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      “Heather, can you come get…?” Olivia McCade gave her friend a stressed smile. She tugged on the pink collar of the obstinate goat who was eating away at her daisies.

      “Petunia.”

      “I see you finally settled on a name.” Olivia nodded. “Can you come get Petunia. She’s eating my float.”

      “I’m so sorry, Olivia. She keeps chewing off her rope.” Heather Smith’s eyes were wild with worry. “Did she do much damage to your parade float?”

      “Only to the window box. But I have time to fix it before the parade starts,” Olivia reassured her. Thankfully she’d caught the little goat before she could do too much damage.

      “Here, let me help.” Heather picked up a daisy that Petunia had knocked to the ground, but the goat was faster and nibbled it up.

      “Ugh. Petunia. What am I going to do with you?” Heather groaned but then gave the goat a hug.

      “Hey, Heather. Why don’t you take Petunia over to Agnes’s booth. It’s a great spot to watch the parade and she has some free snacks for kids. I bet you can talk her into giving Petunia some jelly beans.”

      Sam Tucker ambled over from the front of the float and watched the conversation with interest. Amy had been missing in action until Sam showed up to help. Olivia knew the girl had a major crush on Sam.

      “Are you sure? I need to stay and help…” Heather put her hand over Petunia’s mouth to keep the goat from eating a rose on the side of the float.

      “Go ahead. I’ll stay here and help Olivia.” Sam smiled and waved her on.

      “Well, if you are sure.” She looked over at Olivia.

      “Yes, go. Enjoy your first Founder’s Parade. Besides, Grayson came by looking for you earlier. Said he was headed over there to Agnes’s booth to buy some honey.” Olivia nodded.

      “Okay. Thanks.” Heather tugged on Petunia’s collar, urging the goat in the right direction.

      Olivia breathed out a sigh and then glanced at her float.

      “It’s okay. We have time to fix it.” Sam came up behind her and gently squeezed her shoulders.

      “Even if I can’t get the window boxes fixed, it still looks great. I can’t believe you built the float in an exact replica of my florist shop. You thought of everything, from the awning to the window boxes. It must have taken you more time than you told me.” She looked over at him.

      “It was worth it. I know how much it means to you to have the best-looking float in the parade.” He grabbed some daisies and began sticking them back into the window boxes.

      “My orders went up after last year’s parade. Mainly from neighboring towns. I hope the same thing happens this year.” Olivia sighed. She needed the money to pay back the student loans she’d gotten for nursing school. She would have the loans paid off by now if she had continued working as a nurse. But being a small business owner with a lot of overhead meant money was tight. She needed more customers.

      “I bet you’ll do even better this year. Besides, we have June coming up. Lots of weddings.” He pulled a face.

      “Yes.” She grinned. “Which means a lot of work for you too. June also means all the fairs from Renaissance to Viking.”

      “Now I know why they had to find me in Mississippi. No one in Tennessee was crazy enough to take it on. Never again will I build a Viking boat.” He grimaced.

      “It was very impressive, Sam. Almost made me want to put it in the Mississippi River and try to sail it.”

      “I don’t think it was seaworthy. I’m a builder. Not a shipmaster.” He shook his head.

      “I don’t know. I’ve already booked the only two weddings in Harland Creek, plus another one in Winona. Brides usually have their wedding planned out a year in advance. I don’t expect to book any more weddings. Not unless Agnes and Farmer Joe Smith have made up and want a quick wedding.”

      Sam burst out laughing.

      She grinned at the image of the two old people who’d been feuding since last year’s parade. Could those two ever find peace?

      “Last one.” She stuck the last daisy in the window box and jumped off the float. She took a step back to admire it. A cool breeze drifted over the flowers, spilling their gentle fragrance into the streets. It was a perfect day for a small-town parade.

      “It looks great,” Sam said.

      “Yes, it does. Now all I have to do is keep it away from any goats until after the parade.”
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      Sam watched Olivia and Amy throw candy off the float as it slowly drove around the square.

      She had tried to get him to ride with her, but he needed to be on the ground to admire her from afar.

      She couldn’t see his true feelings for her and he hadn’t told her how he felt.

      They’d been friends since high school and been through all of the major life-changing events together.

      When Olivia and Grayson’s mom had died, he’d practically spent the night on the couch over at their house, helping with the farm and cooking meals. When his grandfather had passed away, it had been Olivia that had held him at the graveside while he silently cried.

      When she had gotten into nursing school, he’d taken her out for a celebratory dinner and had given her a small gold bracelet as a present.

      When he had gotten his first contracting job, she’d helped him celebrate with a picnic by the lake, complete with fireworks which had almost caught the grass on fire.

      The only thing they didn’t share with each other was their dating life. As much as he could figure, Olivia hadn’t been on a date since prom. If she had dated anyone when she had worked at the hospital, then he surely would have found out. Harland Creek was a small town and news like that traveled fast.

      He, on the other hand, had been on plenty of dates. But they never led to anything serious.

      Because deep down he knew the truth. Olivia McCade was the only woman who held his heart.

      The painful truth was, she would never love him the way he loved her.

      Until she could see him, really see him, then she would only consider him a friend.

      He sighed and took a sip of his soda.

      The sunlight caught her blond hair like dazzling silk. She’d worn her sunglasses, but he could still see the happiness on her face as she made sure to toss candy in the direction of every child in the crowd. He imagined the joy shining in her blue eyes.

      “Looks good, man. You did a great job.” Grayson McCade slapped a hand on his shoulder.

      Sam sighed. “Thanks. But I think that Olivia’s flowers are what make it look so great. Without those it’s just a building.”

      “Petunia, no.”

      Both men turned at Heather’s voice. The goat had broken loose of Heather’s grip and had spotted Olivia’s float. She was weaving through the crowd with expert agility, trying to get close enough to snag a flower to snack on.

      “Ugh. I’ll be right back.” Grayson took off after the goat. He caught Petunia before she lunged for the float.

      Olivia spotted the animal, shook her head, and plucked a flower out of her float. She bent down and tossed it to Petunia.

      Petunia caught it midair. The crowd cheered.

      Sam laughed and caught Olivia’s eye. She held her hands up and shrugged.

      “Excuse me.”

      Sam turned at the feminine voice and smiled. “Can I help you?”

      “I hope so. Is that Olivia McCade on the float made of flowers?” The young woman with dark-brown hair and eyes to match pointed to the float.

      “Yes, it is. She’s the owner of the Roses and Lace Flower Shop.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. Do you know her?”

      “Yes. We went to nursing school together. We were practically inseparable. I’m sorry. I didn’t tell you my name. I’m Alexandra Montgomery.” She held out her hand.

      Sam took it. “Nice to meet you, Alexandra. I’m Sam Tucker. You’re not from here, are you?”

      “No, I’m from Memphis.” She couldn’t take her eyes off the float.

      “I’m sure Olivia will be excited to see you. The parade ends down a few blocks. In the meantime, Harland Creek has a wonderful assortment of booths if you’re hungry.”

      “I’m starving. I drove all the way from Memphis yesterday. I got in late to the Gilded Inn Bed and Breakfast. I just found out about the parade this morning when there was no breakfast to be had.”

      “Oh, yes.” He shook his head. “The owners, Walt and Sue Grissom, only leave out some muffins on Founder’s Day. It’s the only day they don’t fix a nice breakfast. I’m guessing you didn’t come here for the parade?”

      “No. I came to see Olivia.” She tapped her finger to her lip. “And she owns that cute flower shop I saw on the square?”

      “Yes, the Roses and Lace Flower Shop.”

      “So she’s not nursing?” She frowned.

      “No. Not anymore. She decided nursing wasn’t for her. Now she runs her own business.” Sam nodded.

      “That’s odd.”

      “What is?”

      “That she gave up nursing. She got the highest grades in our class and always got rave reviews on clinicals. I would have thought she would be a nurse supervisor by now.”

      “Well, sometimes we find our passion later rather than sooner,” he assured her.

      “I suppose.” She inhaled. “Something smells delicious.”

      “Funnel cakes. Over in that direction. It’s by the cupcake booth.”

      “Ugh. I don’t need the calories but I’m going to make an exception this time. Just so I don’t starve.”

      He laughed. “Do that. When you’re done eating, I’ll walk you down to see Olivia.”

      “Thank you so much. I really appreciate it.” She waved and made a beeline for the funnel cake booth.
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      Olivia shoved her hair away from her face and slowly climbed off the float. “Thanks for helping, Amy.”

      “You’re welcome! That was so much fun! Almost like Mardi Gras!” Amy waved. She gave her assistant a wave as the young girl hurried off with her friends to find something to eat.

      Olivia frowned. “Yeah, except it’s nothing like Mardi Gras. There’s no nudity.”

      “Nudity? Who got nude? “Agnes Jackson looked around.

      Olivia laughed. “Nobody. I hope.”

      “Well, when you’re my age, that’s the last thing you want to see. Even when it’s yourself. Why, I close my eyes when I get out of the shower just in case I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror.”

      “I’d close my eyes too if I were you.” Farmer Smith laughed as he stopped in front of them.

      “Why, you old…” Agnes shook her fist.

      “Everything okay here?” Pastor John looked from Agnes to Farmer Smith.

      Olivia turned her attention back to her float.

      “Yes, Pastor. Farmer Smith was just saying how much he missed volunteering in the children’s Sunday school class.” Agnes smirked.

      “Is that right?” Pastor John smiled at the old man.

      Olivia pretended to admire her float while listening to the interaction.

      “Actually, we don’t need any volunteers at the moment.” Farmer Smith breathed out a sigh of relief.

      “But we need volunteers for vacation Bible school. And the theme is barnyard so you would be a great asset.” Pastor smiled.

      “Well, Pastor, you see…” He took out a handkerchief and rubbed the back of his neck.

      “And I was going to ask you to volunteer as well, Agnes.” Pastor turned his attention to her.

      “Me?” Her eyes grew wide.

      “Yes, you would be the perfect person to help advise on how to set up the fellowship hall.”

      “But…” Agnes gaped.

      The pastor clapped his hands together in delight. “Great. I’ll put you both down. Someone will get in touch with you soon.” He looked over at Olivia. “Beautiful float, Olivia!”

      “Thank you, Pastor.” She was thankful he hadn’t volunteered her for anything.

      Farmer Smith grumbled as he made his way over to the funnel cake area. Agnes said something under her breath as she stomped away.

      “Olivia, I have a surprise for you.” Sam stopped in front of her.

      She turned with a smile on her face. “And I have to tell you what just…” She froze.

      “Hi, Olivia.” Alexandra threw her arms around Olivia’s neck.

      “Alexandra, what are you doing here?” She smiled and hugged her friend. “Did you come for the parade?”

      “No, I came to see you.” Alexandra pulled back and looked at her. “I had no idea you owned your own business.”

      Her smile faltered. “Well, yes. For about a year now.”

      “I was surprised when Sam told me.” She gave him a smile.

      Something shifted in Olivia’s chest. “It’s funny the way life works out.” She cleared her throat. “Why didn’t you call and tell me you were coming for the parade. You could have ridden on the float.”

      “I’m not here for the parade. I’m here because I need to talk to you. About something important.” She glanced at the float. “I’m assuming your shop is closed today for the parade.”

      “Yes.”

      “I would love to see it.”

      “Olivia, why don’t you go show your friend your shop? I’ll take care of getting the float back to my garage.”

      “But I still need to get the flowers…”

      “I know. You still need to get the flowers off and donate them to the nursing home. I can do that for you. I’ll gather them up and bring them over to the shop. Then we’ll run them over to the nursing home.”

      Olivia smiled. “Thanks, Sam.”

      “Absolutely.”

      Alexandra hooked her arm with Olivia’s as they walked down the sidewalk. “He’s great. I think he’s a keeper.”

      “Oh, no. It’s not like that. Sam is just a friend.” Olivia tucked her hair behind her ear.

      “Are you sure about that? I see how he looks at you. And if I know anything, it’s how a man looks at a woman.” Alexandra winked.

      “I’m sure.” Olivia pulled out the key to her shop and stuck it in the lock. “I’m so happy to see you. It’s been too long.”

      “Exactly one year and six months.” She cocked her head. “But who’s counting. I was surprised when Sam told me you were not nursing anymore.”

      Olivia held the door open for her friend and grimaced. “Yeah, well, some of us are more cut out for it than others. Come on in.”

      Alexandra stepped inside and inhaled sharply. “Olivia, it’s beautiful.” She walked over to the display case. “I can’t believe how many variations and colors of flowers you have.”

      “I have the inside track.”

      Alexandra turned around and frowned.

      “There’s a woman in Harland Creek who has her own flower farm. She’s been expanding her varieties and colors. I get the majority of my flowers from her.”

      “That’s amazing. Do you know I’ve been to every florist in Memphis to try to get a specific shade of gladiolus and they said there’s a shortage.”

      “What color are you looking for?”

      “The white ones with a yellow throat and pink on the fringe of the petals,” Alexandra said.

      “Oh, the Priscilla.” She headed for the walk-in cooler. She looked at the clipboard hanging by the door and slid her finger down the list of flowers. “Yes. I’ll be getting those in a couple of weeks.”

      Alexandra gave her a wide-eyed look. “Are you sure it’s the right flower?”

      “Yes.
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