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        About the Book

      

      

      

      
        
        Willow Valley had become like home to me and my two boys, Dylan and Noah. Everyone knew everyone in this small town, and they helped us heal from our devastating loss.

      

      

      

      
        
        Once I knew my kids would be okay, I started looking for work. Bluebird Books hired me almost right away. I was to run the new kids program that Trinity was starting. That was where I met Zach and his daughter, Grace.

      

      

      

      
        
        Zach was the new owner of the Willow Valley Inn. He’d come in to return a book his daughter had borrowed from the program. We exchanged pleasantries and that was when the computer had gone down. Zach lost his patience, and that was when our pleasant conversation turned sour. I wasn’t worried about it because I figured I’d never see him again.

      

      

      

      
        
        I was wrong. It turns out in a small town, everyone sees everyone almost daily, if not twice a day. At the grocery store, the gas station, the elementary school and as luck would have it, the bookstore. Soon, our conversations turn pleasant again, and without even trying, I find myself drawn to him. Then he asks me out on a date.

      

      

      

      
        
        Despite my reservations, I decided to take a chance on love again. But just when things start to look up, Zach’s ex-wife suddenly reappears, causing chaos in his life once more. Which somehow causes chaos in mine when my children begin acting out.

      

      

      

      
        
        Leaning on one another for support, we navigate obstacles that life throws at us. As time passes I begin to wonder if another chance at love will bring us closer together or make each one of us run the other way?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Iris

          

        

      

    

    
      "Tag! You're it!" Noah yelled from the hallway. Dylan went running by me, almost knocking the box of glasses from my hand. 

      Frustration built inside of me as he looked behind me, a huge smile on his face. "Sorry Mom, gotta go hide," he whispered and took off toward the pantry in the back of the kitchen. 

      "Ready or not!" I heard Noah yell. 

      I set the box of glasses on the counter and began placing each one in the sink of hot water I'd just run. We arrived in Willow Valley yesterday. Now the actual work began, and it looked like it was going to be all on me. I'd just placed the last glass in the sink and was crushing the box when the boys ran back through the room. This time, Dylan caught the leg of one of the chairs and sent the box of dishes I’d placed there crashing to the ground. I cringed at the sound of breaking glass behind me and turned to see him standing there looking at the mess on the floor at his feet. 

      "Sorry, Mom. I didn't mean to..."

      I could see the tears fill his eyes, and hoped I could stop the meltdown before it began. I took a deep breath. The last thing I wanted was for him to cry, he’d cried enough in the past couple years. Besides, there was no use getting angry. The damage was done.

      "It's alright." I looked over at the mess on the floor. The last three years had been hard on us all. This was the first time I’d seen either of these boys laugh, and I didn’t want to see it end over something so small. "I have an idea. Why don't you take your brother into the backyard and play catch? I found the ball and your baseball gloves in a bag last night and I put them by the back door.” 

      I walked over to check out the damage. I had no clue what was in the box, but by the look of the broken glass spilling out of the top, some severe damage had probably been done.

      "Sure." Dylan plodded toward the back door, head down. 

      "Hey...it's just a couple of broken dishes, nothing that can't be replaced. Okay." I smiled. 

      Dylan said nothing, just nodded his head. “I’m really sorry, Mom.”

      I’d tried hard not to get angry with them over the little things anymore. It wasn’t worth it, even though my patience was wearing thin, given how tired I was. Since we'd lost Lucas, nothing had been the same. Today was the first day the boys were actually running around laughing and smiling since I'd announced we were moving. They lost their father, and now, because I couldn’t afford to keep the house we’d been living in, they were now losing all their friends.

      I sighed, bent down, and straightened up the box that had fallen. The instant I saw what was written on the side, I wanted to cry. It contained not only a pile of plates but the two wineglasses that we used to toast on our wedding day.

      I closed my eyes as I opened the box. I'd been in a hurry to pack this box and had shoved those glasses down beside the plates, knowing they should have been better protected. On top was a sea of broken plates, and I reached in and grabbed one of the glasses, carefully unwrapping it, producing a perfect glass. When I reached in and grabbed the other, I didn't even need to open it to know it had broken. I’d heard the crunch.

      "Dammit," I whispered under my breath as a tear ran down my cheek. The glass was broken, just like us. 

      "Mom...Mom...." I heard Dylan yell from the back door. 

      I quickly wiped my cheeks and placed the wrapped-up broken glass into the garbage. I took a drink of water to help the tightness in my throat. 

      "Yeah, what is it?" I yelled, my voice not wavering one bit. I’d gotten good at that over the last five years, so many nights I’d spent the evening crying, first when the diagnoses came in and after he’d passed when memories flooded me. Never once had I let on to them that I’d broken down because I knew I had to remain strong.

      "There are a couple of kids outside. Can we go down to the park at the end of the road and play?" 

      I glanced out the kitchen window to see Noah out front talking with two boys who weren’t much older than Dylan. 

      "I don't know..." 

      "Please, Mom...please. We will just be down at the end of the road. We’ll be home by dinner. Promise. Please." 

      "Alright, well, just be careful. Don’t talk to any strangers, and make sure you come home on time for dinner. You have your watch?" 

      Dylan held his arm up and pulled his sleeve up, showing his watch. 

      "Okay, no later than five," I said, glancing up at the clock. 

      "Thanks, Mom. Again, I'm sorry about the box." 

      He kissed my cheek quickly as he passed through the kitchen and took off out the front door.
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        * * *

      

      "Alright, boys. Dinner is ready!" I yelled up the stairs where they had been tasked with making their beds. It had been a blessing to have my brother-in-law and his friends available to be here for the movers yesterday. They had been kind enough to set up all the bedroom furniture for us, so I didn’t have to.

      I was just plating their food when I heard their footsteps scramble down the stairs and into the kitchen. I carried over their bowls and placed their meals down in the front of them. 

      "Spaghetti?" Noah questioned. 

      "Yes," I answered. "I am tired. It was easy." 

      "Ah, Mom, but you promised pizza tonight," Noah cried. 

      "I know I did. How about we have that tomorrow, okay?" I said, scooping some pasta into my bowl. I grabbed the garlic bread from the oven and placed it in the centre of the table before sitting down across from the boys. 

      "You promise?" Dylan questioned. 

      "Yes, I told you, we'd order from the same place I used to get pizza from when I lived here as a young girl." 

      "You really grew up here?" Noah asked, scooping up a spoon full of noodles and completely missing his mouth, pasta falling down the front of his shirt and onto the floor. 

      "Yes, I sure did. Do you remember passing by the flower shop when we drove into town?" 

      Both boys thought for a moment and nodded. 

      "I grew up in the house behind that. Not too far from here. Willow Valley was smaller then. This house didn’t even exist when I grew up here. It’s grown a lot since I left." 

      "Why did you leave?" Noah questioned. 

      "Well, I met your dad at school, and we moved to the city."

      "Are we going to go to the same school you went to?" Dylan asked. 

      I nodded. "Yep. Willow Valley Grade School. You are both going to make lots of friends, and I think you will really like it here. Willow Valley also has lots of town activities. They have the fall fair and winter activities, like skating on the lake and a winter festival." 

      "I miss Billy," Noah whined. "We were the best of friends. It's not fair we had to move." He dropped his spoon into his bowl and crossed his arms across his little chest, scowling. "Now all I have is my brother." 

      Once again, I could see the tantrum about to start. Noah was eight. It hadn’t only been a long day for him but for all of us, and the last thing I wanted was for him to act out. I was about to say something when suddenly Noah had spaghetti hanging off his face and head. Dylan burst into laughter as I glanced over at him.

      "That is enough. Eat your dinner. Don't throw it at your brother," I scolded. 

      Just as I finished giving Dylan crap, he now had spaghetti hanging off his face, and Noah let out an infectious giggle. I glanced over at him, ready to yell, but suddenly they both were smiling and laughing, which caused me to laugh. 
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I stood in the kitchen, unpacking more boxes as both boys played video games in the living room. It was a new house and none of us had slept well last night, so I was trying to keep it a low-key day for all of us. My phone vibrated against the kitchen counter, and I reached for it as I placed the glasses I'd just washed in the cupboard to the left of the sink. I opened my email and was surprised to see a response from the job I'd applied for before bed last night. I skimmed the email and smiled to myself. 

      "Boys!" I called. 

      "What?" they both called back. 

      "I’ve got some news. I got a job," I said, sitting down behind them on the couch, excited to share this news with them. 

      "A job?" Dylan questioned. 

      They had never seen me work. Lucas and I had been fortunate that he'd had a good job that enabled me to stay home with them. I'd done my best to maintain that the last couple of years, but there had been some events that had eaten into our savings. The sale of the house had fortunately paid for this one, and it gave us a bit of a cushion which I’d been grateful for. The life insurance money that Lucas had, I’d decided I wanted to use for the boys’ education, which meant I’d had no choice but to get a job.  

      "Does that mean you won't be home much?" Noah asked, dropping his controller to the ground, on the verge of another breakdown. 

      "Well, it means that I will work outside of the home, just like Daddy used to. However, the hours will coincide with school once you start, so you won't notice as much. However, there will be times during the summer that you will be home here with a sitter and not with me," I said, trying hard not to break down in tears as their sad eyes looked up at me. They'd seen me cry enough in the past year, and I'd vowed to myself to be stronger for them, especially now that we had moved. 

      "Where are you going to be working?" 

      I patted the cushions on the couch next to me and waited for them both to sit down beside me. "Well, there is a small bookstore in town here, run by a woman I used to go to school with. She will be, or I should say is starting a young readers program, and with my volunteer hours that I accumulated at the young readers’ program at the library back home, she was pleased to offer me the job. That means you both will get all the books you want to read, you'll get to meet new people, and while you do that, I will make money to support us." 

      "Will you be making enough that we can have an allowance like before?" Dylan questioned.

      I swallowed hard. Lucas and I had given the boys a tiny allowance. Now money would be tighter than before, and I wasn't sure if I'd be able to. I shook my head. "We will have to see, okay?" 

      Dylan nodded, clearly not happy with that answer. 

      "I promise, guys, things are going to be okay." I wanted to be reassuring, but I knew my voice was anything but. 

      "I miss Dad," Noah said, leaning into my side and wrapping his arms around my waist. 

      “Me too,” Dylan said, wrapping his arms around me from the other side.

      I wrapped my arms around them and pulled them in for a hug. "I know you do. I miss him too, but you know what? He'd be so proud of the two of you for making this move and how well you are adjusting. You’re both going to like it here so much. You just need to wait and see. Your dad liked it here. Often we'd talked about retiring here."

      "Really?" 

      "Yes," I said, hugging Noah again. 

      Dylan got up and wandered over to the living room window and looked outside. There was yelling on the street. 

      "What’s going on outside there, Dylan?" I questioned. 

      "Just a bunch of kids playing basketball." 

      "Well, why don't you guys go outside and see if you can join in? What do you think of that?" 

      Dylan looked over his shoulder at me and smiled, running to get his shoes on, followed by Noah. 

      I got up off the couch and watched as my boys ran down the front steps and out to the road, where they were quickly welcomed and began playing with the other kids. I watched for a few minutes and then quickly replied to Trinity, letting her know I was excited to hear from her and to get the start date for my new job. Then I slowly made my way back into the kitchen and continued unloading boxes. 

      An hour later, I'd made a cup of tea and sat down in the kitchen with a sandwich to take a break. I looked around at the piles of boxes that were strewn about. It was going to take me forever to get this house organized. I guess it was just going to take one day at a time. That was all I could do. I really hoped I hadn't made a mistake by moving out here. Sure, it was a quieter life, but the jobs just didn't pay what they paid in the city. However, neither were mortgage prices.

      Taking a sip of my tea, I sat back in my chair. "Lucas, I really hope you are watching over us up there. I could really use your help," I muttered, before taking a bite of my tuna sandwich.
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      "Grace, sit still, would you?" I said, struggling with her hair in one hand and an elastic band in the other. 

      "That isn't the way Mom does it! You’re pulling my hair,” she cried, tilting her head away from me. 

      "Well, it's not Mom doing your hair now, is it?" I grumbled, irritated that I couldn’t get the elastic to cooperate with my big fingers. Finally getting the elastic around the messy ponytail, I took a deep breath and committed myself to the next challenge. "Now hold still while I figure out how to braid your hair." 

      “A braid is easy, Dad.” Grace sighed.

      I'd been watching YouTube videos for days on how to braid hair, and even though it appeared easy, it really wasn’t, and I struggled with how to hold her hair. Grace sat in front of me, running her spoon through her oatmeal.

      "Why do I have to eat oatmeal? I don't even like oatmeal. Mom would never make me eat oatmeal." 

      "Since when don’t you like oatmeal? It's good for you. Now eat it before it gets cold. You can't go to school without breakfast." 

      "Mom never makes me eat oatmeal," Grace said, taking her spoon, holding it in the air, and watching as the oatmeal fell back into the bowl. 

      I’d known full well this would be what happened after Grace stayed with her mother for the last couple weeks of summer, while I came out here to look at this property my mother wanted to buy. We’d recently lost my father, and it had always been her dream to run a bed-and-breakfast. So, with nowhere to go after my divorce, I figured I’d check it out with her. Turned out to be a deal we couldn’t turn down, and with my investment in the property, it left my mother with only a tiny mortgage.

      "Grace. Please. Just eat your breakfast. I have a lot to get done today. The contractors will be here soon to start renovations in the rooms, and I need to get you to school.”

      "I told you; I don't want to go to school. I want to stay here with Grams." 

      I was ready to bang my head against the wall.

      "Well, you can’t stay here with Grams. Now why don’t you want to go to school?" I questioned, finally finishing the braid and securing the bottom with an elastic. 

      "I don't like what I'm wearing." 

      I was ready to call Valerie up and give her a piece of my mind. I swore she’d made this child act this way on purpose. Sure, she was eleven going on seventeen. Despite that, she’d never been this argumentative before. She’d literally gone from a wonderful, polite angel to this spoiled brat I could barely handle.

      "Well, I'm sorry, but you picked out this outfit in the summer specifically for today. You liked it then. What has changed?" 

      I knew this had to do with Valerie. No doubt in my mind. Grace shrugged and shoved a mouthful of oatmeal into her mouth, making a face.

      “Dad, fashion changes. You’d get that if you were a girl.”

      There it was! It was like I was sitting across from Valerie all over again, listening to why it was she needed some new purse or something. I let out a sigh, sat down with my bowl and a cup of coffee, and ate, then pulled Grace's lunch from the fridge and packed her lunch bag. 

      "What am I having for lunch?" she asked while bringing her half-eaten bowl of oatmeal over to the counter. 

      I glanced down, feeling completely defeated that she hadn't eaten her breakfast. "Ham and cheese sandwich, an apple, a banana, some carrots and celery, and this," I said, producing half a brownie that I'd purchased at The Crispy Biscuit. I watched as Grace's eyes lit up at the sight of the sweet delight. "Go grab your backpack." 

      Saying goodbye to my mother and with Grace secured in the truck, I climbed into the driver’s side and started the engine, waiting for the truck to warm up before I backed out of the driveway. 

      "Oh, Daddy, I forgot..." Grace muttered. 

      "What you forget?" I questioned, lifting my head from a message I was sending to a contractor, and glanced over toward Grace.

      She held up the book we'd borrowed from Bluebird Books before she'd gone to stay with her mom. Instantly, I cringed. I'd found the young readers’ program almost as soon as we'd moved into town. We could borrow books for Grace to read, sort of like the library.

      "Grace, I told you to remind me to bring it back." 

      "I forgot," Grace whined.

      I glanced at my watch. I was running late, and if I went to the bookstore first, Grace would be late for school. "Give me the book," I demanded, waiting for her to place it in my hand. I quickly threw it onto the seat beside me and backed out of the driveway. 

      Once I'd dropped Grace off at school, I made my way through town over to Bluebird Books. I pulled in behind a car, slammed on the brakes and quickly hopped out of the truck and made my way to the door. That was when I realized I'd left the book in the truck. I ran back over and pulled the door open to find the seat empty and the book missing.  

      "Fuck me...if this day gets any fucking worse, I swear..." I'd thought I’d heard something fall when I'd slammed on the brakes but had paid little attention. I was about to reach between the seats when I heard a small voice behind me. I turned to see an older woman with a stack of books in her arms. 

      "Sir, is everything okay?" she questioned. 

      "Just wonderful," I bit out. When I caught the look on her face, I cleared my throat and gave a weak smile. "Sorry, I'm just running behind, and I seem to have misplaced the book I was supposed to return." 

      She tilted her head to the side and glanced into my truck. "Sir, it's between the seats. It has a green cover, right?" 

      I turned and spotted the book almost instantly. I pulled it out and looked over at the lady, giving her a crooked smile. 

      "Little light reading I see?" She softly smiled. 

      "Oh this. It’s for my daughter," I muttered, tucking it under my arm. "Can I carry those in for you?" I nodded to the armful of books. 

      "Nah, carrying books is good for my bones." 

      I ran over to the door and held it open for her, waiting for her to step inside before following. The line inside was just long enough to frustrate me even more. For a small-town bookstore, the place was packed, and I knew I was going to be late.

      I pulled out my phone and quickly texted my mother to let her know I’d be there shortly. I blew out a breath, trying to maintain patience as the line barely moved. 

      "Can I help you?" a tiny voice asked. 

      I glanced up to see a woman, mid-thirties, sitting behind the desk. Sweat covered my brow as I looked at her. She was pretty, blonde curly hair, large brown eyes. She stood up, and my eyes instantly ran the length of her body. 

      "I have this to return," I said, handing her the book. 

      "No problem. Thank you." She softly smiled. "Can I get the name?" 

      "Zach Thatcher," I responded. 

      She quickly typed something into the computer and shook her head. "Sir, I'm sorry, but there isn't any record..."

      "I mean Grace...Grace Thatcher." 

      The woman smiled and began typing again when suddenly the store was bathed in darkness. The power had gone out. Everyone was silent, and then a few people began whispering, just as the power came back on. 

      "Give me a moment, sir. The computer just needs to boot up," the woman behind the counter said with a smile.

      I wanted to scream as my cell phone vibrated in my pocket. I quickly removed my phone and glanced down at the screen, seeing a message from one contractor. Apparently, they were waiting for me to give final approval on something my mother wasn’t sure about.  

      "Is this going to take long?" I barked. 

      "I'm sorry, it’s not my fault, sir. I'm trying, but it seems the computer has frozen," she muttered, frowning as she stared at the screen. “This is beyond frustrating.”

      I turned my back on her and leaned against the counter, sending a message back to the contractor. I was furiously typing when I felt a light tap on my back.

      “Sir, it will only be a few more minutes.”

      “You are right, this is frustrating,” I grumbled. Irritated, I went back to my message, and after a few more minutes, I turned back around and watched as she stared at the screen. “Well?”

      A few moments passed before she smiled up at me. "Can I get the name again?" 

      "Grace Thatcher," I growled while replying to yet another message on my phone. 

      "Okay. I have it here. Looks like it was a few days late. There is a small fee." 

      "What for? I thought this was a free program." 

      I shoved my phone back in my pocket and looked over the counter at this beautiful woman who I normally wouldn’t have taken a tone with. She sat there, a look of concern on her face as she studied the screen. 

      "Sir, as it was explained to you upon signup, the fees that are charged on the late books are directly put back into the reading program. They go to buy books, which enables us to provide more copies to the young reader program. You did sign the disclosure." 

      I could feel eyes on me, and my phone was vibrating like crazy in my pocket. "How much?" I growled, now seriously irritated as my phone began ringing. 

      "Three fifty." 

      I muttered under my breath as I shoved my hand deep into my pocket and pulled out a handful of change and placed it down on the counter. "Three fifty. Pretty steep fine for a book that is only a couple of days late?" 

      She didn't answer me. Instead, she focused on picking up the change off the counter.

      "What if I didn't pay it?" 

      "Unfortunately, if you didn't pay for it, then Grace could not use the program anymore. Trinity has some strict guidelines pertaining to the program. It not only teaches the young people to read and understand what they read, but it also is in place to help teach them a sense of responsibility." 

      I slammed my fist down on the counter. "Whatever," I grumbled. “We probably won’t be back.” 

      “Sir…I’m so—”

      I held up my hand, stopping her from saying anything else, and turned, making my way out of the small bookstore. I didn’t want to hear another word. As I climbed into the truck, I answered my ringing phone and pulled away from the curb, screeching my tires. I wasn't sure how this day was going to end, but it had to end better than how it had started.
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