pocket mirror had wandered back to the wine racks and I picked up enough of the conversation to hear Mom describe the array of weekend activities at the winery. She was a born saleswoman, with an infectious smile. Although I had to develop a style for myself, one that fit the energy in the shop, I’d learned the basics from the best.

			“So, a bottle of pinot noir to go with your mirror,” I said when the wine shopper approached the counter for the second time. I finished the transaction and double-checked to be sure each woman had a lavender votive, and off they went.

			I stood at the counter and closed my eyes, concentrating on the hazy glow that cloaked me from head to toe. I’d organized my shop, opened the door, was freely handed a new marketing idea, and made my first sale. First four sales. Thank you!

			As soon as the door closed, it opened again. Sarah had returned. “Shoppers already? Terrific!”

			Her boisterous voice brought me back to earth. “Ah, yes, my first customers.” Still lightheaded, I tried to think of something clever to say, but came up empty.

			Sarah had a folder in her hand and put it on the counter. “I came back because I wanted you to see the ad we’re going to run. We’re promoting your shop as our newest attraction.”

			“Really? That’s fantastic. When will it be printed?”

			“Thanksgiving weekend and the weekend before. Can’t do a better setup for a new shop than that.” Sarah opened the folder and turned it toward me so I could see it.

			Glancing down, I checked the spelling of Square Spirits, and my contact information, including my Facebook page. Although I was featured prominently, the ad was inclusive and listed every shop on the Square, including the coffee shop, Biscuits and Brew, which everyone called B and B. The restaurant, Crossroads, was also highlighted, along with all the retail stores. Country Law, a law firm on the Square, was the only non-retail business in the colorful ad.

			“Thanks so much,” I said. “I can honestly say that I’ve never felt more welcomed anywhere than I have here on the Square.”

			“Good. That’s the way we like it.” She handed me a schedule of business association meetings for November and December, explaining that she always added notes about tour buses and other groups of visitors arriving, usually on the weekends during the holidays, and almost every day in the summer. I noticed that a community shopping tour bus would be coming through on Saturday.

			“I’ll be ready,” I said confidently.

			The sound of heavy boots on the stairs distracted both Sarah and me. Nolan! I’d nearly forgotten about him. He ambled over to the counter to join Sarah and me there. “So, we put the legs on the table and set the bed up.”

			“Hey, home and business, ready to go,” I said with a laugh.

			Nolan frowned. “Uh, has the furnace been checked? I’m still feeling those hot and cold spots up there. Weird.”

			Sarah’s upper body pulled back, putting distance between us.

			This building had a certain reputation, and Sarah knew the rumors.

			I nodded to her to communicate my understanding of the situation. But I waved off Nolan. “The heating guys are coming next week to check it out.”

			Before the conversation went any further, Mom called from across the shop to tell me she had a question about the wine. Sarah and Nolan took advantage of an opportunity to leave and get on with their day.

			“What’s wrong with the furnace?” Mom asked in a pointed tone.

			Mom’s intuitive powers were stronger than mine, and she was never shy about using them when it came to her family. Ironically, both Mom and I could accurately read many situations, but we weren’t always so good at assessing situations affecting those close to us.

			“Russ?” She went around the wine racks and headed to the back, where Dad sat reading a magazine. “Do you feel well enough to get us coffee from that place, you know, the one they call B and B?”

			She wants him out of earshot. She knows something.

			Dad stood and stretched his arms over his head. “I sure do. Much rather do something useful than sit here all day.”

			He grabbed his jacket and took our coffee order and left, with Mom and me standing by the window watching the Square. Keeping my tone low, acknowledging not just the secrecy, but the calm I wanted to maintain when I talked about it, I told Mom about seeing the fire and the girls I’d named Grace and Rose screaming in the upstairs windows.

			“Then and there, I decided to buy the building,” I said, “and I made an offer later that day.”

			Mom only nodded. “I see.”

			She’d have added more if something meaningful came to her. Of that I was sure. “I understand the shifting air currents, but unsuspecting Nolan thinks the furnace is seriously flawed.”

			Later, we finished our coffee as daylight faded. I turned on the shop lights and tested the strategically placed spotlights. I liked what I saw. Every area of the shop sparkled, from the crystals and amethyst to the gold and silver trays under the wine bottles. Every surface seemed to reflect the light, adding extra illumination to everything in the room.

			Mom had put one of Devin’s award-winning wines on a shelf in front of a mirror. The spotlight highlighted the award medallion she’d hung on the neck of the bottle. The display made its own statement about the quality of the DmZ Winery.

			“Gorgeous,” Mom said.

			I nodded, but my reaction ran along the lines of almost. As I scanned the room, the wine side of the shop felt heavy with the wooden shelves and the dark bottles of red wine, at least compared to the glass shelves and progressive shades of lavender walls. My first impulse was to balance the room by adding focal points using royal purple velvet cloth under some of my stone and pendant displays, but I held back, choosing to leave well enough alone. I could make changes tomorrow or next week. My body felt lighter knowing that for the first time in many years, no one else had a voice in the decisions I made, big or small.

			Dad had bought a local newspaper and went to the table in the back, along with Mom. She could tell I needed to be alone and quiet amidst my displays. But I wouldn’t be alone for long. As I straightened up my wrapping supplies, a couple with a small boy came inside and sent the bell jingling.

			I stepped out from behind the counter. “Welcome to Square Spirits.”

			“Welcome to you.” The man extended his hand. “I’m Nathan Connor, from Country Law. My wife, Lily, and son, Toby.”

			“Doris Parker and I own Pages and Toys,” Lily said, “on the opposite corner of the Square.”

			“Oh, yes, when I was here before, I noticed your clever windows. I’m glad you stopped in. Not only am I open for business, I had my first customers today.”

			“There you go, starting off with a bang,” Nathan said, grinning.

			“How wonderful for you.” Lily squeezed Toby’s shoulders. “Always exciting around here, huh?”

			A blurry, almost fuzzy feeling came over me, and I reached out to touch the corner of the counter to keep my balance. I knew the feeling well and couldn’t will it away. Even if I’d wanted to. And I didn’t.

			Storm clouds broke apart and allowed sunlight to shine through. Both Nathan and Lily had come through awful times, even before they met. More troubles followed, but they enjoyed some good fortune now—and the little boy…

			Nathan’s deep male voice broke into the vision. “We’re on our way to Crossroads to pick up hamburger platters for dinner.” He ruffled the young boy’s hair. “Toby got to choose tonight’s supper.”

			“Boy, lucky you, Toby. I’m going to Crossroads tonight, too, with my mom and dad.”

			Grinning, but obviously not overly impressed with that news, Toby said, “Come on, Dad. I’m hungry.”

			Lily laughed. “You’re always hungry.” She turned her attention to me. “I’ll come back on my own to do some serious shopping.”

			I took in a couple of deep breaths as the three moved to the front of the shop and out the door. Looking out the window, I watched as they flanked Toby, each taking a hand as they walked away.

			By the time we finished unpacking, Mom and Dad were ready to head home. I’d noticed Dad fading and offering a rain check for a Crossroads dinner made sense. When I walked them to their truck and hugged them goodbye, I realized I was so much better than okay. I decided one of those burger platters little Toby mentioned sounded good to me, and I was in high spirits when I left for Crossroads to put in my takeout order. I was ready to fling open the door to my new life and invite in whatever the fates had in store for me.
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			Later that night, too excited to sleep, I honored the urge I had to go downstairs and take a last look at my not-quite-finished shop. I took deep breaths as I walked around the space, the atmosphere serene as midnight approached. I touched the counter and the glass shelves guided only by the light from the antique lamp posts in the Square. The subtle fragrance from the lavender candles lined up in their bins teased my nostrils. I’d have liked to light one, but I instinctively knew Grace and Rose would never allow an open flame, and I wouldn’t want to terrorize them. Fortunately, they tolerated candles, as long as no one lit one. The battery run luminaries were a nice substitute.

			I meandered through the shop, sifting my fingers through the small gemstones in their bowls, rearranging the journals, and straightening the fringed silk scarves, hand-dyed with various types of angel images. Talk about a wonderful girlfriend gift. In my shop, though, I decided that I’d refer to these items as girl gifts, a more up-to-date term.

			Sarah and Megan had agreed I was launching Square Spirits at the perfect time. I had the holiday season until the end of the year to see what flew off my shelves and into my Square Spirits bags. I’d soon know if customers showed greater interest in gemstones and candles than the solar system calendars. Would my New Age greeting card collection attract any attention at all? Perhaps the blank journals and the scarves would be among my best gift items. Whatever they wanted, I would be sure to match their demand.

			I went upstairs and poured a half a glass of red wine and sat at my new table to go over what was ahead in the coming days. I first scanned the written guide for shop owners Sarah had given me, and noted that she’d highlighted the business association meetings for November and December. I was not only welcome, I was expected to attend. And then there was the day-long bus tour arriving the weekend before Thanksgiving. She’d even handwritten “Be prepared” in the margin.

			Looking at it, my first reaction was to laugh, because Megan had said the same thing, and not in her usual airy, almost carefree tone. Forewarned is forearmed. These bus tours must be quite the happening. I made my own note to make sure I had more shelves filled with inventory between now and that weekend.

			From where I sat, I could see most of my open-space apartment. Only the bedroom and the bathroom were separate rooms. Granted, the space looked nearly empty, but that was okay. So much of this move was a shift away from the old and walking into the new. A giggle escaped. New life and all that aside, psychic abilities or not, I still needed to eat. My food stores included a bottle of wine. It was time for a trip to Farmer Foods before opening time in the morning. Like B and B, Farmer Foods turned on its lights no later than 7:00. And I’d likely see Eli there.

			And why would I want to see Eli?

			Curiosity, I told myself. Simple curiosity. That was all. Besides, other than appearing at my side to help me stuff broken down cartons into the recycle bin, I hadn’t run into him. I was still pondering the mystery of Eli when the lavender aroma coming from the electric diffuser worked its magic and sent me off to bed. I was asleep within seconds of pulling the comforter around my chin.

			If only the morning had started off as well. First, I slept later than I’d planned, and when I stumbled into the kitchen and reached into the cabinet I expected to find coffee. But no, all I found was an unopened box of green tea. But green tea didn’t cut it for the morning. Freshly brewed coffee was my essential morning drink.

			I quickly dressed in jeans and my favorite Irish knit sweater. I pulled my comfy black suede ankle boots out of a bag of shoes I hadn’t yet unpacked. After running a brush through my hair, I headed to B and B for coffee. Food shopping was second in line.

			I opened the door to a cacophony of voices, laughter, and the ear-piercing whine of the espresso machine. Sarah waved and pointed to an open chair next to her.

			Above the noise I heard Eli’s voice, “Yeah, she’s the fortune teller.”

			My blood boiled at his biting sarcasm. Surely the man knew I was not a fortuneteller, much as he liked to hang that term on me. Be honest, Zoe, you hung it on yourself.

			True enough. But didn’t everyone know that fortunetellers were part of carnivals and magic shows? How ignorant was the man, anyway? Didn’t he understand that I was an established psychic, able to gather impressions of past or future events for other people? Not that I was ever able to predict my own future. So frustrating.

			I ordered my coffee and reached into my handbag. But Stephanie—Steph—offered to open an account, billing me once a month for anything I bought. She went on to say she did that for all the Square’s shopkeepers and their employees.

			The chair Sarah pulled out for me was at the women’s table. Of course. I suppressed a smile. They so reminded me of Mom and Dad and their contemporaries, but when in Rome and all that. As I slid into my seat, I had a clear view of the men’s table, especially Eli, whose head was turned so I saw only his profile, but that was enough.

			The image of a young man with his face pinched in pain. Such a big loss.

			The thought, the vision, crossed my mind, but disappeared just as fast. The sense of loss surrounding Eli remained, though.

			Attempting to shake off those images, I swallowed a big mouthful of coffee and turned away to focus on the women talking about the busy days ahead.

			I came in on the conversation just as Sarah said, “Let’s not forget these are magical days on the Square, not just hectic ones. We’ll be lighting our tree soon, and putting up our unique collection of wreaths.” She stretched her arms out. “These tables could soon start filling up with shoppers arriving early and coming here for breakfast.”

			“Wow,” I said. “Sometimes I wonder how you all do it!”

			Marianna, the quilt shop owner, chuckled at my remark. “You know, Zoe, I’ve never forgotten my first Thanksgiving on the Square. I’d moved here in the spring with Rachel, my step-daughter, and her son, Thomas. Quilts Galore was open and thriving, but without any warning, Rachel’s estranged mother rushed into the shop with an officer from the Sheriff’s Department, talking about getting legal custody of Thomas.”

			“That sounds awful,” I said, feeling a rush of panicky emotion around the incident, even without knowing the facts. Others shifted in their seats as she continued.

			“The whole thing was absurd,” Marianna said, “because Rachel was well on her way to her eighteenth birthday, and she knew her rights. Still she took Thomas and hid, while I called Jack Pearson of Country Law. He and his wife, Liz, are my oldest friends.”

			“Since the whole incident was public,” Sarah interjected, “it created quite a stir.”

			Marianna nodded. “That’s for sure, and within minutes, many of the owners had left their shops and stood right at my open door, like a support system. They showed up even before they knew the sad truth about Rachel and her mother.”

			I clutched the edge of the table, lightheaded. I didn’t need to know the facts, because I knew in my gut that Rachel was better off with Marianna than with a mother who rejected her.

			“Well, Jack straightened the whole thing out, and I basically threw the woman into the street. And what stands out in my mind the most was the sight of Sarah and Art and Mimi and Elliot and Eli, and all the rest lined up outside to show their support.”

			Surprising tears pooled in my eyes. I knew little about the individuals she mentioned except their names. That didn’t matter. The stirring in my solar plexus told me that despite whatever petty differences and even hurts this group experienced among themselves, they cared deeply about each other.

			“Oh, one more thing,” Marianna said, tipping her cup toward me. “Don’t even think about making big plans for Thanksgiving. We stay open late on Wednesday evening, and then we open an hour early on Friday. And then it’s off and running until New Year’s Eve.”

			“Is this supposed to make me feel better?” I asked with a groan. “Like I said, I don’t how you all manage. But I expect I’ll learn.”

			“One customer at a time,” Marianna said. “That’s all you can do.”

			I laughed when Sarah’s watch beeped and like trained troops, everyone stood in unison and busily cleared the tables and rearranged the chairs they’d moved around. I added my pair of hands to the mix, feeling curiously like one of the crowd.

			As we filed out the door into a sunny, brisk day and we all wished each other a good day, I stole a glance at Eli, who caught me staring. He gave me a single subtle nod before walking toward Farmer Foods.

			I hurried home and grabbed my grocery list off the kitchen table, and by the time I arrived at the door, the store had been open for several hours.

			As I walked down the aisles, I caught a glimpse of Eli moving boxes of produce. I fought the urge to tap him on the shoulder and give him my best lecture about the difference between a fortuneteller and a psychic.

			How ridiculous.

			Even if Eli would listen, and I doubted he would, the middle of his store was not the place to have the conversation. I quickly grabbed what I needed, including a two-pound bag of B and B coffee, and left. Psychic Ability 101 would have to wait.

			***

			With the groceries stored, the front door unlocked, and the process of inventory control underway, the day had begun. While I was streamlining my systems, my thoughts wandered all over the place, taking dips into the past and creating new visions for my future. I was interrupted only once, and that conversation was a curiosity in itself. A woman came in simply to see what I was selling. She herself even called it “scouting the area.”

			“I’m planning day trips for family coming for their annual Thanksgiving weekend,” she said. “Since I always bring the women over to the Square, I thought I’d come to see what’s new.”

			I encouraged her to take her time wandering through the shop, and she did. It seemed she picked up every piece of amethyst and rose quartz, calcite and jasper, before examining each pendant and pendulum hanging in a row across a metal bar. I think she sniffed every candle, as if assessing every item for sale.

			“Well, my family will love this place. I’ll be back.” With that, she left without buying so much as a single candle.

			I would have thought it odd, but Megan had mentioned that prior to big festival weekends and the launch of the holiday season she often had an uptick in browsers in Rainbow Gardens, but few buyers. “Some people like to come in and get the lay of the land,” she’d said, “and then they come back when the festival or holiday specials are going on.”

			I still had a lot to learn. Admittedly, I’d been dazzled by my first sales, but I reminded myself a few times that miracles didn’t happen overnight. When Tyler had blown up our lives so abruptly, my self-confidence had been badly shaken. I hadn’t seen his desire to end our marriage coming—hadn’t felt the slightest hint that anything was wrong. After all, we’d been married for years. We worked together, and up until the moment everything fell apart, we’d always made decisions together. Tyler got his dream when he and his partners, friends from medical school, opened their clinic, and I made his dream my own, working alongside him managing the office and training new staff, while also doing graduate work in psychology.

			Led by my passions, I veered my studies in the direction of the paranormal. I soaked up information, practiced my intuitive abilities, eventually attracting private clients. What wonderful years those were. I was happier than I’d ever been, and that’s what blinded me and allowed me to foolishly think Tyler was happy, too. We were a team. Or so I’d thought.

			Then, one autumn night, the time of year when Wisconsin bursts with the joy of changing colors, Tyler came home and without preamble, opened his briefcase and tossed an assortment of papers my way. Among them was a check for my share of the practice and our other assets. The house, he said, would sell quickly. He’d already investigated that.

			“But, but, but…” Those were the only words I could come
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