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PROLOGUE

Almost on automatic pilot, Maddy Crain closed the door on the last of the well-meaning mourners. Sighing, she leaned for support against the solid wood.

“How are you holding up, Mom?” Her older daughter Morgan wiped a tear from her eyes. At twenty-seven, blonde and petite like her, Morgan had been a rock through all this terrible and shocking tragedy.

“I guess I’m doing as well as one can expect. Frankly, I don’t know what I’d have done without you and your sister. And I’m so grateful your aunt Jessica came down here. I wish she could’ve stayed longer.” Maddy stepped away from the door. “Lindsay, stop picking up the dishes and both of you come sit with me.” She gripped the hands of both girls and led them to the wheat-colored sofa in the main living area of her small, three-bedroom lake cottage.

“Sure, Mom,” Lindsay, twenty-five, a brunette, taller than both her sister and mother worked with her in their interior design business. She settled next to Maddy.

“It has been two weeks since a crazy person ran a red light and broadsided your father’s car. The only comfort in all this is your dad died instantly. You have both been wonderful, taking turns making sure I haven’t been alone, but I am alone now. I’ve got to learn to stand on my own, and not be a burden to either of y’all.”

“Gosh, Mom. You’re not a burden. We’ve been here because we wanted to be here.”

“Thank you for that, Lindsay. I appreciate how you’ve both put your lives on hold. It will never be the same as when your father was alive, and I need to accept that. The sooner I can start putting the pieces of my life together the better for all of us. I don’t ever want to be this vulnerable again.”

“Mom, grief takes time. Don’t try to rush the process.”

“Yes, I hear you, Morgan, and I will go to grief counseling, but only until I can manage by myself. That’s the goal. To become independent and stand on my own without relying on you two for my comfort. I hope y’all will go to counseling, too. I know how much you loved your dad and how much he loved you.”

“I wish the police could find who did this. That person should pay,” Lindsay, her generally softer-hearted daughter, said. 

“I do too, sweetie, but knowing that won’t bring back your father. I have a proposition for you. Instead of one of y’all being here every day, let’s find a day of the week to have supper together. Sure we can keep up by text and emails, but for a while at least, I’d like to see you in person at least weekly. How does that sound?”

“It’s a great idea,” Morgan nodded.

“Me, too, but let’s pick a day during the week rather than the weekend, okay?”

“Keeping your weekends open for a date, little sis?” Morgan teased Lindsay.

“Let’s say I want to be available. You should consider that, too. You’re older than me.”

After a good laugh, they all blinked away tears. Maddy dabbed her eyes with a tissue. “That felt good, didn’t it? We need to find reasons to laugh. Since I don’t know when either of you will make me a grandmother, I need lots of laughter so I can live a long time.”

And they all laughed again, though Morgan and Lindsay’s bordered more on a groan. 

“We’ll help you with the clean-up, Mom.” Morgan rose from the sofa and lifted a cup and saucer from the coffee table.

“No. You will not. You will head home, so you can get a good night’s sleep. You both must be exhausted. This will mark the beginning of me taking care of myself. Planning for what life will look like going forward will be my responsibility. Love you both more than I can say.” Maddy hugged her daughters and tried not to cling. Despite her brave words, she worried how she’d manage alone. She’d been with Larry for over thirty years.

“As soon as we receive the death certificate,” Morgan said, “we can move on all the business stuff. I know you have enough cash to manage until we can arrange to transfer all the credit cards and accounts to your name. Smart idea for y’all to have the title to Dad’s car in both your names. I had a client who didn’t. That small oversite prevented her from selling the vehicle in a timely fashion.” She hurried to what had been her and Lindsay’s bedroom and returned with both coats.

“I am happy to let you handle that. I’ll stand on my own for other tasks.”

“You got it, Mom. Call us at any time, okay?”

“I’m glad you have another week before the community college classes begin.” Lindsay slid her arms into her coat sleeves. “And I’ll continue taking up the slack on work with your clients for another week or however long until you’re ready to come back to work full time with them.”

Maddy thanked heaven for her two wonderful daughters. Larry had been so proud when Morgan became a lawyer and went to work in his firm. Her expertise now helped in handling all the technical stuff. When Lindsay finished college, Maddy welcomed her and her excellent design skills into her business. Lindsay had filled in with a few of Maddy’s clients when they had a pressing problem. Most of their clients totally understood, even if this meant a delay in their projects. 

After another hug and kiss, both daughters went out to their cars. Maddy closed the door and leaned against it. Now the real work began. Could she stand on her own without Larry? Guess she’d find out.
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Two years later, early January

Maddy Crain sat at her desk in her small office at Wilson Community College, taking care of last-minute tasks for the new semester. A tap at her door interrupted her concentration.

“Sylvia, hey. What can I do for you? Classes don’t begin for another week.”

“I know, Ms. Crain. I needed to tell you this will be my last semester. I can’t afford next year’s tuition.” Sylvia Sanchez, a tall slender brunette, towered over Maddy, who barely topped five foot two. Sylvia clutched at the strap of her worn brown purse.

“Come and sit down. Tell me what’s going on.” Maddy pulled a chair around for her student who, after hesitating, slunk into the chair. 

“Mom needs my help, and my daughter Linda wants to take dance lessons. While I’m okay for this semester, I haven’t been able to figure out a way to swing the next. I’m almost ill with worry. I’m so disappointed.” She dropped her head into her hands, and soft sobs filled the room. 

“I’m sorry to see how distressed you are. Hang in there. I bet we can find a scholarship for you. Are there other students who are struggling?”

“Yes, I know of three others. We all love your classes, and it’s really important for us to complete the course.”

“Sylvia, I’m glad you came to talk to me. Will you ask the others to come see me? I bet there will be something we can do. Don’t give up. I have an idea.”

“Thanks so much, Ms. Crain. And I’ll get the other three to give you a call.”

“I appreciate you contacting them, and I’ll let you know as soon as I have positive news. In the meantime, you keep working. Okay?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“See you when classes begin, okay?”

“You sure will.”

Sylvia left and Maddy leaned back in her chair. She’d heard that the college president, Patrick Huntington, had discretionary funds for just such an emergency. Maddy straightened in front of her computer and emailed him. No reason her students shouldn’t benefit from some of those dollars.

****
[image: image]


MADDY CRAIN PUNCHED the doorbell at Patrick Huntington’s house. A bit odd to have a business meeting with the president of the college at his home in the evening, but she’d been trying and trying to set up a meeting at his office. He kept putting her off because of his crazy schedule. If she wanted to push her cause, she needed to come to the house. The importance of getting scholarships for four of her interior design students drove her out of her comfort zone. Listening to the stories of the additional three students broke her heart. And she intended to see they received the needed help. 

The president himself opened the front door. “Ah, Maddy, happy you could make it. Please come in.” The tall, slender man’s comb-over failed to hide his thinning hair. He stepped back to let her enter.

Maddy glanced around at the expansive entry decorated with ferns and mirrors and two low benches. “Your home is lovely.”

“Well, thank you. I’d actually like to talk with you about the place. I believe it could stand a facelift. Who better to manage that than our staff interior design expert? Come this way into the living room.”

Maddy trailed behind, hoping she hadn’t overdressed for this meeting. Her red leather jacket with the pencil-slim black skirt paired with a white silk blouse had always been her go-to winter outfit when she wanted to impress someone. And she needed to convince Patrick Huntington to be on her side about the scholarships. If sharing her expertise with him about how to improve his house would move her closer to the scholarships, she didn’t mind.

“Have a seat, Maddy. Let’s discuss your issue, and then we can talk about how you can make this place into a real showstopper.”

Maddy sat on the sofa, and the president—he’d told her to call him Patrick, but she wasn’t comfortable doing that—turned to a cabinet and pulled out two wine glasses. 

“Let’s make ourselves comfortable, shall we? We could be here a while.” He filled two glasses almost to the brim. Way more than usual for a wine goblet. “This is one of my favorite cabs. Please, let me know what you think.” The president held a crystal stem out to her without spilling the ruby liquid.

“Beautiful glasses.” She reached her hand to accept the glass, wishing she’d chosen a different blouse because the white silk gapped a bit when she leaned forward. She must’ve forgotten to close the snap. If she weren’t mistaken, Huntington took advantage of standing over her to ogle her cleavage. Maddy sat back, carefully swirled the wine, and took a whiff. “Quite nice.”

“I hoped you’d like my selection.” He settled on the sofa next to her rather than on the opposite end as she’d have expected. And preferred.

Maddy crossed her legs to create a bit more distance between them. Did he realize how much his position crowded her? She made brief eye contact with him before taking a tentative sip of the wine. “Oh, yes. I can see why this is one of your favorites, President Huntington.

“Come on, Maddy. I’ve told you to call me Patrick.” He took a healthy sip of his wine.

“Okay...Patrick. I know you’re busy. Let me talk with you about my students’ need for the scholarships.”

“Of course.” And the president patted her knee.

Huh. Maddy shifted again, causing him to remove his hand. Good grief. Was he one of those handsy guys, who believed they could touch a woman wherever they wanted, whenever they wanted? Not a behavior she’d noticed about him before, but then she hadn’t been around the man all that much. She set her glass on the dark wood coffee table. No reason to cloud her judgment. 

“The college has many programs, and I don’t expect you to know how many students are enrolled in each one. We have fifteen interior design students. Eleven of them don’t have a problem paying, but four of them struggle financially. Our program will give them skills so they can support their families. Three are single moms and one man is a recent immigrant. And it’s been tough for them.”

Their situations reminded her of her own. It had been almost two years since Larry died in that car accident. Each holiday that first year tore her apart with a sense of the finality of her loss. Her husband had made a good living, and his insurance and their investments set her up comfortably. But she also remembered those early years of marriage when making all the payments had been difficult.

Huntington picked up her glass and handed it to her. “You’re such a thoughtful person, Maddy. Tell me how much in scholarships these four students need to finish their coursework.”

She could hardly believe what she heard. Would getting the scholarships be this easy? Maddy set down her glass, wanting to keep her wits about her. “Each student needs tuition for next fall and spring. The total for all four is around $15,000.” He didn’t even blink. Merely sipped his wine, eyeing her over the glass.

“I’m convinced we can work out an agreement, Maddy.” Again, he rested his hand on her knee and gave it a small squeeze.

She should speak, tell him to stop, but gosh, she wanted this money for her students. She didn’t push away his hand but lifted her wine glass for a sip and then set it back down. It seemed to have lost most of its wonderful flavor. “How will we do this? Can you send them a letter telling them they’re receiving a special scholarship? Or do you want me to tell them?”

He crossed his legs, and his shoe touched her calf. She gulped. Surely he wasn’t coming on to her. At her age of fifty-seven, the idea of a man looking at her in a sexual way seemed foreign. She did work hard to keep her figure, and people commented she looked younger than her years. His bio stated his age as forty-seven, the youngest president in Wilson Community College history. She remembered he’d come to the college for interviews not long before Larry died. Huntington leaned forward and touched his glass to hers. “Let’s consider this a done deal, shall we?”

“Thank you, Patrick. I appreciate this. My students will be grateful.” Not that he had answered her question.

He rose. “Come with me. I want to show you the house and pick your brain about what we can do to improve its appearance.” He took her free hand, helped her up from the sofa. Thankfully, he dropped it as he led her into what appeared to be a family room or den filled with overly large furniture. “I bought it completely furnished, but it’s kind of stuffy, don’t you think?”

“Of course, someone preferred this style. Perhaps not yours. I’m sure we can make the room comfortable and impressive at the same time. Is that what you’d like?”

“Yes, that’s exactly what I’d like. I knew we’d see eye to eye on these issues.”

Maddy stood in the middle of the room, slowly pivoting. Yes, a couple of changes crossed her mind that could make this a wonderful room. Lighten up the window treatments and paint the brick fireplace a fresh color.

“Do men often tell you how beautiful you are, Maddy?”

“What?” She stopped abruptly. Had he been staring at her while she’d been scrutinizing the room? Heat rushed into her face.

Huntington sidled up to her and ran a finger across her cheek and down her neck. A shiver ran through her, and she stepped back. “Please stop, Patrick.

He dropped his hand. “Come with me. I have another room to show you.” He finished his wine, and when they passed back through the living room, he refilled his glass and tried to top off hers, but she protested. 

“It’s the best, Maddy. You really should have more.”

Maddy nodded. “Yes, it’s a lovely wine, but you know, Patrick, why don’t I come back during the daytime to share ideas for what you could do here?”

He took her arm and laced his fingers through hers, making it impossible to pull away. “One more place. I believe you’ll get a few good ideas to consider before you return.” 

Maddy drew in a quick breath. This meeting had gone off the rails. She couldn’t remember him ever making her this uncomfortable before. Oh, she’d caught him seeming to stare, but hey—He threw open the double doors of what was clearly the main bedroom. “Oh my.” The words flew from her mouth before she could stop them. Purple satin covered the large king-size bed with five black pillows. A black throw draped across the end. 

“So what comes to mind that we could do in here, Maddie?” Patrick slid his arm around her waist and ran his hand up her side almost touching her breast.

“Oh, my.” Maddy wanted to step away from him, but that would put her more in the room than out. 

“I bet you can imagine what could take place in this room.” After setting his wine glass on the bureau, he reached toward her breast. 

She jerked away before he actually touched her. “Stop, Patrick, stop. We don’t have this sort of relationship. We don’t have any kind of relationship. I don’t know what I might have done to lead you to believe I’d welcome these advances, but I do not.” She backed from the room. “Now, I plan to forget any of this happened.”

“But nothing happened, Maddy. Not saying I wouldn’t like something to happen, but not now. We’ll take it slowly.”

“Patrick, thank you for the compliment, but I’m too busy for any kind of a relationship. And I need to leave now.” She made her way back to the living room where she retrieved her purse, draping the strap over her shoulder. He trailed along with her, smiling, having picked up his wine glass.

“Thank you for the drink and the tour. If you’re serious about me helping with your house, I’ll throw together ideas for what you might consider. And I’m grateful for your help with my four students. I’ll email you their names.”

“Look forward to hearing from you, Maddy.”

“Good night, Patrick.” She sailed through the front door and out to her car, never taking a breath until the snap of the door lock assured her of safety as she reversed the car down the driveway and drove away from the danger represented in the person of the president of the college.

“My God.” Air rushed from her lungs, and she dragged in a several deep breaths. “Has he lost his mind to come on to me that way? And what will I do about his actions?” Her skin pebbled with the ickiness of his touch. She should’ve dressed more conservatively. The white silk blouse was a clear mistake, and she should’ve told him to stop when he first touched her knee in the living room. Should she report him to the Human Resources Department? The President of Wilson Community College? Maddy knew how she said/he said situations went. Seldom did the authorities believe the woman, even though in recent years the situation had improved. And it was only this one time.

She maneuvered through the streets and the freeway to her house on the lake west of Fort Worth. Larry and she had moved out from town twenty years ago, raising their kids at the lake. The house’s large open concept living, kitchen, and dining room gave a sense of space. Her daughters had shared a room and a large bathroom with separate vanity areas, and an extra-large walk-in closet, which kept peace between them. The view and being right on the lake more than made up for the smaller size of the house. Maddy had a ball redecorating. They didn’t sell their home in town until they had completed the remodeling of the lake house, saving everyone’s sanity. 

The lake house had needed another update for a while. Doing other people’s homes kept her so busy she’d had no opportunity to work on their house, and then she began teaching classes at Wilson Community College. She and Larry had begun to talk about plans for the remodeling when he was killed in that car accident. A hit and run.

Maddy batted her eyes against the tears which she still occasionally shed, as she pulled into the short driveway leading to the garage. She climbed out of the car only after the garage door closed. One of those habits she, as a woman living alone, practiced. 

The house’s front door faced the lake on the north, assuring both beautiful sunrises and sunsets. She let herself in the front door, shut off the alarm, and flipped on the lights. After dropping off her purse on the front entry bench, she wandered into the main living area and turned on the TV, but after about five minutes, shut it off. A cup sat on the counter. Would hot tea do the trick? She sure didn’t want any more wine. Again, a shudder shook her body. What should she do about Patrick Huntington? Report him to HR? Surely this wasn’t enough to report, and that would be such a hassle. And she hoped to God he wouldn’t come on to her again. He’d understand she didn’t want his advances, wouldn’t he?

After fixing her tea, she sank into the swivel rocker facing the lake. Seeing the lights from the homes across the way always comforted her.

After a time, she jerked awake. She must’ve fallen asleep from the stress of the evening. What should she do? 
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CHAPTER TWO
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“Morgan, I’m glad you could meet me for lunch.” Maddy sipped her coffee as they waited for the server to deliver their salads at a favorite downtown restaurant. They had walked from their respective offices. She used to meet Larry for dinner, especially if he had to work late, which he often did. 

“How fortunate for us, Mom. The lunch meeting I had scheduled canceled at the last minute.” She sampled her salad. “I do love to eat here. The lettuce is always fresh and crunchy. I love their quiche, and it won’t mess with my calorie count.”

“Morgan, seriously, you don’t have to watch what you eat. You’re trim and beautiful.”

“Discounting that you might be a tad biased, thank you. But if this slim skirt is flattering, it’s because I do count my calories. Why did you want to meet in the middle of the day? Anything important?”

Maddy gulped her coffee. Should she tell Morgan? That was why she asked her to lunch, but she hated to worry her daughter. She should be able to figure this out on her own. No. She must handle this on her own and not expect her daughter to dash in and fix her problem.

“You know, sweetie, I just had a sudden yen for their quiche, and I know how much you like it, so I took a chance you’d be available.”

“I do love their quiche, and I’m always up for a chat.”

“How’s work at the law firm?” Maddy sampled the quiche and closed her eyes, savoring the flavors. “This is sooo good.”

Morgan laughed. “Yes, the seasonings are perfect. Probably why we enjoy coming here so often. Work is going well at the firm. I’m sure Dad would be proud.” She speared a piece of lettuce.

“Your father was over the moon excited when you joined the firm.”

“Anything new at the college.” Morgan chased a small tomato around on her plate. Finally she used a finger to pick it up. “Sorry, it was the best I could do.”

“I get it.” Maddy chuckled at her daughter. Again she fretted. Should she tell Morgan what happened with the president? No. Do this on her own. “The semester is off to a good start. I believe I’ve convinced the president to grant scholarships to four of my students. Without this extra money, they won’t be able to finish the program. I’m pretty pumped about getting them this help.” She pushed around a bite of the quiche, not being able to make herself eat more of the luscious dish.

“Hey, are you okay? You usually eat the whole piece with no leftovers.”

“Guess I wasn’t as hungry as I first thought.”  

“Have you thought of picking up one of their quiches to eat at home?” Morgan finished off the last bite of her piece.

“That’s a great idea, Morgan. Not sure why I never considered it before. Aren’t we a pair? We do love our quiche.” Maddy congratulated herself on handling the scholarship subject well. She hoped Morgan wouldn’t suspect anything had happened to upset her. She wiped her mouth with the paper napkin and slid the plate away. “Guess I’m full.”

“Are we doing our weekly Wednesday family supper?” Morgan sipped her coffee.

“Of course. It should be warm enough to grill chicken and veggies, but we might not want to eat outside.” Despite the calendar stating the month was January, traditionally their second coldest month after February, she held out hope for the possibility of a warm front popping in, as one did on occasion. 

“That sounds great. Can I bring a salad?”

After paying for their meal, they both stood, slipped on their coats, and walked toward the door. “That’ll be great. Your sister is bringing a healthy dessert, whatever that is.” They both laughed and hugged before going their separate ways outside the restaurant.

Maddy walked back to the campus situated in the heart of downtown. The facility had formerly been a business that fell into hard times, and the Wilson Community College board bought it. The location worked well for people catching public transportation. The college changed the lives of lots of people. 

In ten minutes, Maddy reached the hallway outside her office.

“Hey, Maddy.”  Her colleague Sally Thompson met her there. “I’ve been meaning to ask you, do you want to combine my art class and your interior design for a couple of sessions this semester like we did last semester?”

“Absolutely, Sally. Our last effort worked out well. Certainly helps the students in both groups connect concepts to the real world, and they can learn from the other. Can we iron out a few issues right now?”

“We can at least schedule dates to do that work. I’ve got a class beginning in under ten minutes.” 

Maddy unlocked her office, and they walked in. “I’m sorry. Of course you do. But we can pick dates fast.” And they did.

“I’m eager to work with you on this. I bet we can improve our presentation over last semester. Oh, how did the meeting about scholarships for your students go?”

“I think they will receive them.” She wanted to tell Sally about what happened with the president but didn’t want to begin and not have time to finish the story.

‘That’s wonderful. Great news.” She started out the door and then paused. “Are you all right, Maddy? You don’t seem your normally upbeat self, especially if you got Huntington to agree to the extra scholarships.”

“I’m fine. I have more to tell you, but it would take too long.” 

“See you soon, then.” Sally went through the office door, leaving it open.

Maddy pulled out the files from when she and Sally had last worked together. She made a good start when a tap at the tap at her door made her look up to see Sylvia Sanchez standing in the doorway.

“Ms. Crain, can I come in?”

“Of course, Sylvia.”

“I don’t mean to bother you. I know you’re busy, but have you heard anything about our scholarships? I’m so worried.” Tears slid down her face.

“Come in and sit down, Sylvia.”

The woman dropped into the chair, clutching her purse and wiping her face with a tissue.

“I’m not ready to announce the news to everyone, but since you’re here, let me tell you I’m excited about getting all four of you the scholarships you need so you can finish your degrees.”

Sylvia’s head rose, and her mouth dropped open, but no words emerged.

“I don’t have a promise in writing yet, so I don’t want to officially share details with you and the others. But I believe I’ve got this worked out for the next two semesters. How does that sound?” Boy, she hoped she wasn’t misleading Sylvia. Huntington better come through for them.

A smile spread across Sylvia’s entire face, lighting up her eyes. “Is that possible? Oh, my gosh, Ms. Crain, that would be the best. With my associate degree, I can get a good-paying job. Life would be much better. Thank you doesn’t begin to tell you how I feel.” Sylvie leaned forward and hugged Maddy.

Maddy returned the hug then pulled back. “It’s too early to go public with this, but I hated seeing how worried you were. I expect confirmation in the next week or two at the most. Please don’t mention our conversation to anyone.”

“Wow. Just wow. I walked in here feeling like my world had ended. You’ve given me hope. Thank you for letting me interrupt you. I’m sure you’re busy. Thank you again.”

“I’m always happy to have a chance to visit with any of my students.”

“And that’s why we all love you. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Sylvia rose, swinging her purse as opposed to clutching it the way she had when she entered. 

Maddy smiled. That’s one of the reasons she loved her job. The opportunity to help others. Now she intended to make sure Patrick Huntington kept his word so she could help her students even more. She typed a quick email.

President Huntington,

I wanted to follow up about the scholarships for my four students. They will be thrilled you agreed to help. When can we schedule a presentation announcing the scholarships? You could make the announcement and benefit from the good PR. The sooner the better. I’ve already had a student in my office in tears so concerned about her future.  Do you require any more information from me to make this happen? 

Sincerely,

Maddy Crawford Crain

Director Interior Design 

Maddy pushed Send. Now, she’d wait to see how long before he’d respond. 

****
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LATE ON WEDNESDAY AFTERNOON, Maddy pulled her car into a space in the grocery store parking lot at a good distance from the entrance. She always parked a distance from wherever she went to make it easier to get the steps she wanted every day. Even on frigid days. She planned to pick up chicken breasts and fresh vegetables for grilling with her daughters that evening, grateful they seldom missed a week of getting together. Maybe because they’d picked Wednesday night and not Friday or Saturday, the girls almost always arranged to attend their dinner. While sometimes they ate in a restaurant, most often they ate at the lake house. The girls loved the place as much as she and their father had. For a moment Maddy’s eyes misted over. They’d loved each other, but they led somewhat separate lives in the later years, as opposed to one of her friends who lost her husband. That couple had both retired early and spent almost every waking moment together. She had a tough situation when she lost him.

She and Larry had planned for self-sufficiency. She knew how to do most all of the tasks he did, if not as well. And he’d known how to do most of the tasks she did, if not as well. The plan had always been to make sure either one could manage without the other. Of course, the reality turned out to be much more complicated. 

No point sitting here all afternoon. She had shopping to do. The wind made shoving open the car door difficult. Finally she got it open and stepped out, keeping her head down, and pulling her jacket around her.

“Hey, Maddy. I’m glad to run into you.”

Startled Maddy looked up. “President Huntington. I don’t believe I’ve seen you at this grocery store before.”

“I made a point of finding out where you shop. I hoped I’d run into you.”

His words sent prickles across Maddy’s skin, and she backed up until she felt the car against her back. No place to run. And dear heavens, that’s what she totally wanted to do. She swallowed and stood straighter. She wouldn’t let him intimidate her. “Did you see my email about the scholarships, yet? She knew he had. The email indicated he’d opened the email.

“You know Maddy, we need to discuss the issue more.” He stepped closer and leaned one hand on her car. A Cheshire cat smile curved his lips.

This time his behavior didn’t catch Maddy as much off guard as earlier. She spun under his arm and took several steps away before she turned and faced him. “I’ll email Mitsi to set up an appointment in your office then. Let me know what other information I need to bring with me.”  

His arm stretched toward her. “You know that’s not what I have in mind, pretty lady. A widow like you must have needs. I can help you with those.”

“I’ll email Mitsi. Goodbye.” Maddy set off at a quick walk, catching up with other shoppers entering the store. Safety. Good grief. What did she have to say to this guy for him to understand she wasn’t interested in him?

Later that evening Maddy and her daughters sipped wine with the grilled chicken and veggies. Ultimately, they’d decided to eat inside so the food wouldn’t cool off too quickly. They chatted about each other’s lives. 

“How about if later we sit out by the fire pit? While it’s fifty-five degrees, the wind isn’t as strong as usual. Just a breeze.” Lindsay took a last bite of the salad. “No one makes a salad as good as you do, sis.”

“Thank you. Glad you’re enjoying it. What’s this healthy dessert you’ve brought?”

“It’s blueberry cake. I guarantee you will absolutely love this yummy concoction bulging with blueberries. A friend makes it, and I had to have the recipe. What about the fire pit, Mom?”

“Sure. For us in January this temp is almost balmy, especially with so little wind. We can eat the cake outside with another glass of wine.”

“Sounds perfect.” Both girls spoke at the same moment, and then everyone laughed. 

“Let me help clean up, Mom, while Lindsay dishes out this fabulous and healthy dessert.”

“Leave the dishes, but you can start the fire, Morgan. Linds can bring the dessert, and I’ll bring the wine. We’ll be out right away. Don’t forget to bundle up.” Morgan took her coat from the hook on the wall by the front door. 

After cutting the Bundt cake, Lindsay set the plates on a tray. Maddy freshened the wine and put the glasses on another tray. Then they both grabbed their coats. By the time they got outside, Morgan had a fire roaring in the pit. 

“You make the best fires, Morgan. Mine are puny, and I almost always have to keep messing with them to keep them from going out.” Maddy put a glass on the arm of each of the Adirondack chairs and settled in her own chair, snuggling into her coat. Lindsay handed out the cake.

“Y’all enjoy.” Lindsay ate a bite of the cake. “Yeah, y’all will enjoy.”

Morgan and Maddy laughed.

“You are so full of yourself, daughter of mine.”

Silence followed as she and Morgan dug into the cake. 

“Ummm. Baby sister, you can make this anytime. It’s scrumptious. And not many calories you say?”

“Ninety-seven. You can afford to have two pieces. And you’re welcome.” She made a little flourish with her fork and bowed her head.

“I might take you up on that. Two guiltless pieces. My kind of cake.” Morgan took two more bites before speaking. “Mom, do you know the Bourland family?”

“I know of a Bourland family. Joseph Bourland served as mayor of Fort Worth a number of years ago. Why do you ask?”

“I’ve met his son.”

“Oh, really?” Lindsay asked with a big smirk on her face.

“It’s not like that, Linds. He’s way too old for me. In fact, Mom, he may only be a bit younger than you are.” Morgan sipped her wine and took another bite of her cake. “Oh, my gosh, Lindsay. This is amazing.”

“What made you mention Mayor Bourland’s son?” Maddy licked her fork. “I’m with your sister on this, Linds. You can make this any time.”

“Great. Glad y’all like it. And yes, I will make this again. Morgan, spill. Why did you bring up this random man?”

“The law firm has hired the security firm he works with to make sure our security protocols are up to date. David Bourland has been in the office off and on for the last two weeks. He’s a smart man, a bit guarded, but that probably goes with the job.”

“I’m glad y’all are having that done, Morgan. With all the cyber-crime going on these days you can’t be too careful.” Maddy finished the last bite of her cake. “Oh, my. I’m afraid I will roll back into the house.”

“No, you won’t, Mom. Give it a rest. You’re in great shape.”

“So kind of you to say that. Pilates wins out every time.”

“David is an attractive man, with a few streaks of gray, possibly early to mid-fifties. His sister is married to one of the partners in the security firm. I believe David’s a widower.”

“And?” Lindsay sipped her wine.

“And what?” Morgan finished her cake.

“And why did you bring up this man neither Mom nor I know?”

“I had this idea I’d have an opportunity to introduce the two of you if you’d stop by the office, and how natural that would seem.” 

Maddy choked on her last sip of wine. “You are trying to set me up with someone? Is that what this is?”

“Mom, it’s been over two years. It’s okay with Lindsay and me if you decide you want to check out the prospects. We’d be way okay if you found someone to be with.”

“She’s right,” Lindsay said. “We’ve talked about it. I didn’t realize Morgan had found you a likely candidate.”

Maddy shook her head. “I have no words. No words. Except to say, I’m going back in the house. It’s colder out here than I realized. You put out the fire, Morgan. That’s the only kind of fire I’m interested in. Good grief.” Maddy rose and marched inside where she draped her coat on the back of a dining room chair. She’d hang it up later. Then she stalked into the kitchen and scraped and rinsed dishes before placing them in the dishwasher. What had Morgan been thinking? At least she didn’t try to trick her into a meeting. Maddy had almost finished when the girls came back inside. They unbuttoned their coats.

“I’m sorry, Mom. The man impressed me, and you impress me all the time. It seemed a perfect match.”

Maddy shook the water off her hands, dried them with a nearby tea towel, and then hugged her daughter. “I appreciate your concern about me, sweetie. But I’m okay. I’ve learned to stand on my own, and I’m pretty happy this way. Not as vulnerable as when we first lost your father.”

“Glad to hear this but let me know if you change your mind. I have no doubts you and David would make a good match.”

“I’ll keep that in mind, Morgan. Lindsay, I’ve wrapped up the rest of the cake. Can’t keep the temptation here, even low calorie as it is. You know me and cake. Morgan, we finished your salad, and I’ve washed the bowl so it’s ready to go home with you.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to keep a couple of pieces of cake, Mom?” Lindsay buttoned her coat.

“Positive.” 

“Keep an open mind about David, will you?” Morgan threw a red scarf around her throat and pulled gloves from the pockets of her long black coat.

“Girls, I’ll let you know if and when I want to meet someone. Now, y’all head on home and drive carefully. Love you.” She hugged and kissed both girls.

“Talk to you soon.” Lindsay went out first.

“I’ll be in touch.” Morgan followed right on her heels.

Maddy locked the door behind them and went back to finish in the kitchen. Not much to do since she’d cooked the meat and veggies on the grill. Morgan had certainly surprised her. Playing matchmaker. My goodness.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Maddy’s Thursday evening class finished, and the students finally trickled out of the classroom. She slipped her arms through the sleeves of her green leather jacket, picked up her large bag, and slipped the wide strap over one shoulder. Clutching the strap of her much smaller purse, she headed for the staff section of the garage. She didn’t use one of the closest spots but enjoyed the walk even when on a frigid day like today. 

Her steps slowed as her gaze focused on a figure in the distance. Someone stood near her car. Shoot, it looked like Huntington. Shifting her belongings, she pulled her phone from her pocket, finding the emergency button so it would be ready to push if needed. She hoped that wouldn’t be necessary. 

“Hi, Maddy. I’ve missed seeing you. Have you been avoiding me?”

She paused about four feet from him. “I emailed your secretary asking for an appointment to discuss the scholarships.”

“I heard you did, but my full calendar didn’t allow us to meet in the office as you asked. How about we go for a drink now and discuss the issues?”

“I’m sorry. I have an appointment, and I’d like to discuss this in your office. Then if we need copies of any documents, Mitsi could manage that for us.”

He nodded. “Ah, Maddy. Are you going to be difficult?”

“No. Are you?” She stepped past him, unlocked the passenger door, and threw in her
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