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Chapter One




Bright July sunshine soaked through Willow Dunaway’s bamboo T-shirt as she took a bite of her veggie wrap. The lunch rush at The Purple Pig Café was over, and she’d snuck out for twenty minutes or so just to enjoy a bit of fresh air and a snack. The “Green,” as the locals called it, was a park that ran alongside Fisher’s Creek. The town kept the grass neatly clipped, flower beds watered and weeded, and had installed several benches both in the sun and in the shade of trees. Willow loved it. Sure, it was more manicured than wild and natural, but it was still calm and restful. Even when, like today, the tourists came to take their turn on the Kissing Bridge that spanned the creek, guaranteeing that their love would last forever. It was a cute, if somewhat silly concept that played a major part in the town’s economy. 

Willow had been back in Darling, Vermont, for just over a year. After six years in Florida, she’d come back to northern climes and had to adjust to the change in seasons. She’d stayed through the cold winter, deep snow, frigid temperatures, and the ski season that brought downhillers to the inns and bed-and-breakfasts in town. Through the pale green of early spring, when the snow melted, tiny sprigs of grass poked up through the earth, testing to see if winter was truly over, and crocuses and snowdrops carpeted front yards with the first bursts of color. Through the warm, lazy summer beside the lake and a bright, cozy autumn filled with colors and the scent of fallen leaves in the air.

She’d liked living in Florida. And it had served its purpose. She’d had to get away—from memories, mostly. Someplace neutral where she could sort out her thoughts and feelings and get her feet beneath herself again. Clearwater had done that for her. But in the end, Darling had beckoned her back. And when she’d checked realty listings and noticed the café up for sale, she’d known it was time to come home. Now, a year later, some of the new-business pressure had eased as the café was a resounding success. For the first time in many, many years, Willow felt everything was just as it should be.

She took another bite of her wrap and watched a young couple trot along the path to the stone bridge, the town’s number one tourist attraction. Willow had heard at least three versions of how the Kissing Bridge got its name, but there was one consistency in every single story: when a couple kissed on the bridge, it was said that their love would last forever. She thought it was cute, and she smiled a little as the pair reached the top of the arch, looked out over the sparkling creek, and then kissed.

On a less sentimental side, no one could deny the revenue the Kissing Bridge brought to Darling. Whether it was a simple kiss, a proposal, or posing for wedding pictures, the bridge was a huge draw. Heck, her best friend had just been married there a month ago. Laurel and Aiden had surprised everyone with the impromptu ceremony disguised as a publicity photo shoot for the town’s new tourism campaign. Now the two of them were cozied up together in Laurel’s house, acting like newlyweds. Willow missed seeing her friend more often, but she wouldn’t begrudge Laurel this happiness for the world. She’d earned it.

The bridge kept The Purple Pig busy, too. Willow put the lid back on the container she’d used for the wrap and dropped it into her tote bag. She really should get back. There was supper prep that needed doing.

The couple on the bridge kissed again and stood with their arms around each other for a while. Willow watched for a few stolen seconds, feeling a wistfulness open up inside her. She hadn’t had a real relationship in so long. She’d tried, once, in Clearwater. He’d been in her yoga class. An ex-soldier with a soft spot for animals and meditation. At first he’d seemed perfect. But then Willow had discovered that he carried even more baggage than she did. Instead of healing wounds, they’d ended up bringing each other down. Walking away had been the right, if painful, decision.

Life was good now. She had the business. She had good friends. She was at peace with a lot of things from her past, and those she wasn’t, she’d at least accepted. She should feel perfectly happy. Not like there was something missing.

It was past two thirty, so she shouldered her bag and stood up, knowing her assistant manager, Emily, could use the help making sure things were ready for the supper rush. She’d just taken a step when a soccer ball came out of nowhere, bouncing between her feet.

She looked up and saw a boy, maybe five years old, running at her full tilt. “Whoa,” she ordered, laughing. “Slow down, buddy.”

“Sorry, lady.” Brown eyes flashed up at her, full of boyish charm. He looked familiar somehow. Maybe he’d come into the café before or something.

“No worries,” she replied, giving it a light kick with the side of her foot. “Here you go.” He trapped it—rather expertly for such a small boy, she thought—beneath the toe of his sneaker.

The kid squinted against the sun as he looked at her. “How come your hair is pink?”

She laughed again, enchanted by his honesty. It wasn’t the first time she’d been asked that question since she’d added the pink stripe. “Oh, I felt like doing something fun with it.” She squatted down in front of him. “Do you like it?”

“It’s all right, I guess. ’Cept I like green.” He peered at her closer. “And you have a thing in your nose.”

God, the little guy was charming. Dark auburn hair with just a hint of curl and eyes that were guaranteed to break a girl’s heart someday. She pointed toward her nose. “My stud? It’s a real diamond.”

“No way.”

“Way.”

“Cool.”

“Connor!”

The boy’s head shot up as a masculine voice called his name. “That’s my dad,” he said, biting his lip. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay. Have fun.”

He smiled and turned around, only his dad was walking toward them with purposeful steps. Another boy, a little younger, raced behind, trying to keep up.

Willow stood and tried hard not to gawk. He was tall—over six feet for sure, and in jeans and a plain T-shirt she could tell he was in good shape. When he looked at her it was as if she’d suddenly taken a blow to her chest, pushing out all the air so she couldn’t breathe. Even with the stern look on his face he was stunning in a rough way. Strong jaw, seriously blue eyes, and auburn hair, a little on the long side, unruly with a bit of natural curl. It wasn’t hard to imagine him in shorts and cleats, sweaty from playing soccer. Or in a kilt, like one of those highlanders in the books she’d been reading lately.

She had to get a grip.

“Connor, it’s time to go. Next time I tell you, you listen, rather than kicking the ball in the other direction, you hear?”

Alas, Willow thought with disappointment, there wasn’t a hint of a Scottish brogue in his terse voice. The boy’s face fell at his father’s sharp tone. Had it really been necessary for him to be so snappish? Any lingering romantic notions fizzled completely as she realized he was assessing her. From the look on his face, he didn’t like what he saw.

Wait. He seemed familiar. He…that was it. He was one of Aiden and Hannah’s brothers. But which one? She frowned. She and Aiden were the same age. He had a younger brother…Rory. Hannah was a few years older than Willow. And there were the twins and then… That meant this was the older brother. Try as she might, she couldn’t remember his name. What she did remember, however, was Laurel and Aiden’s wedding reception. She’d caught the bouquet. He’d caught the garter. And he’d slipped it onto her calf in one of the most awkward, uncomfortable moments of her life. As soon as the elastic had snapped onto her leg, he’d extricated himself from the embarrassing situation. More like run away, a little voice in her head chided. As fast as he could manage it.

“Connor,” he said, only slightly softer, “take the ball and your brother and go put your stuff in the backpack.”

“Yes, Dad,” Connor said, the earlier ebullience gone from his voice. “Come on, Ronan.” He held out his hand and the other boy took it. Willow watched them and couldn’t help the little smile that curved her lips. The brothers were cute, and it was clear that the younger one idolized the older. He had similar hair and eyes, but he looked up at his big brother like he ruled the world.

“They’re very cute,” she said, hoping the pleasant tone would ease the stern look on the dad’s face.

“They’re very energetic. And stubborn.”

“Aw, don’t be too hard on them.” She tried smiling again. “It’s a beautiful day on the Green. You can’t blame them for wanting to play a little longer.”

He was quiet for a moment. She saw his gaze slide over the pink streak in her blond hair, and a tiny lift of his eyebrow telegraphed his disapproval. She resisted the urge to roll her eyes. People put color in their hair all the time.

“I’m Willow,” she said, holding out her hand, determined to be polite.

“Of course you are,” he replied, and he shook her hand. Briefly. “Laurel’s friend.”

Willow bristled at the dismissive way he said “friend.” She kind of wished he hadn’t opened his mouth. The fantasy of him being, well, different, was pretty much gone. Instead she got the impression that he didn’t know how to smile.

So she made her smile bigger and said, “And you’re one of Aiden’s brothers, right?”

“Ethan Gallagher.”

That’s right. Ethan. “I knew you looked familiar. It’s the Gallagher hair and eyes.”

His stern expression didn’t change.

“Come on, it’s a compliment. Hannah’s gorgeous.”

He sighed, then looked over his shoulder to check on the boys. “And she knows it, too. I’d better get back.”

Wow. Would it have killed him to say thank you? “Me, too. I’d better get back to work.”

“At The Purple Pig,” he said.

She frowned. She was sure he hadn’t been in before when she’d been working. “How did you know that?”

“It’s on your shirt?”

His tone was dry and condescending, and he voiced it as a question so that the word “duh” echoed in her head. She’d forgotten she was wearing the T-shirt that the employees wore in lieu of a uniform. Her shirt today was lilac with a darker purple pig embroidered on the left chest. He could have pointed it out without being so rude. Aiden and Hannah were warm, friendly people. Ethan, it seemed, was cold and pretty unapproachable.

“Oh. Right.” She was annoyed to realize that a stranger could make her feel small and a bit stupid, and so she couldn’t resist coming back with a bright smile. Just because he was unfriendly didn’t mean she had to lower herself to his level. “You should bring the boys in for a treat sometime.”

His lips finally curved, but his smile was patronizing and not warm, as if he were saying, “Yeah, right.” He wouldn’t be the first to roll their eyes at the café’s philosophy: local, organic, and fair-trade food. Willow felt heat rise in her cheeks. It had been a long, long time since she’d allowed anyone to make her feel inferior, but Ethan Gallagher had managed it in a few short sentences and one down-the-nose look.

“The Pig isn’t really my style,” he said.

Yep. She was starting to feel sorry for his kids. Hopefully they had a kind and gentle mother who at least smiled once in a while. Something else twigged in her mind, from her conversations with Hannah and Laurel. Something about Ethan’s wife. She really needed to start paying better attention.

“You’d better get back to your boys.” Willow stepped back, done with trying to be nice. “Enjoy the afternoon.”

She turned her back on him and walked away, her sandals crunching on the fine crushed gravel of the pathway. Her brows pulled together as she frowned. Resemblance aside, it was hard to believe that man was Hannah Gallagher’s brother. Willow was pretty sure she couldn’t have done a single thing to offend Ethan, but there’d been no warmth whatsoever in his manner.

She left the Green and walked the block and a half back to the café along Main Street, shaking off the encounter and taking deep breaths. There was a reason she’d come back here. Darling was, simply, home. The little shops, the small-town vibe of familiarity, the personal touches to the storefronts that showed care and pride. The buildings in the town center were more often than not constructed of reassuring red brick, with lots of white trim and colonial design. Color was added in the form of shutters and doors, and one of Willow’s favorites was at the florists, where the red door boasted a heart-shaped window, and the trim around it was painted with vines and leaves.

The Purple Pig stood out from several other businesses. The building itself was newer, a three-unit row-house constructed in much the same colonial style, but with siding instead of brick, and two large storefront windows. The Pig’s siding was a muted shade of pink, with a white awning over the front door and the logo—a fat, curly-tailed, happy purple pig—painted on the bay window in the front.

It added a sense of whimsy to the street, to Willow’s mind. As she approached it, thoughts of Ethan Stick-Up-His-Butt Gallagher faded away. Running the café was like her particular talents and philosophies finally all blended together into one perfect job.

A little bell dinged overhead as she stepped inside to the aromas she loved: cinnamon, chocolate, tea, bread. There were two kinds of soup on special today, and a variety of sandwiches, all handmade to order from fresh, organic ingredients. She planned the menus on a simple principle: nourishing the mind, body, and soul.

She stowed her tote in the office and put her apron on, returning to the front to help her part-time employee, Steven. Willow and her assistant manager, Emily, both agreed he was doing great, so she was going to increase his hours to full time in August. He could use the money for college and he was a fast learner. Plus he was a fantastic up-seller. If someone came in for a scone, he’d sell a bowl of soup with it. A sandwich? Have a tea and cookie to round it out. She wasn’t sure how he did it, but customers had a hard time saying no to him. It showed in his tips, too.

He was currently making a turkey and cranberry sandwich for a customer, so Willow went to the next person waiting and took her order. It was Shelley Burke, a former nurse who spent a good deal of her time volunteering around town. Willow slid a blueberry scone into a bag and handed it over the counter along with a cup of licorice mint tea. “Here you go, Mrs. Burke. What are you up to today?”

“I just finished at the food bank.” She smiled widely. “And tomorrow’s book club.”

“That sounds like fun.”

“It is. We even talk about the book sometimes.”

Willow laughed.

Shelley took the food and drink and frowned a little. “I wish you could join us, Willow. Maybe for next month’s meeting?”

“We’re right in the middle of tourist season. It’s hard to get away.” She genuinely felt disappointment at having to say no. The café kept her so busy that she didn’t have much time for anything purely social, and a book club sounded like fun. The kind of thing you did when living in a small town. Then she had an idea. “But if you want to hold it here, I can set up a little area for you in the corner, and you can have tea and treats. Then maybe I can sneak in for some of the discussion. Just let me know what the new book is.” Maybe that was something they could look into. Shouldn’t a café be a gathering place too? And for more than the occasional Chamber of Commerce meeting.

“I’ll ask the girls.” Shelley smiled. “Thanks for the offer.”

“See you soon,” Willow replied, and she slipped the change Shelley had left on the counter into the tip jar.

Emily came through the swinging doors of the kitchen to the front of the café, two trays of baked goods in her hands. “Brownies and cookies coming through.”

“Those smell delicious,” Willow said, sliding open the display case.

“Black-bean brownies and honey-oat trail-mix cookies. The apple muffins are coming out shortly.” Emily stood and brushed her hands down her apron.

Willow looked at Emily, and wondered yet again what it might be like if she joined the business as more of a partner rather than assistant manager. “Are you happy here, Em?”

“Are you kidding? I love it.”

“I know the pay isn’t great.”

“It’s the food service industry. I wasn’t expecting to get rich.” She laughed. “Good thing. Not that I’m asking for a raise or anything...” Her eyes widened and a blush crept into her cheeks.

Willow laughed. “That’s not what I was getting at. After the fall rush, we should sit down and talk. Think about expansion. Think about whether or not you want to join the business in a more permanent way.”

Emily’s face broke into a smile. “Oh my gosh. I’d love that. And I’m flattered. I have a bunch of ideas for the menu, and if we had more space…”

“Slow down,” Willow said, laughing again. “Let’s get through the next few months first. We work really well together, you know? I’m sure we can come up with some great plans.”

They always had another rush between five and six, when the commuters came home and stopped off for a quick meal. Em, who’d worked the breakfast and lunch crowd, left at five, after ensuring the kitchen was prepped for the evening. Willow and Steven handled the dwindling crowd.

Hannah Gallagher came through the door, her crown of red hair and bright smile announcing her entrance.

Willow smiled back. Hannah was wearing jeans and red wedges, with a short-sleeved cobalt-blue top that suited her Irish coloring and gave Willow a bit of style envy. Since seeing Ethan this afternoon, Willow saw the resemblance and also marveled at the disparity between brother and sister.

Willow finished wrapping up the roasted vegetable and goat cheese panini she was making, then turned to greet Hannah at the counter. “Hey, stranger. Did you come for dinner? Emily made a tomato basil soup this afternoon that’s to die for. We might have some left.”

Hannah grinned. “Of course I came for dinner. I haven’t eaten in”—she checked her watch— “at least two hours.”

Willow was always teasing Hannah about her metabolism. Hannah had announced a few months ago that her newest “thing” was training for a triathlon. She had the running and biking down cold, and now that summer was in full swing, she’d added swimming to her schedule. Plus she was a Realtor two doors away. It was an odd day when Willow didn’t see her at least once.

“You want me to surprise you?” Willow asked.

“Of course. You always make the nicest things.”

“Go sit down. I’ll bring it out. I might even be able to take a quick break and have a tea with you.”

Hannah sat at the one vacant table left and Willow went to the kitchen. “Hey, Steven? I’m going to grab a cup of tea with Hannah.”

“No problem,” Steven replied, pushing the start button on the dishwasher. “I’ve got this.”

Willow grabbed a green tea, then took out a flax tortilla and filled it with free-range chicken, spinach, feta, and a few of the roasted vegetables. Knowing Hannah’s emphasis on protein, Willow also filled a bowl with her special bean salad and sprinkled a little fresh parsley from the herb garden on top. It smelled so good when she was done that her stomach was growling with hunger as she took the tray to the table.

“I could eat a horse,” Hannah said, as Willow sat down.

“Sorry. No horse here. But good fuel.”

“I know.” Hannah took a bite of her wrap and closed her eyes for a minute. “What is that?” she asked, licking her lips.

“It’s the marinade for the roasted vegetables. If I use those, I don’t need to add any extra dressing. Olive oil with a little garlic, lemon, and oregano.”

The combination was her basic go-to for just about everything, including the bean salad. And the easiest thing in the world to whip up or modify.

After a second bite, Hannah pinned Willow with a sharp look. “You’re really making quite a splash here you know. Especially with the renewed interest in the Kissing Bridge bringing in so much traffic. Couples from all over the world are coming here to say I love you and all that crap.”

“I hope so,” Willow replied. “And gee. Aren’t you the sentimental one.”

Hannah laughed.

“I’ve worked in the service industry for a long time. This place has the added benefit of, well, matching my life philosophy. I was just talking to Em today about expansion.”

Hannah pointed a finger at her. “If that’s true, come see me. We can look at leasing more space.” She raised an eyebrow. “Or if you want to take on any investors.”

Willow didn’t know what to say. On one hand, it all seemed very exciting. On the other, she tried to keep her life calm, peaceful. There were days that running the café tested her tranquility. What would happen if things got out of hand? She’d already seen her best friend, Laurel, work crazy hours trying to get her garden center up and running. The last thing Willow wanted was to become a workaholic.

Like her mom.

“You know my thoughts on eating clean,” Hannah said, breaking into Willow’s thoughts. “It’d be a fabulous opportunity. Of course, my folks aren’t quite as crazy about it as you and I are, but I grew up having a vegetable garden and fruit trees and stuff. Way better than processed. Speaking of, Sunday’s the weekly family dinner. I think you should come.”

“Sunday?” Willow had met Hannah’s parents at Aiden and Laurel’s wedding. They were nice enough, but like Hannah, they were all a bit “larger than life,” with big personalities. The idea of being a guest at a family dinner made her a bit nervous. It would be all of the Gallaghers together in one place. Including Ethan. Mr. Friendly.

“Yes, Sunday,” Hannah replied, wiping her lips with a napkin. “It’s my birthday. Mom wanted to throw a party but…” Hannah shuddered. “I’m a bit old for that nonsense. So I got around her by promising I would bring a friend to dinner. She kind of hoped it would be a friend of the opposite sex, but I’m not into picking up random guys off the street, you know?”

Willow laughed. Hannah was assertive, professional, a real take-charge kind of woman. But Willow knew from their conversations, and ones she’d had with Laurel, that the matriarch of the Gallagher family had the ability to put all the children directly under her thumb. Willow was glad she’d already met Moira. If Willow was any judge, Moira Gallagher was big-hearted and had a great sense of humor. She also commanded a great deal of respect from her kids.

“Please,” Hannah pleaded. “It’s all the birthday present I need. Save me.”

Willow laughed. “Wow. You make it sound so fun, how could I possibly refuse?”

“Thank you,” Hannah breathed the words like a benediction.

“That wasn’t a yes. I was being sarcastic.”

“Too bad. You said it and now it’s out there. You’re in. I’ll pick you up at five. Dinner’s at six.” She pointed her fork at the plate of bean salad. “And bring this. My brother Rory will go crazy for it. Besides, I think Mom is making a big baked ham and I’m trying to avoid extra salt.” She puffed up her cheeks.

“Everyone’s going to be there?” Willow’s nervousness returned. She was fine behind a counter, when she had a job to do. A purpose. There was a reason she always kept busy. There was a comfort zone thing and making small talk wasn’t exactly it.

“Yep. My parents, three brothers, two sisters, two nephews, one set of grandparents, and you and me.”

“Awesome,” Willow muttered under her breath.

“I’m not letting you back out now. Besides, if I pick you up, I have an excuse to bug out early. We can always say you have to get up early to open the café.”

“This is sounding better and better.” She hesitated. “Three brothers? And nephews? That means Ethan is going to be there, right?”

Hannah lifted her chin. “Of course.” Her eyes narrowed. “I didn’t realize you two knew each other. I mean, other than crossing paths at the wedding.”

Willow felt her cheeks heat beneath Hannah’s direct gaze. “Actually, I ran into him by accident today. On the Green.”

“Really? He must have had the boys out. Connor is crazy about soccer since Ethan signed him up this spring.”

“Sounds right. A soccer ball went astray and landed at my feet. The oldest one…Connor? He’s a cutie.”

“He’s full of it, for sure.” Hannah grinned. “Like his dad.”

“Is Ethan always so crabby?” Willow asked, and Hannah choked on her food.

She gasped for air for a few seconds and then answered. “Oh my God, you nearly killed me.” She patted the middle of her chest. “Ethan wasn’t always so grouchy. But the rest of the family is fun, I promise. Ethan’ll come around. And he’s much mellower around the boys. I don’t know what he’d do without them.”

“He was kind of rude,” Willow admitted. “He must have a patient wife.”

A shadow passed over Hannah’s face, and her voice quieted. “I forget sometimes that you haven’t been back here for long. Ethan’s a widower, Willow. Lisa died a year and a half ago. Being a single dad, well, it’s taken a toll on him.”

Willow put down her tea and felt ten kinds of stupid. “Oh, Han, I had no idea. I mean, I know a lot of people by name by now, but not, well, not a lot of personal details. I’m sorry. That’s terrible. It must have happened just before I moved back.”

“I should have said something ages ago, since you and I started hanging out.”

Willow shook her head. “You’re not a gossip, and I appreciate that. I’m sure it’s not easy to talk about.”

“No. We all help out when we can with the boys. Ethan’s shift work makes for an extra challenge. But there’re lots of us to lend a hand.” Her smile came back. “You’ll see. He’s really a great guy. He just dotes on the boys, making sure they don’t miss out on anything, even though he works shift work with the fire department.” She finished her wrap and wiped her mouth with her napkin.

Willow thought back to their meeting. It shouldn’t have made any difference with regard to his behavior, but it did anyway. Those adorable boys had lost their mother. He’d lost his wife. His heart must be utterly broken. And yet he’d been out on the Green with them today, playing soccer. She had no idea what it was like to have a parent do something like that.

“Fine,” she agreed. “Just this once I will enter the lion’s den of the ginormous Gallagher family. And I want a code word that I can use that means I have an escape route.”

“No problem.” Hannah’s eyes sparkled. “Trust me, you’re going to have a great time. Besides, there’ll be cake.”

“How could I possibly turn down cake?” Willow answered, getting up from the table.

 “That’s sarcasm again, right?” Hannah’s smile was so wicked that Willow couldn’t help but laugh.

“Hey, Hannah?” She stopped, holding the dirty dishes in her hands. She hadn’t forgotten Han’s enthusiasm about the business. “The landlord’s not in a hurry to rent out the space next door, is he?”

“Not right away, no. Is that what you’re thinking? Making this place bigger?” Hannah was also the property manager for the building, which was why they’d become such good friends to begin with. They seemed to be in each other’s orbit quite often.

“It’s something to think about. I just…well, if someone wants to lease it, is it too much to ask to come see me first?”

“Of course not. It might help if you had a business plan, too.”

“I was planning on sitting down later in the fall and working on that,” Willow admitted.

“I can’t promise anything. But I’ll mention it.”

“Thanks, Han.”

“No problem.” Hannah reached inside her purse and took out a twenty. “Here. For supper.”

“I’ll get you your change.”

“Don’t worry about it. Just throw one of those black-bean brownie things in a bag for me for later. And I’d love a raspberry tea to go.”

Willow laughed. “You’re a bottomless pit,” she said, reaching for a take-out cup for the tea.

“One day it’s going to catch up with me,” Hannah acknowledged. “But not today.”

After Hannah was gone back to work, Willow put her apron back on and went out front. She served coffee and sweets and made the odd sandwich, but her thoughts kept slipping to earlier that afternoon. It was hard to reconcile the irascible Ethan with what Hannah had told her about him being mellow around his kids. Her initial impression had been based on his raw physicality, but that flicker of awareness had been snuffed out by his, well, cold behavior. Seeing his stern face had stirred memories she tried not to think about that often. Willow’s mother had brought her up alone, but there’d been no fun and games in the park. She’d always been too busy to be bothered. Willow had always felt like she was an inconvenience.

His wife had died. That gave a man an excuse to be grouchy, didn’t it? And Hannah knew him better than anyone, probably. Her face had softened, talking about him and how he loved his kids.

Willow’s heart ached for him. He had to be hurting so much. She knew what it was like to feel you’d lost everything.

On Sunday, she decided, she would be the epitome of kindness and tolerance. No matter how condescending he was. In her experience, a good dose of kindness went a long, long way.








  
  
Chapter Two




Willow clutched the covered bowl close against her middle, wondering why on earth she’d accepted an invitation to a family dinner when the only member of the Gallagher family she knew well at all was Hannah. Of course, her best friend, Laurel, was also a Gallagher now, but the wedding was so recent that it didn’t exactly count as “knowing the family.” 

Hannah was the oldest daughter in a family of six children. Six kids in an Irish family. Rowdiness came built in. Willow, on the other hand, was used to being alone, with things peaceful and quiet.

The noise from the backyard was punctuated with some comical and inventive PG cussing, and as they turned the corner Willow saw a large man with rusty hair and a huge grin holding a small boy upside down by his feet. The boy was giggling so hard he could barely breathe. “Grampa! Put me down!”

“I don’t think so, me boy. Not until you tell me who put you up to it.” John Gallagher gave the feet a shake and the boy belly-laughed so hard Willow couldn’t help but smile. Clearly they were both enjoying the shocking form of extortion. An excited retriever bounced in circles around them, enjoying the game.

“It was Dad.” He finally gave it up and the man eased the boy down onto the carpet of grass.

“Of course it was. And he’s too big for me to hang by his feet.” He helped the boy stand up. Connor’s impish eyes were filled with the same merriment as the other day when he’d commented on her nose ring.

“Sorry, Grampa. Dad said to put it in your glass or he’d hold back my allowance.”

“And what did you put in his glass, Connor?” Hannah stepped forward, leaving Willow slightly behind.

Connor grinned wickedly. “Just a worm, Aunt Hannah. From the garden.”

Gross, Willow thought. Boys and their pranks. And his dad had put him up to it? Nice guy. Blech. That sort of immature prank definitely didn’t fit with the impression he’d made the other day. Maybe he did know how to cut loose once in a while.

“Hannah, darlin’.” Her father came forward and kissed her cheek. “You’re looking pretty as ever.”

“Whatever you’re scheming for revenge on Ethan, forget it. I’m out. You’ll have to use your double agent here.” She gestured at Connor. “Don’t try flattery on me, old man.”

He laughed, a big hearty laugh that made Willow smile on the inside.

“Oh, and you’ve brought a guest.” He noticed Willow over Hannah’s shoulder, and his blue eyes twinkled at her. “I’m John Gallagher. Hannah’s dad. Welcome.”

“I remember from the wedding. Thanks for having me,” she said politely, charmed and yet slightly intimidated.

Connor dashed off in the direction of the house, while at the same time the back door opened, and a procession of people came out to the deck carrying a variety of dishes and talking in loud voices.

“My family,” Hannah said, with a sideways grin. “I did warn you it’d be loud.”

Willow nodded and smiled. “That’s okay. I’ll just sneak in under the radar.”

To be honest, despite the shyness, she was kind of enjoying the “big happy family” vibe going on. It wasn’t like anything she’d had growing up, but things had been a little different after she’d moved to Florida. She’d met families in Clearwater who’d maintained that sort of closeness, and they’d included her quite often in different occasions. It was there that she’d learned what families were supposed to be like. It wasn’t the composition that mattered; it was respect and love.

“Hey, guys, you remember Willow, right? She was Laurel’s Maid of Honor.” Hannah led her toward the steps of the deck.

“Hi, Willow.” A female voice floated on the air. “I’m Claire.”

“And I’m Caitlyn,” came another voice that sounded identical. When Willow looked up, she saw they sounded identical because they looked identical. “But everyone calls me Cait.”

“I’m totally jealous of all the red hair.” She smiled at the girls as she climbed the steps. Hannah’s hair was darker, more of a reddish mahogany, but Claire and Cait were closer to strawberry blond.

Hannah grinned. “We’ve all got Dad’s red hair, in some shade or another. Except for Rory. He’s got his mama’s curly locks.”

“I’m Rory,” came a deeper voice, carrying a big platter loaded with sliced ham. “The youngest boy. I’m the nice one.”

Willow laughed. Rory had blue eyes that twinkled, and his dark hair curled around his collar a bit and gave him a roguish look.

Aiden and Ethan came through the doors, their hands full of dishes, and Willow could definitely see their father’s influence in their looks. Both were gingers, though Aiden was more on the light auburn side while Ethan’s was a duller shade, a mix of red and light brown. Not a dramatic red like Hannah’s, or the strawberry blond of the girls, but something more understated. And very attractive. Hmm.

“Is Laurel stuck at work, Aiden? I thought she was coming.”

Aiden shook his head. “She wanted to, but Jordan ended up going home sick so now she’s short staffed. She might stop over for cake after she closes the garden center. She’ll be sorry she missed you.”

Behind everyone came Hannah’s mom, her nearly black hair streaked with a few grays, Ronan on one hip and Connor holding her hand.

“Mom,” Hannah called out, “You remember Willow, don’t you?”

“Hi, Mrs. Gallagher. Thanks for including me.”

“Of course! And you have to call me Moira.” She led Connor to his chair and let go of his hand as he climbed up. “We’re glad you could come to Hannah’s party.”

“It’s not a party, Mom,” Hannah said as Willow followed her around the table to a couple of empty chairs.

“Of course it is! You’re only twenty-nine once.” She laughed and winked at Willow. “Most of us try to be twenty-nine a few times, but you can’t fool time.”

Willow awkwardly held out the bowl of bean salad she’d been cradling in her arm. “I brought something,” she said, feeling totally conspicuous as several sets of eyes turned her way. “It’s Hannah’s favorite from the café.”

“Willow’s a fantastic cook,” Hannah said. “I eat at the café more than I should because it’s so tasty.”

Moira took the bowl from Willow’s hands. “Thank you, this is lovely. Have a seat, Willow, wherever you can find one.” She grinned. “Our family dinners are generally a bit unruly. You take what you can get, kind of like musical chairs.”

Willow found a chair near the end of a patio table that was pushed against another to form one big dining area. As she sat down, Ethan gave a brief nod that was barely a courtesy. And it was just her luck that she’d chosen the only empty seat at the table, which was directly across from him.

“Ah, the instigator,” she said, trying to lighten things.

“Instigator?” he looked up, his brows pulling together. When he looked directly at her, she realized how blue his eyes were, like the sky on a clear winter’s day. And sad. She reminded herself of her vow to be positive and smiled at him.

“The worm.” She leaned over and whispered it. “Your son gave you up.”

He smiled…if she could call it a smile. His lips curved up a little, but it looked as if it pained him.

Willow sat back in her chair. Those poor boys. She wondered if they ever had any fun. Hannah’s description didn’t seem to fit at all. Right now she highly doubted that he’d had anything to do with the worm in the glass.

“I thought Gram and Gramp were coming?” Hannah asked, reaching for her water glass.

“They’re going to try to make it for cake,” John replied. “Apparently they decided to play another nine holes.”

“Of course they did,” Rory said, chuckling. He looked at Willow. “Our grandparents are big golfers. As soon as the club opened for the season, they dusted off their clubs and started up again.”

Claire nodded. “Well, they finally started using a cart rather than walking the entire course.”

“Only when they do eighteen instead of nine,” Rory said. He looked at Willow and his eyes twinkled at her. “I hope I’m that spry when I’m in my seventies.”

“Rory, put your bedroom eyes away,” Hannah instructed.

His face went blank with surprise. “What’d I do?”

Everyone laughed…including Willow, who wasn’t quite sure what to make of everything. Even the wedding hadn’t been this chaotic, but it had been a casual barbecue, not a big family meal. It gave her a definite pang of loneliness, and real regret that she’d never had any brothers or sisters or even grandparents to share in this kind of banter. She tried to live a life of gratitude, but right now she was feeling left out—an odd sensation considering she was anything but alone.

The chatter grew to a deafening level, but then John took over the situation and everyone quieted.

“Okay, you circus, let’s say grace.”

Everyone bowed their heads. Once more Willow was surprised. People still said grace these days? She peeked over at Ethan. He’d bowed his head slightly and his sandy lashes lay on his cheeks as he closed his eyes. Further down the table, the boys shut their eyes so tightly they squinted, and Willow hid a smile as she bowed her head, too.

“Dear God, thank you for bringing us all together, and for Hannah, who is nearly thirty and still hasn’t brought home a husband. Maybe you can help in that regard. Bless our boys, and our grandsons, and our other daughters. Thank you for bringing us a guest tonight and bless Moira for cooking this great-smelling meal. Amen.”

When heads were raised, Willow caught Hannah glaring at her dad. “Really? You pulled the ‘you’re not married’ thing into grace?”

John reached for the ham platter and arched an eyebrow at his daughter. “You ever hear of divine intervention?”

That started some good-natured ribbing around the table, and Willow was able to sit back and remain an observer, which suited her just fine for the time being. Dishes were circulated, and she put a little of everything on her plate: a small slice of baked ham, though she didn’t tend to eat much pork these days, and a spoonful of creamy mashed potatoes, along with honeyed carrots and minted peas. She looked around at everyone else and noticed that other than Hannah, no one had taken much bean salad, and she wondered if it wasn’t quite “traditional” enough for Hannah’s family. When it came to her, she added a good spoonful to her plate and then rounded it all off with Caesar salad.

If there was cake later she was going to be very, very full.

She looked up and caught Ethan watching her.

“Your kids are really cute,” she said, attempting a smile. You couldn’t go wrong complimenting one’s children, could you?

“Thanks.” He looked down the table at where they sat on either side of their grandmother. “They really love being here.”

“It looks like your parents enjoy having them.”

“Good thing. They’re here a lot.”

There was a bitterness in his voice Willow couldn’t mistake. She didn’t know how to reply, either. So she looked down at her plate and speared a golden circle of carrot.

“Sorry,” he offered after a moment. “I have to work tonight. I feel guilty a lot of the time, relying on my family to watch the boys so much.”

Ah, so that was it. “I’m sure they don’t mind.” Hannah had said that they all helped out. “That’s what families are for, right?” Not like she’d know. Her singular experience with family was looking after herself. Some single moms did a great job raising their kids, but hers hadn’t. Hers hadn’t been home long enough to worry about it.

“They say they don’t mind.” He looked beside him at Claire. She was busy talking to Hannah about apartment listings in town and wasn’t paying any attention to Ethan. “I do, though.”

She smiled, and this time it was genuine. “It’s not a bad thing to feel responsible for your kids. Sometimes, though, you just have to accept that life isn’t perfect and do what you can, you know?”

His blue gaze bored into her again. “I’m more of a find-a-solution guy.”

She shrugged. “Well, in my experience, people tend to be one of two things. Either they’re really oblivious, or they overthink things. You don’t strike me as the oblivious type.”

“Meaning I overthink?” His voice was sharp and his gaze hard. “Maybe I do. I mean, I’m responsible for two little boys who lost their mother. I’m a fireman, so I can’t really zone out during the job or someone could get killed. I guess I’m okay with being an overthinker.”

Oh God. She’d totally just put her foot into her mouth. “Sorry,” she said quietly. “I didn’t mean it to sound like a criticism.” She zipped her lip and focused on her dinner plate, confounded by a slight stinging behind her eyes. What the heck? How did Ethan Gallagher have the ability to make her feel so small and inadequate? She’d dealt with those sorts of feelings years ago.

After a few moments of awkward silence, she exhaled slowly and lifted her chin, determined to move past the moment. She watched, curious, as he took a bite of potato.

He looked up, and his blue gaze locked with hers. “This is a bit philosophical for dinner, don’t you think?”

She smiled weakly. “We did get off on the wrong foot, didn’t we?” Her throat tightened. “Hannah told me about your wife. I’m sorry for your loss.”

“What do you do for fun, Willow?”

The question was totally a deflection off himself and put the focus on her. It was the kind of move that said talking about my wife is off limits. There was something about the way he said Willow, too, that rode on her nerves just a little bit. Like her name was something to laugh at. She was trying, for Pete’s sake. It wasn’t her fault he seemed to take everything personally. “That change of subject wasn’t subtle at all,” she pointed out.

He did smile then, a genuine one, and she blinked at the transformation in his face. Holy bananas, he had a great smile. Why didn’t he use it more often?

“I wasn’t trying to be subtle,” he said.

Her lips twitched as relief rushed through her. Maybe she was forgiven? “Touché. Okay, what do I do for fun? Not that I have a lot of spare time, with the café and all, but I like to garden. Laurel’s been great at getting me into some new things, like edible flowers. And I’m big on yoga and meditation. I’m staying in the apartment above the café, and it has a great south-facing window. I’ve made it into a yoga corner.” A bit more relaxed now, she scooped up some peas. “What about you? What do you do for fun?”

“Not much. When I’m not working, I spend my time with the boys.”

“And is that fun?”

He hesitated, looked at her intently. “Yes, I suppose it is.”

“Like playing soccer the other day? Because you didn’t look like you were having much fun then.”

He picked up his knife and cut a piece of ham. “I’d worked the night shift and hadn’t slept. I picked up the boys instead and took them to the Green. By the time I saw you, I had a monster headache.”

“Oh.”

“Hannah’s told you all about my situation, I suppose.”

“Briefly. And I am sorry, Ethan.”

“Thanks.”

She didn’t know what to say to him after that, and it seemed they’d brokered a very tenuous peace, so she made a point of participating in the dinner conversations around the table. It was easy to see that Aiden was the joker of the group, Rory was steady and calm, and the twins were the youngest and got teased the most. Connor sat up and ate heartily, clearly enjoying the ham and potatoes and carrots, though he only picked at a few peas. Ronan, on the other hand, was younger, and after he’d eaten a bit he got down from his booster seat and went over to his dad, crawling up on his lap. She watched surreptitiously as Ethan curled his arm around the boy and settled him securely, finishing his meal one-handed.

Ronan, she thought, was probably three, though judging from his size, she thought he might be getting close to four. He rested his cheek against Ethan’s shirt, against his father’s broad, hard chest. Clearly he felt safe there, and Willow’s heart melted a little as Ethan worked at cutting a piece of ham with the side of his fork since he didn’t have a free hand for a knife. He could have insisted that Ronan return to his seat, or shifted him so he had both hands. But he didn’t. He held his son close even though it was inconvenient.

Hannah leaned over and murmured in Willow’s ear. “Ronan’s a sweetheart. Connor’s all go-go-go, but Ronan’s a snuggler.”

“I can tell,” Willow said, smiling a little. It was a bittersweet feeling, knowing the little boy had lost his mother. What had she been like? Did the boys remember her?

“So how do you like being back in Darling, Willow?” John’s voice rose above the rest of the chatter. “I understand from Hannah that you went to school with her.”

She turned away from the sight of Ethan and his son. “I like it a lot.” She considered her answer, because she didn’t talk about the past much. “I think sometimes you don’t really appreciate home until you’ve been away from it for a while. And I love running the café. That’s a dream come true.”

“Where were you before?” This question came from Moira.

“Florida.” She smiled. “In Clearwater, not far from the beach.”

Rory wiped his mouth with his napkin. “And what did you do there?”

She put down her fork. “Well, I did a bit of everything, I suppose.” She was very conscious that she hadn’t gone to college or gained some sort of degree. “I waitressed, and I picked up hours at an ice cream parlor on the waterfront in the summers, and I volunteered a lot.” She smiled, missing it a bit. “And I taught a yoga class once a week.”

Claire sat up. “You do yoga?”

She nodded, focusing on Claire though she was constantly aware that Ethan’s eyes were on her. “I have since I was a teenager. I started holding classes a few years ago, once I got my certification.”

“I suppose you’re really bendy,” Rory commented, which earned him an elbow from Caitlyn. Willow just laughed. Rory was charming, but definitely not her type. He was a little too charming for her taste. She tended to gravitate toward men with a little more…depth.

And she noticed Ethan didn’t join in the laughter at Rory’s suggestive comment, either. For some reason she felt warm all over.

“I focus on meditation a lot,” she admitted, happy to share. Practicing mindfulness had literally saved her life, and she couldn’t imagine her day without practice, both spiritual and physical. “I know some people joke about me being zen, but finding inner peace is life changing.”

The table went a little quieter, and she wondered briefly if she’d overshared. Ethan stared at his plate, pushing a pea around with his fork.

“I took a few classes once and really liked it,” Claire said, starting up the conversation again. “But all the classes I’d like to take here are during the day, when I’m at work or school. The only ones offered in the evenings are yin or hot.”

“Princess here doesn’t like to get too sweaty,” Aiden commented, and Claire gave him a dirty look.

Willow nodded. “Yin is nice. Personally, I’m more of a flow person. You should come by sometime. We can do something together.”

“Maybe I will.” She smiled, but Willow was certain Claire wouldn’t take her up on it. Taking a few yoga classes at a studio wasn’t the same as a one-on-one yoga session in someone’s home.

Aiden and Rory started in teasing the twins again, and Willow looked at Hannah. “Is it always like this?” She laughed, enjoying the ribbing that was happening between the siblings.

Ethan spoke up. “Don’t worry. When the chips are down, we have each other’s backs.”

Willow looked over at him, and saw that a tiny smile tipped up his lips just a bit. So the ogre did know how to smile.

“We sure do,” Caitlyn said, and Aiden nodded.

The table quieted after Ethan spoke, until Moira pushed away and started gathering plates. “All right, let’s make room for cake.”

Everyone got up to help, but when Willow pushed out her chair, Hannah stopped her with a hand on her shoulder. “Not you. You’re a guest.” With a smile Hannah took Willow’s plate and stacked it on her own. She reached across and took Ethan’s, too. “I’ll bring you your piece,” she said softly. “You have your hands full.”

Ronan had nodded off in the warmth of his father’s arms. His dark head drooped against Ethan’s shirt, his lips relaxed in sleep.

“Thanks, Han.” His voice was warm and low, and slid over Willow’s nerve endings like melted butter.

“Extra scoop of ice cream?”

He smiled up at her. “You know it.”

Willow looked over at him. When he forgot to be grouchy, his face relaxed into something far more pleasing. Almost gentle. The silence stretched out until he finally spoke.

“So. Yoga and meditation. Sounds pretty touchy-feely.”

She chuckled. “Maybe. It grounds me, though. Keeps me calm, gives me peace.”

“Oh yeah? Some deep breathing and chanting keeps you calm in the middle of a muffin crisis? Inner peace in the face of a kitchen emergency? Sounds more like avoiding the real world to me.”

“Maybe that’s because the real world’s been unkind to you. It can be hard to grasp the concept of inner peace when you’re going through hard times.” She smiled to soften the deeply personal words. It was clear Ethan did not like talking about his pain, but Willow knew talking about the things that hurt the most was the only way to move past them. “You could benefit from some ‘deep breathing and chanting,’ as you called it.”

He gave a dry laugh. “Seriously, Willow. What would you know about it? Look at you, with your—what—hand-painted shirt and pink hair and nose ring and . . . you probably will go home and cleanse your aura or something. Maybe all that inner peace is easy to achieve when your life hasn’t been torn apart.”

He kept his voice down; the clatter of dishes could be heard through the screen door. But there was a harshness to his words that bit into her, making her both sympathetic and defensive. She tried to see it from his perspective. From the outside, Willow knew it probably looked as if she had it all together. His words said far more about his view of himself rather than his opinion of her. It made her feel even more sorry for him, rather than angry.

“You don’t know anything about my life,” she said, gently correcting him. “My lifestyle isn’t for everyone, nor do I expect it to be. But I’ve had my share of hard times, Ethan. And for all your protests, I don’t think I’ve met anyone in my life more in need of some serenity than you.”

She got up from the table, her stomach churning a little bit from nerves. She hated conflict, and rarely had to deal with it. But Ethan had lashed out and despite trying to understand, his judgment still stung. She wasn’t sure why. She didn’t even like him.

But it was maybe because she recognized his pain, felt sorry for him, understood what it was like to feel like your life was totally out of your control. Compassion, she realized. That was what she felt for Ethan, even though he’d barely been civil both times they’d met. Knowing his history and seeing the way he snuggled his son made her compassionate.

No matter how much he criticized her, that capacity for compassion was something she was proud of. She wasn’t about to let him take it away. It had taken a lot of work for her to get to a place of not just self-acceptance, but self-love.

“I’m going to check on the cake,” she said quietly, and went toward the house. She took a deep, cleansing breath before opening the sliding door, then stepped inside with a smile on her face. “What can I do to help?”









