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In loving memory of the Pennsylvania aunt, uncle, and cousins who so enriched a summer long ago. They were the real Culps and Neterers. I still relish the memories in the pink house on Jones Street in Hollidaysburg and the farm at Roaring Spring. Being thirteen usually isn’t that much fun, but they made it so. I’m grateful.
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RILEY WINTERS MADE it a habit not to be afraid of things. It wasn’t a natural habit, by any means—she didn’t like emptying mousetraps of their contents any better than the next person, but necessity—as Granny Kamp always said and Rye tried to ignore—was the mother of invention. She learned, shuddering and swallowing hard, to pick up the mousetrap and its prey with long-handled tongs and put them into a zippered plastic bag. She’d dispatch the bag to the trash—outside—then wash her hands a few times with a lot of soap and maybe a scrub brush before sitting at the table with a glass of wine and something with chocolate in it.

So she wasn’t even scared when the door to her office appeared to have been vandalized. Just...irritated. This was Peru, Indiana, for heaven’s sake, a little town full of friendly people and helpful neighbors. She’d gone in the back door at DeRozier’s Bakery and laughed with Joe and bought two doughnuts, got coffee at Aroma, and walked to the storefront on Third to start her day.

Plus, what had happened with that alarm system she’d paid way too much for?

It didn’t occur to her that whoever had broken into the Center Ring, her party-planning shop, might still be there. Surely they would have just emptied the cashbox of the fifty dollars’ worth of change and small bills she left in it, latched onto some of the more expensive decorations, and gone on their way. They might have disabled or stolen the computer, too, but it was old, as was the furniture and the collection of umbrellas that stood in a tall crock by the door. The crock was new—she’d bought it from a pottery shop in town, and a glance told her the intruder had smashed it to pieces.

That was what got her. She’d loved its shade of blue and had bought it on a lonely whim after her best friend moved away. She’d sent Syd a picture of the crock when she saw it and it was as if they were shopping together. She knelt beside its shards, paying scarce attention to the slam of the building’s back door, and mourned its loss. One more in a too-long string.

She called the police, and while she waited for them to come, she sipped her coffee and called the person who’d stopped in the day before. “I’ll accept your offer,” she said. “Could you come in later this morning so we can go over the details?”

She still wasn’t afraid, she told herself later, after cleaning up the mess the vandals had made and listing her house with the realtor who had sold Syd’s less than a year before. She was just done.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


“I WANT TO GO BACK TO Chicago. I’ve always missed it. Even though I like living in a small town well enough, after Ben died, you and the party shop were the only things that kept me there.” Four months after the break-in, in the middle of November, Rye tossed Syd an accusing look as they sat on the back porch at the Robin’s Nest, her friend’s rental cottage on Cooper Lake in Pennsylvania. “And you left me for yet another small town and made me come here when I could have been scoping out one-bedroom apartments that cost more than both our houses in Peru put together and relearning the processes of using public transportation.”

“We always said we’d dance at each other’s weddings if we ever got married again,” Syd reminded her. “A promise is a promise.”

“You didn’t tell me I’d get to dance when I came.”

“I was saving it for incentive. In case being my widow of honor wasn’t enough.”

Rye snorted laughter. “That’s disgusting.”

“I know, but it’s accurate. Don’t get too excited about it— my sons-in-law asked if they could be flower girls. Clay told them he thought they’d look cute in little dresses and with flowers in their hair, though, and they backed right down.”

“They’re scared of Haley and Shiloh, is all,” Rye scoffed.

“There is that,” said Syd complacently. “Haley’s just like her dad and Shi is just like her Aunt Riley. They are not to be messed with.”

“Why, thank you.” It was true that Rye loved Syd’s daughters as if they were her own. She didn’t mind at all taking credit for their good points, whether it was deserved or not.

“So, Chicago.” Syd brought the conversation back to its beginning. “What will you do there? Open another party planning business?”

“Bite your tongue. If I never see another Mylar balloon, it will be too soon.”

There was no doubt she would get a job. Ben had been a successful lawyer, but Rye’s upbringing gave her what her husband deemed an unnecessary and not at all attractive need to contribute to their income. It had been one of the few arguments she’d won outright, so even though she’d never earned nearly as much as he did, she worked nevertheless. At first she’d done it to stay busy and because she needed the sense of independence having a job gave her; she liked being a businesswoman. Later, after learning children weren’t going to be part of their life together, working had gone a long way toward filling the widening gap in their marriage.

“Actually,” she said, “I don’t know what I want to do. Something. Although I’ll never be bored in Chicago anyway.”

Syd snorted. “Like you’ve ever had a boring moment.”

Rye looked out at the peaceful lake. “In retrospect, I could have done with a little boredom.” She checked the time on her phone. “However, as you know—since I can’t have a boring moment and all—my luggage is somewhere between Indianapolis and here. My widow-of-honor dress was in my carryon, but everything else was not. Is there somewhere in Fallen Soldier where I can buy something to wear to rehearsal dinner and to bed?”

“Reinvention. It’s the boutique downtown and has become one of my favorite places in the world. It’s where my wedding dress came from. Want to go take a look? We can go to Have A Cup, too, possibly the best coffee shop in Pennsylvania.”

“I’m in, although I’m sorry to drag you out after you picked me up at the airport at still-dark-thirty.”

Syd waved a dismissive hand. “We haven’t gone clothes shopping since Shiloh’s high school graduation. We’re past due.”

That wasn’t exactly true. Syd had picked her up the morning of Ben’s funeral, when Rye called her in tears and said she didn’t have a black dress and she didn’t have any pantyhose. They’d driven to Kokomo, with Rye sobbing all the way, and Syd had talked until she was hoarse, trying to convince her there was nothing she could have done.

On the way home, they’d played the “remember when” game until they were laughing. While it had been a long, horrible day, the two hours spent driving to Kokomo and choosing the black dress Rye had worn to every funeral she’d attended for the six years since had made the rest of the hours bearable. When Paul, Syd’s husband and Ben’s best friend, had spoken at the service, he’d mentioned what a gift laughter had been in the relationship between the two couples, and Syd and Rye had nearly gone off again.

Fallen Soldier was small and picturesque, a mile or so around the mountain from the side of Cooper Lake where Syd lived. Halfway between, she pointed at a white clapboard building, complete with a steeple and a bell. “There’s the Little Church in the Woods. Clay’s brother Jake is the pastor. He’s a sweetheart. Their family is big and convoluted, and they welcomed us right in.”

Rye was happy for her friend. Syd had fought Paul’s long battle with ALS with him every step of the way. Although she’d hated it when Syd had moved away, this past year had been a happy one for her friend. She’d started a road trip with a list of things she’d never done before and ended it in love with Clay McAlister and a little Pennsylvania town.

In the middle of Fallen Soldier’s three-block downtown area, Syd parked in front of a store with REINVENTION spelled out in bold letters on its fascia. The window displays were varying and colorful. Rye felt a little thrill. The store looked exciting, and that was something she was definitely in the mood for.

The thought made her hesitate as they walked toward the door, and Syd gave her a curious look. “You okay, Rye?”

Rye nodded. “Something just struck me, though.” She followed her friend inside. “When did I stop searching for excitement? Was it when Ben died?”

Syd stopped so suddenly Rye nearly ran into her. “I think,” she said quietly, her hand coming to rest on Rye’s

shoulder, “it was while Ben lived.”

“Oh, Syd, no. He never meant...”

Her friend went on as if she hadn’t spoken. “I didn’t buy a red car until after Paul died because Paul didn’t like red cars. He never bought a white one because I didn’t like white ones.” Her fingers tightened and Rye felt their warmth through the cotton of her blouse. “You’ve never worn red because vibrant colors overbalanced the seesaw that was part of Ben’s bipolar disorder. Because that excitement you mentioned made him either crash or fly or sometimes both.”

Part of their connection as friends had been that they’d both married managing men. Syd had learned to choose her battles wisely and Paul had learned—albeit grudgingly— that his wife didn’t need a boss and that life didn’t always have to go his way. However, because of Ben’s disorder, he’d never mastered reciprocity. While she didn’t doubt his love for her, Rye had spent more of their marriage acceding than partnering.

If she disagreed with what Syd said, Rye knew she’d be lying, but she couldn’t bring herself to acquiesce to it, either. She reached to squeeze the hand on her shoulder, then honed in on a rack of dresses across the room. She had a rehearsal dinner the next night where she couldn’t wear the yoga pants she’d traveled in.

Fifteen minutes later, standing in front of a full-length mirror with the ruffled hem of a bright red dress falling frothily to above her knees, Rye felt almost weak with wanting.

“Lovely,” said a voice behind her, and she started, meeting the dark green eyes of possibly the handsomest man she’d ever seen. Sorry, Ben.

He’d been gone six years. She needed to stop apologizing.

“What?” she said, wondering who the man was and where he’d come from and if there was a possibility she could keep him. That’s just how good looking he was.

“The dress. It looks beautiful on you. I admit to a soft spot for red dresses. Well, for dresses altogether, but you and that one in the same place are spectacular.”

“He’s right.” Syd came up behind them, enveloping the Harry Connick, Jr. lookalike in a hug. Rye swallowed hard. So this was Clay McAlister, the man Syd was going to marry. Although Rye had seen him on TV in his journalist role, she wouldn’t have recognized him. At least, not quite. He didn’t have a beard, for one thing, and his hair was longer and lighter and...well, messy. It was so shiny, though, with silver threads showing up their light brown counterparts.

He had dimples that carved smile lines into his cheeks. How could he have ever covered those with a beard?

“My best friend, Riley Winters, this is Clay’s best friend and younger brother, Reverend Jake McAlister. You can just call him Jake, though, or Rev, or Preacher, and go ahead and buy the dress. Half the women in the congregation lust after him and take his word for everything.”

“Only if it’s scriptural,” he corrected, grinning at Syd. “And then only if it goes along with preconceived notions. We don’t have Bible study at the Little Church in the Woods —we have Bible disassembly.”

“So why are you in Reinvention?” asked Syd, punching the pastor’s muscled bicep. “I thought you and Clay had decided it was way too girly in here for you.”

“It is, but there’s a teenager who needs a little joy for the holidays. Something sparkly, Rachel?” he said to the associate who approached the group.

“Jewelry? Or do you have a size in mind, Rev?” The young woman smiled at Rye in the mirror. “If they haven’t told you yet, that dress is perfect. If you need shoes, they’re over there. Wear the dress to try them on so you know if they’ll work together.”

“Size?” The pastor looked both blank and embarrassed. “Syd, do you know who I’m talking about? Penny usually runs this covert operation, but she couldn’t today, so I get to come in here and look like a pedophile, or at the very least a voyeur.”

She nodded. “I think I do. Size large, Rachel. She’s sixteen. If you wrap it, I can put it in her church mailbox on my way home.”

“Happy to. Do you know if her ears are pierced?” Rachel jingled the little bells that hung from her lobes. “Everybody needs a little sass to go along with the sparkle. On the house.”

Still wearing the dress, Rye went over to the shoe display. Looking back over her shoulder at where Syd stood talking with Clay’s brother, she noted that he looked just as good from the back as he did from the front.

A sprained ankle the year before had persuaded her to leave stilettos in her past, but she still liked heels. If she got a nice pair of black ones, they could do church-and-funeral duty all winter.

But it wasn’t black that jumped out at her, but silver, with rhinestones and glass garnets swirling around the two-inch heels. “Oh.”

Talk about exciting. She hadn’t worn silver shoes since her senior prom. Maybe it was time. She turned as Rachel approached carrying a soft blue sweater with sequins on it.

“What do you think?” asked the associate. “We’re taking a poll Don’t even look at Preacher. He doesn’t think you should be able to tell girls from boys until they get to college age.”

“It’s so pretty.”

“I’d have gone for black—kids love dressing dramatic— but I knew that would never fly with him. He’s incredibly generous, but he wants to protect everyone. He knows teenage boys would really like a sparkly black sweater a lot.” Rachel looked at the shoe in Rye’s hand. “Oh, perfect! Do we have your size in the display? If not, I can check in the back.”

“You have it. I was just trying to decide. Are they too young for me?” Ben had always worried that she would look younger than him. She had—she’d also been seven years younger. But dressing conservatively had become a peacekeeping way of life.

“You’re younger than my mom, and I would buy them for her in a heartbeat.”

Rye smiled at her, encouraged, and slipped on the shoes, falling more deeply in love by the minute. “More to the point,

would she wear them if you bought them?”

Rachel nodded. “Absolutely.”

“Then I will, too.”

She bought the dress, the shoes, glitzy stockings, and enough underclothes to last until her luggage found her. While Rachel bagged the dress on a hanger, Rye walked around the store. It was large, taking up two storefronts, although only one set of doors was in use, with wide-planked floors. The colors on the walls were bright and inviting, the air scented but not overpoweringly so. If she ever owned a boutique, Rye would like it to be like this one.

“I’ll see you at the Dockside tomorrow night,” Jake was saying to Syd when Rye went back to collect her purchases. “Tell me again why you’re having a rehearsal dinner but no rehearsal?”

“Because you and Clay have a mom and a stepmom and I have a mom, too. They were all pretty insistent on the rehearsal dinner and Clay and I were just as insistent we didn’t need a rehearsal. I’ve already done the wedding thing once and know how. Besides, I don’t want to give him a chance to back out at the last minute.”

“I won’t drive the getaway car if he does.” Jake gave her a hug and turned a smile on Rye that made her breath catch. “It was nice to meet you. I’ll see you tomorrow, too.”

Rye and Syd put their purchases in Syd’s car, then started up the block to Have A Cup. Walking past the Christmas decorated plate glass window of the boutique, Rye noticed a realtor’s FOR SALE sign in its corner. She raised a questioning eyebrow at Syd. “Really?”

“The building, yes,” said Syd regretfully. “The owner doesn’t want to cope with Pennsylvania winters anymore. The women who work there would like to buy it, but they can’t afford to. No one wants the shop to close, but not everyone’s cut out to either own or work in retail. You know that better than anybody.”

“That’s for sure.” Rye shivered in her wool coat. “I have to admit, Pennsylvania winters are right up there with Indiana ones, aren’t they?”

“More snow here,” Syd admitted, “but it doesn’t feel any colder to me.” She beamed at Rye. “Not as windy here as in Chicago, though. Maybe you should consider moving to Pennsylvania. They have big cities here, too, you know.”

It was something to think about. Rye didn’t have close family, and it had been over twenty years since they’d left Chicago, so all that called her back there was...she couldn’t say. Anonymity, maybe? She and Ben had been only children with no surviving relatives. She could disappear into Chicago, and maybe some of the memories of past years would disappear with her. She could be like Syd, starting new in a different place. Not that she had any intent or wish to fall in love again. She’d liked it the first time, but once was enough.

“What do you think of staying here for a few weeks while we’re on our honeymoon?”

Syd’s voice brought her back to the present. “Why?” she asked.

“To cat-sit. I’ve moved most of my things to Clay’s house, but Hagar is too sensitive to move until I’m there to go with her. Ishmael is the lake cat and he would just go somewhere else and eat until we get back, but I’d rather know he was able to sleep inside. It’s definitely cold around the lake. You could stay in Clay’s house or at the Robin’s Nest, whichever you prefer.”

Rye almost laughed, acknowledging that she was being played. She’d fallen instantly in love with the robin’s egg blue cottage with sunflowers painted around its outer walls Syd had rented when she came to Fallen Soldier in June. “I can do that,” she said. “No one is waiting for me to show up anywhere.”

That statement didn’t bring the sharp sting of regret it used to, she realized. Although she loved Syd’s family and missed Ben, she liked not having to consider anyone else’s wants when she made decisions. It was not what she would have chosen if she’d been given the option, but she hadn’t.

The friends walked around downtown after their coffee and the best scones Rye had ever eaten. Syd showed her Susan’s Closet, the non-profit she worked for that supplied clothes and other needs to area agencies. They stopped at the office of the Fallen Soldier Record, the twice-weekly tabloid-size newspaper Clay McAlister owned.

Rye was happy to meet him, glad to see how he looked at Syd. Looking at him, she didn’t see how she could have mistaken his younger brother for him. “I thought Jake was you,” she confessed when Clay caught her glance. “I’m not sure how I could have thought that.”

“He’s not nearly as good looking,” said Clay, “but he’s a nicer guy, so it’s understandable that you thought he was me.”

On the sidewalk again, Rye pulled her coat closer about her and asked, “Where is the realtor’s office?”

“The what?”

“The realty who has the store for sale. I’d like to know some details.”

A half hour later, armed with a few printouts and more information about the Main Street location than she’d had on the storefront back in Peru that she’d owned, Rye climbed into the passenger seat of Syd’s car. “Is every building in this town an historical structure?”

Syd looked thoughtful. “Probably most of them. The town was established in 1789. Some Revolutionary War soldiers who didn’t have homes to go to came here to heal. People took them in and helped the ones who could be helped and buried the ones who couldn’t. It’s been that way ever since.” She pointed at a bench that sat in front of the newspaper office. “Jason Benteen sits there every day on his way to the cemetery and back. He’s a Vietnam veteran.”

Rye nodded. “I read the article Clay wrote about him and your dad and Clay’s stepdad. So the town still protects the fallen?”

“It does. People say there are more veterans in the cemetery at the Little Church in the Woods than there are residents.” Syd smiled, her hazel eyes warm. “It’s a good place for the wounded, whether they were military or not.”

Snow fell lightly as they drove back to the lake, lacing the roofs and lampposts and making the little Allegheny town look even more idyllic than it had to begin with.

Entrapment, Rye thought later, lying in the comfortable bed in the Robin’s Nest’s cozy guest room. She’d had enough of small towns, and yet this particular one seemed to reaching out velvety tentacles to draw her into its charm. Syd was so happy, and Clay was perfect for her. Fallen Soldier and Cooper Lake were perfect for her, too.

Not for Riley Winters, though.

She read about the Culp Building, where Reinvention had its storefront. It had been built in the 1850s, replacing the original frame structure that had housed an apothecary shop on the first floor and offices on the second one. Following the Civil War, the upper floor had been turned into a rabbit’s warren of small rooms where displaced veterans from both sides were able to stay until they regained their health or found their feet again, whichever came first. There were passages upstairs that had gone nowhere, the pamphlet describing the building said, other than to freedom for escaped slaves before the war.

The two–story building was in good repair for its age, its plumbing and electricity having been redone in recent years. The brick had been repointed and windows and exterior doors replaced. There was potential income from the upstairs rooms, plus plenty of storage. The price was...well, scary, but she’d made a lot when she sold her house and business in Peru, and she still had most of the money Ben had left.

He wouldn’t have liked that she felt guilty about having it, but she did. She’d done nothing to earn the Winters fortune except love its only heir. Most times, she didn’t think she’d even done a very good job of that, although she’d forgiven herself for her impatience and the can’t-stand-one-more-day mindset that had ruled far too much of their marriage. She and Ben used to laugh, when his medication was working well, about how much time they spent forgiving each other for transgressions both real and imagined.

Ben would have loved the Culp Building. So did she, but she couldn’t consider buying it for sentimental reasons. She’d been a businesswoman far too long for that.

She’d done so well for so long, “getting over” Ben’s passing by staying active at work, at church, and at home.

She’d started dating again a year after his death, although not a lot and not with much success. That would change in Chicago, she was sure. A much bigger pool, and more people like her, who didn’t want any kind of commitment.

When she woke the next morning, the pamphlet and Syd’s cat Hagar were on the bed. Weak winter sun created soft light in the little room.

How silly would it be to spend the winter on this lake? She could go to Chicago in the spring, couldn’t she? Get there when the leaves were coming on and the wind was blowing in off Lake Michigan. Winter in this place where her best friend had settled seemed like a possibility.
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COOPER LAKE WAS CRAWLING with McAlisters and Hartleroads —Jake and Clay’s parents, stepparents, and numerous siblings—as well as Syd’s family and friends. They’d filled the B & B on the lake and Traveler’s Rest, the only motel in Fallen Soldier. The rehearsal dinner at Dockside went off without a hitch—Syd and Clay acknowledged in a pre-meal toast that anything put together by their mothers would never have the nerve to do otherwise. Mike, the restaurant’s owner, chimed in with his agreement, which got a laugh from everyone, even the mothers.

Clay was scandalized at the size of the crowd. In addition to the wedding party, the invitation to the rehearsal dinner had also included all family members of the bride and groom. Standing at the bar with Jake, he looked at the people swarming the buffet table. “I didn’t expect every relative in the country and a couple who aren’t to show up for the wedding of two middle”—he stopped for a moment, giving his words some thought like the journalist he was—“a middle-aged guy and a perfect woman.”

“They’re here to make sure you go through with it,” said Jake. “The moms and our sisters have been trying to get you married off for twenty years. And the ones who are from out of country are here to take their son back and be a family again.”

Nine-year-old Toby had been with Clay for six months while his parents were deployed. Although he was happy about his uncle’s marriage and had enjoyed being the youngest bachelor at the pizza party a few days earlier, he was more pleased with being back with his parents.

Syd’s friend wore the red dress she’d tried on in the boutique the day before. Her hair, which Jake was almost sure was called “chestnut,” swooped shiny and flipping this way and that around her shoulders. He thought she was probably a couple of years younger than his own age, forty-six, but she wore it better than most. Not that she looked younger than her age, particularly, and he’d have bet she’d never surgically enhanced any of her regular features, but she just looked... Wonderful.

The word caught him unawares. Not that he didn’t like women, but he wasn’t at all interested in having real relationships with them, and the word wonderful seemed somehow to be synonymous with relationship. Clay used the word a lot when he talked about Syd.

Jake had known wonderful. He’d fallen in love with Ashley the first time he’d seen her and never changed his mind. They’d married right out of college and decided they would have their first baby within their third year of marriage. Eight months into that pregnancy, a drunk driver had run the stoplight two blocks from their apartment and wonderful had come to an abrupt end.

“Syd is so happy you’re here,” he said when he ended up standing beside Rye on the glassed-in verandah of Dockside. “So is Clay, because anything that makes her happy works for him, too.”

“I’m glad to be here.” She smiled at him, her eyes blue and sparkling. “So, you’re a preacher?”

He sighed. “I am. I occasionally hate it and often feel I’m completely unsuited for it, but there’s truth to that being called by God business.” He smiled down at her. “However, getting to perform the marriage ceremony for one’s never-been-married brother is a perk I wouldn’t give up for anything.”

“I feel the same way about being in the wedding—it’s not a position I ever aspired to. Syd mentioned making me wear a puffy dress with shoes dyed to match, and I would have done it if she insisted, simply because we promised we’d be there for each other if either of ever married again, but I’m relieved it didn’t work out that way.” She laughed. “She threatened to have a sash made up that proclaimed me ‘widow of honor,’ too. That might have been a dealbreaker.”

“She says you’re thinking of moving to Chicago?” He felt himself hoping she wouldn’t.

He thought she hesitated, although he couldn’t have sworn to it, then she said, “Yes, I am. I grew up there, with my grandmother, and I guess if there’s somewhere I’d ultimately call home, that’s it. However, for the next two weeks, I’m cat-

sitting and enjoying the Robin’s Nest.”

Oh, good. “Will you stay through Christmas?”

“I hadn’t even thought of it.”

“You should. Both the town and the lake celebrate all the way through the New Year. The church does its best to spread both the Word and the spirit of giving.” He loved the giving part and the anonymity of it. He thought the Lord liked it, too.

“I’ll think about it.”

They stood in companionable silence. He was a peaceful man anyway, and he liked shared quiet. He also liked the sensation of having this pretty woman stand close enough to feel her warmth. “Would you like to have dinner sometime while you’re here?” He hadn’t expected to say that, but he wouldn’t have taken it back even if he could.

There was that millisecond of hesitation again, and her fingers with their glittery red nails seemed to slip into fists before she said, “Yes. Thank you.”

He grinned, sensing the reason for the uncertainty. “You don’t like dating, do you?”

She sighed, the sound slipping into a rueful laugh. “Is it that obvious? I’ve gotten good at it, really. At first dates, anyway. Not so good at subsequent ones.”

“Why do you suppose that is?”

She shrugged, and he noticed that she had beautiful shoulders. No slope to them, and they were proportionate with the rest of her body. That was something


















































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
-~
n\\vp ANeﬂ}Se 50;

e 2
s -
IR MToHE? BEst:s'ellmgAutbor

> e ——






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image004.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





