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      Widow Wallis Danforth (50) is looking for a little companionship now that her special needs daughter is becoming more independent. That’s all. Nothing complicated. Unfortunately, dating apps have yielded nothing but jerks and perverts—so many that she’s written a one-act play about her misadventures. But will she be able to resist the younger man who sweeps her off her feet and wants to play all the male roles in her production, including himself?

      
        
        History teacher Harry Kreiger (40) never believed in love at first sight until he witnessed his Princess Charming putting her rude date firmly in his place—out the door of The Homegrown Café. Salsa lessons and starring opposite his heart’s desire turns them from strangers to friends. But when friends become lovers, he’ll have to pull out all the stops to convince Wally that love is more important than age.
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      Positioned with a clear view of The Homegrown Café’s entrance, Wallis Danforth crossed her ankles for good luck and tapped her fingertips on the table to calm the butterflies in her stomach. She’d been on first dates before. So what if her last first date had been almost thirty years ago?

      Well, maybe it wasn’t really a date. Meeting for a chat over breakfast qualified as more of a let’s-get-acquainted meet-up, didn’t it?

      Wally pressed the Home button on her phone and sighed. Fifteen minutes late. Why can’t people be on time?

      As the screen darkened, movement through the window overlooking the street sent the swarm in her belly fluttering again. A dark-haired man pulled open the door and stepped inside. While his face resembled the picture from the dating app, only platform shoes and a year of daily workouts would make him six feet tall and a hundred-eighty pounds.

      Liar, liar, pants on fire.

      Did he really think I wouldn’t notice? It’s not like I care about a perfect body. I just want somebody nice to talk to.

      She pasted on a smile when he met her gaze. “Daniel?”

      A frown accompanied his slow nod. “Wallis?”

      “Yes.” She stood and offered her hand, keeping the table between them. “Did you have a hard time finding the place?”

      “Yes. I was looking for someplace nicer than a greasy-spoon hole-in-the-wall diner. I hope the coffee’s drinkable.” He seemed to take in the cozy café as he sat—without shaking her hand. The frown deepened. “How old is your picture? You said you were a young-looking fifty.”

      “Excuse me?” Sitting back in her chair to glare at him, she crossed her arms under her breasts. Jackass. “There’s nothing greasy or tacky about my friend’s café. And are you kidding me? Have you looked in a mirror? Athletic build? Really? Were you referring to your ego? If anybody could insist on having the lights off, it’s definitely me, you shallow hypocritical jerk.”

      He raised his hands as if to fend off her rebuttal. “Easy there, Wallis. I’m just used to dating younger women and eating at restaurants with real waitstaff, not ordering at the counter and having meals delivered by kids who should probably be in an institution for the mentally retarded.”

      “How dare you?” Wallis shoved the table against the creep, pinning him in his chair as she rose. As hard as she tried, she couldn’t force her voice into the low not-draw-attention volume she would’ve preferred. “For your information, one of those kids you think is mentally retarded is my adult daughter and she’s a heck of a lot smarter than you are where it counts. You could learn a lot about being polite from her, not to mention being on time. Oh, and you have hair dye on your neck, you hateful butthead. Get out before I do something we’ll both regret.”

      With wide eyes, he scrambled backward, knocking over his chair as he escaped from her trap. Two seconds later, he rushed out the door and past the window.

      Applause filled the busy café, bringing heat to Wally’s cheeks and tears to her eyes. Her daughter’s face blurred in the crowd, but not before Wally caught an eye-roll. She plopped into the chair with her face in her hands, ready to give up on trying to find a decent guy to go out with and share a little companionship once in a while.

      “Breakfast is on the house, mama bear.” After the distinctive clack of a tray on the Formica table, a chair scraped across the floor. “Are you okay?”

      Wallis peeked through her fingers at her friend Tate Cochon. “Yeah. I’m sorry for causing a ruckus and for the loser insulting THC.”

      “No apology necessary. None of it was your fault, and my other customers are telling Anabelle and Darren what a good job they do and not to listen to bullies like dye-job Dan.” Tate’s hint of a smile grew into a huge grin. “I expect mom lessons over the next seven months and eighteen-plus years. You were awesome. I can’t wait for you to tell this story at book club tomorrow night.”

      Falling victim to her friend’s infectious mood, Wallis dropped her hands to her lap and snickered. “I need to write that name down! It’s going in the one-act play I’m working on about dating at fifty.”

      “Ooh, that sounds fun.”

      The heavenly scent of cinnamon, ginger, nutmeg, and cloves carried to Wally’s nose. “Is that a pumpkin-spice scone?”

      “Pumpkin-spice scone plus a helping of potato, spinach, and mushroom breakfast bake and a cup of vanilla chai with almond milk.” Tate unloaded each item in front of Wallis and then set aside the tray. “Eat while it’s hot. You know, I bet tips are going to be amazing today. What do you think of me donating them to The Up Side of Downs in Dan’s name?”

      “As long as he doesn’t get the tax benefit for a charitable contribution. I can’t believe I thought he was worthy of a first date. The self-absorbed misogynistic weenie.”

      “Speaking from experience, I’d say this mistake was a pretty minor one.” Grabbing the empty tray, her friend rose. “I need to get back to the kitchen, but I’ll see you tomorrow evening at my house.”

      “You bet. Thanks for breakfast.” Wally scooped a bite of casserole, more grateful than ever for her book club friends. Her cell buzzed and lit up with a vaguely familiar number next to the plate. Exchanging the fork for the phone, she tapped the Answer button and lifted the device to her ear. “Hello.”

      “Hello, Wallis? This is Norma Jenkins. Do you have a minute?”

      Wally’s pulse kicked up like she’d hoped it would for her date. Technically, it had, but for the wrong reasons. “Norma, hi. A minute. An hour. Do you have news about the inspections?”

      “Other than a minor leak in the employee restroom and one outlet that needs replaced, all the reports came back with no issues. Closing is still set for ten o’clock Monday morning. I’m emailing a copy of the reports and the amount for the check right now.”

      “That’s really good news.”

      “It is! Wallis, I can’t tell you how pleased I am that you’re making sure the bookstore stays open. It’s one of Wellington’s oldest businesses. My newsletter goes out on the first Tuesday of each month, so let me know if you need help promoting the changes you have planned.”

      Warmed by her real estate agent’s enthusiasm, Wally made a mental note to add the information to her calendar. “That would be awesome. I appreciate all you’ve done to make this happen. I’ll send you the new logo and schedule this afternoon. You should probably remind me in the email you’re sending now, though. Menopause is harder on my brain cells than parenting.”

      Norma’s hoot of laughter chased away the last of Dan’s negativity. “I remember those days and sympathize. Reminder added. Oops! Gotta go. I have another call. Talk to you soon, Wallis!”

      The line went dead, and the moral support of her female friends tempted Wally to relegate dating to the same cemetery. Bobby might chastise her from the grave for giving up on men, but he wasn’t the one trying to navigate the dating world.

      Ten years. Has it really been that long?

      “Excuse me. Do you mind if I set my coffee on your table while I look for my keys? I hope I didn’t lock them in my car again.”

      Looking up from her phone, she barely smothered a giggle at the man’s outfit of high-water red pants hiked up to his chest paired with a white-collared yellow shirt and a droopy blue bowtie beneath his corduroy blazer. “Sounds like me lately. Take your time.”

      “Thanks.” He patted the front and back pockets of his trousers and moved on to the large one on his shirt. After checking beneath his whirligig cap, he stuffed his hands into his jacket pockets. “I feel like I should apologize for all the decent guys of— Aha! Found them. Anyway, your date was a cad. You’re beautiful, no matter your age, and way too good for the likes of him. And Anabelle—your daughter, right? She’s better than most at waiting tables and taking orders. Always polite and helpful. She’s quite fortunate to have you for a mother.”

      Despite the thicker-than-necessary compliments, Wally offered him a genuine smile. “Thank you. You’re very kind to say so.”

      “Just calling it like I see it.” He scratched at his reddish-brown beard stubble with his keys and then picked up his to-go cup. “I’d better get going to play rehearsal or I’ll be late. It was a pleasure to meet you, Anabelle’s mother. I hope to see you again.”

      Hmm. Me too. “Wallis. Wallis Danforth. I enjoyed meeting you too.”

      “Wallis. Like Wallis Simpson, Edward VIII’s wife? Lovely. Absolutely stunning.” Laugh lines formed at the corners of his bright blue eyes to accompany his charming demeanor. “You, I mean. A name makes a person neither beautiful nor ugly. Harry Kreiger at your service, my lady. I’m thoroughly enchanted, but I really must go or the director will have my head.”

      A bubble of laughter escaped. “Of course.”

      He bowed and turned toward the exit. Then, digging in his back pocket, he spun back around, sending the propeller on his cap twirling. Less than a minute later, he handed her a pair of what appeared to be tickets. “For tonight’s performance. I hope you and Anabelle can attend.”

      Bold text on the cardstock proclaimed to admit one to the high school’s production of The Misadventures of Alice this evening at seven o’clock.

      Intrigued by his unassuming and unaffected nature, she slipped the tickets into the outer pocket of her purse. “We’d love to, Harry. Thank you. Break a leg.”

      “Thank you, dear Wallis. I shall endeavor to do my best.” After another bow, he dodged a family of four entering the café and dashed out the door.

      An involuntary grin tickled her lips as he disappeared past the window, his black-and-white Converse high-tops leading the way. Harry Kreiger seemed to be the Dread Pirate Roberts, Ichabod Crane, and a British royalty expert all rolled into one funny and adorable nerd.

      Curiosity got the better of her as she savored the rest of her breakfast, and a quick Google search produced a photo—minus facial hair—and a brief bio of a Wellington High School history teacher, performer, and playwright. Not only did he write plays and act, he played the saxophone and sang. The man was evidently as talented as he was kind, witty, and intelligent. He also didn’t seem to care about her age, since the creep had announced it to the whole café. Was he older, younger, the same age as she was?

      Now why couldn’t I find a guy like him on the dating app? Probably a married flirt with my luck. Sigh.

      “Mom, you were awesome.” Anabelle wrapped her arms around Wally from the side and kissed her cheek. “I’m so proud of you.”

      Resting her head against her daughter’s, Wally gave her a one-armed hug. “Thanks, sweetie. I’m proud of you too. You and Darren have every right to be upset about the things he said, but you didn’t let it bother you.”

      “He’s a dumb old meanie. What he thinks of us doesn’t matter.” Anabelle loosened her comforting hold and began gathering the empty dishes. “Can I get you anything else before you go?”

      How did you get to be so grown up already? “No, thank you. I’m fine.”

      “Okay. Thanks for coming in for breakfast. See you again soon.” Clearly pleased with her ability to remember all Tate had taught her about waiting tables, Anabelle grinned and carried the loaded tray toward the kitchen.

      That’s my girl.

      Wally slipped her phone into her purse and reached for her jacket on the back of the chair. Life consisted of one adjustment after another, leaving her no choice but to go with the flow. She’d discovered happily-ever-after and survived losing her husband. Their only child might have been born with an extra chromosome, but she’d taught Wally the meanings of true love, happiness, and blessing. Anabelle’s developing independence was simply the next step.

      “Are you okay, Wallis?” The white-haired president of the Wellington Garden Club stood where Harry had a minute ago with her lips pursed, looking every bit like the long-retired teacher she was. “You’re not crying over that horribly rude man with the bad dye job, are you?”

      “Goodness, no, Mrs. Crenshaw.” Wally swiped at the wetness on her cheek and sucked in a slow calming breath. “I’m just feeling emotional because my baby is so much more exceptional than I ever imagined she could be.”

      The old woman grasped Wally’s hand and gave it a firm squeeze. “That’s because she’s had a wonderful role model to emulate. Keep up the good work, young lady.”

      Although a chuckle got free, Wally managed to stop an unladylike snort. “Young? I don’t think so. Some days I feel a hundred years old.”

      Mrs. Crenshaw clucked her tongue. “Pish. Age is just a number. Being young comes from the heart. Take it from someone who’s a lot closer to a hundred than you.”

      “Wiser too.”

      “Maybe about people, but all this new technology makes my head hurt. Oh, here comes my granddaughter. You have a wonderful day, dear.” With a wave, the oldest resident in town weaved through the order line that now extended out the exit.

      Gathering her belongings, Wallis could only hope the changes she planned for the bookstore generated half as much success as The Homegrown Café since its grand opening two months ago. At least Black Friday and the holiday season would boost sales in the failing business she wanted to save.

      Certain Tate didn’t have a spare moment to say goodbye, Wally followed the path Mrs. Crenshaw had taken to the sidewalk. The November chill forced her to turn up her collar for the short walk to the parking lot across the street, but it reminded her that Thanksgiving was only days away and she had a lot to be thankful for.

      The car finally blew warm air from the vents as she approached the bookstore. Police lights flashed on in front of her, bringing her to a full stop next to the two-story building
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