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Chapter One




Every single terra-cotta pot was smashed. 

Laurel Stone blinked quickly, annoyed at the sting at the back of her eyes as she stared the mess. She was angry. Furious. Most people would rant or turn red in the face. But not Laurel. When she got mad, she angry cried. And right now she was so infuriated that she could barely see through the hot tears.

She’d come in early to do some watering and deadheading before starting the weekly stock order, but discovered the gate hanging limply from its hinges, its lock busted. She immediately took out her cell and called the cops, working extra hard to keep her voice from shaking. Falling apart was not an option. She’d made it through a lot of life changes lately and had kept it together. This time was no different.

Now, as she waited for the police, she swiped at her face and bit down on her lip. It was only six thirty in the morning and she hadn’t even had her first coffee yet. The brew sat cooling, forgotten in her ladybug print travel mug. Normally she hummed away to herself, unwinding the hose in the cool morning air. Not today. Today she had to deal with the fact that crime actually happened in quiet, idyllic Darling, Vermont.

And that left her shaken.

The Ladybug Garden Center was her pride and joy, her foray into building a new life for herself. There’d been little incidents in her first few weeks of opening, but she hadn’t thought much of them. The parking lot had been messed up a bit where someone had pulled doughnuts with their car. Two lilac bushes from the bed by the store sign had been stolen. She’d sighed at the inconvenience but chalked it up to simple mischief.

This time the intent was obvious. Deliberate. And it felt personal.

All the pottery was in shards on the floor. Six-packs of annuals had been pushed off their tables, spilling dirt and crushed blossoms. Hanging baskets had been carelessly dropped, so that the planters cracked and split. Tomato and pepper plants were strewn everywhere, broken and wilting. The lock on the little safe had been smashed, and they’d taken the small amount of money set aside for a float.

Laurel was sweeping shards of pottery into a dustpan when she heard the gritty crunch of tires on gravel. She stood up and braced her hand on her hip as the cruiser crept slowly up the drive and into the parking lot. Might as well get the report over with, and then get on with the cleanup and the call to the insurance agent.

The cruiser door opened.

Damn, damn, damn.

She’d forgotten, though she wasn’t quite sure how she could have since Darling was such a small town. Aiden Gallagher. One of Darling’s finest, complete with a crisp navy uniform, black shoes, and a belt on his hip that lent him a certain gravity and sexiness she wished she didn’t appreciate.

The last time she’d seen Aiden, she’d been home from school, barely twenty-one, and he’d flashed her a cocky take-a-good-look grin, all the while parading around the Suds and Spuds pub with some girl on his arm. Not that she’d expected any other sort of behavior from him. But still. Ugh.

Aiden approached the gate and she took a deep breath. He was a cop answering a call. Nothing more. And that was how she’d treat him. She definitely wouldn’t acknowledge that they’d known each other since they were five years old. Or that he’d once had her half-naked in the backseat of his car.

“Laurel,” he greeted, sliding through the gap in the fence. “Looks like you’ve had some trouble.”

She would do this. She would not cry again, especially not in front of Aiden. She had too much pride.

“A break-in last night.” She opened the gate a bit wider so he could get through. He passed close by her, his scent wafting in his wake. She swallowed. After all these years, he still wore the same cologne, and nostalgia hit her right in the solar plexus. He took off his cap and she saw his hair was still the same burnished copper, only shorter and without the natural waves, and his skin showed signs of freckles, but nowhere near as pronounced as they’d been. He wasn’t a boy any longer; he was a man.

He looked over his shoulder, his gray-blue eyes meeting hers.

Definitely a man.

“Wow.” He stopped and stared at the carnage. “They made a real mess. Was anything taken?”

She shrugged, focusing on the issue at hand once more. “Inventory-wise, I won’t know until I get things cleaned up and do a count. But I doubt it. The float for the cash is gone, but that’s only a few hundred dollars. Mostly they just made a mess.”

Laurel bent over and righted a half-barrel of colorful begonias, purple lobelia, and million bells. Her gaze blurred as she noticed the crushed, fragile blossoms and pile of dirt left on the floor.

“Laurel?”

She clenched her teeth. If he saw her with tears in her eyes… Today was upsetting enough without adding humiliation to the mix.

“Laurel,” he said, softer now. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” She bit out the words and pushed past him, going to the counter area. She could stand behind it and the counter would provide a barrier between them. “You don’t need to worry about me or take that soothing-the-victim tone. What do you need for facts?”

She sensed his withdrawal as he straightened his shoulders, and she felt momentarily sheepish for taking such a sharp tone. But she was angry, dammit. Hell, she was angry most of the time, and starting to get tired of hiding it with a smile. This was truly the last thing she needed.

“Do you have a slip or anything with the amount of the float?” Now he was all business. It was a relief.

She took a piece of paper from beneath the cash drawer in the register. “This is our rundown for what goes in the float each night. It’s put in a zip bag in the safe. Like a pencil case.”

He came around the counter, invading her space, and knelt down in front of the cupboard. “This is the safe?”

“I know. It’s not heavy-duty—”

“It looks like they just beat it open with a hammer.”

Great. Now she was feeling stupid, too. “It’s Darling. I didn’t expect something like this to happen here.”

He stood up and gave her a look that telegraphed “Are you serious?” before stepping back beyond the counter again. “Something like this happens everywhere, Laurel. What, you didn’t think crime happened in Darling?”

Well, no. Or at least, not until today. The fact that she’d already come to this disappointing conclusion, and then he’d repeated it, just made her angrier.

Coming home was supposed to be peaceful. Happy. The town was small, friendly, neighborly. Even after years away, many of her customers remembered her from her school years and recalled stories from those days. Darling even had a special “Kissing Bridge” in the park. There were several stories around how the bridge got the name, so no one really knew for sure. But the stone bridge and the quaint little legend to go with it brought tourists to the area and made Darling’s claim to fame a very romantic one. In a nutshell, those who stood on the bridge and sealed their love with a kiss would be together forever.

She should know all about it. Her picture—and Aiden’s—hung in the town offices to advertise the attraction. Just because they’d only been five years old at the time didn’t make it less of an embarrassment.

“I’m not naïve,” she replied sharply. “Is there anything else you need, or can I get back to cleaning up?”

“Can you think of anyone who might want to give you trouble? Someone with a grudge or ax to grind?”

Other than you? she thought darkly. This was the first time they’d actually spoken since she’d poured vanilla milkshake over his head in the school cafeteria in their senior year. “No,” she replied. “I can’t imagine who’d want to do this.”

“I don’t suppose you have any video cameras installed.”

She shook her head, feeling inept and slightly stupid. Maybe she was a little naïve after all. She hadn’t lived in Darling since she was nineteen. Things had changed in her absence. New people, new businesses.

“I’ll have another look around. It looks like a case of vandalism more than anything. Probably some teenagers thinking it’s funny, or after the cash for booze or pot, and smashed some stuff for show.” His gaze touched hers. “Kids can be really dumb at that age.”

Her cheeks heated. He hadn’t had to say the actual words for her to catch his meaning. “You never know. They might have been dared to do it. Or some sort of stupid bet.”

He held her gaze a few seconds longer, and she could tell by the look in his eyes that he acknowledged the hit. He’d kissed her because of one of those bets…more than kissed her. They’d been parking in his car and he’d rounded second base and had been headed for third. And then she’d found out about the wager and lost her cool. Publicly. With the milkshake.

The only thing she regretted was saying yes to going on that drive in the first place.

“So you still haven’t forgiven me for that.”

Laurel lifted her chin. “To my recollection, you haven’t asked for forgiveness.”

Aiden frowned, his brows pulling together. “We were seventeen. Kids. That was years ago.”

Which didn’t sound much like an apology at all.

“Yes, it was. Now, I have a lot of mess to clean up. Is there any more information you need or are we done here?”

He stared at her for a long minute. Long enough that she started to squirm a bit at his continued attention. Finally, when she was so uncomfortable she thought she might burst, she turned away and retrieved the broom and dustpan from where she’d left them.

“Do you want some help with this?”

She didn’t want him to offer. The idea of spending more time with him was so unsettling that she immediately refused. “No. Don’t you have to get back to work? Besides, I have someone coming in at eight. You go do what you need to do, Officer Gallagher.”

“Officer Galla—oh, for Crissakes, Laurel. Is that necessary?”

She pinned him with a glare. He was standing with his weight on one hip, accentuating his lean, muscular physique, one perfect eyebrow arched in response to her acid tone.

She wasn’t the kind to hold a grudge. Not generally. Heck, she’d forgiven Dan months ago, and that was for something far bigger than a silly teenage bet. Why did Aiden get under her skin so easily?

Maybe it was because he’d been so callous, even after the fact. If he’d shown any remorse at all… But he hadn’t. He’d taken the paper cup the milkshake had been in and fired it across the cafeteria floor before charging out. And he’d never once spoken to her again.

Until today. And despite the change in circumstances, she felt much the same as she had that night in the backseat of his car. Out of her depth, over her head, and at a distinct disadvantage.

She looked away. “Sorry. I just want to clean this up and get ready to open.”

She picked up the broom and began sweeping the little bits of broken pots and dirt into the dustpan. She saw his shoes first; big sturdy black ones that stopped in front of her. Then his hand, warm and reassuring, touched her shoulder. She’d been rude and brusque, and he was being kind. Damn him. Emotion threatened to overwhelm again. Couldn’t he see that gentle compassion was harder for her to handle than cool efficiency?

“Are you afraid to stay here alone this morning?”

Her throat tightened. “No, of course not.”

“I’m on duty until this afternoon. I can check in from time to time.”

“I’m fine.” She looked up at him and set her jaw. “I can take care of myself. I’m a big girl.”

He stepped back. “All right. But if you think of anything or anything else happens, call right away.”

“Okay.”

She kept sweeping and listened to his footsteps walk away across the concrete floor. The building always smelled delicious thanks to the flowers, but this morning the scent was even more pungent because many had been crushed and mangled. She sighed and rested her weight on the broom handle. He was just doing his job. And she was pissed off—at the state of the garden center and the fact that the one person in Darling she didn’t really care to see was the one who’d been sent to help.

“Aiden?”

He turned when she called his name, but his expression was neutral. She wished she could be that way. Unfortunately, she always seemed to wear her emotions all over her face.

“Thanks for your help this morning.”

He nodded. “Just doing my job.”

He walked to his cruiser and got in while Laurel stood there with a flaming-hot face. Once he’d turned to exit the driveway, she kicked a plastic bucket that had been abandoned in the middle of an aisle, sending it spinning away with a loud clatter. No sooner had she decided to extend an olive branch than he came back with a line that deflated any sort of possibility of amity. He was just doing his job, like he’d do for anyone else. She was no one special. Never had been. The knowledge shouldn’t have cut, but it did.

Anyway, the bigger issue was the problem at hand—getting the store ready to open in just a few hours. The Ladybug Garden Center was her baby now. She’d invested all of herself into it, and she was determined to see it succeed, not only this spring and summer but into the fall and winter. In order for that to happen she would have to take steps to ensure this sort of thing didn’t happen again.

Just as soon as she cleaned up the mess.

And stopped thinking about how Aiden hadn’t changed that much, either. In good ways and in bad.








  
  
Chapter Two




Aiden stripped off his uniform, leaving the clothing trailing behind him as he headed for the shower. It was only mid-afternoon; he’d worked the early shift and could still enjoy what was left of the spring day. He stepped out of his underwear and left it abandoned on the bathroom floor as he flicked on the shower and waited for the water to get hot. 

Law enforcement in a small town was a blessing and a curse. He blew out a breath and stepped under the spray.

Today’s agenda had included a few traffic stops, a drunk and disorderly, and a homeless man hovering outside a store, being a nuisance. He’d known as soon as dispatch had called that it was George. No one knew George’s last name. He didn’t seem to have any family, and most of the time he lived in the shelter in town. Everything he owned was in a backpack that looked as though it had been through the war. Occasionally, George would hitch a ride to Montpelier and drift around there for a while, but then he always came back. He was completely harmless, often hungry, sometimes dirty.

Today he’d been sitting on a bench in the shade, not really disturbing anyone. But Mrs. McKenzie who ran the dry cleaners didn’t like him loitering around. What Aiden figured she needed was a good dose of compassion.

He’d talked to George, then he’d taken him to the goodwill and helped him pick out some new clothes. All told, the jeans, T-shirt, and second-hand sneakers had cost about ten bucks. Then they’d made a stop at the General Store where Aiden bought him a sandwich, a Coke, and an apple, as well as new socks and a pair of new underwear. Hopefully, when George went to the shelter tonight, he could have a hot shower, clean clothes, and a decent meal.

Those calls were hard, and sometimes annoying, but Aiden at least felt like he was making a difference. He scrubbed vigorously at his hair, bubbles splattering on the walls of the shower. Unlike how he’d felt answering the call at the Ladybug Garden Center. Laurel had been…well, the same old Laurel he remembered. She’d been upset, but not too upset to look down her nose at him. For a minute he’d almost felt sympathy. Concern. But then she’d opened her mouth and it had become really easy to stick to business. God, but she was prickly.

Unfortunately, her looks did not match her temperament. She was as beautiful as she’d been in high school. The girlish curves had turned into an alluring, womanly figure, discernible even beneath the shapeless golf shirt. Her hair was the same rich brown, and her eyes…he’d always been a sucker for her eyes. Blue, with a hint of violet in the right lighting that contrasted with her creamy skin and dark hair. Seeing her again had sucked all the wind out of his lungs. Not that he’d let her see that.

The spray sluiced away the suds in his hair. Why couldn’t he stop thinking about her? It was probably because she’d shown no hesitation in reminding him about their past. And his behavior. He certainly wasn’t proud of it, but they’d been seventeen. Everyone was an idiot at seventeen, weren’t they? Wasn’t there a statute of limitations or something about that?

Wait until she found out what the town council was planning. He’d already been approached by someone in the tourism department. Laurel had only been back in town a few weeks, since the garden center opened for the season. They probably hadn’t asked her yet. After this morning’s reception, he was pretty sure what her answer was going to be.

Dressing up in a wedding gown and kissing him on the stone bridge? Hah. She couldn’t even look at him without her mouth tightening up like a chicken’s asshole. There’s no way she’d agree to recreating the picture that had been taken of them when they’d been all of five years old. They’d been ring bearer and flower girl at a wedding, and the picture of the two of them had been adopted as the promotional photo for the town’s famous Kissing Bridge. Cute back then, he supposed. Embarrassing as hell now.

He still took his share of grief for it. People had long memories, and the milkshake incident had been a sensation. The flip side of small-town living: everyone delighted in everyone else’s business.

He stepped out of the shower and toweled off, efficiently pulling on underwear, a pair of board shorts, and a T-shirt. He didn’t do a thing with his hair besides run his hand through it and give it a shake, sending droplets of water spattering onto the mirror. A quick application of deodorant and he was done, taking a spare five seconds to hang up his towel.

“Yo, bro. You beautiful yet? I need to take a leak.”

Aiden grinned. His slightly younger brother, Rory, must have finished work early today. The two shared the apartment, which was essentially the upstairs above Rory’s veterinary clinic. “Something wrong with the clinic bathroom?”

“Naw.” Rory looked up as Aiden entered the kitchen. Rory was already halfway through a beer. “I’m clocked out for the day is all. Last appointment cancelled.”

“Does this mean you’re cooking?”

Rory chuckled, shouldering his way past Aiden. “I can. Unless you want to go to Mom and Dad’s.”

Aiden didn’t. News of the robbery had spread through town and he was sure his parents had heard. They’d have questions, not just about the robbery but also about Laurel. “I’d rather stay here. I can cook if you don’t want to.”

“Oooh, tacos. Again.”

“I can make more than tacos.” Aiden went to the fridge, considered the beer, and grabbed a soda instead. Somehow he just wasn’t in the mood.

There was silence for a second as Rory headed for the bathroom, then a loud curse. “Shit, your shorts are on the floor. Gross.”

Aiden laughed. He’d been in a hurry for the shower, but he deliberately left stuff around just to spool his brother up. Rory was such a damned neat freak. He needed to relax once in a while. The fact that he’d knocked off work was definitely unusual.

In the end, the choice for supper was taken out of his hands. One phone call and a not-so-subtle guilt trip later about how they never made time for their mother anymore, and both boys headed to the family home.

The Gallaghers lived just outside Darling, on a couple of rolling green acres dotted with tall maples and oaks. The house was huge by modern standards: only twenty years old but built in that old-fashioned colonial style so popular in New England. The front faced the dirt drive, but the back had a huge deck that overlooked the lake. Aiden sometimes wondered why his parents kept it, now that all six of the kids were up and grown. Only the twins lived at home, and even then only part of the time. It was a lot of house for two people, and so much work.

But as he and Rory drove up in Aiden’s truck, he understood. It wasn’t the kind of property—or home—that a person could turn their back on easily.

Claire’s car was in the yard, Cait’s wasn’t, and neither was their older sister Hannah’s. Ethan’s SUV was though, and Aiden could hear screams and giggles coming from the backyard as he and Rory got out of the truck.

Rory grinned. “Ethan’s here with the boys.”

The oldest child of the family, Ethan was the only one of the Gallaghers to get married, much to their mother’s dismay. Ethan was only thirty-two and already a widower, left to raise his boys on his own. As a firefighter working shift work, their parents helped out as much as they could.

“Uncle Aiden! Uncle Rory! Come play soccer with us!”

Ethan’s son Connor came running, his five-year-old legs churning and his coppery hair flopping over his forehead. His little brother Ronan toddled behind, curls bouncing, trying desperately to keep up. Aiden remembered the feeling well. He’d done his fair share of chasing after his brothers when he was little. Particularly when they didn’t want him to follow.

They followed the boys to the backyard, where a rousing game was already in progress: Connor and Gramps against Ronan and Ethan. Rory and Aiden made it three on three, and the competition was on for real, along with some trash talk that was cleaned up due to the presence of the boys. Aiden had scored on his dad and was doing a victory lap of the yard when his mother, Moira, stepped outside and called everyone in for dinner.

“Wash your hands,” she commanded, as she shooed them inside, each of them easily a foot taller than she was.

“Yes, Mom,” Rory said, dropping a kiss on her cheek.

Dinner was a far cry from crumbly tacos. His mother had baked a ham, made whipped potatoes, vegetables, and fresh rolls. Aiden was just slicing into a fat slab of maple ham when his father, John, piped up. “Heard there was some trouble in town today. At the garden center. You know anything about that, Aiden?”

It felt like the ham in his mouth expanded as he tried to chew. He nodded as he forced a swallow. “I was on shift and answered the call. I think it was probably some teens acting out. Mostly it was just stuff smashed up.”

Moira frowned. “Poor Laurel. She just got that place up and running.”

“They only took the float.”

“But all that stock.” Claire sighed she buttered her roll. “That can’t be cheap to replace. And her sales will take a hit in the meantime.”

Claire was studying marketing in college and had a summer internship working for the town. Aiden looked at his little sister. She was growing up so fast. Today she was dressed in navy trousers and a neat little shirt with her hair up in a bun of some kind, every inch the professional.

“Yes, but it’s Darling,” Rory commented easily. “People will buy from her just to show their support.”

Ethan hadn’t said anything. He was busy trying to keep the boys’ food on their plates and in their mouths and not on the floor.

Moira eyed Aiden keenly. “So, how is she?”

He shrugged. “Upset. About what you’d expect.”

“That’s not what I meant. How does she look? I haven’t been in to see her yet. Is she as pretty as ever?”

Aiden raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t notice. I was, you know, doing my job.”

Ethan finally laughed. “Right. As if. Laurel Stone has turned your crank ever since you hit puberty.”

“I’m twenty-seven. Puberty’s a few years ago, thanks.” Aiden shoveled up some potatoes. He hated that his brother was right. He’d first noticed her in sophomore year when they had math together.

Something about her had been familiar. They’d become friends, but he’d been too scared to make a move. Then, on a cold January afternoon, they’d been out skating with a group of friends near the Kissing Bridge. Laurel had mentioned that she was in the town photo, and it all seemed to click.

“Seems to me the feelings weren’t returned,” Rory added, breaking into Aiden’s thoughts. “She did dump a milkshake over your head.”

It hadn’t been Aiden’s finest moment. He’d been a jerk. And he’d been sorry, though she wouldn’t listen to him. If she’d just talked to him, in private, he could have explained it all. Instead, she’d made sure he was completely humiliated. There’d been no hope for them after that. Even if he’d put away his pride for two seconds, it had been guilt that kept him silent. He’d wronged her and deep down he knew it.

“Vanilla,” Aiden confirmed, grinning. He wouldn’t let them know how much it bothered him. Probably because history had repeated itself with Erica. Only in that case it hadn’t been a milkshake. It had been his truck, and a rather sharp set of keys. Straight down the side of his custom paint job. He was no good with women, that was for sure. And he wasn’t too great at learning his lesson, either.

“Well, it’s a shame. She’s been through quite a bit, you know.” 

“She has?” Aiden hadn’t heard much. Just that she was back and that she’d opened the garden center. He tried not to listen to office or lunch-counter chatter. That type of gossip was one of the few things he didn’t like about living in a town this size. Everyone made everything their business.

“She’s newly divorced. Only married three years. You remember their wedding, don’t you? There was a picture in the paper. They got married at that big hotel in Montpelier. They met in college and she interned at his accounting firm, if I remember right.”

Today she’d been in jeans, rubber boots, and a T-shirt. Aiden tried to think of her in office dress and it didn’t compute. She’d always been an outdoor girl. Jeans and ball shirts watching baseball games…

“And now her husband is getting married, again. To one of the partners at the firm.” Moira leaned forward, her voice lowered. “The partner’s name is…Ryan.”

Claire rolled her eyes. “Oh, for Pete’s sake, Mom. You don’t have to whisper. You can say the word gay.”

“Well, of course I can. It’s just a little strange, considering he was married to Laurel first. That’s got to be a tough situation.”

Claire shook her head. “It takes some people longer to come out than others. Don’t judge.”

Aiden felt sorry for her just the same. Getting divorced was tough. But he also knew that she’d hate being pitied.

“Well, no matter what’s happened to her personal life, whoever broke into the store really did a number on it. There was dirt and pots everywhere.” He chewed another piece of ham and swallowed, then shrugged. “I know we got into our fair share of trouble, but if we’d pulled something like that, Dad would’ve kicked our asses.”

“You got that right,” John replied, sending his sons the evil eye. It was hard to take the big Irishman seriously, though. His rust-colored eyebrow did this funny lift when he was teasing, and his eyes twinkled.

Rory laughed and reached for the bowl of carrots. “And there’s the big crime story for the month. Some kids roughed up some flowers and took a hundred bucks.”

“And I’m glad.” Moira looked over at Aiden. “I’m okay with Aiden’s job not being all that dangerous. I’d worry too much.”

“Like you do with Ethan,” Claire said.

“Like I do with all you kids,” Moira corrected, frowning. Aiden knew she wouldn’t say so in front of Ethan, because he already put too much pressure on himself. They all knew Moira worried. Ethan was a firefighter and a dad. He had his sons to think of.

So Aiden kept quiet. If he responded, the guys would start their usual teasing about being a small-time cop in a small town. The jokes could go on for hours. Not that Aiden was really looking for adrenaline pumping danger, but there were definitely days he wished he felt more effective. And if he brought up the subject of civic duty, they’d haze him even more.

So he sat with his mouth shut for the most part, covering his mood by putting on his devil-may-care face.

When the meal was over, Aiden helped clear the table with Claire, while Ethan took the boys for a bath, and Rory and John went out to the shed to have a look at John’s latest woodworking project—a quilt chest for Moira.

Moira worked around the kitchen, packing up leftovers for Rory and Aiden to take home. “This will keep you boys fed for a day or so, anyway,” she said, snapping the lid onto a plastic dish of leftover potatoes.

Aiden laughed. “Mom, seriously, we can feed ourselves.”

“Not like your mother can.”

He put his arm around her. “Well, duh.” He grinned. “I appreciate it, I really do. But I’m a grown man. I do my own laundry and everything.”

She looked up at him, her blue eyes soft with affection. “I know you are, and you do. But I’ll always be your mother. Same as I am with all you kids.”

The sound of squeals came from upstairs and they both smiled.

“How’s he doing?” Aiden asked, letting go of his mother and reaching for plates to load in the dishwasher. Claire had gone back to the dining room to tidy the table, and it was just the two of them now.

“Ethan? Oh, he’s muddling through. Doing better.”

“But?”

“But he’s moved from sad to grouchy. He’s…he doesn’t smile. You know?”

Aiden nodded. “I’ll see if we can get him to come out with us soon.”

Moira stopped what she was doing and faced Aiden, her expression sad and serious. “You and Rory have this singles club thing going on, and Ethan’s past that now. But he can’t stay alone forever. If you can get him to go out with you, do it. I’ll keep the boys.”

“I’ll talk to Rory. I think we’re both off this Sunday. If Ethan’s off shift, maybe we can hang out. Play a round of golf or something.”

Claire came back in, a dishtowel over her shoulder and the salt and pepper shakers cradled in her hand. “You two look awfully serious.”

“Just talking about Ethan, that’s all.”

Claire opened a cabinet and put the shakers inside. “Nothing’s wrong with Ethan other than he needs to get laid.”

“Claire!” Moira sent her youngest daughter a dark look. “Things are definitely not that simple.”

She shrugged. “All I’m sayin’ is that he’s thirty-two and has a lot of responsibility. Add that to a really long dry spell...”

“I’m not having this conversation with my children,” Moira muttered, and started some water in the sink to wash the pots and pans.

Aiden started laughing. They’d had this kind of conversation many times over the years, though Moira tried to keep it on the polite side of vulgar. But no topic had ever been off limits. As kids, that had been both wonderful and horrifying, depending on which side of the conversation they found themselves.

“Sex isn’t everything, sis.” Aiden reached for the dishwasher soap and filled the reservoir.

Claire stopped short and gaped at Aiden. “When did you get to be all fuddy-duddy?”

He shut the dishwasher door and hit the start button. “Oh, I don’t know. I guess I must have grown up. But only a little. I’ve got a ways to go before I get to be as big of a stick-in-the-mud as Ethan.”

“Aiden,” Moira said quietly.

Ethan stood in the doorway to the kitchen, Ronan in his arms, the young boy wrapped in a hooded towel.

“E, I’m sorry, man. I didn’t mean that.” Aiden struggled to take his foot out of his mouth.

“Don’t worry about it,” Ethan said, and disappeared around the corner again.

But Aiden had seen the look on his brother’s face. A mask of indifference, but a glimmer of hurt, too.

For the second time today, Aiden felt like a screwup. He’d always been known as the goofball, the kid not to be taken seriously. Ethan had become a firefighter, settled down, and had kids before he’d turned thirty. Rory spent eight years in college and had the beginnings of a great career. Hannah had gotten her business degree and now ran her own real estate agency. The twins were the babies of the family, a bit spoiled, and took their share of ribbing about it. It wasn’t that his family didn’t have expectations; they did. It was more that Aiden was always seen as the joker, the single guy, the one who liked life unencumbered.

He was the jock who’d taken Laurel Stone out on a locker-room bet and who’d never dated anyone for longer than six months. And he suspected that if he ever expressed his dissatisfaction with that image, no one would believe him.

“Nice work,” Claire said quietly, and being chastised by both his mother and his baby sister put his teeth on edge.

“I’ll go after him,” Aiden said, his heart heavy.








  
  
Chapter Three




Laurel had worked all day at the garden center, cleaning up, dealing with the insurance company, doing inventory, and ordering new stock. It didn’t make sense that she’d feel like spending the evening in the garden at home, but she did. She’d dealt with paperwork and customers all day. Right now she was getting her hands dirty, using the physical labor to work out her frustrations. Her arms ached from working with the tiller for the last hour, turning over the earth in the patch that would be her vegetable garden. She rubbed her hands on her jeans and then picked up a shovel and put it in her wheelbarrow. A load of garden soil and a load of compost had been delivered yesterday. She’d spread it, mix it in, and let the earth sit for a week or two before starting to plant. 

She was about halfway through the compost pile when the back gate creaked. Laurel looked up and saw Willow Dunaway, owner of The Purple Pig Café, gliding through the gate with a yellow tote bag on her arm. Laurel looked down at her dirty jeans and sighed. Willow, even when she was rushed on the job, always managed to look airy and graceful. Laurel just felt dirty and clunky, especially now.

The two had been friends in high school but had lost touch over the years. Now that Laurel had moved back, they’d connected over raspberry tea and chocolate-chip scones at the café. They’d recently begun chatting about gardening and food production, since the café specialized in local, organic ingredients. Truth be told, the company tonight was a welcome surprise. Laurel could use a little of Willow’s serenity.

“You didn’t get enough of dirt and plants all day?” Willow asked, plopping down on the grass beside the wheelbarrow.

“I needed something more physical to work out my frustrations,” Laurel admitted. She leaned on the handle of the shovel. “What brings you by?”

Willow’s normally serene face wrinkled into a frown. “I heard about your troubles. Wanted to see if you’re okay.”

“I’m okay, I guess.” Laurel tried a smile and swept her hand out toward her garden-in-progress.

Willow patted the grass beside her. “Come and sit down. You’ll feel better. Connect with the earth for a bit instead of beating the hell out of it.”

Laurel grinned. Willow was such a free spirit. Tonight, she wore navy leggings and a tunic-style flowy shirt with a mandala stitched into it. Her face was devoid of makeup, dotted with a few natural-looking freckles and dominated by eyes the color of bluebells. Instead of twenty-seven, she looked about eighteen. Right down to the little purple and pink streaks in her hair, just on one side. She was very different from the preppy, type-A overachiever girl Laurel had known in high school, and Laurel silently admitted to herself that she liked the new, more relaxed version of her old friend. Tonight, Willow brought with her the soothing scent of lavender.

Laurel sank to the ground and crossed her legs, rounding her shoulders and exhaling. “You’re right. It does feel better.”

“If you’re that tense we could run through a meditation.”

Laurel laughed. “I think I’m fine, Wil. Thanks, though. It’s been a hell of a day.”

Willow reached into her tote bag. “I figured as much so I brought this.” She pulled out a bottle of wine and a couple of little glasses. “Sulphite free and organic.”

It had a twist top so there was no need for a corkscrew. Willow opened the bottle, let it breathe for a moment, and then poured a healthy amount into each glass. The red liquid looked purply-black in the fading light, and the pungent scent was sharp and fruity. Laurel took a sip and sighed happily.

“See?” Willow laughed lightly. “Cheers.”

“We’re toasting? My business was vandalized and robbed.” Laurel rolled her eyes. “Maybe we can toast to this day being over.”

“Or we can toast the fact that you’re okay and everything else can be replaced,” Willow said. “Or that a day that started so badly is ending with a glass of wine with a friend.”

Laurel’s heart warmed. “I’ll drink to that. Thanks, Willow.”

“You’re welcome. Now, fill me in. Any idea who trashed the place?”

Laurel took a longer drink and then shook her head. “No, not yet. The police think it’s probably kids. I’m not sure if that makes me feel better or worse. I’m just…frustrated. I just got the place set up and open, you know?” She’d sunk her savings into buying the business, and taken out a healthy loan, too. She tried not to let that fact scare her, but it was a heavy responsibility just the same. “They seem to think it’s just random. Not anything personal against me. But it feels personal. I’m trying to be analytical, but dammit, it hurts. It feels like kicking me when I’m down.”

Willow nodded. “I can understand that. Look, Darling tends to be quiet, but it’s different than when we were teenagers, Laurel. A bit bigger. And kids…I don’t know. They seem to have too much time on their hands.” She turned her glass around in her fingers. “I see a bunch after school, though the ones who’re loud and obnoxious don’t tend to be the herbal-tea-and-organic-cookie type, you know?”

Laurel laughed. “We were ever like that?”

“Of course not.”

And then they both laughed softly. Willow had been top of her class in English and History. She’d served on every charity committee going and played in the school band. Laurel had always pegged her as a bit high strung, but not so much now. Both of them had been certain they knew everything and had the world by the tail.

Now Willow practically exuded calm and wisdom. And Laurel…well. She’d done everything on schedule. Gone away to school, got her degree, got a job, got married. The perfect life that saw her divorced at twenty-seven and with a mountain of debt. It was fairly humbling. Lessons had been hard to learn, but she’d come away stronger.

“You’ve owned The Purple Pig for what, a year now?” Laurel asked. “And here I am trying to make a go of a garden center. This isn’t how we envisioned our lives, is it?” She looked over at her friend. “Not quite a decade since we graduated and look at us. Single and struggling as small business owners, working sixty-plus hours a week.”

A shadow passed over Willow’s face. “We didn’t have life by the tail like we thought, did we?”

“Not quite. Know what, though? I don’t think I’d change it.” Laurel knew her life hadn’t been perfect, but it had been good just the same.

They drank quietly for a minute or two. Laurel kept waiting for Willow to ask about Dan. She’d told Willow the basic truth the first night they’d hung out since her return. That Dan had come out and was in love with one of the partners of the accounting firm.

“You know Aiden’s a cop in town now, right? You’ll probably run into him now and again.”

Just the mention of his name sent a flare of heat down Laurel’s body. She wished she could credit her reaction to the wine, but she couldn’t. Neither could she stop the strange feeling of anger that sparked whenever she heard his name.

“What brought him up?” She kept her voice casual.

“Just thinking about high school.” Willow’s laugh floated on the evening breeze. “Gosh, did you ever get him good. I think of that every time I see someone with a milkshake.”

Laurel gave the obligatory chuckle, but truth was, she had fancied herself in love with him after nearly two years of friendship. His careless actions had given her hope and made her stupid teenage heart expand like it was giving off those little heart-shaped bubbles in cartoon pictures. And then reality had crashed down on her. He’d made her mad, he’d humiliated her, but he’d also hurt her deeply. Aiden Gallagher had caused her first broken heart.

“Actually, Aiden was on duty this morning.”

Willow sat up straighter. “Why wasn’t that the first thing you told me instead of waiting until now?” She put her hand on Laurel’s arm. “What happened? Did he apologize? He’s cute, isn’t he? I think he’s even better looking than he used to be.”

“Then you should date him,” Laurel replied caustically. “I’m definitely not interested.”

“I repeat, what happened?” Willow grabbed the wine bottle and refilled their glasses. The evening was getting cooler as the sun went down. Laurel hugged her knees closer and studied her glass.

“Nothing. He took the details from me and went back to work.”

“Oh.” Willow sounded disappointed. “You’re sure that’s all?”

“I’m sure.”

“Boring. No sparks? No laughing over days gone by?”

This time Laurel laughed. “God, no. I think we’re still in the stay-out-of-each-other’s-way place.”

“He’s still pretty sexy, though, isn’t he?” Willow wiggled her eyebrows, and Laurel laughed.

“Okay, fine. He’s sexy as sin, is that what you wanted to hear?”

“I know. All that muscle and stuff packed into the uniform and his eyes…he’s got bedroom eyes. They’re so blue. And he’s a ginger. You have a thing for redheads. Dan was one too, wasn’t he?”

The easy question slammed into her. Did she have a thing for gingers? Wasn’t that embarrassing! “Dan’s is more strawberry blond.”

“Right.” Willow laughed. “Of course it is. Anyway, I just wondered if he’d said anything. He’s single, you know.”

“You won’t step on my toes if you’re interested,” Laurel replied, though the idea of Willow with Aiden didn’t seem to fit. Willow was too sweet, for one.

“I’m not. I’m happy going on as I am right now.” Willow smiled and held her glass out as she pushed herself to her feet. “Much as I love being connected to the earth and all, the ground’s feeling cold and damp. Mind if we go inside? We can polish this off, complain about how becoming a grown-up hasn’t lived up to our expectations, and then go into work a little extra tired tomorrow.”

“Sure. I’ve got some chips in the house, I think.”

“Eew.”

Right. Willow didn’t let junk food pass her lips. “Crackers and hummus?”

“Getting better.”

When Willow reached for her bag, Laurel saw a little tattoo on her wrist. But before she could ask about it, the back gate opened again. “Hello?”

Willow tapped her shoulder. “Laurel. Speak of the devil.”

She looked up. There stood Aiden, one hand on the white picket gate. He was sex on a stick in his uniform, but in board shorts and a T-shirt he was equally devastating. His burnished hair was tousled, and he had the beginnings of a stubbly beard. The relaxed pose set her pulse racing. She really wished it wouldn’t do that. Aiden was not the sort of guy she needed.

“I’ll take a raincheck,” Willow said, low enough that only Laurel could hear. “Though I’ll want details.”

“There won’t be anything to tell,” Laurel muttered back, scrambling to her feet, trying not to spill the wine left in her glass. “Your glass, Willow…”

“You can give it back to me later. Keep it. You might need the wine.” Willow winked at her, which only annoyed Laurel more. She was not interested. Full stop.

“Hey, Aiden,” Willow offered on her way through the gate. “Nice evening, isn’t it?”

“Sure is.”

Willow waved her fingers as she passed through, the only farewell Laurel received. Pasting on a polite smile, Laurel turned her attention to Aiden. “Can I do something for you?”

“Well, now, that’s a loaded question.” He smiled, a little dimple popping in his cheek. Laurel resisted the urge to roll her eyes. He was so obvious.

He stepped inside her backyard. “I was out at Mom and Dad’s for dinner. The garden center came up in conversation, and I decided to stop by on my way home. See how you made out today.”

Laurel wasn’t sure if she should be perturbed or touched. His consideration was sort of nice, but it also seemed a bit presumptuous. “And you just happened to know my address?”

For a flash, he looked uncomfortable. Then he smiled again. “Okay, so you caught me. I had to look it up.”

“Great police work,” she said, lifting her glass to take a drink of wine.

He shrugged. “I 411’d it on my phone. No big deal.” He met her gaze. “If you want me to go, I’ll go.”

She did and she didn’t. Yes, because seeing him was plain weird and made her feel like an awkward teenager again. But no, because it really was kind of nice of him to look in on her. They weren’t kids anymore. Maybe they could get along. As adults. Just because she was back in Darling didn’t mean they couldn’t leave the past where it belonged. She should be over it by now.

“It’s okay. You want some wine?” She held out the bottle, then realized she didn’t have another clean glass. 

His grin widened. “You’re sharing?”

She tipped the bottle and splashed a little more into her glass. What the hell. It had been a crazy, stupid, seesaw of a day. Then she held out the bottle again and gave it a wiggle with her hand, as if to say, “Take it.”

He did. And then he lifted it and took a drink straight from the bottle.

“Classy,” she remarked.

“It’s not like you offered me your fine crystal,” he replied. He looped his fingers around the top of the bottle and took a step closer, so they were only a foot or so apart. “I usually tell people it’s not good to bring work home with them. In your case I’d make an exception. This is quite the yard.”

She looked around. The tiller was still out, half the garden soil was distributed, nothing was planted. A small greenhouse sat in the south corner, where she’d started tomatoes, peppers, lettuces. It was too early to have many of her annuals out, though her perennial beds were coming along. Another six weeks and things would look very different.

“I bought this place because it came with three-quarters of an acre. Enough for me to have a vegetable garden in the back and flowers in the front.”

“So the garden center is a labor of love for you.”

He walked along the perimeter of her tilled earth, taking his time, pausing to sip from the bottle again. Laurel didn’t want to notice the way his shorts fit his ass, but she couldn’t help it. It was hard to ignore a man so nicely proportioned, after all.

“It really is. I had a smaller garden where I lived before. It was nice, but I felt a little cramped there.”

“In Burlington, right?”

“Just outside. We commuted in.”

We. She hadn’t meant to bring up Dan. It was just easier if people didn’t ask a lot of questions.

He turned and faced her. “We being you and your ex, right?”

She nodded, felt her face heat. Please don’t ask.

“And you bought the center and moved back home. A fresh start?”

“You could say that.”

He smiled then. “Are you glad to be home, Laurel? Or does it feel like a consolation prize?”

His question hit her square in the chest, stopping her breath for a split second. How very insightful of him to ask. Was it a consolation prize? She didn’t want to think so. It was more complicated than that. And she wasn’t unhappy. Not really. It was all in how she chose to view it. She could feel sorry for herself or she could see this as an opportunity for a new start, to reinvent herself and be even stronger.

She’d married Dan right after graduation and had joined him at the firm directly after. It hadn’t been a mistake, exactly, but she’d be lying if she didn’t admit she enjoyed her new freedom and autonomy.

“My marriage didn’t work out,” she said quietly. “So my life’s switched course. I get to choose that course, Aiden. There’s no consolation prize in that.” And maybe someday she’d absolutely believe it.

Quiet settled over the yard. The sun was down now and most of the birds had quieted, though the odd mourning dove could still be heard cooing somewhere close by. Laurel shivered a little. The air had cooled and now that she wasn’t shoveling dirt, a chill settled on her skin. Still, she didn’t want to invite Aiden inside. That would be a “friendly” move, and she was aiming more for civility.

“And what about what happened this morning?” he finally asked, holding out the bottle and adding a little more to her glass before taking another swig. “Is everything okay at the Ladybug?”

She laughed. “It sounds funny when you call it that.” Funnier than it should, and she giggled again. Damn. She should have sent that wine with Willow…

He chuckled in reply, the sound low and alluring in the twilight.

“Everything is fine,” she answered finally, letting out a sigh. “My mom and dad stopped in this morning and helped me clean up the mess. I’ve been in touch with the insurance company and reordered stock and bought new locks for the gate. And a new, heavier-duty safe, you’ll be glad to know.”

“Good.”

“With a lot of the stock within the fence but outside the building, a security system didn’t seem overly practical. But starting tonight we’re going to have it better lit. Maybe it’ll be a deterrent.” She finished what was in her glass. “I guess I idealized what it would be like coming home. That Darling was perfect. Idyllic.” There was that word again. Maybe part of the problem was that she set her expectations just a little too high.

He didn’t reply so she offered a little smile. “Reality strikes again, huh.”

He shrugged. “It’s still a good place to live. Sometimes I wonder what it would be like to work in a place where I really made a difference, you know? It’s pretty low key around here.”

They’d ambled back toward the gate. How had that happened? Laurel realized they were nearly shoulder to shoulder and actually having a conversation. Today really was turning out to be the strangest day.

“You’d rather be a cop somewhere bigger? More dangerous?”

He shrugged. “It’s not the danger, or even the excitement. But more a sense that maybe there’s a greater need somewhere else.”

She looked over at him. In high school he’d been a bit of a joker. He’d played ball in the summer, hockey in the winter, and was part of the ski club. His GPA had been okay—he’d worked at his schoolwork just enough to pull off respectable marks. He’d had a much more active social life, Laurel remembered, and had always been invited to parties. She’d been quiet, studious, and as friends they’d been a bit mismatched.

Her memories didn’t quite mesh with the man standing in front of her now: a civic-minded public servant.

“Laurel?”

She stopped and looked up at him. Even in the dark, she saw the earnestness in his eyes. He’d always been attractive in a roguish, atypical sort of way. Not the tall, dark, and handsome type, and not the All-American blond and blue-eyed preppy kind of guy. More of a rough-and-ready scrapper with an impish smile and a gleam in his eye. The gleam was missing now, and the smile replaced with a sober expression, which only served to highlight the crisp outline of his lips. Laurel swallowed. This had been the problem all along, hadn’t it? From the time she was fifteen, she’d had a “thing” for Aiden. Maybe she didn’t have it any longer, but memories were powerful things. Sometimes the body remembered what the heart would rather forget.

“About what happened in senior year… I’m sorry about that.”

Holy shit. An apology at long last. It didn’t make her feel better, though. She knew it should and it didn’t.

“I should never have gone with you,” she admitted. “I was gullible.”

“No. You trusted a friend.” He put the empty bottle down on the grass and reached for her arm. His fingers tightened around her forearm and a little swoop of something skittered through her stomach at the touch. “It wasn’t you. I did want to be with you. It wasn’t because of the bet. It’s just that…” He looked away and heaved a sigh. “Okay, look. I know I had a reputation when I was in school. The truth was, I liked you and never asked you out because I was afraid you’d say no. Until the guys made me a bet. It was stupid, I know. But it was the only way I was able to have the courage to ask. It seemed…I don’t know, easier, when it was about a team bet and not about real feelings.”

He’d really cared about her? She clenched her teeth. That actually made it worse. It might have been better to think he hadn’t considered her feelings at all, because this way he’d willingly humiliated someone he cared about.

“Wow, Aiden. If that’s how you treat your friends…”

“Hey, I was an idiot. If I’d been smart, I would have said I’d lost the bet and let it drop. But I was there with the guys, and they were being pushy, and I found the story just coming out. They said no one would tell and that it would stay within the team.”

She took a step back. “But someone told their girlfriend, who told someone else, and I ended up finding out because I could see people looking at me and whispering and I had to ask what was going on.” The embarrassment still burned. Worse, when she’d found out the truth she’d had to keep all her emotions locked up. No crying, no hysterics, no acting like her heart was crushed. She’d had to grin and bear it like it meant nothing. Just like she had with the divorce.

She wouldn’t tell him how hurt she’d been. Even after all that had happened in the last year, she still had a teensy bit of pride.

“I was seventeen, Laurel. And I liked you and I was an immature guy who did everything wrong.”

Not everything, Laurel thought. He’d known what he was doing in the backseat of his car. She’d considered letting him be her first, but in the end she held back. Things had gotten hot and heavy and…real. Her heart ached a little just thinking about it. Ten years. High school had been ten years ago. But she still remembered feeling beautiful and desirable and alive in his arms.

He’d destroyed that memory, and the hope that had gone along with it. And it had been a long time, but not so long that she couldn’t still feel the hurt of that seventeen-year-old girl. Perhaps it was even more raw now, after the end of her marriage. That feeling of being the center of someone’s world…she’d felt it twice in her life. And both times it had been a lie.

“Let’s just forget about it, okay? It was a long time ago.”

“And we’re adults now.”

“Yes,” she said, “we are.” So much had happened since those days. Sometimes it was hard to believe.

“So we can be friends?”

Ugh, he would ask. And how could she say no? Refusing would either make her look like a bitch or, worse, like what had happened still mattered. She smiled weakly. “Sure.”

The silence that followed was awkward. She hadn’t sounded sincere and they both knew it. Why was she letting it bother her so much? They were at the gate now. The buzz from the wine made her head light, made her body a little bit floaty. She was such a lightweight when it came to alcohol. He was waiting, his hand on the top rung of the fence. They were close enough now that she caught his scent, the fresh shower smell of him mingled with spring grass and evening air.

“Laurel?”

Oh, the way he said her name. His voice was deeper now, husky with a little bit of grit. She looked up into his eyes and held her breath. Was it her or were they swaying closer to each other? She looked over at his hand on the fence, remembered the feel of it on her skin, how even at seventeen it had felt capable and…right.

She let out her breath and stepped back, bent over to pick up the abandoned wine bottle. “Friends,” she repeated as she stood. “I think we’d better just leave it at that.”

Aiden cleared his throat. “Right. Well, I’m glad we cleared the air. And glad you got things straightened out at work.”

“Thanks for stopping by.”

Funny how a conversation could go from intensely intimate to stilted in just a few seconds.

“I’ll see you around.”

He opened the gate and it creaked behind him. As he walked away, Laurel closed the latch. One, she was going to have to lubricate that gate so it wasn’t so noisy. And two, they definitely hadn’t cleared the air between them at all. If anything, it had all just become more muddled.









