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			A Note to Readers...

			Welcome to Wolf Creek.

			In Country Law, the second book in my Wolf Creek Square series, you’ll meet new citizens of the Square and enjoy reconnecting with some residents and families you already know from Quilts Galore.

			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 and safe place for shoppers, children, and visitors to gather for festivals and events scheduled during all four seasons.

			While Georgia Winters has a secret to reveal and a plan to reunite her family, she has no idea how to manage the attentions of Elliot Reynolds, her high school sweetheart. I, too, returned to my hometown after years of schooling and employment because there was a special man waiting for me.

			You’ll learn about the historical town with snippets of history added to the story. Some of the Square’s residents can trace their ancestry to the beginning of the town. (You can read the history of the beginning of the town in Quilts Galore.)

			So, join Georgia as she wonders if this tight-knit community will accept her once her secret is divulged.

			Families break apart because of misunderstandings and outspoken words by those we trust. Georgia and her sister, Beverly, must bare themselves to family and friends and tell the whole truth in order to rebuild the trust they had as children. They never believed their past decisions would have such far-reaching consequences.

			Please visit my website, www.giniathey.com and sign up for my newsletter and mailing list. You’ll want to know what’s happening on the Square and with its citizens.

			Gini Athey
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“It’s a funny thing about coming home. Looks the same, smells the same. You’ll realize what’s changed is you.”

			—F. Scott Fitzgerald

						

			“Coming home seemed to have started the healing process. No longer vivid and garish, the memories seemed to be covered in gossamer, fading behind a curtain of time and forgiveness.”

			—Karen Fowler

			

	

			Prologue

			I tried one more time to stop my sister from giving up my great-nephew, her grandson. “Beverly, you can’t sell Toby.” I stood next to the crib staring at the innocent baby.

			“You want him, Georgia?” she asked. “I’ve taken care of Toby and Mom for six months now. I’m done.”

			I glanced across my sister’s dining room where sunlight cast shadows across the floor outlining the hospital bed. To make the long days of caregiving a little easier, she’d converted the room into a combined nursery and hospital room. But she never complained—at least to me—about the burdens she carried.

			“You know as well as I do there’s simply no way I can take him. I barely make enough money to support myself.” My hands trembled as I thought about what would happen to the little boy.

			Opening a copy of our mother’s will, Beverly waved the sheaf of papers at me. “Not exactly the amount we expected from Mother, is it?” She dropped the papers on the bedside table. “If only she’d told us she’d sold all the land.”

			Each Christmas, our dad had told us that one day the land outside of Wolf Creek would be ours and we would be able to enjoy the bounty of its richness. But he was gone now. And so was the land.

			“I was counting on that money,” Beverly said, still gazing at the baby.

			“Me, too, I suppose.” I gently rubbed the sleeping baby’s cheeks, then sat on the edge of a small chair next to the crib. “But selling Toby isn’t right.”

			“Look, Georgia, Richard Connor doesn’t care how he gets a grandson. When he read Mom’s will, he asked right out what would happen to the boy. Remember?”

			“Of course, I remember,” I said, a sick feeling intensifying in the pit of my stomach.

			“Mom left everything to us,” Beverly said, “so if you want Toby, he’s yours.”

			“No.” I slumped back into the chair and buried my face in my hands. “Better he go to a good home that can provide for him.” Still, I couldn’t stop thinking that Toby had become nothing more than a piece of jewelry or furniture discarded by the heirs of an old woman’s estate.

			***

			“Since you don’t seem to be able to produce a son of your own, I’ve found one for you.”

			Chad Connor’s father, Richard, spoke from behind the massive teak desk in his office, but, Chad noted, he didn’t look at him. Instead, he focused on the view through his wall-to-wall windows. The panoramic view spanned the city’s business district and west across the Fox River and the jewel of the city, Lambeau Field, home stadium of the Green Bay Packers.

			Sitting in one of the leather visitor’s chairs, Chad almost managed to smile inside. At last, his father’s detached words no longer inflicted the emotional hit they once had.

			“Here’s the money,” Richard said, tossing the brown envelope on the desk, “and I’ll let you know when and where to pick him up this afternoon.”

			Of course, he wouldn’t hand it to me. Chad stood and dutifully picked up the package and slipped it into his coat pocket.

			“Remember,” Richard said, “that boy will be raised as my grandson. Mine.”
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			March

			1

			Six years later…

			Bright sunlight bounced off the windshield of my car as I pushed my rolling suitcase through the car door and into the middle of the backseat. I glanced at the clear sky. Yes, I’d chosen the right day to leave Milwaukee and return to Wolf Creek.

			Once underway, I pulled onto I-43 North, but before I made it through Sheboygan a strong east wind off Lake Michigan blew light snow across the road. That got my attention. I turned off the instrumental renditions of old popular songs playing on the radio. I didn’t need distractions, no matter how bland. I grew up with snow on the roads, but I’d never lost my tendency to be cautious. I tucked in behind an eighteen-wheel transport, close enough to see his running lights, but far enough behind to be safe.

			A few miles south of Green Bay, blowing snow glazed the roadway and the line of cars and trucks all slowed to a safer speed. Unfortunately, the semi driver turned north toward Door County and I lost the protection that had provided a sense of security. I kept heading to the turnoff for Highway 29 that would take me west.

			The extensive road construction meant confronting confusing crossovers and lane closures, which demanded focus. That was for the best. The conditions forced me to at least try to push away the jumble of things on my mind and stay alert for detours and merging traffic from makeshift ramps. With surprising ease, I navigated all of it as I drove farther west.

			Even during the most demanding part of the drive, I found myself drifting into questions about my decision to return to Wolf Creek and opening old wounds. But after spending a second or two in that territory, I again stiffened my spine and resolved to see my plan through to the end. No matter who suffered. But could I endure the worst?

			As I talked to myself, the reality of my decision reenergized me and the miles quickly fell behind me. The snow stopped, but the overcast sky had made the day a dark one.

			I turned off the state road leading into Wolf Creek and onto the Square. I’d made a reservation at the Inn on the Square, at least for one night, maybe longer. The receptionist I spoke with on the phone chuckled when I’d hesitated about the number of nights I’d be staying. But she assured me that they weren’t full and she doubted the Inn would see a rush of tourists during the last week of March.

			I pulled into the parking zone behind the Inn and turned the ignition key off. I’d made it, and I gave the steering wheel a quick slap as proof of my accomplishment.

			Many years ago, Wolf Creek Square had been made a pedestrian only area, surrounded by historically correct buildings. At least their façades were reminiscent of the late 1800s, although many had been renovated to include modern conveniences. The Square itself remained a walking area, but the driveways behind all four lines of buildings on the Square accommodated deliveries with parking areas behind.

			I lifted my suitcase from the back seat of the car and pulled it behind me as I circled around a delivery truck blocking the walkway to the side entrance of the Inn. The overcast afternoon dimmed the view of the back of the buildings.

			“Oh, excuse me.” A middle-aged man, at least judging by his graying temples, held the door open, his only expression a reserved smile. “I thought I’d make a quick delivery to Crossroads and be gone before anyone drove in.”

			I hesitated, trying to look at him more closely in the dim light. Of course, he looked familiar. And I’d have known that voice anywhere. With any luck, he wouldn’t recognize me. I wasn’t ready to see him yet.

			“No worries. I don’t have much.” I lifted my small bag as if offering proof, but glanced away, hoping to fade into the shadows.

			“Wait a second,” the man said. “Georgia? It took me a minute, but even in this dim light I’d recognize those crystal blue eyes of yours.”

			I wanted to fold back into myself. I’d been in town all of five minutes. And I’d already run into him.

			“Hello, Elliot.” My heart did a stutter beat when I said his name. “So, you’re still in the grocery business, huh?” I wanted the conversation off me and onto something mundane. I started with his store, but the weather would be next, or maybe I could start talking about the sinking sun. Anything but me.

			“Hi there, Peaches.”

			His smooth voice rippled the air around me. And he was as broad shouldered and trim as he’d always been.

			Of all the scenarios I’d imagined, running into Elliot Reynolds the minute I parked my car hadn’t been one of them.

			A car pulled behind Elliot’s truck and the driver honked. Not once, but twice.

			“Uh oh. Someone’s impatient.” I took a few steps back. At least the interruption would save me from further conversation with Elliot.

			“Um, you back in town for long?” He edged closer to his truck.

			Another honk.

			“All right, already,” he said impatiently. “Geesh.”

			The car window lowered. “Going to be here long, Elliot? I need to get to the shop and unpack the car.”

			“Oh, hi, Jessica.” Elliot moved to the side of her car and then beckoned me. “Come on over, Georgia. I want to introduce you to Jessica Knight. She and her business partner, Mimi Day, own Styles, the dress shop on the corner.” He pointed down the row of buildings. “It’s new since you were last in town.”

			I took a few steps toward Elliot and he made a quick introduction.

			“Georgia’s family has been part of Wolf Creek for a very long time,” Elliot explained to Jessica, while looking at me quizzically. “It’s good to see her—for, well, however long she’ll be here.”

			I didn’t see the need to interrupt and tell him I’d returned to Wolf Creek to live. He—and everyone else in my past—would find out soon enough. Besides, I allowed myself a sliver of a chance to change my mind and slip away—again.

			“Nice to meet you, Georgia,” Jessica said with a grin. “And stop in sometime. New clothes for the season are coming in as fast as Mimi and I can unpack them.” She glanced up at Elliot. “Uh, about the truck?”

			“Oh, sure, sure.” He gave me a quick wave. “Welcome home. I’ll stop by the Inn later.”

			Oh, my. I took a few deep breaths before entering the Inn, still thrown by seeing Elliot Reynolds even before I unpacked.

			I checked in quickly, and within minutes I unlocked the door to my room expecting to see generic hotel furnishings and maybe a few amenities. I was so wrong. A bouquet of fresh flowers brightened the small sitting area in front of the windows that overlooked the Square. The mint-colored painted walls and white trim gave the room a soft, calm feeling. A fringed lampshade added style, and the white eyelet bed ruffle made me think of the Victorian era. The colors of the quilt on the bed matched those in the room.

			I smiled to myself when I spread out items from my cosmetic bag on the counter in the modernized bathroom, thankful that the quest to maintain a quaint atmosphere hadn’t stood in the way of modern facilities. Charming was one thing, outdated was something else.

			I went back to the window, surprised by how many shoppers filled the Square. Six years ago when I’d come back—albeit briefly—most of the shops closed during the week in the winter months, only opening during the weekend days. How things change, yet not.

			Directly across the Square, through the spindly branches of the leafless trees, the lights in Farmer Foods shone brightly. I saw people moving about in the store. And that brought my mind directly back to Elliot.

			No!

			I unpacked quickly, hanging my coat, a pair of black slacks, and a black and white patterned blouse in the antique armoire. I shook my vest and laid it across the back of a chair to give the folds of the wool fabric time to relax. Since I’d not decided how long I would be staying at the Inn I left the rest of my things in the suitcase.

			A light knock on the door interrupted my thoughts.

			“Coming.” I opened the door, surprised to see a young woman holding a tray. I assumed she had made a mistake because I hadn’t ordered anything.

			“Hi Ms. Winters. Elliot Reynolds just sent this fruit basket over. And I brought you a carafe of fresh water.”

			I stood aside while she moved into the room and slid the tray next to the vase of flowers. It was getting crowded in the room already. “We don’t use bottled water here, but if you prefer, I can get some for you.”

			I looked at the etched carafe, filled with ice and water, topped with a matching glass. “No, no. This will be fine…” I noticed her nametag was shaped like the Inn. “…Gwen. Thank you.”

			“Just call the front desk if you need anything.”

			She closed the door quietly and I was alone again with my thoughts. And one more reminder of Elliot. I noticed a small note tucked between an apple and a banana. True to the man I remembered, the note simply read: Dessert and coffee tonight, 7:30, Crossroads.

			As I read the note the lurch in my stomach reminded me I hadn’t eaten since I’d stopped for a breakfast sandwich at a drive-through on my way out of Milwaukee. I wanted a simple lunch, nothing to upset my stomach when I carried out my afternoon plans. I had enough butterflies to deal with as it was. I pushed away more nagging thoughts of Elliot. What was he up to? Sure, we went back a long way, but we hadn’t had an actual conversation in years.

			I’d noticed a map of the Square next to the telephone and remembered seeing a place called Biscuits and Brew that offered lunches. This was a new business to the Square since I’d left, but it sounded like a perfect place for me. There were other shops, too, that occupied the buildings I remembered as being vacant, and lending a depressed look to the Square. More changes to the small world of Wolf Creek Square—and so far they seemed pretty good.

			I grabbed my coat and purse and headed out, ignoring stabbing little fears about who might recognize me.

			***

			The coffee shop sat next to the Inn and when I stepped inside a world of wonderful aromas hit me, the obvious coffee, the sweetness of baked goods, and the hearty smell of tomato.

			“Hello. Welcome to Biscuits and Brew.” She pointed to her nametag. “I’m Stephanie, owner and jack-of-all-trades for this establishment.” A smile crossed her face. “What can I get for you today?”

			The chalkboards listed all the coffee/espresso combinations and flavors, muffins, biscuits, sandwiches, and rich pastries. Hmm…more choices than I cared to read.

			“A small cup of soup and an equally small sandwich.”

			Stephanie grinned. “Tomato Florentine is today’s soup and the sandwich special is turkey on rye.”

			“Sounds perfect. And add a small coffee, too.”

			“Hazelnut is the flavor-of-the-day.”

			So many decisions, and I was only ordering lunch.

			“That’s fine.”

			After paying and being told she’d bring my order to me, I chose a table near the front window. Lost in thoughts about my plan to visit Uncle Miles that afternoon, I was startled by how quickly a waitress delivered my meal.

			The hot soup warmed me and for the first time since I’d pulled into the parking space behind the Inn, my muscles relaxed. And wow, I’d already found a source of made-from-scratch cooking.

			It gave me a chance to get my mind off Elliot and focus back on the reasons I’d packed up and driven out of Milwaukee that morning. First, the steadiest job I’d ever had ended. I’d called Uncle Miles a month ago and told him that the reorganization of the firm had meant great things at Merkel & Kline, but for some of the paralegals and secretaries, it meant being given 30-day notice. I was in that group. Then I’d told him I intended to return to Wolf Creek. Uncle Miles had laughed and told me he needed a competent assistant in the office of Miles Owen, Attorney at Law. I accepted his offer immediately and began making plans to give up my apartment in Milwaukee.

			Our family situation was more complicated than would seem obvious at first, especially because we were a small family among many larger families with roots in Wolf Creek. Who lived where was one of the issues. I had one sister, Beverly, and after our mother, Uncle Miles’ sister, died, we offered Uncle Miles her house. Beverly and I were grateful he accepted our offer, because it meant having another Owen living in our family home, located only two streets south of the Square. One of my fondest childhood memories was racing down those streets and into the Square for an ice cream cone on a summer afternoon. Three years ago Uncle Miles had moved his office from a small building in town to the house.

			I finished my lunch and walked to my car, still parked behind the Inn. It took only a few minutes to make the short drive to Uncle Miles’ house. I could have walked, but after running into Elliot the first minute I’d arrived, I wasn’t ready to be recognized again.

			I pulled behind the second of two cars parked on the street in front of the house, assuming my favorite uncle was busy with appointments. Before stepping out of the car, I stopped for a minute to will my heartbeat to slow down, maybe calm the mild fluttering in my midsection. I needed to confide the truth about my return to Wolf Creek and I didn’t want to keep piling story upon story. Really lie upon lie.

			The front door was unlocked, so I stepped inside. Wow. The living room was a mess. Boxes of files, yellowed with age were stacked in the corners of the room and along the wall behind the couch. Two piles of newer looking files covered a table set up in the middle of the room. Apparently, the table and chairs had served as a desk.

			I was drawn to the two voices in the back of the house, but I didn’t recognize either of them as belonging to Uncle Miles. The voices grew louder as the men came toward the front of the house.

			“Oh, excuse us. We didn’t hear you come in.” The younger man came forward. “I’m Nathan Connor and this is Jack Pearson.” He gestured toward the man behind him before extending his hand.

			Connor. A wave of nausea hit first, right in the pit of my stomach. Then my mind caught up and began offering explanations, starting with coincidence. The Connor name was a common one in northeastern Wisconsin, so it likely had no connection to the Connor family I knew. Since Beverly and I had worked with an attorney named Richard Connor, I reminded myself, and he wasn’t here in Wolf Creek.

			“I’m Georgia Winters,” I said, my voice hoarse. “I’ve come to see Miles Owen—well, Uncle Miles to me.”

			The man who’d identified himself as Nathan picked a pile of files off one of the nearby straight-backed chairs. “Would you have a seat, please?”

			My anxiety level rose a notch. He hadn’t mentioned my uncle yet. Why? I cleared my throat. “Is my Uncle Miles here?” But I lowered myself into the chair he offered and he pulled another close and sat.

			“Ms. Winters, I’m not sure how to tell you this gently, but Miles had a stroke two days ago. He’s in Memorial Hospital in Green Bay.”

			“A stroke? Uncle Miles? Why didn’t my sister call me? She’s Beverly Winters.”

			Nathan glanced at Jack, who’d remained standing. “Uh, yes, Miles mentioned Beverly, and we talked with her about the law office. I guess I assumed she would—or had—alerted you to what happened to your uncle.”

			My normally clear mind was suddenly confused. “Who are you, again?”

			“Nathan Connor. Mr. Pearson—Jack—and I were, or rather, are in the process of joining Mr. Owen in his firm.”

			“Was he ill?” I still couldn’t grasp that Uncle Miles was in the hospital.

			“Not that we were aware of.” He paused. “Maybe you’d like a drink of water.”

			“I’ll get it,” Jack said, hurrying from the room.

			“Ms. Winters, did you have an appointment with your uncle? Is there something Jack or I can help you with?”

			“Georgia. Call me Georgia. Ms. Winters is too formal.”

			Nathan laughed. “Okay, then.”

			Jack returned with a small glass of water and handed it to me.

			I thanked him and took a sip. “You may or may not know this, but I’m a paralegal—I started as a legal secretary many years ago. I came to Wolf Creek to work for Uncle Miles. He said he needed an assistant. And he didn’t say anything about other lawyers working with him.” 

			But now everything has changed. That seemed too obvious to say out loud.

			Nathan sighed. “To be honest, Georgia, your sister told us that the doctors weren’t optimistic about Miles’ situation, certainly his ability to return to work anytime soon. They advised us to go ahead with the merger and the move.”

			So that’s why they were in Uncle Miles’ home. Jumbled thoughts brought me to my feet. I extended the empty glass and Jack stepped forward and took it from my hand.

			“I imagine you want to see Miles,” Jack said, his voice low and kind.

			“I need to see Beverly. Then I’ll head to Green Bay.” I moved toward the door. Both men followed me.

			Nathan lightly touched my arm, communicating concern. “I’m so sorry. Please let us know if there has been a change in Miles’ condition.”

			“Sure. Sure.” I opened my purse to get my keys. “I’m staying at the Inn for a few days. ‘Til I make other plans.”

			I slipped out the door quickly, avoiding the need for more niceties or a handshake. My hands were shaking as it was, and I chose to hide it.

			Glad I’d decided to drive over to see Uncle Miles, I quickly took on a new plan for the afternoon, stunned by the news about my uncle. Sure, he was no longer young, but six years ago, the last time I saw him, he’d been physically strong, his mind sharp as ever.

			I drove to the other end of Wolf Creek, usually referred to as the older part of town, because many of the homes were smaller and had been built shortly after the soldiers started coming back from World War II.

			Beverly and her husband had bought their house from an older couple, the original owners. Lily had been born soon after, long about the time Beverly’s husband had decided the lady serving beers at the neighborhood bar was better suited for him. No matter that he was a brand new father—he hadn’t hung around long enough to be a dad.

			My heart did a nosedive when I saw the house. Nothing had changed. Same color—white, same window shutters—black, same swag curtain in the front window. Probably the same flowers would sprout in the front garden once the snow melted and the ground warmed. And all this sameness went back more than 20 years. It was as if after Beverly’s husband left she didn’t care much about anything—even Lily, her only child.

			I touched my temples, as if willing those thoughts away. They were linked to another part of the Owen family history, one I wasn’t ready to think about at the moment.

			I sat in the car debating my next move. It was still early afternoon, so I assumed Beverly would be working, or maybe she was in Green Bay with Uncle Miles. I finally called her, getting the expected voice mail and told her I was in Wolf Creek and was on my way to Green Bay to see our uncle.

			So off I went, backtracking through Wolf Creek. Twenty miles later, I navigated through Green Bay and found the medical complex that had been a landmark for generations. I let the valet take my car and checked with the information desk to find out where I’d find my uncle.

			As soon as I’d stepped into hospital, my eagerness to see Uncle Miles intensified. I followed directions to the row of three elevators and waited impatiently for the doors to open. My soft-soled shoes barely made a sound as I walked down the quiet halls to Room 537. The door was closed, and for some reason, I knocked before entering, but of course no one answered. Uncle Miles looked like himself, sort of. The tall, muscular man I’d known had withered to a fraction of his size. He appeared vulnerable, although breathing quietly, as if deep in a sleep.

			Still, tears streamed down my cheeks. I leaned in and kissed his forehead. Then I pulled a chair up next to the bed and after sitting down, I picked up his hand and held it in mine.

			As far back as I could remember Uncle Miles had been a big part of my life. Even after he went away to law school when Beverly and I were just little kids, he called every Sunday evening to talk to us. I would pester him with questions about the law and wanted to know the finer points of what other kids would have deemed dull as toast—contracts, wills, rules and regulations. Uncle Miles never laughed at my questions, but my father, not a warm or open-minded man to begin with, declared that a waste of time, since no one would respect a female lawyer. Uncle Miles came back to Wolf Creek, but he’d never married, usually explaining that he’d married Lady Justice. That had always made me smile.

			My musing about the past was soon interrupted when one of the nurses entered his room. “It might help if you talked to him. We don’t have time to be in his room much, but he seems more calm when we’re around and talking to him.”

			I nodded and drew Uncle Miles’ hand to my cheek.

			“We haven’t seen any family since he was admitted,” the nurse said.

			I quickly wiped my face. “I only learned what happened less than an hour ago. It’s a shock. So unexpected.”

			“Sometimes it is harder on the family than the patient.” She quietly went about checking the intravenous line, his blood pressure, and temperature. She finished by repositioning his head on the plumped pillow and straightening the covers. She was kind enough to give me her support by squeezing my shoulder as she left the room, adding that I could call Miles’ doctor for more information.

			“Hi, Uncle Miles. The nurse told me it would be good to talk to you so I’m going to tell you all about my day.” I started in Milwaukee and travelogued forward to that moment at his side. I held back only the part about seeing Elliot Reynolds and my school girl reaction to him. But he might have enjoyed that, too.

			Every now and then I’d feel his hand tighten on mine. That small gesture brought me a twinge of hope.

			I kept my visit short, but assured him I’d be back tomorrow. I needed to see Beverly. Now. Apparently, she’d never visited Miles and she sure hadn’t called me. Miles was family. Our family. My family. What little family we had.

			Okay, I needed to shoulder some guilt for that. I hadn’t been in touch with Uncle Miles nearly enough, and Beverly and I hadn’t talked in years.

			I checked my phone while I waited for the attendant to bring my car. Since I saw no return message from Beverly, I decided to go to her house, park the car on the street and wait.

			And wait I did.

			But I wasn’t without company or new things to mull over. Two messages had come in while I was driving back to Wolf Creek.

			One from Nathan Connor asking me to stop by the office the next day. “Oh, and please don’t be mad about my getting your number. I told Gwen at the Inn it was important that I reach you.”

			The second was from my friend, Virgie, from Milwaukee. She wanted to know if I’d had a safe trip.

			After almost an hour, I was about to leave when I saw Beverly’s garage door opening. Her car turned into her driveway and she drove it inside. I got out of my car and approached her. Nothing much had changed except age. Her blonde hair, always such a fine feature, had darkened, but worse, it had lost its shine. She was still petite, maybe even too thin now. We’d always presented a contrast, me with my light brown hair and slightly taller with a curvier body. I swear she was wearing the plain brown wool coat I’d seen her in six years ago, while I wore a newer lined raincoat in a shiny black and embellished with a flattering tie sash.

			“Beverly, Beverly,” I called. “Wait, don’t shut the door. It’s me. Georgia.”

			She glanced up briefly and then ducked her head into the backseat and lifted a bag of groceries into her arms. Only then did she look directly at me. “No, I’m not doing this.”

			I raised my arms in the air. “What happened to hello?”

			“Hello. No.”

			“You’re not doing what?”

			“I’m not taking care of Miles.”

			“Uncle Miles? Who asked you to?”

			She pushed her overly long bangs off her face, then eyed me suspiciously. “Isn’t that why you’re here?”

			“No thanks to you, I only learned about Uncle Miles this afternoon. Which begs the question, why didn’t you call me?”

			“They said he wouldn’t get better.” She shifted the bag to rest on her hip, but made no move toward the door. And I wasn’t being invited in. “Why are you here?”

			I yearned to deflect her question, but my resolve to clear my past and make Wolf Creek my home again gave me strength.

			“I lost my job in Milwaukee, some firm restructuring plan that pushed out a bunch of us. So I came back to work for Uncle Miles. It was all arranged. He was expecting me today.”

			“You want to live here? In Wolf Creek?”

			“Yes.”

			She looked away from me when she said, “Bad decision.”

			My impulse was to argue, maybe explain my plan, but my phone rang and interrupted us. I rummaged in my purse to turn it off, yet didn’t want my conversation with Beverly to end. I moved so I stood between her and the door into her house.

			“The phone call can wait. I want to talk to you about my return to Wolf Creek. I don’t want my move to change your life.”

			She laughed. “Can’t avoid that with you here. People will remember what happened six years ago.”

			“Let them talk.”

			She moved to the side, then forward to the door. “Goodbye, Georgia. You handle Miles, leave me out of it, and we’ll both be happy.”

			She unlocked the door and went inside. Slam, the door closed. My sister, more like a stranger than family, never suggested I come in or even asked where I was staying.

			Now what?

			I walked back down her driveway and as I opened the driver’s door of my car, Beverly’s garage door closed. I got the message.

			I retrieved my phone from the depths of my purse to check the call that had come in while I talked with Beverly. It was from Nathan. Not knowing if it was about Uncle Miles, I rang back immediately.

			“Hi, Georgia. Thanks for calling back. I asked you to stop by Miles’ house tomorrow, but Jack and I wondered if you could come by now. Or, are you too busy?”

			I looked at Beverly’s buttoned up house, then glanced at my watch. The day had passed quickly and it was late afternoon. But that left me plenty of time to grab some dinner. And meet Elliot.

			“I have time right now.”

			“Terrific. Come on over and walk right in.”
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			Some things never change, and Wolf Creek covered a small geographic area. That meant no destination in the small town was far away. So a few minutes after ending my call with Nathan, I parked in front of Uncle Miles’ house for the second time that afternoon.

			Unlike Beverly’s home, I noted that Miles had upgraded the exterior of Mom’s house. For one thing, he’d put a small lamp post in the middle of the flower garden. He’d also installed a Miles Owen Law Office sign by the front door. Even amidst the dreary remnants of winter the house looked cared for. I’d always loved the house Beverly and I grew up in. I sighed inside thinking about telling Nathan and Jack about every secret corner and where to step to coax a squeak in the floors. I still wanted to live there some day.

			Before memories took me too far back, I went inside the house. With my hand still on the door handle I called out, “Hello? It’s Georgia.”

			From the kitchen I heard, “Back here.”

			I closed the door behind me and walked toward the back of the house.

			I hadn’t noticed earlier that even though the living and dining room were cluttered with boxes, the walls had been painted a soft ivory and new curtains hung on the windows. They were light and airy, lacey ones which surprised me, but they softened the starkness of the rooms and probably added to the relaxed atmosphere Uncle Miles liked to establish with his clients.

			In the kitchen, Nathan sat at the table with a half-eaten sandwich in front of him. He didn’t keep me guessing, but put his fork down and motioned for me to sit down.

			“How would you like to work for Jack and me starting tomorrow? We’re moving the business to one of the vacant buildings on the Square and need an assistant on board immediately. And…” He held up his hand as I was about to answer. “And, would you like to move into this house for the time being? There are a lot of files here and we don’t want the house to be empty for any length of time.”

			He stopped to take another bite of his sandwich, giving me time to think about his offer.

			Without weighing the pros and cons, or even discussing the salary, I said, “Yes. To both.”

			Maybe I’d left behind the analyze-everything-before-deciding person. She was still back in Milwaukee and a new, more spontaneous lady had arrived in Wolf Creek. I’d have to think about that later. But while it happened so quickly, I decided I liked that new woman already.

			We talked about my responsibilities for the Owen, Connor & Pearson Law Office. Before we’d finished, Jack returned from having dinner with his wife and joined us at the table. It was a friendly, casual conversation that left me knowing this was the right place for me. And it was the kind of opportunity that didn’t come often in life. At least not in mine.

			The meeting lingered into the evening, and with dinner forgotten I rushed to get back to the Inn. When I walked in—well, almost ran—Elliot was waiting. As much as I was looking forward to my evening with him, I’d wanted a few minutes to touch up my makeup, maybe change my clothes. But nothing in my return to Wolf Creek had gone according to my plan. Why would my evening with Elliot be any different?

			Elliot waved from a small table by the window and rose halfway out of his chair. As I slipped into the chair across from him, it occurred to me that we could have been meeting like this in the evening every day for the last thirty years. But we hadn’t. I had to keep reminding myself of that.

			The darkness outside reflected our images on the window, like a mirror. I saw the two of us together, looking the same as any other middle-aged couple enjoying an evening together. As a young girl I had dreamed of being with Elliot Reynolds, but his family had harbored other ideas.

			“Earth to Georgia?” Elliot waved one hand up and down in front of my face.

			“Huh? Oh, sorry. My mind is racing from everything that’s happened today.”

			“Only good things, I hope.” His soft smile relaxed me and brought my attention back to the moment.

			“Yes, no. Some of each, I guess.” I explained what had happened to Uncle Miles and that he was never far from my thoughts. “I still don’t know the extent of the damage caused by the stroke. But then, Nathan Connor and Jack Pearson hired me without even asking for a resume. They’re Uncle Miles’ new partners.” I left Beverly out of my rundown, more or less pretending she hadn’t been a part of it. I leaned forward on my elbows. “So, that’s the short version of my day.”

			“Quite a day for you, Peaches. I hadn’t heard about Miles. He’s a good man, handled many issues for my family for years. I’m glad to know someone is taking over for him so we can keep a law firm here in Wolf Creek.”

			“I have a lot of experience,” I said, leaving it at that, “so I can be useful to Nathan and Jack. And that feels good.”

			“Just don’t get any ideas about leaving again.” He reached across the table and took my hand.

			Good grief, where had that come from? Elliot’s touch jolted me to attention, just like hearing him call me Peaches. And he hadn’t bothered to ask if that was okay with me, either. Sure, his touch felt nice—more than nice. But I pulled my hand away.

			“I don’t know what I’m going to do, Elliot. My plan has only taken me so far.” I stared into the restaurant, but not focusing on anything in particular. “I have a wrong I have to right. Or, maybe I should say I have to untangle a mess I made years ago.”

			Elliot’s face darkened and I spotted a flicker of sadness in his eyes, but he quickly shifted in his chair, changing the subject to the new happenings on the Square.

			Glad he backed off, I asked him about what looked to me like a Wolf Creek renewal, starting with the Square. Crossroads was a beautiful restaurant and the Inn looked like it was thriving, maybe even a bit upscale compared to a generation ago. Biscuits and Brew was a lively sort of place.

			“We have a lot to be proud of around here,” Elliot said, “and we can give a fair amount of credit to an old friend of yours. Sarah, Sarah Hutchinson. She’s our mayor now.”

			“That’s terrific,” I said, grinning. “I haven’t seen Sarah yet. She doesn’t know I’m back.” I swatted the air in frustration. “No time today, not with trekking to Green Bay and seeing Uncle Miles.”

			“You’ll have time,” Elliot said, his soft voice reassuring. “You’ll enjoy talking to her. She’s become our resident historian, too. She’s written up a history of the town, starting with the first families—and she included yours.”

			Family history? Nice for Sarah, maybe, but not so good for me.

			I forced a light tone in my voice when I said, “I can say one thing for sure about the Wolf Creek renewal, as you call it. The coffee is tasty, and I never had mousse pie this good in Milwaukee.” I popped the last bite into my mouth.

			“It’s a Crossroads specialty,” Elliot said, his eyes teasing and fun, “so you can have it any time your little heart wants it.”

			“How’s Eli?” I asked, not nearly as interested as I attempted to sound. But an unexpected yawn caught me by surprise. I flushed, embarrassed when it was clear Elliot had seen me force the yawn back.

			His amused smile made it okay, somehow. “Time to let you get upstairs. You’re a working girl tomorrow.”

			Girl? Right. I hadn’t been a girl for many years, not since Elliot had been a boy. Forty had thrown me but good. Now, approaching fifty, I wasn’t sure if Elliot saw me as an “older” woman. I’d prefer a “mature” woman getting a second chance at life, but didn’t want to debate that issue with him.

			“Yes, it’s been a long day.” I pushed my chair back, feeling an awkward tension about ending the evening. “Oh, I’m moving into Uncle Miles’ house—I don’t think I mentioned that.”

			“That sounds fine,” Elliot said getting to his feet. “Nice as it is, the Inn isn’t home.” Backing toward the door, Elliot waved. “Glad you’re back.”

			I returned the wave and hurried up the stairs. I don’t know if he watched me or not. But I knew that no matter what else I’d come back to accomplish, I had to deal with Elliot Reynolds, too.

			As soon as I let myself into my room, I started getting ready for bed, but the past kept intruding into my thoughts, making me both tired and wakeful. But it wasn’t just any part of the past. My thoughts were all about Elliot. We had a bond, he and I, and it went back to high school and was as changeable—even volatile—as a rolling wave. Like most teenagers, I suppose, at least most of the kids we went to school with, Elliot and I would ride a wave of happiness right up to its crest and then a misunderstanding or jealousy would send us sliding down until the wave crashed on a beach of our own making. Through it all, though, Elliot called me Peaches. So corny, yet the word still sounded like music when he said it.

			Not that I didn’t spend many dreamy hours fantasizing about my happily-ever-after life with my first love. How quickly I let myself be detoured. I shook my head, so many years later still wondering how it was that I had so little fight in me. I could blame “youth,” but that didn’t mean I was without my share of regrets.

			A single incident had changed everything, and through the years the memory of it never strayed far from my thoughts. One afternoon at the grocery story, Mom and I overheard Martha Reynolds tell her neighbor that I wasn’t good enough for Elliot.

			Mom’s response was swift and certain. “Better off learning this now,” she said, “than after you became an unwelcome member of his family. They’d never treat you right.”

			Earlier, sitting with Elliot in Crossroads, I sensed that he wanted the same thing in those moments, to go back and talk it all through. Yet here I was, climbing into bed and pulling the blanket up around my chin, having let one more chance to tell Elliot the truth slip away. What would I have said? That I accepted my mother’s platitude as wisdom?

			As it stood, I doubted Elliot ever understood why I broke up with him. Just like I never truly accepted my mother’s supposed wisdom about my narrow escape from a family who would never accept me. But I did nothing about it. That’s the part that still ripped through me, and maybe it’s why I left town, not just once, but three times without ever explaining any of it to Elliot.

			With sleep not likely to come, I climbed out of bed and sat at the table by the window. Elliot’s fruit basket and the flowers failed to lighten the mood that had come over me. I felt like such a coward—and not for the first time in my life.

			Rather than see the hurt in Elliot’s eyes when I walked away from him, and allowed myself to feel it in my own heart, too, I left Wolf Creek after high school and worked at a large retail store distribution center south of Green Bay. I moved into an apartment with two girls I worked with, and my life looked pretty good, at least from the outside. I was young and part of me enjoyed that first taste of independence. Plus, finding dates was never a problem. Finding another Elliot was a different issue.

			I might not have had the steel spine to stand up to Elliot’s mom, but I didn’t lack for ambition. I wanted to do better than my parents expected of both Beverly and me. After a couple of years, the vision of spending my life working at the distribution center loomed, and not happily. When I saw a notice about a paralegal program at the university, I signed up and started night classes. I was close, so close, to finishing, but when my roommates quit their jobs and left town for other jobs, I couldn’t handle the rent alone. Feeling defeated, I headed back to Wolf Creek.

			What a low point it was to unpack my boxes in my old room, down the hall from Mom. No, maybe the lower point was working at a local daycare, hating every minute of it, but not wanting to go home to Mom at night either.

			I stared out to the Square, thinking that 25 years earlier, the town had almost abandoned the Square—one contingent wanted to tear it all down and bring in an assortment of big box stores to revitalize Wolf Creek. What a crazy idea. The Reynolds brothers, young as they were, plus Sarah Hutchinson and her family, had the gumption to join with others to fight that awful idea. I smiled to myself thinking of my old friend, Sarah. Mayor Sarah Hutchinson. I’d have known that if Beverly and I had been in touch.

			I drew some satisfaction, too, when I thought about Mom assuring me she knew Wolf Creek was not the right place for me. She never stopped encouraging me to find a job far away—move on and with any luck, move up. Mostly, she wanted me to forget Elliot. No luck there, Mom.

			But I wondered what she’d think of Wolf Creek now, its Square so popular with locals and tourists alike. A day-trip destination the brochure said. From the foot traffic I’d seen and the business at Crossroads, I could see that was true.

			For the first time since I’d checked in, I turned on the television. I needed distraction, not more thoughts on the ups and downs of Wolf Creek Square, or on the pettiness that had been part of our small town when I was young. Maybe some of that had changed, too.

			Even distracting myself with TV news and a so-so weather report couldn’t push away another memory, the day I saw an announcement in the Wolf Creek Gazette. Mrs. Reynolds got her wish for Elliot, all right, when Mary Beth Stratton, whose father was President of the Wolf Creek Bank, an institution long gone now, announced that she and Elliot were engaged. Big news in town, and bad news for me. It pushed me out.

			In that same newspaper under the classified section of employment, I saw that the Merkel & Kline Law Firm in Milwaukee was hiring entry level document processors—secretaries really. On a whim I applied and, much to my surprise, and Mom’s too, the firm hired me. Mom helped me pack and, with tears, sent me off to the big city. She’d given me more than enough money for an apartment and to get some things I needed to live on my own. At the time, I hadn’t known how to thank her.

			Fortunately, I thrived away from the watchful eyes of a small town. My life grew in small steps. I never had expected much of myself in the past, but whatever the lawyers wanted done, I happily did. My paralegal classes had given me a basic knowledge of legal terminology and a small understanding of the legal system. I upgraded my skills as technology became an ever changing part of the job.

			I was still young when I left town for good that second time. That was that. I’d had the one three-day visit six years ago, the visit whose consequences I’d come back to untangle, but here I was. Home.
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