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      I knelt on the ground, brushing some of the dead, dry leaves from the tombstone at my late husband’s grave, his name coming into view. Darren Hollis 1984-2015. A tear escaped my eye.

      “I’m sorry I haven’t been here in a while,” I said quietly. “I don’t want to say I’ve been too busy, but I’ve been busy. Peggy’s Petals has really taken off. I’ve been so busy with orders that I’ve had to hire not only a delivery driver, but a couple students to help.” I smiled, looking down at his name. “I think you’d be proud.”

      I placed the small arrangement of ‘Stargazer’ lilies beside his name and placed my gardening pillow on the ground, sitting myself on it. I hadn’t been to his graveside for a while, but I’d had to drive into Cedar’s Landing to get some supplies for the shop. It was the first day it wasn’t raining, so I figured it was a good day to come. Letting out a sigh, I stared at his name.

      “As much as I worried that moving to Willow Valley would be a bad thing, it turned out to be an excellent decision. I have so many things I want to tell you. The most important being that I wish you were still here. Life has been interesting without you.”

      I looked down at the grass in front of me and watched as a ladybug made her way up onto a blade of grass. I placed my hand down and allowed the little red bug to crawl into my hand.

      “Darren, it’s been lonely navigating all these waters alone. All these unknown territories. The house needs a lot of repair and renovation work. You can only imagine how much I don’t know about that stuff. I know you’d love Willow Valley, and most times, I still feel that you are there with me. Sometimes, I still catch the scent of your cologne and think to myself, you must be right behind me. I’ve even caught myself talking to you as if you were in the room,” I murmured, watching the little red bug make its way over my fingers.

      “Anyway, the store is doing well, and I love Willow Valley. One of the local girls who works at The Crispy Biscuit, Melinda, just started an army pen pal program. Her father is a marine, and I guess he just got re-deployed, so she feels this is the perfect time. Trinity wants me to join her in writing letters.” I swallowed hard. “She says it will be more fun if we both do it.” I rolled my eyes thinking back to our conversation over coffee the other morning.

      “You know, Darren, I can barely remember what your voice sounds like. With every day that passes, another part of you floats away from me. I can’t feel your touch anymore. When you first were gone, I could lie in bed and close my eyes and still feel you beside me, your arms around me, but now that is gone. It scares me. I’m afraid that one day I am going to wake up and all I’m going to have left to remember you by is a name and a date.” I wiped at the tears that escaped my eyes. “And the horrible memory of never being able to apologize to you for all those things I said, to tell you I love you before you left me.” Tears slid down my cheeks as I thought back to that night.

      “It seems people think I should start dating again. I keep telling them I’m not ready, but really, it’s more that I’m afraid of what you might think. I know that sounds silly, since you aren’t here anymore, but we never talked about what would happen if one of us were no longer here. However, I also didn’t think that conversation was important because I didn’t plan on being a widow before we got a chance to really begin our life together, either. If I think about it, I’m sure you’re probably up there rolling your eyes at me, thinking I’m being ridiculous. I can almost hear you laugh at me.”

      Growing quiet, I looked out at the small pond in the cemetery. I’d picked this spot for Darren, right at the edge of the pond, because he’d loved to fish. It was his happy place on weekends. I’d figured this would be the best final resting spot for my husband. “It’s been almost eight years since you left me. For whatever reason, I’m finding this year to be harder than the rest. Well, perhaps not harder than the first, but… this year is harder.” I swallowed hard, forcing the guilt from my mind.

      As I looked out over the small body of water, a Trumpeter swan landed and began swimming toward me. Confused at the fact the bird was alone, I watched him for a while. I remembered the first time I’d ever seen one. Darren and I had gone out to a lake to fish, and two had landed on the water. At first, because of their size, I was afraid of them, and as they swam closer to the boat, Darren wrapped his arms around me and pulled me into him, holding me tight.

      “No need to be afraid, Peggy,” he’d said. “Him and his girl are just out on a date like us.” He kissed my cheek.

      I smiled and watched the two large birds swim around the water. “Or I wonder if that is his flavor of the month.” I giggled.

      Darren chuckled. “Actually, Trumpeter swans, they mate for life.”

      “Really.”

      “Yep. I’ve even heard that if one mate dies, sometimes the one left behind never mates again. It’s rare but happens.”

      “Wow, can you imagine, only ever having one mate?” I giggled.

      “Do I need to be worried about you?” Darren asked, tickling my side.

      I laughed. “Watch it, mister. You never know what sort of harem I may have waiting. You know, I do have all those men in my romance novels.” I giggled.

      “To think, all my friends warned me about you.” He winked. “They told me not to trust the quiet ones, especially the ones that read romance books, and yet here I am, with the quietest one of the bunch.”

      The sound of wings fluttering caused me to jump, and I watched as the swan climbed up on the grass just a few feet away from me. He waddled along, picking at the grass, and then stopped and looked directly at me. He stood there, watching me for what seemed forever, and then something scared him, and he spread his wings and took off in the opposite direction.

      “Darren, did you see that?” I whispered to the emptiness, just as I’d been doing all afternoon.

      I smiled as I watched the swan fly off. I looked down at the stone that held my late husband’s name and wondered what we might have had had he still been here.

      “I guess I’ll see you in a few months, when I come back to Cedar Landing for more supplies. Just know that I miss you. Just know I’d be here more often if I could be.”
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        * * *

      

      I flipped the sign on the front door to closed and turned the little lock. Checking the time, I noticed I was already late. My last customer had come in to place an order and didn’t have the slightest clue what she wanted. Rushing around the shop, I put the last of the flowers that were still out back into the cooler and then grabbed my purse and made my way out the back door.

      I had ten minutes to get down to Bluebird Books to meet Trinity. We’d promised Melinda and Brooke we’d be at The Crispy Biscuit for the announcement of this new pen pal program. I glanced at my watch again and picked up my pace and arrived just as Trinity was locking up the store.

      “Hey, lady!” I waved as I crossed the street. “Sorry I’m late.”

      “Hey! I was getting worried that you wouldn’t make it on time.” Trinity pulled her key from the door of the store and shoved it in her purse before giving me a hug.

      “I knew I should have locked up early.” I glanced around. “Where’s Thomas? Isn’t he joining us as well?”

      “Unfortunately, not. He had to go pick up some lumber just outside of town for a project he’s been working on. He said, if he is back in time, that he’d join us, but I think it’s safe to say it will just be the two of us.”

      “That’s too bad. I know Melinda was looking forward to having us all there to support her with the start of this new program.”

      “I know. Thomas felt bad. He too was hoping to go, but he’s been waiting for this order for a few weeks now.”

      “That’s understandable. He probably doesn’t want to disappoint his customer either.”

      “That’s just it.  The customer has been waiting for a while now. How was work today? Were you busy?”

      “Oh gosh, you should have been at the store today.” I whispered, “So many people, but my favorite was this young guy. He was about fifteen years old. He was all nervous and jittery. His face went red when he told me he wanted to buy flowers for his new girlfriend. It was so sweet.”

      “Ah, young love,” Trinity said. “I remember those days.”

      “Yes, young love,” I repeated.

      Trinity bumped her shoulder into mine. “You know, Peggy, you aren’t too old for young love.” Trinity looked at me. “I mean, look at Thomas and I. Or Vi and Jed.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “Please, your stories are ones we only read about in romance novels. You know, the only section I live in at your store.” I giggled. “They don’t really happen to the everyday average person.”

      “Oh, Peggy, don’t doubt Cupid’s arrow. These stories happen every day to people. Where else do you think authors get the inspiration to write them?”

      “From their imaginations,” I said, pointing to my head.

      “Come on, no one’s imagination is that good.”

      “Okay, then tell me, who was the last person you knew who met a billionaire in the streets, struck up a fake relationship with them, and ended up with a happily ever after?”

      Trinity thought for a moment and then broke out into laughter. “I don’t know. I don’t think I know any billionaires.”

      “Exactly!” We both laughed as we continued walking down the road.

      We picked up to a brisk pace as we made our way toward The Crispy Biscuit, the warm spring air growing a little cooler now that the sun was setting.

      “So, are you going to actually write a letter?” I questioned.

      “I think so. I think Melinda has a great idea. These men and women are far from their families, and when I was speaking with Melinda, she told me that a lot of them don’t have family to write home to. I think if we can make a difference in someone’s life than we should do it.”

      “Yeah, that is rather sad, isn’t it? Off fighting for their country or keeping the peace in another one and not having someone to talk to, to support them. That also means that they don’t have something to look forward to. A simple letter from a friend could make an enormous difference.”

      “What about you? You going to write one?” Trinity asked. I could feel her stare burning into me as she waited for my response.

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “What would I say?”

      Trinity thought for a moment, “Well, I’d start by just writing a letter. Tell them a bit about yourself. You know, just like you would if you were on a blind date.”

      “Oh, lord!” I giggled. “Do we know who we are writing to, or is it exactly that. A blind date letter? Sort of like being in a chat room on the internet?”

      Trinity did her best to keep a straight face. “When I spoke to Melinda, she said that the program pairs you up with someone. I’m not sure if they read the letters or if they just randomly hand them out to someone. To be honest, I think it’s sort of exciting.”

      We stopped in front of The Crispy Biscuit and looked inside. The seats were full, and I could see Brooke and Tristan prepping a tray of drinks behind the counter. “Well, I guess I can think about writing the letter.” I shrugged. “I’ll make my decision after the meeting.”

      “Oh, Peggy, come on, you need to do this. Melinda is counting on our support.”

      “I don’t know. It would be easier for me if we knew who we were writing to.”

      Trinity waved her hand in front of her face, dismissing what I’d said. “Nonsense. Not knowing is half the fun. Come on, let’s go in and find out what it’s all about, and we will go from there.”

      “Whatever you say.”

      “Come on. Live a little. Get excited. We will have a letter writing party. It will be fun,” Trinity said as she pulled the door open. We stepped inside, nodded to Brooke and Tristan, and then took a seat at our usual table.
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        * * *

      

      I pulled the door open to Bluebird Books and stepped inside. Trinity was focused on whatever it was she was working on. She finally glanced up from the counter and put her pencil down.

      “Hey,” she greeted.

      “Hey. How’s things?” I said, making my way over to where she stood.

      It wasn’t normal for me to show up in the middle of the afternoon, but I didn’t have a choice today. After the meeting, Trinity twisted my arm and got me to agree to write at least one letter. Melinda would be collecting them today and getting ready to send off the first batch.

      “Great, it’s been busy today. This is the first downtime I’ve had. Now tell me, did you write that letter? Or are we both heading down to The Crispy Biscuit to only hand one in?”

      I pressed my lips together. “Well, I wrote one, but I don’t know if it’s good enough to send. I should have had you write it for me.” I shrugged.

      “Oh gosh, just let me see it?” Trinity held out her hand, waiting.

      I met her eyes, trying to decide if I should let her read it. She didn’t back down. Instead, she looked right into my eyes, her hand still out, waiting.

      “I’m waiting.”

      With a sigh, I reached into my purse and pulled out the envelope that contained the letter I’d written. I knew I should have sealed the envelope instead of leaving it open. Feeling like it wasn’t good enough, I took a deep breath and then placed it in Trinity’s hand. “Don’t you dare laugh,” I warned.

      “Peggy, why would I laugh?” Trinity said, beginning to giggle already.

      “See, you’re laughing already, and you haven’t even read it yet.”

      “Oh stop. I am not. I’m laughing at you.”

      I even stifled a giggle at the situation myself. “I’ll be over—”

      “Over in the ‘these things don’t happen to the ordinary person’ section?”

      “You got it. Going to find me a new book boyfriend. One that will sweep me off my feet.” I laughed and walked over to the romance area, pulling a couple of books from the shelf. I looked at the cover and then sat down to look them over while Trinity opened my letter.

      As she read the letter, I kept glancing over at her, waiting to see if there was any type of reaction on her face, but she kept the same peaceful look the entire time. When she finished, she shoved the letter back inside the envelope and placed it on the counter, not saying anything. I couldn’t wait any longer. I jumped up off the chair, leaving the books I’d been looking at on the chair, and went over to her. “Well?”

      “Well, it’s good, Peggy. You’d be silly not to send it. You are going to make a difference to someone, and that alone should make you want to send it. This is a really great program.”

      “I know this program is a good thing. I guess I’m just apprehensive.” I shrugged.

      “Oh goodness! Why?” Trinity asked, pouring me a coffee.

      I thought for a moment, trying to put into words how I felt, hoping that Trinity would understand. “Promise me you won’t laugh?”

      Trinity nodded and placed a full mug of hot coffee down in front of me, waiting for me to explain my reasoning. I looked around at the shelves of books. You’d have thought that the characters on the pages were listening. I swallowed hard, leaned forward, and whispered, “I guess I’m afraid that they might pair me with a man.”

      Trinity smiled softly to herself, but she didn’t laugh. Instead, a look of understanding crossed her face. She’d known that I was coming up on the eighth anniversary of Darren’s death. She also knew I was having a considerably harder time this year than the first year he’d been gone and that I’d not dated since.

      “I don’t think you have anything to worry about.”

      “Yeah, but what if one day the person wants to meet?”

      “Oh, my dear, don’t be silly. We aren’t playing matchmaker here. This is strictly to keep these men and women company while they are gone from their friends and family. However, from the other side of things, what would be so wrong with meeting someone?”

      I looked at her, certain that a look of horror was written on my face. “What would be wrong with it?”

      “Yeah, I mean, say it is a man. You write back and forth, share stories, really get to know someone. What on earth would be wrong with meeting that person? Who the hell knows, he may even come with a completely sculpted chest, and abs, and that amazingly carved V all of us romance readers swoon about.” She winked.

      Trinity knew me way too well. She knew exactly what to say to get me going. I felt my cheeks heat. “You are baffling. You know exactly what to say, don’t you. I guess nothing would be wrong with meeting someone.” I shrugged. “Except the fact I’m not sure I’m ready for that.”

      Trinity laughed. “Well, I don’t think we need to worry about you meeting someone from the first letter.” She giggled, handing me my envelope back. “Besides, until we get a response, we won’t have a clue who will be reading the letter we wrote. We also don’t even know if they will write back, so I think for now you’re safe.”

      Just then, the bells above the door jingled, and we both turned to see Ava walk in, her book bag slung over her shoulder, book in her hand.

      “Hey, Ava,” we both said in unison.

      Tearing her eyes off the page, she looked up. “Hey, Trinity. Mrs. Hollis. Sorry I’m a few minutes late. I was waiting for my teacher to hand out our assignments. Then I started reading this book, and well…you know what happens. You won’t be late because of me, will you?”

      “No, dear, the meeting at The Crispy Biscuit is for five. We have lots of time to get there,” Trinity said, meeting my eyes as she handed me my letter. “Grab yourself a drink from the fridge in the back and a muffin off the table. We will head out shortly.”

      As soon as Ava was settled, we made our way down to The Crispy Biscuit. Melinda was behind the counter serving a customer and greeted us both with a smile as we stepped inside. “Hey, ladies.” She waved.

      “Hey, Melinda. We are here with our letters,” Trinity replied. “Wanted to make sure we got them in to you in time.”

      “Oh great! Give me a minute and let me grab the basket.”

      Once Melinda returned, Trinity and she began talking while I searched the display case for some type of sweet treat for after dinner. I listened with half an ear as Melinda spoke more about the program and how her best friend had just gotten married to her military pen pal. A funny feeling came over me as I stood there pretending to still search for a sweet treat to order, the letter still tucked into my purse.

      “Oh, that is wonderful, Melinda. Is this the friend who lives outside of Willow Valley?”

      “Yes. The one I mentioned the other night. They just left on their honeymoon this morning.”

      Brooke appeared from the kitchen and began joining in the conversation, followed by Tristan. As they all stood there talking, I pulled my letter from my purse and looked down at the white envelope. Still unsure that it was good enough, I looked at my small group of friends and made sure they weren’t looking, then silently placed it in the trash just below where the basket sat. I jumped when I heard Trinity call my name.

      “Huh, what?” I asked, looking up to see my best friend watching me.

      “I said, did you put your letter in the box?”

      “Yep.” I swallowed hard. “Can I get some of these cookies to go, please?” I pointed to the new M&M’s cookies in the display case. I needed to divert her attention off this damn letter.

      Immediately, Tristan stepped in and began placing some cookies into a box for me. “Here you go, Peggy,” he said, passing the box over the counter. “They are to die for, if I do say so myself.”

      “He’s only saying that because he created the recipe,” Brooke said, coming up behind him, wrapping her arms around his waist.

      “We really should get going,” I said, turning to Trinity.

      “Yeah, true. I need to get home and get dinner before Thomas returns. “Peggy, will you be joining us tonight?” she questioned.

      “No, I still have some things to do at the shop. You can take some cookies for dessert, though,” I said, holding the box out for her to take. “I’m just going to use the washroom before we go.” Flashing what I was certain was a normal smile, and hoping Trinity hadn’t seen where I’d put my letter, I crossed the restaurant and ducked into the washroom.
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      One month later

      
      It was Sunday night. I’d just showered after having returned from dinner. Lying down on my cot, I adjusted the pillow behind my head and reached for the phone. I looked forward to this time every month. It was one of relaxation, if only for a day, that I didn’t have to worry about my men and could spend my time talking with my daughter. I dialed Melinda’s number carefully, looking down at my small notebook to make sure I hadn’t made a mistake, and waited while the call finally connected.

      “Hello,” I heard her voice come over the phone.

      It had been a long time since I’d seen my daughter—years. I’d needed an out after her mother died. So, I used the military. It kept me busy, and at the time, it was what I wanted, but now I knew it hadn’t been kind to family life and I missed her. “Hey, sweetie. It’s your dad.”

      “Hey, Dad. How are you?”

      “Doing okay. What about you?”

      “Doing good. You’ll be happy to know that things are going well for me here.”

      It had been fifteen years since her mother died. Soon after her funeral, I’d left for a peacekeeping mission, and I’d left Melinda behind to live with her aunt and uncle. I felt they could give her a more stable life than I could. I’d been right. They raised her in a loving home, treated her as if she were their own, while I moved from mission to mission. I sent money to support her and called as often as I could, and at least I knew she had what I wasn’t able to give. Looking back on the situation, I was the absentee father she needed during that time, and as of late, I felt I needed to make that up to her.

      “Glad to hear it. You still working at that bakery?” I asked. When Melinda finished school, she left our hometown and settled in Willow Valley.

      “The Crispy Biscuit, yes. I love it there. They’ve given me more responsibility there, too, since Christmas. I really stepped up when Brooke got hurt.”

      “That’s good. How is Willow Valley?”

      “Honestly, I love it here. I know you’d love it there too, Dad.” She paused, as if waiting for me to respond, but when I didn’t, she cleared her throat and continued, “Oh, did you get my letter?”

      I glanced over at my side table. I had gotten her last letter; it still lay on the top of the pile of my mail. “Yes, I did.”

      “Well, what do you think? I expected a response. Did you want to take part in that program I’m organizing?”

      She’d written to me to tell me about an army pen pal program she was starting. I was proud of my girl that she’d started something like this. Some of my men received very few letters from their families. Some were completely alone, and I’d seen the effects that had on them. That was why, when Melinda originally brought it up to me, I said that my crew would love to take part. I’d had each of my men, who wished to take part, give me their names, and I’d sent them to her. However, I’d failed to put my name down.

      “It surprised me to see that your name wasn’t on the list, Dad. Did you not want to take part? I know you only have a year left and then you’re retiring, but it’s still a year, Dad. A year of being alone. A year of only receiving my letters, which I’m sure they aren’t that great.” She giggled. “I mean, how much do you really want to know about baking?”

      I let out a breath. “Don’t kid yourself. I love hearing from you, kid. I want to hear all about baking. In fact, I want to hear everything about you and your life. Yes, you are correct, I have one more year left. I just don’t know what I am going to do after I leave here.”

      “Well, Dad, it’s still a year. I hoped that you’d come and join me in Willow Valley when you retire. It would be nice to get to spend time with you again. I really think
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