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Vivian Nash poured a cup of cocoa, then carried it to the living room along with a plate of chocolate cookies, her favorite recipe. After the pizza came, she’d have her dessert ready. Her mouth watered at the treat. She planned to stay up late this New Year’s Eve and enjoy her solitude. As she set her cocoa down, the front door leading into the entrance hall opened, and the chatter of her daughters reached her.

What were they doing here so early? Last she knew, they had plans to celebrate downtown. She listened until she identified all three girls’ voices. At least they were all together.

Leaving her goodies on the coffee table, she hurried to meet them, worried something might be wrong. Elana, her oldest, had said they’d go together and welcome the New Year at the dance on Main Street downtown followed by fireworks at midnight. She met them at the open French doors between the living room and the hall, then quickly assessed their physical and emotional condition. Nothing seemed amiss, and for that she was thankful. “What are you doing here?”

Her youngest, Lydia, the most impulsive, sported a wide grin. “We’re taking you to the dance with us.”

“I don’t see a rope.” She stepped back, letting them file into the living room, then looked from one girl to the other.

“What are you talking about?” Natalie, the sensible, down-to-earth girl everyone loved, frowned as if confused. Then she shook her head and rolled her eyes. “If it’s what I’m thinking...”

“It is.” Elana, the oldest, smirked. “She’s saying the only way she’ll go with us is if we hogtie her and carry her every step of the way. Once there, we’d probably have to use the rope as a halter to keep her there. Mom, why don’t you want to go? It’ll be fun.”

Vivian smiled at the looks of disappointment and concern on her beautiful girls’ faces. “It will be fun for you. I’m too old to run around with my daughters. Is Victor planning to meet you there?”

“Yes, he is, but we all plan to stay together. These two hope to attract dates, since they didn’t find one before.” Elana looked at her younger sisters and grinned. “If they can find anyone who will have them.”

“Hey, that isn’t fair.” The protests started, and Vivian was glad for the diversion. Maybe they’d go on their way, and she could sit back with her snack and watch an old romance on TV.

Before she realized what was happening, the girls surrounded her. Two took up positions on each side, slipping their arms around hers, while the third stood behind. To push, she supposed. “Girls, really, I don’t even want to go.”

“Mom, you aren’t old. I know you’ll enjoy this time out. You never do anything fun. When was the last time you were out with friends?” Natalie gave her a knowing look that said clearly what Vivian assumed all three girls were thinking. Their mother had no life beyond her job and being their mother.

“That isn’t true!” She spoke her thoughts and then laughed. “Sorry, I was thinking aloud, but I socialize. I went to the Christmas party at the library and had a great time.”

“Really?” Lydia gave her a look of disbelief mixed with a smug knowledge of her own perceptions. Her eyebrows lifted as if questioning her mother’s sanity. “Mom, as head librarian, you had to be at the library party. I hardly think that counts.”

“Of course, it doesn’t.” Elana sided with her younger sister. She tugged on her arm. “Come on, this will be lots of fun. Why do you think I let Travis’s other grandparents babysit him tonight?”

Vivian shrugged. “How should I know? I thought he might be tired of staying with me.”

Elana laughed. “Hardly! He adores you. Of course, he’s pretty fond of his other grandma and grandpa, too. But this way, you are free to come with us.”

“No, I’m not free.” When she had their attention, she added. “I have other plans.”

“Oh, is that all?” Lydia waved her words away as if they were unimportant. “A date with the television doesn’t count.”

“Not the TV. And not a book.” Again, they all stared at her. She smiled. “You may think otherwise, but I socialize more than you know. I have a date.”

Natalie made a show of looking all around the living room before facing her again. “I don’t see your date.”

From the tone of her voice, she was calling her out on the exaggeration. Okay, so she didn’t have a date in the typical sense, but soon enough, the doorbell would ring because she’d called earlier for a pizza delivery from her favorite, Always Pizzeria. To be honest, pizza wasn’t the only draw, although it was tasty enough to be. No, Mark Harrison could compete with his pizza any day of the year with his dark, wavy hair and a dimple in each cheek. Oh, he was handsome, but it was his sense of humor and quick wit that had first attracted her. Not that she’d tell her girls she’d eaten there more times than necessary just to flirt a little and feel young again.

Now, she faced her girls with her head held high. Maybe it was time to see if Mark would take the next step beyond a harmless flirt. They’d become good friends, but would he support her in this?

The doorbell rang, cutting off her insecurities. The time had come. “No, you can’t see him yet, because if I’m not mistaken, that’s Mark now. If you’ll behave yourselves and stay out of the way, I’ll go see if it’s him.”

She ambled to the door, praying with each step. “Lord, forgive me if I’m doing wrong, but please, let that be Mark, and help him agree to stay a few minutes. At least until my girls are gone.” If it were the pimply-faced teenager he’d hired mostly because of the boy’s underprivileged home life, she’d have to come up with something else. Plan B. Why did that always sound like a failure to her? She’d probably have to accompany her girls who were all too old for their mother to play chaperone for them.

Taking a deep breath, she whispered another prayer, then opened the door.

“Pizza delivery, ma’am.” Never had Mark’s grin looked so wonderful.

She motioned for him to lean closer, then whispered, “You are a godsend! Could you stay a few minutes more so I don’t have to go out on the town with my children?”

His laughter rang out. “For you, my dear, I’d do almost anything.”

“Then come on in.” She took his arm while he balanced the pizza box in his other hand. “Mark, I’d like you to meet my daughters.”

“Wonderful!” He flashed one of his amazing smiles at the girls. “I’ve been wondering if they could be as beautiful as their mother, and I see they are... well, almost.” He turned his charming smile on her, bringing warmth to her cheeks, but she didn’t release his arm.

Oh, what would the girls think? She was too old to blush, but Mark was a master at turning on the charm. She was thankful he could improvise so quickly, with no warning. “Mark, you are a flatterer.” She released his arm and held out her hands. “Here, let me take that to the kitchen so we can have it after the girls leave.”

“Sounds good.” He met her eyes with obvious acceptance. Friends who stepped out of their way to help her were few and valuable, and Mark was one of the best.

She sped to the kitchen, plopped the pizza on the table and hurried back before the girls attacked her date with questions he couldn’t answer. But she shouldn’t have worried. He stood facing the inquisition with grace, his dimpled smile firmly in place. “I own Always Pizzeria on West Carlton Street. You’ll have to stop by sometime to see if you like it.” He pulled some cards out of his wallet. Here’s a discount for each of you. Actually, use this, and you get one personal-size pizza for free. Don’t even have to buy another if you don’t want to.”

“Oh, girls, you should. The pizzas are all handmade right there, and they are fabulous! You’ll be a steady customer. Now, hadn’t you better hurry before you miss the celebration? Vic will wonder where you are, Elana.”

Her oldest looked at Mark, then turned to her mother and nodded. “You’re right. We need to go. Come on, little sisters. Let’s get out of here. Mom, I hope you enjoy your special meal. Maybe we’ll see you downtown?”

She ushered the girls toward the door. “Maybe, but don’t worry about us. I’m starved now that the pizza is here. Eating is as far as I can think right now.”

As the girls filed out the door, Vivian released the stress of their interference with a relieved sigh. She closed the door, then turned to Mark. “Thank you so much! I thought they’d drag me to the dance where I’d feel like a fifth wheel. Honestly, why they think an old woman needs to be with all those young people is beyond me.”

“Old?” He tilted his head as if studying her face. “I don’t see any wrinkles, no gray hair, just beautiful golden tresses, and no sagging skin. Nope, you aren’t any older than I am.”

She laughed at his nonsense. “Maybe that’s because we’re only a year apart. Seven months, that is. What are the odds? Is that why we became good friends so quickly?”

He reached out and turned her toward her kitchen. “Nope. We became good friends because you caught my eye, and I wouldn’t leave you alone until you noticed me.”

“Oh, Mark!” She laughed and took two plates from the cabinet while he opened the box he’d brought.

She wasn’t ready to tell him she’d noticed him right off. No, that classified information would remain unspoken until she saw how tonight went. If he knew how much she’d dreamed of him being in her house, acting at home, he’d probably run away.

~*~
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WHEN MARK HAD SEEN the call-in order from Vivian, he’d grabbed it and the pizza she wanted. No way would he let any kid deliver to her. They weren’t busy tonight with almost everyone in Elm Creek congregated on the town square. He’d left his pizzeria in the capable hands of his staff, told them he’d be back, but maybe not right away, and drove to Vivian’s house with hope and a prayer that tonight would be the beginning of something special. And maybe it would. Not the way he’d imagined, but maybe better.

He watched Vivian set two plates on the oak table in the center of her kitchen. “Where’s your knife and a fork? I’ll cut the pieces if you’d like.”

She took the requested utensils from a drawer and handed them to him. “Yes, of course. You are the expert.”

“Expert or just experienced?” He grinned, then sliced through the round pizza. “I’ve been doing this since Papa allowed me to use a knife.”

“Why not use a cutter?” Vivian watched as if he were doing a fascinating surgery.

He loved her interest. “This way is traditional. I’m not full Italian, you know, but my mother was, and she taught me a few things. Papa picked up her ways and wouldn’t change, even after her death.”

“Because he loved her.” She spoke as if she knew.

He nodded. “He loved her very much, but he remarried and had a good marriage with Margaret. I actually remember her more than I do my mother.”

He finished the cutting. “Now we eat before the pie cools any more. Here or living room?”

She smiled. “Living room. I want to relax tonight, but am I keeping you from your pizzeria?”

“Yes, you definitely are, and I want you to keep me as long as you need to, or want to.” He watched her face color ever so slightly and enjoyed the view.

“I don’t want to take you from what you need to do, but I’d love for you to stay long enough to eat. I have hot cocoa. But maybe it would be better with the chocolate cookies I baked.”

“Chocolate cookies?” Surely she wouldn’t kid about that. “Are you just teasing me, or do I honestly get cookies for dessert?”

“You may have as many as you want.” She laughed. “But I’m not telling you where they are until I finish all I want of this delicious pizza.”

He lifted the pizza in the box while she gathered the plates and forks she’d already set out. “Lead the way, fair lady. I’m hungry. We’ll share the knife, if that’s all right with you.”

“Sounds perfect.” She went through the dining room to the entrance hall then turned into the living room and set the plates on the coffee table beside a tray of delicious-looking cookies.

He chuckled. “You aren’t very good at hiding sweets, are you?”

“Oh, I forgot they were there.” She laughed. “So much for withholding dessert. I don’t think I’ll have a problem, though. Remember, I’ve already tasted your pizza, and I don’t care what kind it is. They’re all great.”

“Thank you, ma’am.” He doffed an imaginary hat and bowed before following her example and sitting on the sofa beside her. “Do you mind if we pray first?”

“Not at all. Thank you for offering.” She bowed her head, and he did the same.

“Father, we honor your name and thank you for the food we’re about to eat. May it warm us and provide nourishment for our bodies. Thank all who had a hand in preparing it for us. Amen.”

This was the first time they’d spent more than a few minutes together, but as had happened from their first meeting, Mark felt at home with Vivian. They talked about her daughters while they enjoyed their meal.

“You mentioned you lost your husband several years ago.” He started, but didn’t know how to ask what he wanted to know. Did she have a special friend now? Was she truly single? He wouldn’t
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