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  Chapter One

  
  




“Fee, for the last time, you do not have to move to Perth just because Kane is moving back to Cedar River. This is your hometown, too. Don’t let that hypocrite chase you away.” My sister’s exasperated voice carried through the phone pressed against my ear, drowning out the soft instrumental worship playing in the background at Cedar Blooms Boutique.

I slumped against the whitewashed timber counter, shoulder-length auburn waves falling in a curtain around my face. “I know. I keep reminding myself that the remaining No Lifers have either forgotten about what happened, or are so good at avoiding me that I almost never see them.”

The latter was more likely when it came to our former church ‘family’ from the Cedar River New Life Fellowship, but I wasn’t complaining. Half of them had moved away since the pastor, Kane’s father, had run off with the worship leader. The town had grown so much over the past twenty years that I hardly ever saw the others.

“If Kane has any self-awareness, he’ll be too ashamed to even speak to you, let alone stir up old rumours – especially when he’s here to start a new church. Besides, he has four kids to look after on his own. I’m sure that he’ll be far too busy to bother you.” Dee’s words were more confident than her tone. My ex-boyfriend’s experiences as a pastor, family man, and widower might have changed him for the better, but it sounded like my sister shared my doubts.

“I hope that you’re right.” One of my favourite customers, Sheila Byrne, slowed outside the window and examined the elegant A-line dress in peach linen draped over the centre mannequin. I pushed down the nausea that accompanied thoughts of Kane and plastered my most welcoming customer service smile onto my face. “I have to hang up. I’ll see you later.”

“Bye, Fee. Stop stressing.”

Dropping the phone, I returned Sheila’s wave through the window. My maths teacher from high school, Mrs McCormack, appeared beside her, waggling her fingers at me before taking her friend’s arm and continuing along the narrow, tree-lined street.

Soothed by the instrumental rendition of ‘In Christ Alone’ playing discreetly over the speakers, my gaze lingered on the picturesque small-town scene outside. The bright spring sunshine and crab-apple blossoms were a stark contrast to the shadow that had fallen over me two weeks ago, when Dee had told me about my former boyfriend moving home.

Movement outside the window caught my eye, and my sick stomach plummeted. The object of my thoughts strode past the window display and pushed open the glass door to my shop as though he owned it.

I stood frozen like a deer in headlights as Kane Fischer loomed before me, a tall, familiar stranger. His thick head of light brown hair had dwindled to a pitiful halo around the edges, long strands raked over the top in a futile effort to disguise the growing bald patch, while his chin now sported the ‘trendy pastor’ goatee that he swore he’d never grow. The white polo shirt stretching tight across a rotund belly suggested that he still didn’t care for vegetables or exercise.

But his arrogant swagger, which I’d once mistaken for confidence, and the accompanying air of self-righteousness remained intact. Despite the changes in his outward appearance, it looked like Kane Fischer hadn’t changed in any of the ways that mattered.

A wide, insincere smile spread across his face as he approached the counter. That was new. Perhaps he’d picked it up in Bible college, along with the stupid goatee.

“Long time no see, Fifi. You haven’t aged a day.” Eyes the colour of watery coffee flicked around the boutique, taking in the dresses on display. “Nice shop. You were always good at all that fashion stuff.” His gaze returned to mine. “How are your folks? Doing alright?”

The shock of hearing his voice after twenty years drained the blood from my head. Vision growing fuzzy around the edges, I grabbed at the counter to steady myself. Please, God, don’t let me faint in front of him. The falafel and salad that I’d eaten for lunch churned in my stomach, bile rising to my throat.

How could he walk into my store and greet me like we were just old mates who had drifted apart? Had he forgotten how he’d destroyed my reputation when he got his dad to kick me out of their church?

I didn’t want to see him. I didn’t want to talk to him. And I definitely didn’t want to pretend that we were old friends.

Agitated, I smoothed the front of my apple-green fit-and-flare dress, and the cool, smooth silk under my fingers grounded me. Pastor Fischer would have hated this dress. Anything pretty or bright had been the work of Jezebel in his eyes. Once I started working at the boutique, beautiful clothes became my armour, protecting me from being toyed with by controlling, religious people.

Steeled by my soft, cool armour, my vision grew sharp and clear again, and fixed on Kane’s unnerving smile. How could I pretend we were old friends when I barely recognised him?

Now that I had the chance to say everything that had been left unsaid, I couldn’t find the words. Except for two.

“Get out.” My voice was quiet, but stronger than it used to be.

Kane’s plastic smile didn’t waver. “Now, now. That’s no way to greet your old friend, Fifi. Are you still bitter about that misunderstanding when we were kids?”

My jaw dropped, speechless. Kids? At seventeen, I’d still been a kid, but he had been twenty-one. And I hadn’t misunderstood anything.

Eyes widening, his tone grew condescending. “As a pastor, I’m obliged to point out that unforgiveness is a sin. The Word says that you need to forgive and forget.”

I reeled at the revelation that ‘as a pastor’, he was still misquoting the Bible for his own benefit. Surely two decades of studying and sermonising should have made him more grounded in the Word of God. Dad had insisted on me reading the Bible with him on Sundays after being kicked out of the church, and that had been nothing short of a revelation.

He’d always said that church people couldn’t be trusted. I hadn’t believed him until I experienced it for myself.

Forgiving Kane had been a whole lot easier when he wasn’t standing in front of me with a condescending smirk, the struggle growing with every passing second. He had enjoyed a hero’s send-off to go to Bible college and follow in his father’s footsteps before Pastor Fischer’s fall from grace. I’d been excised from our small, tight-knit church family like a tumour, and that had changed me in ways that couldn’t be forgotten.

Twenty years of bearing the weight of injustice sparked a sudden fury that spread into every cell in my body. Shaking with adrenaline, I straightened to my full five-foot-six stature, and craned my neck to meet his tepid eyes. Morbid satisfaction washed over me as his grotesque smile faltered.

Perhaps he hadn’t changed. But I had. Did he really expect to find the same weak-minded goody-two-shoes who had adored and trusted him?

“Get. Out.” My voice grew stronger. “Get out of my store. Now!” I took a step towards him.

Kane’s phoney smile vanished, eyes widening as he stumbled over his own feet backing away from me. He pulled the door open and paused, lifting his bearded chin to look down his nose at me. “I’m deeply concerned by your spirit of rebellion, Fiona. But I’ll pray for you.” Tugging at the door, his efforts to slam it were stymied by the soft-close hinges that I’d installed for the comfort of my older customers, and he stomped away with a frustrated huff, leaving the door to drift closed with a serene sigh.

Whole body shaking, I released my white-knuckled grip on the counter and dropped into one of the armchairs beside the fitting rooms. Leaning back against the soft cushions, my mind kept pace with my racing heart.

How would he spin our reunion to his friends and family? What version of our first meeting would he share? One in which I’d greeted him like the old friend that he’d pretended to be? Or one in which I’d threatened to kill him? Kane wouldn’t let the truth stand in the way of a story that would make him look like a saint or a victim; I knew that from bitter experience.

And somehow within the space of five minutes, my deceitful, cowardly high-school sweetheart had rewritten both the past and the present, leaving me questioning my own memory.

The things I longed to say to him struggled free from the shock that had held them back. How he had taken advantage of my naivete and devotion. The way he’d lied to punish me. The irony of his father’s affair. I’d heard from Natasha Zeiger, a former No Lifer, that some still considered the Fischer men helpless victims of wicked Jezebels. It felt horrible to know that people were still talking about me like that two decades later.

My heart leaped into my throat as the door shushed open, dread kicking my heart into panic mode again. Surely he wouldn’t be back again so soon?

I raised my eyes to find Brooke Hoffman stepping into my store, and I plastered my customer service smile onto my face. She’d been a few years ahead of me in school, and had already married local football star Jack Hoffman and left for university by the time Kane had started courting me. To Brooke, I was just Fee Kearney, purveyor of silky-soft, jewel-toned clothing at Cedar Blooms Boutique.

I pushed myself up from the plush chair, grateful for the chance to turn my attention to something normal. “Hello, Brooke. How are you enjoying your new bamboo dress? I’ve just had more colours come in, if you’re looking for a wardrobe refresh.”

“It’s lovely, but I’m actually here because we’re thinking ‘summer wedding’ thoughts.” Dark eyes softening, she drew closer and examined my face. “You don’t look like you’ve been thinking about summer dresses, though. Are you okay?”

I dropped my gaze to the floor, unsure how to respond. If only I could rewind the clock back two weeks to when my mind had been filled with nothing other than the delights of organising new summer stock. “I’m fine. Do you have anything specific in mind?”

“You’re a terrible liar, but I’ll let you off the hook for now.” The dark-haired high school teacher turned in a slow circle, eyes scanning the racks and mannequins before returning to mine. “Nothing poofy or strapless, but that’s it. Although I feel a bit funny about wearing white when I’ve been married before.”

“You’re not the first to tell me that. You could wear cream, or blush. Or even pale blue.” Even though my red hair, blue eyes, and freckles stemmed from a Scottish heritage, I’d always liked the Irish tradition of getting married in blue.

Not that I would ever have the chance. I wasn’t sure that I even wanted to get married.

Pushing aside my cynical thoughts about so-called ‘Christian’ men, I moved towards the formal side of the store, and focused on my new mission. With the nearest bridal shop an hour’s drive away, I kept a small range of stylish, classic gowns for brides who didn’t have the time or inclination to travel that far. “Will the ceremony be indoors or outdoors?”

“Ah, the great debate.” Brooke followed me with a weighty sigh. Meeting my inquiring eyes, her mouth twisted into a wry smile. “Family complications. But I’m voting for outdoors.”

Having served her fiance’s mother in the past, I could imagine Christine Hillier causing ‘family complications’. “No worries. I have a few ideas.”

I turned to sift through the wedding dresses, pulling out a blush chiffon gown with delicate spaghetti straps and a scattering of pearl beads across the bodice. Holding it up in front of her, I examined it with a critical eye. “I love the style, but not the colour on you.”

Swapping it for a similar gown in cream, I angled her towards the nearby mirror, satisfaction washing over me. “This is better with your skin tone. What do you love, and what do you hate?”

Brooke held the dress against herself and swished the layers of chiffon around her legs. “I love the floaty skirt.” She tapped at the zip up the back with a grimace. “This will drive me crazy, though. I can’t deal with anything rough rubbing against my back.”

That explained her growing collection of soft bamboo clothing. “I can move the zip once we find the right dress. How do you feel about the beading?”

Her shoulders rose and fell as she leafed through the dresses beside her. “It’s okay.” She pulled out a white dress with a gold embroidery overlay across the bodice, and ran her finger over the shining threads. “Ooh. This is nice.”

A vision of the future bride in a cream chiffon gown with gold-embroidered roses cascading down the bodice rose into my mind. “I think I have the perfect dress out the back – gold embroidery, floaty fabric, and I’m pretty sure that it has a side zip. But it only arrived yesterday, so I’ll need to unpack it. Would you have time to come back later in the week?” The dress that I had in mind was strapless, but that was easily remedied.

“Sure. I was planning to bring my daughter to look at bridesmaid dresses on Saturday.” Drifting towards the centre of the room, she examined a teal satin tea dress with crystal beading. “Are you expecting that angry guy with the ‘youth pastor’ beard to come back?”

I stared at her, the blood draining from my head at her reminder about my unwelcome visitor. “No. I mean, I hope not.” Although I had chased Kane out of the shop before finding out what he wanted.

“Judging by your face when I walked in, I’m guessing that he wasn’t here looking for men’s formal wear.” Abandoning the dress, Brooke came back to hover beside me, laying her hand on my arm. “You know that Leyla, Pip, and Emir are right next door.”

I nodded, but the ingrained shame that had settled in my soul twenty years earlier deflected her words. I’d seen all four of them at Cedar River Community Church during my first and last visit a couple of weeks ago. Even though they were nothing like the No Lifers, they were still church people. Their attitudes would change under Kane’s powers of persuasion, especially now that he was a pastor. Getting attached to church people wasn’t worth the pain of being cut out later.

Shaking my head, I forced my lips into a customer service smile. “Thanks, but I’m fine.”

An indelicate snort slipped out as the pretty brunette raised her eyebrows. “Sorry, you’re still a terrible liar. But I’ll see you on Saturday.” She moved towards the door, looking back at me as she reached for the handle. “And don’t forget your friends next door.”

I checked the time on my phone as she stepped outside and walked past the window. Part of me wanted to close early and run to my sister’s place for toddler snuggles and comfort, like I did when I heard about Kane moving back. The unknowns had hung over me like a dark, heavy shadow then. But now that I’d met my ex-boyfriend in all of his middle-aged, paunchy glory, the part of me that had told him to get out rebelled against the intimidation that lingered.

No, I wasn’t going to run away this time. Like my sister had said on the phone only seconds before Kane had invaded my shop, this was my home.

Literally.

Nothing about the older building, with its red brick facade and enormous picture windows rising above the street, indicated that I lived in a cosy apartment upstairs. While a variety of mannequins and my sewing table occupied half of the living area, a peaceful space filled with my favourite things waited for me on the other side of a makeshift wall made of bamboo room dividers.

I longed to retreat up there to call my sister and debrief with a cup of French Earl Grey. Kane had just proven Dee wrong about him being far too busy to bother me. Had it been a test to see whether I would cause trouble, or his way of establishing dominance now that he was back in town? Or was it something else? He had never once threatened me, but my racing heart and urge to flee insisted that I was in danger.

Shaking my head, I murmured the first few verses of Psalm 91. “Whoever dwells in the shelter of the Most High will rest in the shadow of the Almighty. I will say of the Lord, ‘He is my refuge and my fortress, my God, in whom I trust.’”

The Word of God calmed my anxious heart, and my thoughts turned towards the beautiful gowns waiting for me to hang, steam, and price them. I ducked into the back room and grabbed a box from my latest garment delivery, a tendril of joy creeping back into my heart as I unfolded the top and pulled out a short, flouncy party dress in sunshine yellow. This would be a delightful way to spend my time until closing.

I grew calmer with every dress that I unfolded and hung on a wheeled clothes rack, and kept an eye out for the dress I’d envisioned for Brooke. Finding it in the second box, I held it up in the mirror, imagining her smiling face superimposed over my own pale, freckled features above the strapless sweetheart neckline. It was well designed and beautifully made, but a little modification would be needed to make it perfect for the bride.

Fluffing the layers of chiffon, I remembered my vision of the soft fabric draping her slender figure, fine golden roses cascading down the bodice. All that was missing were two folds of the sheer fabric draped over the shoulders, or possibly fluffed out in cap sleeves. Maybe even a halter. I could play with a few different shoulder treatments to show the bride.

I set her estimated size aside, and hummed along with the background music as I unpacked and hung the rest of the new stock. At five o’clock, I locked the shop door, and carried Brooke’s dress up the narrow stairwell.

Stepping into my apartment, I froze. My curtains were pulled wide open, just as they always were during the day, but today I felt exposed. Vulnerable. In theory, no one standing on the street could see inside my apartment, but the thought of Kane realising that I lived up here made my stomach lurch.

I draped the dress over my adjustable mannequin before crossing the small space and closing the curtains. Retracing my steps through the dim room, I flicked on the lights. Resentment about shutting myself away in the dark battled with relief that at least he couldn’t see me, until I noticed a gap between the curtains. The light spilling through would give away the fact that someone was up here.

“Ugh. What do you think he’s going to do, Fee? He’s a liar, not a murderer.” Despite that fact, I flicked the light off again and stumbled back to the curtains, opening them halfway. At least I’d light-proofed my bedroom to block out the streetlights below the window. I could just hole up in my room once it got dark.

Dropping onto the couch, I picked up my phone and called Dee, heart sinking as the call diverted to voicemail. She was probably busy making dinner.

“Hey, it’s just me. Kane came into the shop.” Unsure what else to say, I trailed off, then hung up. I should probably get some dinner, too.

I hunted through the freezer at the bottom of my fridge, retrieving a shrink-wrapped tray of honey-soy chicken with broccoli and rice from the small selection of frozen dinners inside. In the absence of a stovetop or oven in my tiny apartment, I’d come to rely on my trusty microwave for a nutritionally-balanced diet.

Turning the frozen block out onto a plate, I shoved it into the microwave for four minutes, and I wandered to the aquarium against the wall to greet my albino bristlenose catfish, Bri. I’d originally named the tiny baby fish ‘Brian’, but after six months I discovered that ‘Brianna’ would have been more appropriate.

Her pale, bristle-less face poked out at me from behind her favourite rock, and with a blur of her tail, she raced up to the glass and peered back at me. I chuckled at her boldness. “Good evening. What will madam be having for dinner tonight?”

Beady red eyes followed me as I pulled a bag of thumbnail-sized algae wafers out from the shelf under the aquarium. “An excellent choice. Only the finest of algae wafers here at Chez Kearney.” I dropped one into the tank, and she pounced, snatching it away to eat behind her rock just as the microwave beeped.

One good stir and another three minutes of microwaving later, I put the plate on a tray and perched on my grey two-seater couch beside my fishy dinner companion. “Thank you for this food, Lord, and for your provision. And for keeping me from fainting today. Amen.”

As I took a bite of broccoli, the words from Luke 6 about loving your enemies and blessing those who mistreat you rose into my mind, and I felt the pinch of conviction that I hadn’t dealt with the afternoon’s confrontation very well.

But the truth was that I was mad. Mad that God had allowed Kane and his family to slander me. Mad that He had allowed him to leave town a hero, and then return to dredge everything up again. Mad that dredging everything up bothered me so much when I had thought that I’d forgiven him and moved on.

And mad that what they had done to me didn’t seem to matter. It was hard to believe that God didn’t show favouritism when He allowed people like Kane and his father to get away with hurting people without any consequences.

You don’t know that.

The gentle nudge stirred my hackles further. “Well, I haven’t seen any evidence that he’s changed.” Although I’d only seen him for a total of two minutes, and I hadn’t allowed him to explain himself before ordering him out of my shop.

He had walked in with the same old confidence, though, never even acknowledging what he’d done. “Consequences change people,” I argued, feeling a little guilty for talking back to the Holy Spirit. But the consequences of his choices had changed me.

Appetite gone, I got up and scraped my leftovers into a glass container, shoving it into the fridge before turning off Brian’s light on the way to my room. Exchanging my dress for grey bamboo pyjamas, I crawled under my purple jacquard quilt, and watched through the window as the colours of the sky cycled from orange, to purple, to black.

My phone buzzed with a message from my sister. Can’t call, vomit everywhere. Are you ok?

Dee was lucky I hadn’t gone running to her place for comfort, or she would have had my sympathy vomit to deal with, too. I’d always had an overly-empathetic stomach. Shaken but fine.

Ok. Will call later.

I dropped my phone onto my bedside table and returned my eyes to the growing darkness outside the window. It was almost poetic as a reflection of my feelings. I’d worked so hard to avoid giving anyone anything to gossip about, living a quiet life that revolved around my shop and my sister’s family. While the resurgence of old rumours was unlikely to affect me, the sting of shame seeped poison into my hope for the future.

I lift up my eyes to the mountains - where does my help come from?

I looked to God for help, but my trust in His goodness had been shaken. “Kane’s mouth lays claim to heaven and his tongue takes possession of the earth, just like the wicked in Psalm 73,” I grumbled, half to myself and half to God.

Rising to fasten the blinds before washing my face and brushing my teeth, I couldn’t put my feelings into words, but my heart prayed the rest of the Psalm. Yet I am always with you; you hold me by my right hand… My flesh and my heart may fail, but God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever.

At least God was with me. And He knew the truth.
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Rearranging one of the centre mannequins during the afternoon lull, the hush of the shop door pushing open sent my heart pounding.

I looked up to find Pip from the cafe next door approaching me with a cheerful smile and a cobalt blue paper cup. This was the third time that my friendly neighbours had driven me to the brink of a heart attack, but I hadn’t been able to shake the anxiety left behind after Kane’s invasion the day before.

“Hi, Fee. Ready for an afternoon pick-me-up?” She held the cup out towards me, brown eyes wide. “It’s decaf.”

Placing the cup on the counter, I regarded her innocent face. “What are you up to, Pip? You’ve been in and out all day.” My eyes fell on the white gold engagement ring hanging from a chain around her neck. “Are you thinking ‘summer wedding’ thoughts, too?”

Pink roses bloomed in her cheeks. “We are. We’re having a small wedding here before going to visit my family for Christmas.”

“Do you have a style of dress in mind?” Eyeing the bride to be, I moved towards the dresses that I’d pressed and hung that morning, and reached for a white halter-neck sheath with a sweeping twist at the waist that would flatter her hourglass curves. “Because I can see you wearing something like this.”

Face lighting up, she stared at the dress. “Ooh. I can, too.” Blinking rapidly, she met my gaze. “But that’s not why I’m here. Brooke mentioned that something upset you yesterday. We just wanted to keep an eye on you, make sure that you’re okay.”

“Really?” While the thought of them talking about me sent anxiety squeezing around my throat, I couldn’t help feeling touched that the teacher had mentioned my distress to her gentle friend, and even more so that Pip had been checking on me. “That’s very kind of you.”

“It’s no problem. I’m heading off in a minute, but Leyla will pop in before she leaves.” Her smiling lips turned down in a grimace. “She’s been tied up with accounting spreadsheets today.”

“Ah. That doesn’t sound like fun.” I didn’t know any small business owner who enjoyed dealing with spreadsheets. “Well, you’re very kind, but you don’t need to worry about me. I’m fine.”

She regarded me with thoughtful eyes. “Fee, I don’t know what’s been going on for you over the past couple of weeks, but it’s okay to not be ‘fine’, you know.” Picking up the pen lying on the counter beside me, she scrawled a barely-legible eight-digit number on the back of the coffee cup. “I’m going up to the farm, but here’s my phone number. Call me if you ever want to talk about what you’re ‘fine’ about.”

Shame crept over me that Kane’s return home had drawn more attention to me even without any rumours circulating. I pulled up my best customer service smile. “Thank you, you’re very sweet. I hope you have a great afternoon.”

“You, too. And I’ll be back another day to talk about that dress.” With a little wave, Pip stepped out of the store.

As the door shushed closed, my phone dinged behind me, and I moved behind the counter to find another text from Dee. Pip hadn’t been the only one checking up on me throughout the day; my sister had messaged me every couple of hours to check in. Still okay? No unwelcome visitors?

Me: Nope. But I needed a virtual hug. Got a minute to talk?

She called me a moment later. “A minute, yes. A voice? Not so much,” Dee croaked into my ear. “There’s something I haven’t told you. Yesterday’s vomit went viral, and now we’re all doing it.”

My sympathetic groan turned into a chuckle. “Oh, no. At least you’re feeling well enough to joke about it now.” I pushed aside my aversion to vomit out of love for my sister. “Do you need me to bring you anything? Electrolytes? Tea? Soup?”

“Please don’t talk about food.” She started retching, and I dropped my phone on the counter, taking slow, deep breaths to calm the sympathetic nausea triggered by the sound. Once my stomach was under control, I picked up the phone to find the call ended.

So much for her being on the mend. After closing, I’d go to Linke’s and get some of her favourite all-natural strawberry electrolytes. Maybe some ginger ale, too, to settle her stomach. That always used to help when we were kids. I could just leave them on the doorstep.

Satisfied with this plan, I finished arranging the mannequins, and allowed myself to daydream about the dress that I’d set aside to show Brooke. I often did minor alterations to enhance the fit of a gown, but adding sleeves always felt a little cheeky. My modifications were for a good cause, though.

I picked up the pen sitting on the counter and started to sketch some ideas on the back of an invoice. Gathered fabric anchored on either side of the neckline grew into a rough halter-neck design, followed by a second option with narrow straps, and a third with subtle cap sleeves. I wasn’t much of an artist, but it was enough to get a sense of what might work.

A couple of teenage girls wearing navy and white Cedar River High School uniforms pushed open the door, and I set my creative visions aside to assist the future graduates with picking out their school formal gowns. School formals were still a few weeks away, but they were one of the biggest social events of the year in our small town, and selection of the perfect dress was a serious business.

This was the third time these two had come in to try on dresses, but after an hour and a half of tough decision-making, they scurried out of the shop with big smiles and even bigger boutique bags.

Leyla passed them on her way inside, her long, dark blonde ponytail swishing as she nodded after them. “There go a couple of satisfied customers. Formal dresses?”

“Yep. It’s that time of year. How are the spreadsheets?”

She groaned. “Painful. I’ve spent the day updating the formulae to correct a persistent error in tax estimation that appeared after a software update. My eyes are sore and I want to cry. How do people working in accounting do this all day, every day?”

I gestured towards the racks and mannequins around me. “I really couldn’t tell you. I sell pretty clothes for a living.”

Tapping her fingers over twists of coloured fabric draped over an accessory rack near the counter, she paused over a beaded turquoise scarf. “You’ve survived the day alright?”

Apart from leaping out of my skin every time the door opened. “I sure did. I’m fine. Really. I’d just had a bit of a shock when Brooke came in yesterday.”

“That’s what you said a couple of weeks ago when you closed early.” She turned to me, golden-eyed gaze catching mine. “Fee, if you’re in some kind of trouble, I—”

I shook my head. “Oh no, it’s nothing like that.” A gentle nudge convicted me for lying. “Maybe a little. I don’t know. I mean, I’m troubled, but I’m not in trouble.” Although given Kane’s flair for the dramatic, and his gift for persuading people to see things his way, I wished that I’d handled our reunion with a little more finesse.

“Well, I just want you to know that you don’t have to handle it on your own.” The elegant blonde reached out and squeezed my arm, the kind gesture tempting me to spill the thoughts rushing through my head.

I pressed my lips together and held them back. “You’re very kind. But don’t worry, I’m not alone. I have my sister.” Although that relationship had its limits.

She had lost her faith altogether after I was banned from the church. While I read the Bible with Dad on Sunday morning, Mum had continued to take Dee to church. But being forced to listen to things that couldn’t possibly be true about her earnest, goody-two-shoes older sister had made her angry with everyone, including God.

Part of me hadn’t been surprised that our mother remained loyal to the New Life Fellowship. I’d grown up with the constant weight of having committed an unknown crime against her, and strived to be as good as possible to atone for it. Her cool attitude, which had thawed under the warmth of Kane’s interest in me, returned at full force after my dramatic excommunication.

When the church broke apart after Pastor Fischer’s affair, Mum found a new pastor oozing charisma an hour north of town, but Dee had had enough. She’d refused to go to the new church, or read the Bible with me and Dad, and spent every Sunday sulking in her room until she got a job at Linke’s. She’d taken a perverse delight in informing our mother that she had specifically requested the Sunday morning shift.

But my sister was always on my side, and while she questioned my dogged faith on a regular basis, she never ridiculed it. Even so, our relationship was bittersweet, and I prayed for her to have a change of heart towards God.

And my hapless role in her loss of faith created so much tension with Mum that both Dee and I avoided her. As far as I knew, Dad still read the Bible every Sunday while our mother went off to whatever church had captured her loyalty. I used to wonder how he felt about her flaky faith and disregard for his opinions, but he kept his feelings concealed behind his gruff exterior, and it wasn’t my problem anymore.

“Fee?” Leyla’s hesitant voice startled me from the rabbit trail that my mind had wandered down, and my eyes shot up to meet hers. “I’m glad you’ve got your sister, but you’ve also got my number, just in case you need a friend, too.”

I nodded. “Thank you.” I wouldn’t use it, but I appreciated the thought.

She held my gaze for a moment longer, then stepped towards the door. “Alright. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Yep. Have a great evening.” I forced a customer service smile to my lips as she paused to look back at me, glad that she hadn’t pressed the point. We’d been neighbours for eight years, but her reserved manner had warmed so much over the past few months that it risked thawing my own.

I distracted myself with arranging the fascinators displayed near the door by size, but my heart leaped into my throat when the door flung open behind me. A familiar stranger in a long-sleeved green dress and brown ankle boots rushed inside, a fabric shopping bag swinging from each hand.

Wild eyes that matched her dress flicked to me, an apology forming on her lips even as the strawberry blonde woman hurried towards the centre mannequin display and ducked behind it. “I’m sorry. I know this is weird. But can you see a black SUV?”

I glanced towards the street as a large, black car cruised past the shop, the tinted windows obscuring the driver. “One just drove past. Why?”

She slumped to the ground in a puddle of bags, a rogue apple rolling across the floor towards me. “I’m probably being paranoid, but I think it might have been following me.” Leaning her elbows against her knees, she dropped her face into her hands. “I can’t believe this is happening. Again.”

“What’s happening?” I scooped up the apple and crouched beside her, fighting second-hand panic as I tucked it back into her bag and echoed Leyla’s words from earlier. “Are you in some kind of trouble? Do you need help?”

Her head turned from side to side. “I don’t think so. It was just strange timing with the text messages starting up again. Neither makes any sense. Although it didn’t last time, either. Unless they’re trying to intimidate me again.” Sitting upright, she turned wide green eyes towards me. “But why?”

I blinked. “I really want to help, but what are we talking about?”

Shaking her head, her cheeks flushed as she met my bewildered gaze. “I’m sorry. It’s a long story. Thank you for letting me hide in your store, though.”

“You’re welcome. Stay as long as you need. I’ve had some recent experiences with unwelcome surprises, too.” I reached out a tentative hand. “I know we’ve met over wedding dresses, but that was a few months ago. It’s Rosemary, isn’t it? I’m Fee.”

Her cold fingers wrapped around mine, lips curving into a wan smile. “I know. I see you at the cafe every day, and my friends have mentioned you before.”

It was my turn to have heat flood my face. “Ah. You’re also observant.”

She gestured towards my hair, which I’d pulled back into a low bun because I didn’t have the energy to fuss with it that morning. “You’re hard to miss. I don’t see a lot of redheaded locals around Cedar River. I’m guessing you’re not German?”

“Nope. I’ve got Scottish genes on my dad’s side, and a mishmash from that part of the world on my mum’s.” I patted my auburn waves. “I am, however, the only one in the family who turned out like this. Everyone else has black hair.”

Rosemary grinned. “What’s that like? I look like my mother’s twin.”

“Awkward. I’m the red sheep of the family.” Although I was pretty sure that it wasn’t because of my hair.

A snort escaped as she scrambled to push herself to her feet. “I like that. ‘The red sheep’. It sounds like a great title for a children’s book. I should tell Carla.” Turning towards the window, her laughing smile fell, and fear skittered across her face. “I don’t mean to be an inconvenience, but is there a back door that I can use, just in case they really were following me? Elsie’s waiting.”

“Mrs McCormack?” I remembered seeing Rosemary and her dark-haired husband sitting beside my former high school teacher in church that Sunday. Daniel had been a year ahead of me at school.

She nodded. “The one and only.”

Noting the time, I made a snap decision. “I’m just about to close and go to Linke’s Supermarket. I’d be happy to give you a lift.”

Her green eyes darted to the street, then back to my face. “Really? Thank you. I’ll take you up on that. While that car was probably just a spring tourist, I’ve had enough adrenaline for one day.”

I knew that feeling. “It’s no trouble at all.” I hurried to the door and turned the lock, glancing up and down the street. No sign of the black SUV.

Returning to my waiting passenger, I offered her a reassuring smile. “My van is out the back, but I need to get my bag. Want to come up?” Leaving her to wait downstairs seemed unkind, given the panic with which she had sought refuge behind my mannequins.

Her eyes cut to the front window, and she nodded. “Thanks.” Following me up the stairs, she waited beside Brooke’s dress while I ducked across the partition to my bedroom.

Bag slung over my shoulder, I came out to find her admiring a reel of gold lace ribbon and some scraps of silk and chiffon that I’d set out on my sewing table for the sleeve project. “So pretty and delicate. It must be nice to be so practical.” A sheepish smile rose to her lips as she turned to me. “I can measure things five times and still cut them wrong. I tried to use a sewing machine once at school, and ended up adding a diagonal stitching feature across the front of a shirt that was not part of the original design.”

“I’m not surprised. These machines can be tricky even when you’re used to them. Your teacher should have let you practice on scraps until you were more confident at controlling it.” Gran had had endless patience while I learned to use her machine, insisting that basic sewing was a necessary life skill. It had served me well when I’d started working at the boutique.

We descended the stairs and went out through the back door, climbing into my battered white van. As we settled in and buckled up, I turned to my passenger. “Does Mrs McCormack still live two streets back?” I couldn’t make myself refer to her by her first name. She hadn’t been my teacher for two decades, but it still felt disrespectful.

Surprise crossed Rosemary’s face. “She does. How did you know that?”

Turning onto the laneway that led to the road, I grinned at the question. “Small town syndrome. She was my high school maths teacher.”

“Ah, another one. Elsie’s students are everywhere. You’d better come in and say hello, then. She’d like that.” The anxious lines on her forehead smoothed as she smiled, and I felt glad that I’d offered her a lift. What you do for the least of these, you do for me…

We pulled up in front of Mrs McCormack’s red-brick cottage less than a minute later, taking a shopping bag each. Her lush front garden was an explosion of spring colour, bursting with irises, roses, daisies, and marigolds. The entrance of the path to the front door was flanked by neatly-groomed bird of paradise plants on either side, brilliant orange flowers with indigo stamens soaring above the large green leaves.

Reaching out to stroke the vibrant petals, a forlorn ache stirred in my chest. My grandmother had grown the bird-like flowers in her garden, too. She’d told me the botanical name for them, but I couldn’t remember it.

“Aren’t the strelitzia glorious?” Rosemary’s voice brought me back to the present. “So regal. Elsie’s spring flowers make all of the hard labour of mulching, fertilising, and weeding worthwhile.”

“They’re beautiful.” Perhaps one day my little shop would make enough for me to afford a place with a garden.

As though she’d heard us, the frail older woman pulled open the front door and stepped outside. “There you are. I know that you’re a grown woman, but I was starting to worry.”

“I’m sorry, Elsie. I had a bit of an incident, but Fee looked after me and gave me a lift home.” Rosemary gestured towards me.

“An incident? Ooh, intrigue!” Sparkling blue eyes looking past the strawberry blonde, her lips curved into a welcoming smile as she reached out and took my hand. “Hello, Fee, dear. Lovely to see you. Have you got time to come in and catch up?”

I froze. How much did she know? Would she ask me about Kane? He had already graduated before our relationship began, and she’d never shown any sign that she’d heard any gossip about me. Then again, her impartiality regardless of rumours, dramas, or social standing was one of the qualities that had made her so popular as a teacher.

But the No Lifers had been hostile and derisive towards every other church in town, including Mrs McCormack’s humble red-brick church. There was a good chance that the news hadn’t reached her.

I followed Rosemary through a comfortable lounge room into an open kitchen and placed her groceries on the counter that separated the two spaces. “My shop keeps me busy, so I’m afraid that there isn’t much to catch you up on, Mrs McCormack. But do you remember my sister, Dee?”

Eyes twinkling behind her gold-rimmed glasses, she lowered herself into a floral recliner and extended the footrest, patting the matching couch beside her. “Of course I do. How is she?”

“Today she has gastro, but in general, she’s great. She met a nice guy a while back and has three kids now. All girls.” Ever the proud aunty, I perched on the edge of the couch cushion and pulled up some pictures on my phone. “They all look just like her, too, except that baby Amy has her dad’s brown eyes. See?”

Leaning back to squint through the glasses perched on her nose, Mrs McCormack chuckled. “I’ll bet their dad loves that.”

“He really does. She found a good one.” A safety and compliance manager at Liebig’s Logging Co., Mick was responsible, honest, and adored his girls.

Her eyebrows rose as she turned to look at me. “What about you, Fee? Have you found a good man, too?”

I looked down at my hands. Between running a women’s fashion boutique and not going to church, I didn’t meet men at all, but that didn’t bother me. After the humiliation and rejection that Kane had put me through, I had no desire to put myself in that situation again. Just like in Proverbs 26. As a dog returns to its vomit, so fools repeat their folly. And Proverbs has a lot to say about fools…

Brooke and her daughter burst in through the front door and descended upon Rosemary in the kitchen, rescuing me from the question. Her fiance, Eddie, followed at a more sedate pace and greeted me with a cheerful smile. “Hello, Fee.”

“Hello.” Taking their arrival as my cue to leave, I turned to pat my former teacher’s hand. “Well, it was lovely to see you again, Mrs McCormack.”

Wrapping her frail fingers around mine, her voice rose to be heard over the happy chatter in the kitchen. “Not so fast, young lady. Have you got plans for dinner? You’re welcome to join us.” Her twinkling eyes glanced at the strawberry blonde ordering Lacey to wash her hands while handing potatoes to Eddie. “I want to hear about Rosemary’s mysterious incident, but it looks like that story will have to wait.”

Brooke kissed Mrs McCormack’s cheek before lowering herself onto the couch beside me. “Hey there, Fee. What brings you here?”

“Rosemary did. I gave her a lift home.” I held my tongue about the black SUV, unsure how much she would want me to share.

Brooke looked up and examined her sister-in-law’s face. “Why? What happened?”

“It was nothing. At least, I’m pretty sure it was nothing.” Rosemary’s troubled green eyes flicked towards me, mouth softening into a tiny smile. “I’ll explain when Daniel joins us.”

“Alright. Where is my favourite brother?” Her brow furrowed as she looked around.

Rosemary gestured towards the street. “Still at our kitchen table, in an online meeting with colleagues in the UK. He’ll come across when it wraps up.” It sounded like she and her husband lived across the road.

“Ah, I see.” Brooke turned to Mrs McCormack. “Speaking of different time zones, did Carter confirm when he’s arriving on Monday?”

The older woman’s face lit up. “His flight lands at half past eight, so he should get here by half past twelve.” Turning her beaming smile towards me, she answered my unspoken question. “Carter’s my grandson. He’s coming to stay with me for a while.”

“Oh, that’s lovely.” I wasn’t surprised that her grandchildren came to visit. “You must be looking forward to spending time with him.”

She nodded. “Oh, I really am. I can’t wait for him to get here.” I couldn’t hold back a giggle as her navy-slippered feet wiggled back and forth on the footrest. Even though her lined face and white hair showed the passing years, she was still full of joy.

Although tempted by Elsie’s invitation to stay, I pushed myself to my feet. “It was nice to see you, Mrs McCormack. Have a lovely time with your grandson.” I hoped that he knew how lucky he was to have her as his grandmother.

Brooke’s curious eyes watched me move towards the door. “Big plans for a Wednesday night, huh?”

In all the excitement, I’d almost forgotten about my mission of mercy. “I wouldn’t call them ‘big’. I just need to run to Linke’s for gastro supplies and drop them off at my sister’s place.”

The brunette winced. “Gastro’s no fun.” Her face brightened. “Hey, could I come with you to the supermarket? I’m running low on arnica cream. Ooh, and I could get some mini cupcakes to bribe my students to stay focused for our last class before camp.”

“Sure. But what about your dinner?” I looked towards her family bustling in the kitchen.

Rosemary looked up and caught my eye. “It won’t be ready for a while yet. Would you mind getting some green onions, too? I knew I’d forgotten something.”

“And strawberry ice cream for dessert – the fancy kind with real fruit, please.” Mrs McCormack pushed a ten dollar note into my hand, all business. “Off you pop, dear. Hurry back before it melts.”

“Um, sure.” I followed Brooke out the door and down the path. What had just happened? One minute I was about to leave, and the next, I’d been roped into their shopping errands.

My passenger climbed into the van with cautious movements. It hadn’t occurred to me that her back injury might give her trouble. “Are you alright?”

She glanced up from buckling her seatbelt with a small smile. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

I drove a little slower through the back streets to the supermarket, conscious of every bump and jolt. “I’m sorry about the uncomfortable seat. I should get a cushion for it. I don’t have passengers very often.”

“It’s fine; don’t stress.” Her tone was reassuring, but I still felt bad that my van wasn’t very hospitable.

Linke’s was unusually quiet, and within five minutes we had secured our supplies and driven across the main street into the new side. The housing development was a few too many decades old to be considered ‘new’ anymore, but the name had stuck.

We pulled up outside Dee’s house, and I placed the paper bag filled with electrolytes, ginger ale, and chicken soup on the doorstep, hurrying back to the van before messaging to my sister. Care package at the front door xx

Tucking my phone into my bag, I smiled at my passenger. “Mission accomplished. Let’s get you and your ice cream home.”

“Or risk the wrath of Elsie. Better step on it, Fee.” As we headed back through the growing twilight, my passenger’s voice turned more serious. “Are you feeling better today?”

“Sure.” Apart from a sense of foreboding after Kane’s visit that I couldn’t shake off. Brooke’s well-intentioned interference sprang back into my mind. “Thank you for sending your friends to check on me. Pip was particularly diligent today.”

She flapped a dismissive hand towards me, reminding me of Mrs McCormack. “Any time. They didn’t mind. In fact, Leyla’s been concerned about you for the past couple of weeks.” Unspoken curiosity hung in the air.

“She’s the textbook definition of a good neighbour. Jesus would be proud.” Pulling up in front of Mrs McCormack’s house, I turned to my passenger. “That sounded glib, but I really mean it. Now, let’s get that ice cream inside.”

We hurried through the chilly spring evening, stepping inside to find Rosemary piling mashed potatoes into bowls lined up on the counter, and her husband ladling out some kind of chicken casserole that smelled amazing.
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