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Chapter 1


Aurora







I had a restless night and overslept this morning. The call from Bill’s parents woke me. After breakfast, my almost three-year-old son, Wyatt, wants to go outside. I sit on the front step with him on my lap, and the cloudy weather fits my mood.

The perennial plants continue to sprout in the garden. Our first spring in the house, Bill cleared the weeds as I hurried to stuff them into bags. His muscular arms distracted me from my tasks. Black-eyed Susan plants and daylilies thrived in the garden. And I hope they will be just as healthy this year.

Wyatt wiggles in my lap, getting more comfortable. That reminds me of the day I told Bill I was pregnant. He delicately touched my belly and kissed my forehead. I showed him the nail on my pinky finger and explained that our baby wasn’t even that big yet. Then he backed me into the wall and kissed me until I couldn’t breathe. Neither of us ever expected to find a love connection, not to mention start a family.

I stretch my arms wide. “Your daddy loved you this much.”

He turns to face me. “I love Mommy.”

I hug him twice. Once for me, and once for Bill.

It’s time to go inside and start the soup that will be our lunch. Five minutes later, there’s a knock on my back door.

“Aunt Melanie?“

Her hair, streaked with gray, is pulled back in her usual tight bun. Just looking at it makes my scalp ache. The woman enters the house and glances around. Does she expect to find dirty dishes in the sink? My aunt calls a few times each week to make sure I stay on task. She rarely stops by the house unannounced.

“You didn’t answer when I called.”

My life involves Wyatt and my aunt. And my boss, because I work from home three days a week. Also, my neighbor Mary looks after Wyatt while I am at work. “We were outside. I checked the flower beds to see how many plants are poking through the dirt.”

“Wyatt helped?”

“Of course.“ He wants to be part of all the action, like the man of the house. Sometimes it’s cute. Other times, it reminds me of the hardest time of my life.

He runs toward her. “Aunt Mellie!”

She cringes at the name but accepts his hug. “Did he have suggestions?”

I summarize what he said yesterday. “When we buy the annual plants, he doesn’t want to feed the rabbits. But he requested flowers that the bees may enjoy.”

She turns to Wyatt. “You don’t like bunnies?”

“They ate flowers. Mommy cried.”

“The hostas I planted last summer were growing until a bunny brigade yanked them out of the ground. Those critters had the nerve to enjoy the leaves as I watched.” And I won’t waste money buying any rabbit favorites this year.

Aunt Melanie smiles. And that doesn’t happen often. She saves them for her close friends.

“I didn’t actually cry. Instead, I stamped my foot and said nasty things under my breath.” Wyatt is old enough to repeat things, so I’m careful what I say.

“You’re doing much better controlling your reactions.”

Under my breath, I mutter, “I can do this. I am strong.” Aunt Melanie taught me a mantra to help me relax and avoid arguments. Today I’m short on patience. The weather in Cloverhill, Minnesota, can be unpredictable. Some gardeners are impatient and plant in May. I’ve found plants are happier when I wait until early June.

“How can Wyatt help me with the garden?” I ask because he will insist being part of the project.

“Let him suggest where to put the new plants and what colors to choose. You can disregard any ideas that won’t work. For example, no one grows backyard banana trees in Minnesota. Then you compromise, so you buy things from both of your lists.”

I bet she was born giving advice to my grandmother. “All the perennials are returning this year. Wyatt and I will shop together for the border flowers and see what he chooses, sticking with my budget. Aunt Melanie, why are we on your visiting list today?”

She studies my face. “You know why.”

My aunt urges me to ignore anniversaries marking difficult times. Is she here to see if I’m depressed? One more way she tries to manage my life. But she’s the one who introduced me to Bill, so she’d known him longer than I had. She must be experiencing some emotions today.

“It would be easier to celebrate his birthday. Call me later if you need to talk.”

I wave, and Wyatt blows her a kiss.

After she’s gone, I sigh with relief. How often do I call her for help? I can count it on the fingers of my right hand. It’s hard to imagine celebrating Bill’s birthday, knowing he won’t have another one.

Aunt Melanie will never change. The story about my reaction to the bunny brigade turned into another lesson. Her rules irritate me because I no longer need her constant approval. And my nerves are on edge today. Two years ago, the only man who ever loved me died.

On my first day in Cloverhill, I realized that Melanie’s nothing like my mom or grandmother. My mom cherished everything—the good and the not so good—about me. When she died, Grandma Murphy took her place. When I gave in to temptation, her smile provided me another chance to learn from my mistakes. But my impulsive choices put a frown on my aunt’s face. She’s my mother’s sister, and they are nothing alike. I will admit one thing: Focusing on positive actions helps me be a better mother to Wyatt.

I get the big pot from the cupboard and set it on the stove. With the distractions lunch will be ready after Wyatt’s nap. “Before I make the soup, should we both have a slice of the bread I made yesterday?”

He grins. “My way?”

I slice two pieces and put them in the toaster. To Wyatt, toast without the crust is the perfect reason to eat jelly. So, I grab a squeeze bottle from the fridge.

Wyatt brings a picture book to the kitchen table. I carefully remove his crusts before spreading grape jelly on the bread. He takes his time eating it. Then Wyatt pretends to read the book aloud. It makes me smile because he invents a new story each time.

He makes me laugh as we enjoy our snacks. Then I put the loaf back into the breadbox, so it’s fresh for sandwiches after Wyatt’s nap.

Upstairs he yawns and asks, “Sleep songs?”

He had helped me choose his favorite kids’ music for a playlist. I tuck Bill’s old phone under his pillow, where it muffles the songs that help him fall asleep.

I wipe the table and set Wyatt’s book on the island. Directions for my mom’s signature vegetable soup are in my recipe notebook. Although I’ve made it several times, I always review the directions. Last night, I woke up three times from stressful dreams. My mind is jumbled today. A nap sounds wonderful if I didn’t have to prepare lunch.

Music usually helps my mood. I turn on the kitchen radio and move to the music as I set the vegetables on the counter. I hum along to a favorite song as I put a cutting board on the small island, and then shimmy over to the knife rack.

There’s a knock on the front door. I peek through a window. It’s Chris.

I open the door. “Please say you didn’t see me dancing in the kitchen. I should have closed the front curtains.”

He flashes a smile that tells me he saw my goofy steps. At least he’s not laughing at me.

“Just a brief view, and I figured you didn’t expect an audience.”

Where are my manners? “Come in.”

The entryway seems smaller when he steps inside. Chris Delaney’s broad shoulders and strong personality take up space. I bet no one disagrees with him at the office.

“How are you handling the day?” he asks.

“I keep a birthday card from Bill on the bulletin board in my bedroom. He wrote how much he loved the joy I brought to his life. I can still hear him reading it aloud to me.”

“You certainly made him feel like a whole man again. Not someone with a nasty facial scar.”

I nod. When we met, he had an outward scar, and I was simply broken. That he accepted me—a genuine miracle. “Last year, I didn’t touch the garden Bill worked so hard to plant. This year I want to see the smile on Wyatt’s face when I bring back the colorful annual flower border.”

Chris stares at me. Is he surprised I have more energy? “It’s almost time for planting annual flowers.”

I add noodles to a pan of boiling water. “We need a week to be sure the older plants continue to grow. Then I’ll know what’s needed to complete the garden. Wyatt plans to help.”

Whenever I mention my son, his eyes brighten. “Did he inherit Bill’s green thumb?”

“Who knows? Wyatt loves the sun. And outside, there’s more room for an active child to run off excess energy.”

Chris nods. “Reminds me of his dad. While I’m here, do you need help with the house?”

“One light bulb in the bedroom hall flickers.”

“I know ladders terrify you.”

There’s a reason for my fear, and I appreciate his thoughtfulness. “Wyatt doesn’t have daily morning naps anymore, but he’s resting today. He might have sensed my mood last night. When I woke up tossing and turning, I heard him awake in his room.”

Did Chris drive forty-five minutes to talk about the garden and change a bulb? He rarely mentions Bill. Does he miss him nearly as much as I do?

“Since he didn’t sleep well, I’ll be quiet.”

I finish chopping carrots and celery because I need comfort food today. Soup and a sandwich. I’m pleased Chris stopped by because he had been a close friend to Bill. It seemed Aunt Melanie visited to see if I had curled up in a ball, needing her to take care of Wyatt. When will she realize I can manage my life without her assistance?

Chris stops by to make sure all is well in Cloverhill, but too often, that reminds me we both miss Bill. I’ve been fighting tears all morning, hoping they can wait until Wyatt goes to bed tonight.








  
  

Chapter 2


Chris







Aurora always puts on a cheerful face when I visit. Being Wyatt’s only parent must be exhausting. And she holds down a part-time job. When I come downstairs, she’s busy with the large pot. The sizzling sound means she’s sautéing vegetables. I notice a picture book on the counter. Inside the pages are bright and cheerful.

“It’s Wyatt’s favorite. He read it to me while we had a snack.”

I raise an eyebrow. Bill was smart, but not a genius.

“He makes up stories to match the pictures. It’s a different tale every time.”

“His father excelled in college. Any creative people on your side of the family?”

“Grandma said my mother was a dreamer.”

I scratch my head, realizing there are things I don’t know about Aurora. “You grew up with your grandmother?”

She adds spices to the pot on the stove. Aurora takes a deep breath, as if considering how much to share with me. “My mother and I lived with Grandma. Mom died when I was twelve, leaving Grandma and me to take care of each other. My father came to town for a summer job, seduced my mother, and then left for college.”

“You never met him?”

When she shakes her head, blonde hair settles over her shoulders. I should not appreciate how lovely it looks.

“I’m sure he does not know I exist. And that’s fine with me. I loved my mom and grandmother. Some days I still miss them.”

Like today, when she’s also thinking about Bill. Bad timing, asking about her family. I stand behind and peek over her shoulder. “What are you making?”

“My mom’s favorite soup. I’m thrilled that Wyatt enjoys it, but I cut back the spices. And I baked bread yesterday.”

“It’s the busy season at the office. Everyone wants to build houses or do renovations in the summer. My father is entrusting more responsibilities to me and Adam, the next one in line. The calendar’s getting crowded.”

She continues to fuss over the soup pot. “If you are too busy to visit, I’ll understand.”

“We rarely work on weekends. If crews are squeezing in a job, one of my brothers will be at the site.”

She leans over the pot, her back to me. I notice her ragged breathing, and her shoulders shake.

“Are you crying?”

She sniffs and whispers, “I’m struggling to keep it together. You know what day it is—that’s why you’re here.”

“He was my trusted friend, and you married him. Who misses Bill as much as the two of us? And Sully, who lives too far away to visit. I couldn’t stay home and face it alone.”

She wipes her nose with a shirtsleeve. “Only Sully knows how we feel. Wyatt stayed with my neighbor, Mary, for an hour yesterday when I visited his grave. We talked about our son and how well he’s doing. Somehow, I feel like he’s watching Wyatt from heaven.”

He smiles. “I visit on his birthday. Bill, Sully and I always made a big deal about our special days.”

“Aunt Melanie stopped this morning, suggesting I should celebrate his birthday and not dwell on the day we lost him. To me, it would be bittersweet because Bill’s last birthday happened more than two years ago.”

“She shouldn’t judge you. We all cope in our own ways.”

Chris often knows the right thing to say. “His parents called this morning.”

I did not know they kept in touch with her. They left town five years ago. Bill’s grandfather died and left the large family home to them. “Have they ever suggested Wyatt should live with them?”

What a disturbing thought! As the man Bill trusted to keep his family safe, I hope she would mention any issues.

“We met at the wedding and the funeral. So many people joined the family at the gravesite service, and that convinced them Wyatt and I should thrive here. I send them photos once a month. They text back that he looks like Bill at that age.”

That’s why Bill became such a dependable man. His parents showed him how to treat people. “I met him in college, so I do not know how he looked at Wyatt’s age. But it’s a beautiful thing you’re doing for them.”

She turns to face me, a few tears rolling down her cheeks.

A dozen reasons tell me to keep my hands to myself, but I’m not listening. My hand quivers before I wipe the tears away with my thumb. “My shoulder is wide if you need to rest your head.”

When she leans into me, my arm loosely slips around her back so she won’t stumble when she pulls away. As she relaxes on my shoulder, her hair smells like my mother’s favorite vanilla cookies. How long will she accept the comfort I offer? My brain overloads, and it’s hard to breathe, but I savor the moment. And I ache to kiss the top of her head. This is wrong. But it feels right. I hear Wyatt upstairs.

She jumps back. “If he’s awake, we’re having grilled cheese sandwiches and soup. Do you want to stay and eat with us? I know Wyatt loves to see you.”

“I enjoy his company as well, but what do you want?”

We stare at each other, and I have no clue what she expects.

“You are welcome to join us for a meal. It’s always just Wyatt and me.” Aurora hurries out of the kitchen to get her son.

Did I overstep an invisible boundary and offend her? Or are emotions so high today that she needs a moment to herself?

It’s hard to picture Aurora spending all her time with Wyatt. I appreciate quiet meals in my kitchen, but I see everyone at the office the next day.

She sets Wyatt on the booster seat. “Half a grilled cheese sandwich for you?”

“My way?”

Aurora kisses his cheek. “It’s a deal.”

She continues to amaze me. I imagine her mixing the bread dough and waiting for it to rise. But she doesn’t miss a beat, agreeing to Wyatt’s request for no crusts. It’s not surprising Bill fell for her.

As she prepares sandwiches, Wyatt makes faces at me. And I do my best to make him laugh. When he giggles, his entire body shakes.

Aurora brings us both bowls of soup. “No more games. It’s time to eat.”

After she trims the crust off Wyatt’s sandwiches, she sets our plates on the table. “What is everyone drinking? I’ll get Wyatt’s glass of milk.”

“I’ll get my water. What are you drinking, Aurora?”

She hands me two glasses and smiles. “Water for both of us.”

My heart flutters. I can usually ignore the random thoughts about her, but reacting to her smile? I have to be careful. Aurora has no clue that I’m attracted to her. But I promised Bill to be sure she and Wyatt are all right. And help when I’m needed.

“Flowers pretty,” Wyatt announces.

An idea inspires me “If you need to shop, there’s a garden store off the highway. I can give you a ride.”

“I help.“ Wyatt grins, ignoring a bit of melted cheese on his lip.

“That’s a lot to ask of you.”

I hope the truth makes her laugh. “When I bought the SUV, I had a mat made for the back to protect it when I haul things. And I’ve never used it.”

“So, you want loose dirt from the plants all over the back of your vehicle?”

I can’t resist chuckling. “It sounds like a fine way to learn if it protects the car.”

She blushes and studies her plate. “When you put it that way, Wyatt and I would be happy to shop with you.”

“We should be a super shopping team. And I can carry the heavy stuff.”

She reaches over and wipes cheese off her son’s face. “Just to forewarn you, Wyatt plans to help choose the plants and colors. It could take a while.”

I remember when Bill dug out the lawn in front of the house and started the garden. It’s wonderful that Aurora keeps the flowers blooming. “Your garden gets a lot of sun, so you don’t want delicate plants requiring shade.”

The boy turns to his mother for a kid-friendly explanation. “I’ll make a list of plants that love the sun. We’ll see which ones they have at the store.”

Wyatt climbs out of his booster seat and hurries upstairs to find a toy.

“You know a lot about flowers,” she says.

He leans close. “I have gardens at my house.”

Finally, she laughs. I understand what Bill meant when he said that she brought joy to his life. I’m pleased to have brightened her day a little.


      [image: ]“Sully, I’m so glad you are home.” He’s the only person who will understand.

“Chris. I’ve never heard you sound so desperate.”

“I’m a terrible person. It wasn’t my week to visit Aurora. But today’s the second anniversary of Bill’s death, I thought she might need to talk to someone who knew him.”

“How thoughtful. I’ve had a quiet day remembering him.”

“After I changed an upstairs light bulb for her, we visited as she stirred the soup she had started. I could see she was crying, so I offered her my shoulder.”

“Sounds like the right thing to do.”

Sully does not know I have feelings for Aurora. Will she ever understand I’d be helping her, even if Bill never made me promise to keep them safe? “It felt wonderful. And that makes me feel like a jerk.”

“You are a dependable friend. She may cry alone at night. But you were there to offer support today.”

I’m so embarrassed that I whisper, “I enjoyed it.”

I can’t share with my closest friend how I wanted to bury my face in Aurora’s hair and console her with a quick kiss on the top of her head.

Sully sighs, and I picture him shaking his head. “Let it go. When her gas furnace pilot light went out, you left home at 5:30 in the morning to take care of her and get to work on time.”

“She and Wyatt deserve to stay in that house. We both know how much he loved creating a comfortable home for his family.”

“That’s my point. He loved Aurora and Wyatt. Anything you do to make them feel safe would please him.”

A thought crosses my mind. What if Bill—wherever he is—knows what’s on my mind? The guilt would be unbearable.
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