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reflections from the author

The sounds of the sea warm my soul and bring me peace, especially when my heart aches. With each crashing wave upon the shore, I’m able to release, be it ever so slowly, the sorrow I feel for losing those I’ve loved.

We don’t know how many days we will have with our loved ones, but I hope we spend the days we get cherishing even the tiniest gifts they bring, be it a smile, a hug, laughter, or even the sharing of tears and memories we’ve lived together. 

When I first started writing Finding Home on Lilac Lane, I had my beloved brothers, Doug and Dan, to cheer me on, but before I could finish, I lost them both to illnesses. Moving on from sorrow to peace is hard when pain runs so deep, but that’s the way of life—we must move on knowing that there is a purpose for our lives and how we live them.

It’s true that we all experience heartache from time to time, but I hope that the words I put on the pages of my books lessen yours, even for a moment because this is why I write.

Your life was created for a purpose, as was mine…

With each word written in my books, my focus is to not only share a story worth reading but to be a catalyst to move my readers from where they are to where they hope to be. Perhaps receiving a measure of understanding, forgiveness, worthiness, healing, and acceptance might ping at your heartstrings, so that you may feel loved—whole.

So, as I sit upon the shore, with my feet in the warmth of the sand, I think of the people from my past and the present who’ve entered my life and brought me joy and encouragement. They’ve given me the gift of feeling safe, treasured, and comforted, which one feels when they are home.

Thank you, my dear friends, for allowing me, in the smallest of ways, to enter your home. May you feel the warmth of my heartfelt gratitude.



Karen














A house is made of walls and beams;

a home is built with love and dreams.








– Ralph Waldo Emerson











one

Unrelenting drips of water pinged in the pan that sat in the middle of the kitchen floor. This put Madison Gable’s already frayed nerves over the edge. The raging storm beat against the windowpanes, and their frames groaned along with the stress of the wind. What have I done? The massive house needed work, but the extent of that work had escaped her when she’d decided to purchase the family home from her mother. She’d uprooted her life back in Ohio to come home. Now, here she was, in over her head with repair bills for this monstrosity of a house in York, Maine. She had no idea how to move forward.

Madison marveled at the water spatter on the window and the way the droplets collected and ran together. With each tear of water blending with another, she couldn’t help but think the patterns resembled her life. A free-flowing cluster of mass confusion.

She turned from the drama of the window and refilled her mug. The solitude in the house, as she stirred the coffee, crept over her. Madison missed the morning routine she’d had with her barn chores for her two horses back in Ohio. If she were there, she’d be spreading out fresh hay.

Her throat tightened at the memory of nuzzling their soft muzzles. The aroma of hay and manure had grounded her and brought her comfort over the years. Even when her relationship with Nathan had deteriorated, the uncomplicated connection with her treasured horses, Lily and Journey, had provided her safe haven. Now, here she was, without her companions, and with an accounting job that didn’t meet her financial needs.

Her attention shifted back to the window, and she stared at the vacant spot where her childhood horse barn had once stood. Someday, I’ll have my horses back. Until then, she needed to get the house repaired so her investment didn’t continue to fall into further ruin. The barn would have to wait, again.

One thunderous clap later, she jumped and scalding hot coffee sloshed out of her mug, saturating her hand, arm, and feet. Then the power went out. Tink. Tink. Tink. The dripping water splattered into the pan and a nearby stainless-steel bowl.

I hate my life.

Madison wiped off the spilled coffee, then trudged to the living room in search of her phone. Out of habit, she checked if her former boyfriend, Nathan, had texted. She stared at the home screen and noticed her nearly depleted battery. No text, but why would there be?

They’d broken up a few months ago, after being together for nearly nine years, and the reality of the breakup still hadn’t fully set in. She and Nathan were teenagers when they began dating, and he’d been a convenient escape. A part of her missed what they’d once had, but she was better off alone.

Madison had made that decision, and she wasn’t about to change her mind because, for the first time in her life, she was an independent woman who didn’t fear the unpredictable, foul mood of any man. That reality of depending solely on herself was both scary and exhilarating, and she was determined to make a success of her life. But the question of how to go about doing that burned in her gut.

The rain stopped, and a colorful glow emanated from the kitchen. As she approached, the band of color that filtered through the room, the stunning display of a double rainbow, caused her to gasp. The brilliant arc engulfed the place where the barn once stood. The symbol of love and hope for a fresh start didn’t escape her. Madison breathed in the moment, and a calmness settled in her heart. That was until she walked into the edge of the full bowl of water that sat in the middle of the floor, and its contents spilled across the room. “Seriously?”


. . .



Madison emptied the various rainwater containers into the kitchen sink, then ran her hand under the faucet. The cold water eased the tender burns on the tops of her wrist and thumb from the scalding coffee spill earlier. As she stood, her attention drifted to the dated and stained wallpaper. She tried to recall the kitchen when she’d lived there nearly nine years earlier. Had it been this bad back then? The walls had remained the same since her grandparents owned the house. Thinking back, her mother never was one for change. Did her mom keep everything the same out of some kind of loyalty or obligation to her parents’ memory? Maybe it wasn’t just the lack of money that had prevented her mother from taking care of the house. Perhaps her mom’s losses, on an emotional level, were more than she could bear. Madison sighed at the thought. Mom was doing better now; she had Vincent Clark in her life.

Madison’s hand now ached from the cold. She withdrew it from the icy water and dabbed it dry with a hand towel as she took in more of the kitchen. This place has such potential. She envisioned the wall between the kitchen and the dining room being removed to create a vast open space with a large free-standing counter and barstools. She pictured wood floors throughout with cozy gathering areas that opened into the living room. Madison could almost feel the roar of the fireplace and see the York River in her mind’s eye from where she stood, but to what end? She was the only one who lived in the house. Her mother was seldom there because she spent most of her time with Vincent at his home at Short Sands Beach. Still, Madison could dream.

Her office awaited her attention. Working remotely for the past several months had become a lonely job, but at least it put food on her table. She glanced at the empty bowl. And sooner than later, a new roof.

Madison draped the hand towel over the oven door handle and sighed. If it could only pay all the unexpected expenses, she’d be in better shape.

She sat down at her desk and went to task running the payroll for Hawking Equipment, her former boyfriend’s family business back in Ohio. Someday, she hoped to cut the cord from being Hawking’s accountant, so she could follow her dream of owning and operating a riding school, but without a barn, and her horses, that dream seemed unreachable, if not impossible.

Time ticked on and she got lost in numbers and calculations, so much so she didn’t hear her best friend, Francine Murphy, affectionately known as Franky, enter the room.

“There you are.”

Madison, for the second time in one day, jumped out of her skin. “What the heck, Franky!” She clutched her chest. “You just scared me half to death.”

“Sorry. Nope, not sorry. I’ve been calling you for three hours!” she said as she approached the desk and plunked her small frame down on the edge to face Madison.

Madison stared into her best friend’s hazel eyes. “I put my phone on silent so I could get some work done—I’m on a deadline.”

“Poo, poo on your deadline. I miss your face.”

She gave Franky a grin. “I miss you, too, but I need to finish with work.”

Franky slumped her shoulders and brushed her bangs out of her eyes.

Madison pushed back her chair. “What’s really going on?”

Franky pulled up a chair and leaned across the opposite side of the desk. “Every time I see you lately, you have your nose at your computer. I thought you wanted to quit that job.”

“I do, but I need another job lined up before I can quit the one I have.”

“I just think you need to completely cut the cord with Nathan’s family. You know, just rip off the Band-Aid.”

“I know. I hear you, Franky, but I have expenses and I’m tight as it is.”

“Then let me help.”

“Absolutely not.” Madison’s adrenaline kicked in. “I need to take care of my life on my own. The last thing I need is to go from having the Hawking family taking care of me to you taking care of me.”

“I know that, but I could loan you just enough to get you over the hump, then you can pay me back, without interest, whenever you’re ready.”

“Franky, I love you, but no.”

“Fine. Be that way.” Franky leaned back in her chair, pulled her hair away from her face, and chewed her lip.

Madison knew Franky too well. “Okay. Out with it.”

“It’s just that—well, I don’t know. It seems like you’ve had to take on this entire house by yourself. I don’t understand why your mom can’t pitch in. Surely, she could ask Vincent to chip in a little, especially since she’s the one that let this place fall apart around her.”

Madison blew out her frustration and tapped her pencil on the desk, before staring down her friend. “I chose this. It was my decision to buy this house out from under my mother before the bank could take it from us. So, I will be the one to take care of me for a change. Got it?”

“Fine. I got it.”

“Good. Now that we have that settled, do you think you could run to the York House of Pizza and order us up our usual? I’m famished.”

“Sure, Miss Stubborn One.” She rolled her eyes and added, “but I’m buying.”

“Fair enough.”

“One small pepperoni, onions, peppers, mushrooms, and banana peppers, and a garden salad with Italian dressing coming up.”

Madison gave a laugh as Franky articulated the ingredients as if she were Eeyore stating the most boring thing to say.

“Thanks. For the pizza, and for caring so much about me.” Madison tapped her laptop to wake it back up.

“Yeah, whatever.”

“I’m almost done. I promise.”

Franky huffed. “You’re bringing me down, my friend.”

Madison picked up a pencil and playfully chucked it in Franky’s direction. “Gone with you.” She laughed. “Before I fade away from starvation.”

“So dramatic.” Franky pranced out of the room and shut the door behind her.

Madison clicked on the spreadsheet, then leaned back in her chair. She had to admit she wanted nothing more than to play hooky, and have some quality girl time with her bestie, but she had to hunker down to finish her data entries before Franky derailed her yet again.

She glanced at the time. Twenty minutes had gone by, and by her calculations, Franky should pull into the driveway from their pizza run any minute now. “Done.”

She shut her computer down and turned off the silent mode on her phone. Several pings came through, and she noticed a missed call from Vincent, all the calls from Franky, and nearly as many from her mother, who left voicemails.

Madison didn’t have the energy to call her mother back. Janice could be draining, and Madison simply didn’t have the will to deal with her, at least not before she had something to eat. Still, she was curious about Vincent calling, but shrugged it off and set her phone down, determined to give Franky her undivided attention.

The refrigerator held a couple of bottles of Lipton iced tea and three cans of Diet Pepsi. “It will have to do.”

She pulled two plates and glasses from the cabinet and filled the glasses with ice, then set out one can of soda for Franky, and poured herself one to sip while she waited for Franky to return. The efflorescent spray tingled her nose, and the coolness of the drink refreshed her thirst just as Franky’s car pulled up.

Madison ran to the door to greet her.

“It’s our lucky day,” Franky said as she pushed her way in. “They made a large by mistake and charged us for a small one.”

Madison took in the pizza’s aroma and felt her stomach grumble. “That’s one mistake I’m happy about.”

Franky pulled the tab on her can of Diet Pepsi and sat. “Let’s eat.”

“Let’s.” Madison smiled at the gleam in Franky’s eyes. Sure, she thought, things were challenging, unforeseen, and ever-changing, but her long-time friendship with Franky was something she could always count on.





two

Ryan Murphy had waited long enough for the rain to stop. He flung open the veterinary hospital’s door and clambered into his pickup truck. By the time he climbed into the seat, his clothes were soaked through to his skin. He wiped the water from his eyes, then dug his keys out of his pocket and turned on the ignition. The truck’s diesel engine rumbled, and the wipers clicked back and forth with haste, but the water remained, so he leaned his head back on the headrest and closed his eyes. Exhaustion settled in now that the long day of dealing with medical emergencies was over, and before he knew it, he’d drifted off to sleep.

The knock on his window startled him awake. “What the hell?”

He wiped the drool from the corner of his mouth and focused his tired eyes toward the side window. Sally Smithfield, one of his other vet techs, stood at his pickup’s door, holding a sunflower-printed umbrella and wearing a chipper smile. The rain was now a mere drizzle.

Ryan had hired Sally about six months prior, after one of his technicians retired. Sally had experience, but she lacked the ability to “read the room,” and he found it irksome. No matter how dire the situation, she seemed to chat along like she was out to lunch with a group of friends, having had too much to drink. He rolled the window down and yawned. “What’s up?”

“Well, I saw you out here and thought I should check on you. Your mouth gaped open like a Shepherd on pentobarbital.” She laughed. “I wanted to make sure you were okay, and it appears you are.” She twirled her umbrella and gave a sideways grin. “Plus, my car won’t start, and I’m running late for an appointment.” She waved her hands in the direction of her car. “My landlord’s selling his house and I’m scrambling to find someplace new. Do you think you could look at it? I’m guessing it’s the battery, but what do I know?”

Ryan laced his fingers around the back of his neck to give it a stretch. He closed his eyes, then silently counted to five. He wanted to be left alone. Ryan had grown tired of helping and fixing everyone’s problems. Between dealing with the loathsome business side of his veterinary clinic, the overbearing owners of the animals he cared for, volunteering as an EMT, and constantly having to help his parents with one odd job after another, he’d had enough. He wished for just one time this summer that he could simply sit on the beach, listen to the waves, and be left alone. Ryan resisted sighing and released his fingers. He gave his thighs a slap, then opened his door. “I’ll take a look.”

“Thanks so much. Wasn’t that a terrific storm? I just love summer storms, don’t you?” She didn’t wait for a response. “It’s as if the rain washes away all the ugliness. Do you know what I mean?”

Ryan felt for the release latch, then lifted the hood of Sally’s car as she talked.

“Not that the world is that ugly. It’s just that when it stops, everything sparkles, and the flowers bloom more, and…”

“Sally, I have a bit of a headache, and I need to think a minute, so…”

“Oh, I hear you. When I have a headache, I need silence because it’s like my head splits in half, and I can’t seem to escape the pain.”

“Sally.”

“Yes.”

“Please be quiet.”

Sally made a zipping motion across her lips. “I won’t say another word.”

Ryan released the sigh he’d previously held back. “Thanks.”

He retrieved his tool bag and a rag from his truck and hefted it back to Sally’s car. He pulled out a circuit tester to check the coil, then brushed off the battery contacts. Everything appeared okay, but he asked her to try and start the car anyway. She shut her umbrella with a snap, slid into the car, and attempted to turn over the car’s engine.

“Sally?” he hollered.

She rolled down the window. “Yeah?”

“What does your gas gauge read?” Sally’s open hand covered her gaping mouth, and her wide eyes stared back at him. “You’re on empty, aren’t you?” She nodded. “Come on,” he said, waving. “Let’s get you some gas.”

Sally hopped into his passenger seat. “Thank you so much. I don’t know what I would have done had you not been here. Honestly, I…”

Ryan turned toward her and imitated the zipper motion across his lips.

“Oops. Sorry.”

He could tell she was bursting inside to speak, but if he allowed that door to crack open, the floodgate would spill out, and he’d surely drown.


. . .



The sun rose after the heavy rains, and the September sun beat on Ryan’s aching neck as his sister, Franky, spewed on and on about their parents and their never-ending need for them to help with a list of chores. “Honestly, Ryan, why do we put up with this? It’s not like we’re teenagers and living under their roof,” she said as she yanked bittersweet roots out of the ground. “I have my own yard that needs my attention.” She wiped the sweat from her brow.

“You’re the one who chose to move back here so you could be near them.” He was grateful she’d done so. He’d missed her, but now he questioned why.

“Yeah, sure, but you’d think they’d hire people to do this stuff. I didn’t sign up for this.”

Ryan stiffened. To hear his sister complain about the number of times she’s pitched in to help was laughable. She got away. She’d followed her passion to cook and cater. He’d stayed.

“I mean, this is stupid. Can’t they understand that we have lives too?” She yanked a vine. “Helping out once in a while, I can understand, but every stinking weekend?”

Ryan scratched and rubbed the back of his neck to ease the tension that was building. He wanted to spew out the same complaints, but he’d made his proverbial bed long ago, and Franky’s spouting off about having to help out only added resentment for his self-inflicted life of appeasing dear old Dad.

“I gotta tell you. If Dad asks for anything next weekend, I’m going to tell him no. Flat out, I’m going to say no.”

Ryan tried to bite his tongue, but he’d had enough of her whining. “You’re too much.”

“Me? I’m too much?”

“For the past, oh I don’t know, since I was old enough to push a lawn mower, I’ve been helping around here. You, on the other hand, always had this, that, and the other thing that kept you from doing anything.” Ryan’s shoulders stiffened. “Don’t you see? You could do no wrong in their eyes, so you’ve barely had to lift a finger.”

Franky pursed her lips and gave him the side-eye. “Come on. That’s hardly true and you know it.” She shifted her stance. “I used to do the laundry, and dishes, and…”

“Do you hear yourself? I’m the one that’s been here. Me, not you.”

“And that was your choice!” Franky tightened her fists and turned away. “You know what?” She turned back. “You could have stayed away after school to spread your wings, too, but you chose to stay in York, so don’t blame me.”

Ryan raised his hands. “You’re right.” He shook his head then shoved bittersweet into the black contractor bag. “Shame on me for wanting to stay in our hometown and build a life.”

Franky yanked the bag out of his grip. “The problem is, Ryan, you are too nice. You need to stand up for yourself once in a while. It’s like you try to be Mister Perfect—a people pleaser. I’m not saying that’s a bad thing, but sometimes you need to do what’s good for you, too.”

Ryan’s throat tightened. She was right, but it’s who he was—who he had to be. “Maybe you’re right, but I owe it to Dad.”

Franky’s shoulders relaxed. “Owe them for what, Ry?”

“Just forget it.” He yanked the bag out of Franky’s hand and stomped off in the opposite direction, just as their mom yelled out, “I’ve got some iced tea on the porch!”

Ryan gave her a wave, and Franky trudged out of the tangled vines toward the porch.

“Mister Perfect,” he mumbled. “If she only knew.”

He tied the bag off and threw it into the back of his pickup. “Francine,” he hollered, “I’m going to make a dump run before they close.”

She nodded as he launched himself into the driver’s seat, turned on the ignition, and shifted into reverse onto Lilac Lane for the fifteen-minute drive. He turned the radio off and blasted the air. His mind wandered back to nine years ago—the day his life changed. He was anything but Mister Perfect.

Ryan had been living at home while most of his friends had gone off to college, enjoying a carefree life of academia and frat parties. Ryan, on the other hand, had lost any hope for scholarships and had no means to pay his own way through school. Until his father agreed to cover the cost, but he had to earn it—and he earned it, alright. He was at his father’s disposal for his gap year, every school break, and all summer long until he could pay his parents back. The worst part wasn’t having to earn the money. It was keeping an unforgivable secret—a secret that hung over him during every waking moment of his life.

Looking back, he’d had the choice to continue on the path of self-destruction or turn his life around and earn his way to redemption. He’d chosen the latter—becoming Mister Perfect.

Ryan turned the corner and pulled the truck up to the pile of brush, then opened each bag to dump out the contents.

“Hey, Ryan. No rest for the weary.” Lucky, a husky man with an untamed, gray beard and duct-taped, patched boots, removed his tattered glove and reached out for a handshake.

“Hey, Lucky. Holding down the fort as usual, I see.”

“Somebody’s got to do it,” he said with a broad smile. “May as well be me.” He stuffed his hand back into the glove. “That damnable bittersweet is everywhere nowadays. It’s bringing down large trees.”

“It’s a fight we have to win, and I’m up for the challenge.”

“Well, I’ll let you get to it then.” Lucky slapped him on the shoulder. “Besides, my backhoe is calling my name.”

“See you later, man.” Ryan watched Lucky hobble to his machine, then went back to task. His phone rang through the truck’s speaker. He emptied the last of the weeds, then slid into the driver’s seat and checked the message.

“Will this day ever end?” He headed home and jumped out of the truck to brush the dirt from his hair and clothes, then ran into the house to quickly wash off before booking it to the clinic for an emergency, all the while wishing he could get away from everything, just for a moment. It seemed no matter how fast he pulled out the weeds of his past to maintain his “perfect” persona, the faster the weeds grew back, strangling him, so he no longer had the energy to breathe.


. . .



“Hi, Ryan. Oops, sorry—Dr. Murphy.” Sally’s cheeks pinked. He’d told her umpteen times about calling him Ryan when they were in the clinic. “Mrs. Shipman is here with Peanut. She’s in room 4.”

Peanut. Peanut. Oh, Peanut, the mastiff. “Thanks,” he said. “By the way, how’d the apartment viewing go?”

Sally shrugged. “I was too late. It had already been snagged by the time I got there. Still on the hunt if you hear of anything.”

“Will do.” He nodded and grabbed Peanut’s chart.

He entered the room, and all he could see of Mrs. Shipman was the top of her head. She was a petite woman, and her mastiff dog was at least four times bigger than she was. “Dr. Murphy, you must help Peanut. Her breathing is labored, and she won’t stop pacing and whimpering. I’ve never seen her like this.”

Ryan gently rested his hand on Peanut’s side and scooched down to look into the Mastiff’s big brown eyes. “Hello, old girl?” He stroked her paw that lay by her chin and Peanut gave Ryan’s hand a lethargic lick. “Let’s see what’s going on.” He came to a stand and examined the dog’s abdomen. Hmm. “What have you gotten yourself into?” Ryan shook his head. If his suspicions were correct, Peanut had swallowed something she shouldn’t have.

Mrs. Shipman’s eyes grew wide, and Ryan gave her a warm smile. “I know you’re worried, but let’s not get ahead of ourselves just yet.” She nodded, but didn’t appear too convinced. “Mrs. Shipman, do you have a garden?”

She squinted her eyes. “If you call having a dried up cornfield a garden, then yes.”

A wave of relief washed over him. “It appears that Peanut may have a liking for corn cobs.”

“She does?” Mrs. Shipman scratched her chin. “Now that you mention it, I do recall her running around through the corn stalks this morning.”

“Peanut will need surgery, but…”

“Oh, dear. I don’t know how I could ever move on if I were to lose her.”

“Of course, Mrs. Shipman.” He took a deep breath and nodded. “Please know I’ll do everything I can to get Peanut back to her old self.”





three

The gray antique colonial, which housed the Bagel Basket, stood before her. She smiled as she took in the blue picnic tables scattered around the front, which allowed exterior seating since the inside area was quite small. Madison regretted wearing her flip-flops, or she would have taken advantage of the late summer and early fall blooms of yellow mums and purple asters in the surrounding gardens. She shivered, then took the few stairs to the entry door, and just as she reached for the door, it swung open.

“Well, well. Good morning, Madison Gable.”

A broad smile and big brown eyes stared down at her. Ryan Murphy’s gaze didn’t waver. “Hi, Ryan.” Madison flushed. “I’m, uh—just grabbing a coffee.”

“Me too.” Ryan held up the paper cup as he opened the door wider, inviting her in. “I was going to drink it on the road, but it would be great if you could join me here.”

Madison tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear and clutched the front of her sweatshirt, hoping to mask the stains. “Ah, thanks, but it looks like you’re headed to work. I wouldn’t want to keep you.”

“Trust me, I need a break. It would do me some good to stand clear for a bit.” He stepped aside to allow a customer to leave, and Madison followed his lead. “Besides, I’ve only seen you like once, maybe twice, since you’ve been back.”

Madison bit her lower lip, unsure of how to respond. She was hardly dressed for coffee with Franky’s big brother and her own childhood crush. Her hesitation appeared to suggest she wasn’t interested because Ryan shrugged and retreated one step down. She was about to say maybe another time, but Sure slipped out of her mouth.

Ryan gave a tight-lipped grin and stepped back up. A clumsy bump of their shoulders and a step on Madison’s toes didn’t add to her confidence. Madison’s armpits sweat like a nervous schoolgirl. Come to think of it, Madison couldn’t recall being this nervous when they’d gone on an actual date so many years ago.

“I’ll just.” She gestured toward the counter. “I’m going to order my bagel and coffee.” Madison spun in her flip-flops and lost her footing. She caught herself and took a deep breath. What is wrong with me? She shook her head. It’s a stupid coffee with an old friend, not a prom date. Madison pulled her shoulders back and approached the counter with more confidence, and placed her order as a trickle of perspiration dripped down her side.

She scooted around a few others who were waiting for their breakfast orders and picked up a large paper cup from the coffee station and pumped it full of steaming brew. The cup felt a bit too hot in her hands, but she managed it just the same. She blew into the cup a few times, then placed the lid securely on top.

Madison shuffled from foot to foot as she waited for her bagel, then tentatively brought the cup to her lips and sipped. “Dang it!” Her eyes teared up from the scalding coffee, heightening panic.

Breathe. She closed her eyes. He’s just an old friend. When her heart rate steadied, she opened her eyes and took in the surroundings.

The rustic interior was just as she remembered. Behind the quaint counter stood shelves of wire baskets overflowing with different flavors of bagels, and above them, handwritten chalkboard menus hung on the wall. She peered around the corner. Ryan was lucky enough to have snagged one of the few tables in the tiny neighboring room. She was pleased he’d gotten one of the two window seats.

He glanced up and caught her looking in his direction, and gave a smile. Madison’s insides fluttered, and her underarms dampened once again, so she broke eye contact. She found a spot in front of the drink refrigerator to pull herself together and waited for her order. This isn’t a date.

She smiled, recalling their one and only flop of a date, way back when they were in high school. A giggle bubbled up at the memory just as her order came up.

Madison tried to think of him as a brother to calm her nerves, however she had to confess, he’d grown to be one attractive man.


. . .



Ryan gazed out the window while casually sipping his coffee. He occasionally peered around the corner to see if Madison was coming and couldn’t help but chuckle at their awkward reunion. Seeing her with her hair pulled back reminded him of their younger years. Madison was his younger sister’s bestie, as they used to call one another. Come to think of it, he believed Franky still used the term regarding Madison, but he had thought of Madison as a sister, especially since she’d lived with them for her and Franky’s senior year. Outside of a random, uncomfortable date between the two, when he’d just gotten his driver’s license, he’d avoided her—out of fear his secret would be discovered. His attention shifted to the here and now when Madison approached the table.

“Sorry that took so long.” Madison shrugged. “Seems there were quite a few orders ahead of me. Your coffee’s probably gone by now.”

Ryan picked up his cup and gave it a gentle shake. “Nope. Still some life in there.”

Madison set her items down and pulled out a chair. “I’ve got to tell you, Ryan…” She tapped the embroidered name and title on his jacket. “It still seems crazy to me you’re a doctor. I always pictured you living more of a carefree life.”

Ryan laughed. “Me too!” He swished his coffee and watched Madison spread cream cheese and jam over her toasted bagel. “But one day, a switch went off, and the rest is history.”

“What’s the switch? Did you get a message in your dreams or something?”

Ryan downed the rest of his coffee while he thought of his response. “I guess you could say it was something else, but being a doctor isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. Now, don’t get me wrong. I love working with animals, but the rest of it, not so much.”

“I can understand that. I feel the same way when I’m with my horses. It’s the people part that’s the hardest.”

“True enough.” He leaned back in his chair and drank in her eyes, their deep green staring back. Somehow, they seemed trusting. “Sometimes, I wish I could go back to being the carefree kid I once was. But then again, I feel like I’m doing what I’m supposed to be doing.” He tossed his cup in the trash, and couldn’t help but wonder how different their lives might have been if he hadn’t made the decisions he’d made in the past. “So, tell me, Madison, how’s life now that you’re back from Ohio?”

“Let’s just say I wish I was living a carefree life, too, but I suppose it was finally my time to do the adulting thing. I can’t stop progress.”

Ryan couldn’t take his eyes off her. She appeared to have just rolled out of bed, but that didn’t stop him from admiring the woman she’d become. Even with the jam in the corner of her mouth, he found her beautiful. Without giving it a second thought, he leaned in and swept the sweet strawberry jam off her lip. Madison’s face blushed and her eyes sparkled as she pulled the napkin to her mouth.

“You must think me an absolute slob,” she said, peering over her coffee cup. “I wasn’t expecting to run into anyone I know.”

“Don’t you know that’s when it always happens?”

“You know what?” Madison threw her arms up in surrender. “I don’t care. I am who I am.”

“And there’s nothing wrong with that.” They shared a laugh before his phone rang. He glanced at the number and sighed. “Sorry, I have to take this.” Madison gestured her approval with a thumbs-up, and Ryan pushed his chair back and answered. “Hey, Sally. What’s up?”

To his relief, she called to say his next appointment was canceled because the dog that was supposed to come in for his checkup and shots had run off, and the owners were driving all over the neighborhood trying to find him. After Sally’s long-winded explanation, complete with sound effects, she hung up.

Madison balled up the remnants of the bagel wrapping and swallowed her last bite. “Is everything all right?”

“Surprisingly, yes. I thought for sure it was another emergency, but I now have an extended break. Thanks to a runaway dog.”

“Oh, no! Should we help look for it? I hate to think it could run into the road and get hit by a car.”

Offering to look would be a kind thing, but if he chased around every animal that got away, he’d get nothing done. He needed this small reprieve. “I’m sure they’ll find him soon enough, and even if we found him, I doubt he’d run to his veterinarian.”

Madison giggled. “Yep, that makes sense.” She leaned forward. “I’ve thought about getting a dog, a rescue. I’m in that big old house by myself most of the time, and it kind of wigs me out.”

“I can’t imagine you’d have any trouble, but it’s not a bad idea. Did you have a dog in Ohio?”

“No. I’ve never had a dog or a cat.” She tucked her wayward hair behind her ear. “I sort of had a cat—it was a stray, so not a cuddly thing like you’d expect from a cat.”

“I beg to differ. I think you’d find most cats would sooner toss you aside than give you the time of day.”

“No. Really?”

“I mean, sure, they purr when they want something, but a feline can be—pardon the expression—bitchy.”

“But you had a cat growing up. It seemed sweet to me.”

Ryan took in Madison’s endearing animation. “Maybe to you and Francine, but to me, she was a stuck-up, condescending bitch.”

“Stop it.”

“Okay, not all cats are like that, but for your safety, get a dog.”

Madison seemed to drift away from the conversation. She grew quiet and played with her napkin by folding it into a tight square.

“Did I say something wrong?” he asked.

Madison glanced in his direction. “Wrong? Not at all. Sorry, I was just thinking about my horses back home—I mean, in Ohio. It’s funny that I’d think of Ohio as home.”

“It’s not so funny. You’ve spent all your adult life there, haven’t you?”

Madison now unfolded her napkin. “Do you think it’s odd that I don’t quite feel like I belong anywhere? Maybe it’s because I don’t have my horses.” Her gaze drifted toward the window. “I’ve never felt settled without one. They provide comfort to me, unlike anything else.”

Ryan’s attention turned toward the window as well, as if doing so would give him answers on a way to help her. He owed her that much, but nothing came to mind, and so he pushed aside his impulse to offer any. All these years later, Ryan had hoped his guilt for his role in her father’s death would bury itself firmly in the ground, but now, here she sat, bringing the events front and center in his mind. He wanted to confess, but that would only unburden himself, and cause Madison unthinkable pain. No, he’d bite his tongue. “Maybe you should get another horse.”

She leaned back in her chair and stared in his direction. “Trust me. I would if I could.”

“What’s stopping you?”

She tossed her mutilated napkin in the trash can. “No barn and no money.”

His heart ached for her. “I see your dilemma, but…”

“You know what, Ryan? I think I’ll just get a dog, and if I really want to scare any ghosts away in my big old house, I might even look for the bitchiest cat I can find.”

Her green eyes lit up, and she had a determined expression. One of defiance and determination. He envied that. “That ought to do it.”

Ryan’s phone rang out. “Yikes, the time got away from me. I need to run.” He scooted his chair back, which screeched across the floor as his phone continued to ring.

“It’s fine. I should get going anyway,” she said, then came to a stand.

Ryan nodded and answered the phone to hear Sally frantically yelling for him to get back to the clinic. “What? Our runaway dog got hit? Seriously? Prep for surgery.” He turned toward Madison to see a pained expression flood her face.

“Go—get out of here!” She shooed him away.

Madison envied his passion for helping those in need. He had direction—a career. She crunched numbers for her former boyfriend’s family business, and they’d handed that job to her on a silver platter. Madison wanted more.

She thought about Ryan, wishing for a more carefree life. Perhaps carefree time is what he imagined for himself. She had time, but no genuine passion. Her only passion remained in a barn in Ohio.

Madison had hoped by deciding to purchase the house here in York, she’d fulfill a purpose that would satisfy her, but as each day ran into the next, she’d never felt further from her dreams of being a riding instructor and running her own business.

She opened the Bagel Basket’s door and stepped into the sun feeling more determined than ever to find a way to build her dream.
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Madison admired Ryan’s gait, and his copper brown hair that shone with the sun as he jogged to his pickup truck. She’d always thought of Nathan, her ex, as handsome, but Ryan had grown to become quite attractive in his own right. She shook off her rambling thoughts and headed toward her second-hand Camry.

A light breeze blew her wisps of hair across her face, but the chill in the air kept her arms crossed tightly over her chest. She gazed toward the sky. A large cloud crept over the sun, and she shivered. Her previous comfort from being with Ryan and the warmth of her coffee in her hand seemed nothing more than an illusion. The reality of her situation hung over her, much like the puff of gray blocking the sun. She opened the car door and slid inside, feeling grateful she’d chosen to drive instead of taking her usual walk.

Madison turned the corner. Her mother’s car sat in the driveway. “Bloody hell.”

She put the car into park and took the slow walk of guilt to the house. Madison and her mother were finally getting along, and she had to go and forget to call her back. She braced herself for her mother’s bitter greeting, then opened the door. To her surprise, her mom was singing along to the lyrics of “At Last” by Etta James. This was a sound Madison hadn’t heard from her mom in at least two decades. It brought the phrase music to my ears to a whole new level. Madison couldn’t help but smile.

Her trepidation at seeing her mom drifted away. In its place was the childhood memory of when her mom and dad got along. She’d spied her mother standing at the sink, swaying, and singing along to a tune playing on the radio. Her father had wrapped his arms around her mother from behind, and he’d given her a peck on the top of the head as his hands joined hers, still covered in suds. They were happy once. Madison closed her eyes to hold on to the memory for a moment longer before saying hello.

“Hey there, stranger,” Madison said. “Welcome home.”

Her mother beamed. “You caught me.”

“Indeed.” Her mother’s cheeks turned pink. “I take it everything is going well with you and Vincent.”

“Oh, Madison. You have no idea how well. I can hardly believe it myself.” She appeared as if she’d swallowed a canary, then cleared her throat and turned away. “What have you been up to?”

Madison didn’t want to push the issue and ruin her mother’s good nature, so she considered her mom’s question. “I’m thinking about getting a dog.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Madison. Why would you want a dog?”

Madison pressed her tongue to her inner cheek, trying her best to hold back her need to lash out before responding. “I’m not used to being alone, especially in this house, and I think a dog would be good company.”

Her mother rolled her eyes, and Madison’s insides coiled. “You know what, Mother. I don’t need your permission to get a damn dog, and I certainly don’t need to explain myself to you anymore.” Madison could feel her anxiety level rise and get away from her just as it had done in the past. She huffed and left her mom alone in the kitchen.

“Honestly, Madison,” her mother called after her. “You’re acting like a child! Get a dog if that makes you happy!”

By the time Madison reached the top stair, she knew she’d overreacted, but she wouldn’t subject herself to feeling the fool, so she stayed upstairs and flipped open her laptop. Her top search—dogs for sale in the area. A plethora of adorable dogs scrolled across the screen, and there were too many to consider, causing her angst. She hadn’t a clue of what kind of dog to get. She thought of a lap dog, but she wasn’t sure a lap dog could protect her. She scrolled through images of large dogs, but thought they might be too hard to handle. Her frustration grew, so she gave up and shut her computer.

Madison tugged at her sweatshirt collar, then flopped back on the bed. Maybe her mother was right. She had enough to think about without adding a dog into the mix, never
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