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Chapter One

Laid off. Downsized. Services no longer required. No matter how they worded it, Maddie was out of a job. The long walk back to her desk took her through the main office where her co-workers couldn’t bring themselves to look at her. It was amazing how many picked up the telephone, speaking urgently in what she guessed were one-sided conversations. She supposed she didn’t blame them.

She made it back to her tiny cubicle on the outer wall. It was a small, awkward space but at least she had a slice of window; it helped her to feel that she had contact with the outside world. There had been times during the six months she’d worked here when it had seemed that it was just her, her computer and the endless stream of paperwork that flowed over her desk day after day. She really should have considered that when she’d decided to pursue a career in accounting. Numbers were fine, but Maddie liked people, liked to interact, but there was very little chance of that in her present job. Correction... her former job.

She stood beside her desk and tried not to smile. The truth was, she was glad to be leaving. If she wasn’t careful she’d be laughing out loud, and that would never do. She was one of a team of eight who had been assigned to a specific account, and the other team members had been devastated by the news. It wouldn’t do to appear happy in front of them, when their lives seemed to be crumbling. Especially now, with Christmas only two months away. Tomorrow was Halloween. Trick or treat.

What had management said? Beside the part about losing the account, of course? Something about cleaning up your personal workspace and taking the rest of the day off. Paycheques would be available tomorrow, could they come back? They’d phrased it all so politely.

She glanced around the cubicle. There was nothing here she wanted. She hadn’t brought in personal items like most of the rest of the staff. Maybe on some subconscious level she’d known that it was only temporary.

She walked to the window and looked down on Olympic Plaza. They’d started flooding the rink yesterday, much earlier than normal. A popular gathering spot year round, it had been built for the Olympics in 1988. The ice, fresh and pristine, reflected glints of sunlight. She lifted her gaze to what she could see of the Rockies between the tall buildings. First in sight were the foothills, and then farther in the distance, jagged snow-covered peaks stood out against the horizon. The sight never failed to thrill her and remind her that she’d made a good decision when she moved to Calgary.

In her eagerness to get going, she almost forgot the beautiful Cross pen that Lily had given her when she started six months ago. At least she didn’t have to worry about her roommate’s reaction to her sudden lack of employment. Right from the beginning, Lily had questioned why she was pursuing her CGA degree. It was a heavy load, studying almost every night and working full time during the day. Oddly enough, Maddie had thought she was enjoying it. Or at least that’s what she’d been telling herself. It wasn’t until moments ago when she’d been informed that her services were no longer required that she realized she was happy to be free.

Free. This time she did smile. So she’d wasted a year and a half. That wasn’t long in the great scheme of things; besides, the time hadn’t really been wasted. Now she had a much better grasp of finances than when she’d started the course. That had to count for something. What was it her father had always said? “Knowledge is a valuable tool to have in your toolbox.” Something like that. She sobered as she thought about her parents. She missed them every day, even though they’d been gone for five years now. Those oft-repeated sayings of her father’s were becoming truer every day. She fingered the pen, slipped it into her purse and reached for her coat.

She walked through the large outer office, smiling and nodding to anyone who would meet her gaze. She had no idea where she was going, except that she was getting out of the office.

The elevator was on the top floor, and she watched the numbers change as it came closer. She would miss this building. One of the older buildings in Calgary, it had been purchased by an oil exploration company. Not surprising, since that’s where all the money was these days.

The new owners had treated the old structure with respect. They had upgraded the services while retaining all of the old charm. Maddie had been thrilled when she found that they’d kept the wood and brass interior of the elevator cars. The metal required constant polishing, but there was something solid about the inlaid wood panels, surrounded by ornately carved brass frames. The lobby was several stories high and featured two massive chandeliers, but in her opinion the best thing the new owners had done was to keep the concierge desk, and the old gentleman who manned it. David Hawthorne was seventy if he was a day, and was unfailingly cheerful and polite to everyone who took the time to speak to him. She wondered if David had known about the upcoming layoffs; he seemed to know everything that was happening in the building.

A soft ping alerted her to the arrival of the elevator. The doors opened to reveal two men inside. They glanced at her and stepped aside, but continued their conversation.

“...Christmas decorations in the stores and Halloween isn’t even over yet.” The shorter of the two men was speaking.

“Tell me about it.” The tall one nodded. “And I have a ten-year-old to buy for.” He sounded genuinely worried. “I have no idea what to get her.”

“Why don’t you ask her?” The words popped out of Maddie’s mouth. When would she learn to keep her thoughts to herself?

He turned slowly. “I’m sorry, did you say something?” There was a touch of frost in his voice, but he was looking at her as though she might be his saviour.

She didn’t have anything to lose. She braced herself and looked up into eyes that were green, flecked with gold. “I said why don’t you ask her?”

He seemed to consider her words for a moment, and then gave his head a quick shake. “She’s only ten.”

Maddie didn’t like the way he dismissed her. “Haven’t you heard? Ten is the new thirty.”

The elevator came to a stop in the lobby. The man stepped back with a courtly gesture, allowed her to exit first, then caught up to her in a few strides. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to be rude.” He gestured helplessly with his hands. It seemed out of place coming from him; he gave the appearance of being in control of everything in his life. “You see... I just...” He sucked in a lungful of air. “It’s my niece’s first year without her parents, and I’m not very experienced at this.”

The man who’d been in the elevator with him was waiting a few steps away. Green Eyes looked up. “See you tomorrow, Bruce.” The man gave a quick nod and walked away.

Maddie watched him make his way through the revolving door. “I’m so glad the new owners of the building kept that revolving door in place. It adds to the charm of the lobby, don’t you think?”

He gave her an odd look, then got back on topic. “Do you think that’s a good idea, asking a ten-year-old girl what she wants? Seriously?”

Maddie thought back to all of the gifts she’d received when she was a child. She’d been grateful to receive them, but they were rarely what she wanted. Judy Blume books when she’d rather have had RL Stine, tartan kilts when she’d rather have a cool pair of jeans. She felt guilty for thinking of it now, but if she could save one little girl from a similar fate, then she’d have accomplished something.

“Yes,” she said, noticing the way his dark brown hair curled just above his collar. “I’d be willing to bet that she knows exactly what she wants.”

He absorbed her words then nodded slowly. “All right, I’ll do that.” He smiled, and his demeanor changed radically. He really was quite handsome when he smiled. “Thanks for the help.” He waited for her to start walking and strode along beside her. “So you like the revolving doors, do you?”

She smiled up at him. “I do. They’re not something you see in new buildings.” They passed the concierge desk and she waved at David. “Goodbye, David. See you later.” She wasn’t about to discuss her recently unemployed status in front of the tall man at her side.

Green Eyes allowed her to enter the revolving door first, then started it moving with a push of his hand. For some reason she always took baby steps when walking through the door and she was slightly off balance when she popped out onto the sidewalk, but managed to recover.

“That sun is deceiving,” she said, pulling her coat closed at the throat. “It’s cold out here.”

He was wearing a beautifully cut short overcoat with a soft tartan scarf draped around his neck. She wondered idly if his wife helped him pick out his clothes. If so, she had excellent taste.

“Well,” he said, extending his hand, “I have a meeting, but thanks for the advice.”

“You’re welcome.” She took his hand. “Good luck with your shopping.”

He released her hand, turned away and then turned back. “I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name.”

“Maddie.” She smiled. “Maddie LaRocque.”

“Pleased to meet you, Maddie. I’m Chase Drummond.” He flipped up the collar of his overcoat. “Have a good evening.”

She stared after him for several long moments. Chase Drummond. She backed up a few steps and looked up at the massive piece of granite over the entrance. Drummond Building. And she’d told him she approved of the door! She almost laughed aloud. What other surprises did today have in store for her? She wasn’t sure she wanted to find out.

* * *

Maddie found herself walking toward the outdoor skating rink at Olympic Plaza, which suited her just fine because she wasn’t ready to go home yet. The area was popular with nearby office workers all year long, and Maddie was no exception. In the summer months, she frequently walked the block and a half at lunch time. Come to think of it, the fresh air and pleasant surroundings had probably helped her stay sane during her incarceration at CCA Accounting.

She really had to stop thinking like that; nobody had forced her to work for the accounting firm. She crossed Eighth Avenue and ran lightly up a set of shallow steps leading into the Plaza. The last slanting rays of the sun lit up the far side of the rink, the spot where she usually sat during warmer weather. Thankfully it was deserted now; she didn’t feel like engaging in conversation.

She sat down and stared at the ice without really seeing it. The reality of what had happened this afternoon was just starting to sink in, and the pressure of tears began to build behind her eyes.

“No,” she said aloud, hunching into her coat and rocking back and forth. “I won’t let this get me down.”

For a brief moment, she wondered how Allan would take the news and then stilled, startled by the direction of her thoughts. Allan wasn’t part of her life anymore. That had ended over six months ago.

Why had she thought about him now? Was he so firmly associated with failure in her mind? She let out a long, shuddering breath of air. She’d met Allan Jameson during her final year at Simon Fraser University. He was a couple of years older, but she’d been attracted to him instantly. They dated several times before he told her he was a widower and had a young son. 

Her thoughts drifted to Connor, and she wondered how he was doing. He’d been a shy young boy of four when she first met him, and it was Maddie who had suspected the child was dyslexic. She’d learned everything she could about dyslexia, and the boy had slowly come out of his shell after his condition had been formally diagnosed and dealt with.

Looking back now, she had to ask herself if she’d loved the child more than the father. Or was that her way of handling rejection?

She’d thought things were going well. Allan could be a bit domineering, but she attributed that to the fact that he was older. She’d been working in the accounting department at a large lumber supplier, and when she’d been promoted for the second time, Allan had suggested she look into studying for her CGA.

Things changed while she was studying for her accounting degree. She didn’t know why she hadn’t recognized the signs at the time; it was so clear to her now. While she was at home studying – a built-in babysitter – Allan had been going out in the evenings.

And then a little over six months ago, he’d announced he was going to marry his late wife’s sister.

The sun slipped behind one of the tall buildings surrounding the plaza, and Maddie shivered. Hearing Allan’s announcement had been the second lowest point of her life. How could she have thought they were building a life together when clearly he’d been heading in a different direction? She didn’t know which was worse... losing Allan, or the loss of confidence at her failure to see what had been right under her nose.

It had taken her some time to realize it was partly her fault. After the deaths of her parents, she’d ached to be part of a family again, and had convinced herself that she’d found a family with Allan and Connor.

Not that Allan was guiltless. He’d talked about a future as well, but in vague, unspecific terms. She dabbed at a tear that had managed to escape. What hurt most was that she’d come to love Connor. For the first few months after she’d left Vancouver, she worried about him constantly, surprised that he’d become such a big part of her life. The experience had left her shaken. Thank goodness for Lily, who had encouraged her to come to Calgary to ‘start fresh’.

Thinking of Lily now, she had to smile. Everyone should have a friend like Lily Hsu. Friends since high school, they were opposite in almost every aspect. With encouragement from her friend, Maddie was slowly regaining her confidence. She hadn’t dated yet, but that would come. In the meantime, she wouldn’t make the same mistake again.

Chapter Two

“You don’t look very upset about it.” Lily had insisted on opening a bottle of wine when she heard Maddie’s news. Her movements were quick and efficient as she screwed in the corkscrew and drew out the cork. She sniffed the wine and splashed some merlot in each of their glasses.

“I know.” Maddie swirled the wine. “Does that make me a flake?”

Lily hopped up onto the stool across from Maddie. “Hardly.”  She raised her glass in a quasi-salute. “You’re the least flaky person I know. Look at it this way. You were lucky to escape.”

“You never were overly enthusiastic about me studying for my degree.” Maggie glanced across at her friend, who didn’t deny it. “It looks like you were right.”

Lily made an impatient gesture with her hand. “It’s not about who’s right. It’s about you being stuck in a job that you didn’t really like. Now you’re free to get on with the next phase of your life.”

Maddie gave a rueful smile. “I thought I was doing that when I moved out here.” She glanced around the spacious apartment. “I keep thinking that I’m cramping your style.”

Lily raised one shapely eyebrow. “Don’t worry. The men aren’t exactly beating down my door these days.” She didn’t look the slightest bit concerned.

“That’s because none of them meet your exacting standards.” Maddie studied her friend openly. Lily had done that thing with her hair again. That thing Maddie could never figure out. She twisted it somehow with a flick of her wrist and shoved a couple of chopsticks through the loose knot to hold it. Maddie’s hair was long as well, but she’d never been able to achieve the same effect.

“You need Asian hair to do this,” her friend would say, yanking at her long black tresses. “You have the wrong genes.”

Lily was small and stunningly beautiful. It wasn’t unusual for men to trip over their feet when they walked past her in the street. Born of a Thai mother and a Taiwanese father, she had grown up in Vancouver where her parents owned an import/export business on the fringes of Chinatown. 

Maddie stared into her wine glass. She’d promised herself to take a day before thinking about what to do next, but that was easier said than done. She’d always worked. Even in high school she’d had a part-time job of some sort or the other.

“So what do you think you’ll do?” Lily had always had an uncanny ability to sense what was bothering her, and today was no different.

“I don’t know.” Maddie took a sip of wine. “I was going to put off thinking about it, but that’s not working. Trouble is, I honestly don’t know what I’d like to do next.”

“You could come to work for me.” Lily tilted her head to one side. “But somehow I don’t see you working in a silk screening studio.” Lily owned the premiere textile silk screening studio in Alberta, and had recently added fabric purses and casual resort wear to her catalogue. The new items were selling so quickly she was having trouble keeping up with demand.

“Thanks for the offer, but you’re right.” Maddie ran her fingers up and down the stem of her wineglass. “I suppose with Christmas around the corner I could get something temporary. All the stores will probably be hiring.”

“Retail clerk?” Lily’s perfectly shaped nose wrinkled in distaste. “At Christmas? You’d hate it after five minutes.”

“You’re probably right, but speaking of Christmas, you’ll never guess who I met today.”

“Come on, Maddie. You know I don’t like guessing games.”

“Okay, okay. I met Chase Drummond.”

Lily sat up a little straighter. “Chase Drummond as in Drummond Exploration?”

“And the Drummond Building.”

“That’s right.” Lily tapped her lips. “He owns the building you were working in. What’s he like?”

Maddie thought for a moment. “Tall, dark brown hair, greenish gold eyes. Quite handsome, actually. And nice.”

“Nice? No guy wants to be called nice.” Lily rolled her eyes.

“Well, I only talked to him for a couple of minutes.” Maddie thought back to the scene in the elevator. “I butted in on his conversation. He was talking about buying a Christmas gift for a ten year old girl, and I put in my two cents worth.”

Lily frowned. “I didn’t think he was married. His picture is in the paper a lot, and he always seems to have an attractive woman on his arm.”

“The same one?”

Lily lifted her shoulders. “I’ve never paid that much attention. So what about the girl? Who is she?”

Maddie looked into her empty glass. She didn’t remember drinking the wine. “I got the impression that she’s a relative but he didn’t actually say that. He said something about it being her first year without her parents.”

“And he doesn’t know what to get her for Christmas, and you offered to help.”

Lost in thought, Maddie didn’t reply.

“Well, did you?” Lily was becoming impatient.

“Did I what?”

“Did you offer to help?”

Maddie shook her head. “Sorry, no. But you’ve got me thinking. How many people are there downtown who have no idea what to get their loved ones for Christmas? And if they do know what they want, they have no idea where to get it.”

Lily caught on right away. “Not to mention the gift wrapping. Most men I know would rather eat worms than wrap a gift. And for the ones who have already bought a gift, you could offer a gift-wrapping service.” Her dark eyes sparkled with enthusiasm. “You have such creative ideas when it comes to gift wrapping.”

“It’s something I’ve always enjoyed doing...” Maddie’s words trailed off. “What am I thinking? I’d need somewhere to set up a little shop. There’s not likely to be anything available at this time of year. And even if there was, they’d want top rates for it.”

Lily splashed some more wine into their glasses, her brow furrowed in concentration. “You’d need somewhere downtown. I think that’s where your business would come from, agreed? Men mostly, who either hate the idea of Christmas shopping or don’t have the time.” Her gaze turned inward and she tapped a finger against her lips, the way she always did when she was trying to remember something. “Wasn’t there one of those little shops in the lobby of the Drummond Building? You know, the ones that used to sell cigarettes and chocolate bars and magazines?” She looked across the counter. “That would be perfect for you.”

Maddie brightened. “You’re right. That would be an ideal spot. It was closed up before I started working there. Something about the new building owners not wanting to sell cigarettes. It’s been well camouflaged. They put down an area rug with some comfy seating and massive plants. You don’t even notice that it’s there. I suppose if they were willing to move things around, it could work.” She nodded to herself. “It could work very nicely.”

“So. You’ll go and look into it tomorrow, right?” 

Maddie sometimes wondered if Lily made up for her small size by being so pushy. And yet she was right...there was no time to waste.

“I have to go back to pick up my cheque tomorrow. I suppose I could ask David about it. He’ll know where to direct me.”

“David?” Lily gave her a puzzled look. “Do I know him?”

“No. David is the concierge. He has a desk just to the right of the entrance.” She nodded to herself. “He knows everything that goes on in the building.”

“Then he’s your man.” Lily toyed with her wineglass. “I have a good feeling about this. You’ll go in the morning, right?”

Maddie knew better than to argue. “Yes, I’ll get right on it.”

“Good. I could eat something. How about you?”

Maddie was surprised to realize that she was hungry. “Yes, but I’m not sure what we have.” She slid off the stool.

“It’s my turn to cook.” Lily pulled open a drawer and pulled out a handful of takeout menus. “How about some Thai food? It won’t be as good as my mother’s but it will do.” She picked up her cell phone, scrolled through her numbers and was soon ordering.

* * *

Maddie studied her reflection in the mirror the next morning. Her eyes sparkled with an enthusiasm that had been missing for some time now. She turned sideways, studied her profile, then turned back to face the mirror. Confident. That’s the image she wanted to project. She had no doubt that the requirements for renting space in the Drummond Building were fairly stringent. It might be an older building, but it was in a prime location, and commanded some of the highest rates in the city.

Her long auburn hair hung down her back in a single braid. Lily had assured her that her hair was perfect for this style, and had encouraged her to leave a few strands loose. She fussed with them now, a sure sign that she was nervous.

The truth was, Maddie didn’t need to work. Her parents had died suddenly while on a river cruise in Europe, victims of a virulent strain of food poisoning that had affected everyone on the boat. Her parents and three others had died. In an effort to minimize publicity, the cruise line had paid a large amount to the estates of the victims. Shortly thereafter, Maddie had realized that she couldn’t live in the family home. Memories of happy times spent there with her parents haunted her in every room. Each time she entered the kitchen, she expected to see her mother, and she couldn’t bring herself to go into her father’s office, where the scent of his cigars still lingered. Real estate had been at an all-time high, and her father’s financial consultant advised her to sell the home. As a result, she had more money than she ever dreamed she would have, but being rich was no consolation. No amount of money could replace her parents, and it became a matter of pride to be self-supporting. Irrational perhaps, but she felt strongly about it, and this recent setback had done nothing to change her mind. She checked her appearance one last time and headed downtown.

* * *

“Good morning, David.”

The concierge smiled when he spotted Maddie. “There you are, my girl. I heard about CCA.” He glanced up at the clock above the elevators. It was well past her usual arrival time. “I take it you were caught up in that.”

Maddie was touched at his concern. “I was, yes. But after the initial shock wore off, I realized that accounting wasn’t really for me.” She stepped aside as someone asked him for directions.

“So tell me, what are you going to do now?” The observant eyes didn’t miss much. She wore a flared cape over slim slacks that were tucked into tall boots.

“That’s partly why I’m here.” She gestured to the corner of the lobby where the smoke shop used to be. “I’m hoping to rent that little shop for a couple of months.” She raised an eyebrow in question. “Do you think the powers that be would consider it?”

The concierge frowned. “The smoke shop? I don’t know. All I know is that the Drummonds didn’t want the tenant to sell cigarettes, and when his lease was up, he refused to stop selling them, so they countered by refusing to renew the lease.” He gave a wry smile. “It made the papers.”

“Huh. That was just before I moved to Calgary.” She tapped her fingers on the desk and looked thoughtfully in the direction of the former shop. “Who should I see about renting it?”

“That would be Mr. Drummond.”

Maddie couldn’t contain her surprise. “Are you serious? Surely he doesn’t take care of the rentals. He must have someone who does that.”

David shrugged. “Those are my instructions. Hey, didn’t I see you talking to him yesterday?”

“Yes, but I didn’t know it was him at the time. I was making some silly comment about liking the revolving door.”

David grinned. “He’ll have enjoyed that. He fought to keep the door in place.”

“Did he?” Maddie glanced at the door and then back at the concierge. “Maybe he’ll remember me.”

David wiggled his eyebrows. “Oh I don’t think there’s any question about that.”

Maddie laughed. “Thanks, David. You know how to make a girl feel special.” She turned to walk away, then turned back. “I’ll let you know how I make out, okay?”

Chapter Three

As the elevator approached the top floor, Maddie took in a long, steadying breath. By the time the doors opened, she was smiling and composed.

The reception area for Drummond Enterprises was discreetly elegant. Brass letters mounted on the wall behind the reception desk spelled out the company name. 

Maddie had taken the time to Google Drummond Enterprises last night. The company had been started in the 1940s and ’50s by Chase Drummond’s grandfather. According to reports, the man had a nose for oil, a skill which he passed on to his son, who had gone on to multiply the family fortunes. The present CEO of Drummond Enterprises, Chase Drummond, had continued his father’s practice of diversification. It seemed that the company had a stake in virtually every facet of the oil business. As a result, they were one of the most successful privately held companies in the province of Alberta.

An attractive receptionist greeted her with a smile. “May I help you?”

“I’d like to see Chase Drummond, please.” Maddie knew that it was unlikely he would see her without an appointment, but she had to try.

“Is Mr. Drummond expecting you?” The receptionist’s gaze darted to a young girl sitting in the reception area, then came back to rest on Maddie.

“No, he isn’t.” She watched the receptionist key in something on her computer. “My name is Maddie LaRocque. I understand that Mr. Drummond handles rentals in the building. We met yesterday.”

Was that a flicker of interest on the receptionist’s face? Maddie wasn’t sure.

“Mr. Drummond is in a meeting right now, but you’re welcome to wait if you wish.”

“Thank you, I think I will.” Maddie walked over to the waiting area and sank down in one of the comfortable chairs. The young girl looked up, and Maddie could tell the child was going to be a beauty when she grew up. Coppery red hair hung down from a straight part, and eyes the colour of caramel looked at her gravely.

The child closed the magazine she had been reading, but Maddie noticed that she marked her place. “Are you waiting for my uncle?” the girl asked.

Mr. Drummond is your uncle? Yes. I suppose it was foolish to show up without an appointment, but I thought I’d try.”

“He’s a very busy man.” The young girl let out a resigned sigh. “He wasn’t expecting me either. There was a gas leak at school, and they evacuated us.” She pulled out a cell phone and looked at it. “I called my uncle, and he sent Declan to get me. We’re going to have lunch together.”

“That should be fun, but it sounds like you might have a long wait.”

“I don’t mind. My uncle takes me to the neatest places, and in the meantime, I can read my magazine.”

Maddie tilted her head. The girl was reading Marie Claire. “You like fashion magazines?”

The child’s smile lit up the reception area. “I read them every chance I get. There’s so much to learn if I’m going to make it in the fashion industry.” She opened the magazine.

Maddie had to work to keep a straight face. “I understand it’s a very competitive business. What part of it interests you?”

“I’d like to get into design.” She looked intently at an ad for a couture dress, and her small finger traced the lines. “I want to design clothes that people can actually wear.”

“You mean like Donna Karan?”

“I wish.” The eyes that looked at Maddie were surprisingly mature. “I’d love to be as good as her some day.”

“I think she’s fantastic.” Maddie settled back, aware that the girl was studying her.

“I like your outfit.”

The remark made Maddie smile. “Thank you. You know, my roommate is in the fashion business. She has a silk-screening studio out by the airport. For the first few years, she concentrated on producing fabrics, but this year she’s branched into designing and has come up with a line of resort wear.” She glanced at her watch. “As a matter of fact, she’s showing a few of her pieces at the monthly fashion show at Draper’s. You know, the store just down the street.”

The young girl edged closer to the edge of her seat. “Are you going?” 

Maddie gave her a wry smile. “Afraid not; I have some other business after this. But I saw the show last month, and her stuff was really popular.”

“What’s her name?”

“Lily Hsu.”

“Lily Sue?”

“H-S-U.” Maddie corrected the girl gently. “Her father was born in Taiwan.” She stuck out a hand. “My name is Maddie, by the way.”

“I’m Annie.” The girl shook hands. “Annie Campbell.”

“And Mr. Drummond is your uncle?” This must be the ten-year-old Chase Drummond had mentioned last night. She’d been more accurate than she realized when she’d said that ten was the new thirty. This child was definitely mature beyond her years.

“Yes.” Annie sighed. “I wish he would hurry up.”

A man came hurrying out from the offices and spoke to the receptionist. “Marilyn, could you please get maintenance up here? One of the faucets in the men’s rest room won’t turn off.”

“Right away.” The man walked away, and the receptionist spoke into her mouthpiece, nodding as she listened to the other side of the conversation.

Annie slid off her chair and placed her magazine carefully on the coffee table. “I’m going to go to the restroom,” she announced. Her fingers lingered on the magazine. “Don’t let anyone take my magazine, okay?”

“I’ll guard it.” Maddie watched the child walk down the hallway. Annie was so different from Allan’s son, Connor. Whereas Connor’s dyslexia had caused him to be insecure and a bit defensive, Annie was quite possibly the most self-possessed child she’d ever met.

She picked up the magazine and was starting to leaf through it when the elevator pinged. A man stepped out, carrying a worn canvas tote bag, and suddenly all the oxygen was sucked from the room. Either the accounting office had never needed a maintenance call or she had missed it, because she certainly would have remembered this man. From the scuffed work boots to his sandy hair, she took in every inch of him in a few seconds and liked what she saw.

He strode confidently to the reception desk and motioned toward the back. “Back there, right?” His voice went perfectly with the rest of him. It was a bit raspy, as though he’d been too long in the cold outside air, and yet she suspected that was his normal sound. She wasn’t quite sure how a few words could unleash a flood of desire, but they did. Maybe she’d been buttoned up too long, she thought, as he disappeared through a set of doors she hadn’t noticed before.

Maddie stared after him for several long seconds. It wasn’t possible to be attracted to a man this quickly. She knew that, and yet the sight and sound of him was indelibly imprinted on her brain. The long, lean legs encased in faded jeans that had seen better days, the strong forearms sprinkled with blonde hair below the rolled-up sleeves of a faded denim shirt. The one- or two-day old beard that gave him a wild, edgy, sexy look. She was surprised that he was allowed to work here, looking like that and yet, based on the self-assured way he carried himself, the question of his shaving habits probably never entered the picture. What would that beard feel like against her skin? Would it tickle as his mouth claimed hers, or would it be rough, tormenting her sweetly as his lips trailed down her body?

“Excuse me, Miss LaRocque?”

Startled, Maddie needed a moment to regain her composure. The receptionist was looking at her oddly. “Mr. Drummond’s secretary just called. Something’s come up, and he’s going to be at least an hour longer, perhaps more. But he promises that he will meet with you if you’re willing to wait.”

Maddie glanced at her watch. “I appreciate that, thank you. In the meantime I have something to take care of in the building, so I’ll do that and then come back.”

Annie appeared as she was picking up her bag, and the receptionist relayed a message from her uncle.

“Okay.” The girl seemed accustomed to waiting. She walked over to Maddie and held up her iPhone. “I Googled your friend’s fashion show.” She showed Maddie the screen. “Is that her?”

Maddie looked at the familiar face, framed by some of Lily’s most popular fabrics. “Yes, that’s Lily.”

Annie stared at the image on the screen. “She’s beautiful.” 

“Yes, she is. Listen, I have some business a few floors down, but I’ll be back. See you later, okay?”

“Okay.” Annie settled in to wait.

* * *

Maddie was grateful that the Human Resources department of CCA Accounting was separate from the general offices. She had nothing against her co-workers, but there wasn’t much left to say, and she wanted to pick up her cheque with the least possible fuss.

The company had generously paid her until the end of this week plus the two weeks separation pay, as required by provincial law. It was a bit more than she had expected; she tucked the cheque into her purse and left with no hard feelings.

The waiting area was empty when she returned to the floor housing Drummond Enterprises. Maybe Chase Drummond had completed his business earlier than anticipated. Maddie went to the reception desk and waited for Marilyn to complete a call.

“Do you know where Annie is?” she asked.

The receptionist’s gaze went to the chair Annie had occupied for the past hour. “No.” She tapped a pen against her cheek as though that would jog her memory. “She went to the restroom, and then came back.” She looked up. “You were still here then, weren’t you?”

Maddie nodded.

“After that, I’m not sure.” She looked around as though Annie might materialize out of thin air. “Mr. Drummond is not going to be happy about this.”

Maddie looked at the coffee table in the waiting area. “I think she’s gone out. Her magazine is gone, and she seemed attached to it.”

The receptionist reached for the phone but Maddie stalled her. “Just a moment. I think I might know where she is.”

“Really?” Marilyn turned hopeful eyes on her. “Where?”

“I think she may have gone to a fashion show over at Draper’s. We were talking about it earlier.”

The receptionist looked blank. “A fashion show?”

“Yes. Annie is fascinated with the fashion business.” Maddie thought quickly and pulled out her cell phone. “Give me a number where I can reach you. I’ll run down there now and look for her. If she’s there, I’ll call you right away.”

The receptionist adjusted her earpiece, her other hand hovering over the keypad that controlled the phones. “I guess that would be okay. It will only be a couple of minutes, right?”

Maddie nodded. “Five minutes, tops. It’s up to you of course, but I’m quite sure she’s there, and you won’t have to bother Mr. Drummond.”

“Okay then, and thanks.” She was visibly relieved. They exchanged cell phone numbers, and Maddie went back to the bank of elevators and was soon en route to the ground floor.

“David.” She stopped for a moment at the concierge desk. “Did you see Annie Drummond go out a while ago?” She paused. “Sorry, I mean Annie Campbell.”

“Sure did.” He looked down at some notes. “Fourteen minutes ago. Came out of the elevator and was out the front door quick as you please. She’s a bright little thing, that one, but I was wondering about her being alone, so I wrote down the time.”

“Did you notice which way she went?”

“To the right is my guess. She went out the set of doors to the right of the revolving door.”

“Thanks, David.” Maddie was outside and headed for the crosswalk in seconds. Fortunately, she knew where to go for the fashion show and took the escalator to the second floor.

Annie’s flame-coloured hair made her easy to spot. She had managed to find a seat at the end of the second row, and was gazing raptly at the fashions when Maddie arrived. The shows were popular but informal, and Maddie grabbed a folding chair and placed it beside the young girl.

Annie didn’t look surprised to see her. “I think Lily is next,” she whispered, her voice tense and excited. “Her clothes are second to last.”

“I’ll be right back. Hold my chair, okay?” Maddie stood up and walked away from the spectators and the music.

“Marilyn,” she said into the phone. “She’s here at  Draper’s, she’s fine.”

“Thank you for doing this. I’ll have to have a talk with Mr. Drummond about my responsibilities when Annie comes to wait for him. She’s never run off before.”

Maddie thought that was an excellent idea, but didn’t comment. “Listen, Marilyn. I thought I’d take Annie for coffee when this is over.” She gave an embarrassed laugh. “Okay, the coffee is for me, but I thought we’d go to that little place next door. Annie can have hot chocolate or something like that.”

“Sounds good. Thanks again, Maddie.”

“You’re welcome.” Maddie looked back at Annie, who was watching the models like a veteran of the runway shows. “She’s really enjoying herself. I’ll see you later.”

She sat down beside Annie and watched the models parading down the runway in Lily’s clothes. As usual, Lily’s astute business sense had been right on when she decided to start manufacturing resort wear. Her designs were bold and vibrant, and it was obvious that the models enjoyed wearing them. Maddie had as much fun watching Annie’s reaction as she did admiring the outfits.

The show drew to a close about ten minutes later, and Lily came running out to see them, not much taller than Annie, even in extravagantly high heels.

“I didn’t expect to see you here!” She gave Maddie a quick kiss and drew back to look at Annie. “Hello,” she said, sticking out her hand. “I’m Lily Hsu.”

“I’m Annie Campbell. Your clothes are amazing. I hope to be a designer one day.”

“Excellent.” She shot a curious look at Maddie. “I thought I knew most of Maddie’s friends, but I haven’t heard her mention you.”

“Oh, we just met.” Annie smiled up at Maddie. “She was waiting to see my uncle.”

Lily’s eyebrows shot up. “Your uncle?”

Maddie stepped in. “Chase Drummond. Apparently I have to see him about renting the space, but he’s in a long meeting, and we came over here to pass some time.”

Lily nodded as though this made sense. “I see. And what are you going to do now?”

“I haven’t asked Annie yet, but I thought we’d go to that little specialty coffee place next door. I didn’t have any coffee this morning and I could really use some.” She looked down at the young girl. “What do you say? Could you go for a hot chocolate?”

Annie nodded. “That would be nice. I’d better call my uncle’s office and tell them where I am.”

Lily acknowledged a compliment from one of the departing spectators then turned back to Maddie and Annie. “I have a few things to do here, but I’ll try to join you. Don’t wait for me though.” She paused and looked at Maddie. “If I get tied up, I’ll call you, and if you leave, you call me, okay?”

“That’s a deal.”

Chapter Four

Annie studied the chalkboard menu, eyes wide with delight. Maddie assumed that her uncle took her to more traditional restaurants. Every second table seemed to be occupied by someone with a laptop, and many of the others were engrossed in their iPhones.

“What would you like?” she asked the youngster.

Annie became uncharacteristically shy. “Could I have a chai please? I’ve never had one before and I’ve been dying to try one.”

Maddie hesitated. She’d never tried one herself, but she couldn’t see that it would do the child any harm. “Why not?” she said brightly. “I’m going to have a latte.”

They were soon settled at a table by the window. It was obvious to Maddie that Annie was trying to contain her excitement. She sipped at her drink, and Maddie’s heart expanded to see the happiness on the child’s face. 

“It’s good,” she said and took another sip.

“I’m glad you like it. I’ve never actually had one, myself.”

“Would you like to try?” Annie turned the cup around and nudged it across the table.

“I think I would. Would you like to try my latté?”

“No thanks.” She watched expectantly as Maddie tried the chai.

“You’re right, it is good,” she said, surprised. “Now I see what all the fuss is about.” She returned the cup to Annie and shrugged out of her cape. “So you liked Lily’s clothes?”

“They were wonderful. And to think that she does the silk screening, as well.” She sipped thoughtfully at her drink. “We had a demonstration of silk screening at school, but it was just lettering on a t-shirt.” She looked at Maddie, eyes free of guile. “Does Lily ever give tours of her shop? I’d love to see it some time.”

Maddie tried to remember if her roommate had ever mentioned a tour. “I don’t think so.”

Annie tried to hide her disappointment. “Maybe some day. I have a lot of other things to learn, I know that.” A slight frown creased her brow. “Last night my uncle asked me what I want for Christmas and when I told him he just looked at me as though I was crazy.”

Maddie didn’t know if she should go there, but she wanted to know. “What did you want?”

“A sewing machine.” She gave her head what could only be called a frustrated shake. “I have to be able to sew if I’m ever going to become a designer.”

Maddie was surprised. She would have thought that Chase would be delighted to have the problem solved. “What did he say?”

Annie thought for a moment. “He was going to say something, but then Cynthia came out with one of those phony laughs and said I couldn’t possibly want a sewing machine, that I’m far too young.” Tears started to well up in her eyes, and she brushed them back impatiently. “I’ll bet she doesn’t even know how to use one herself.”

“Who is Cynthia? Your housekeeper?”

“No. She’s my uncle’s girlfriend.” She stared into her chai. “She never pays any attention to me. How does she know whether I can use a sewing machine or not?” She shrugged, and the helpless gesture wrenched at Maddie’s heart. “Anyway, Uncle Chase said, ‘Don’t worry, we’ll come up with something’.” She sipped at the chai. “This is really good. Thank you.”

Maddie took a moment to recover her aplomb. “Have you done any sewing before?”

Annie nodded. “That’s what makes it so unfair. I know how to work one. We had a play at school, and I helped out with the costumes.” She made a funny face. “It was plain sewing. Nothing glamorous like the fashion show today, but I do know how a sewing machine runs. Mrs. Z. showed us what to do.”

“Mrs Z.?”

Annie giggled. “We call her Mrs. Z. because her last name is really long and hard to pronounce. But she sure knows how to sew.”

“Sounds as if you like her.”

Annie acknowledged the comment with a quick nod, and then looked out the window, her thoughts somewhere else. When she finally spoke her voice was low. “She sticks up for me when the other kids make fun of me and call me names.”

Maddie couldn’t imagine why anyone would make fun of this delightful child, but then it had been a long time since she was in school. Things had changed a lot.

“What do they say?”

The child turned around, her eyes bright with tears. Maddie could see that she was fighting to hold herself together. “They call me Little Orphan Annie.” She very deliberately took a napkin from the dispenser, folded it once and dabbed at her eyes. “They say all I need is curly hair and I could be in the movies.”

Maddie’s throat closed up as she thought of what the child must have endured.

“I’m an orphan too.” She didn’t know where the words came from; they just popped out. She picked up her cup to cover her own confusion.

“You are?” Annie looked at her as though she didn’t quite believe her ears.

“Uh-huh. It was five years ago, so I was a lot older than you, but I don’t think it matters how old you are, it still hurts.”

Annie nodded in agreement, her eyes locked on Maddie’s. “My father died about two years ago in an accident on an oil rig. He was what’s called a trouble-shooter.” She had both hands on her cup of chai and rotated it back and forth between her palms. “My mom died eight months and twelve days later. I saw that in the paper, and for some reason it stuck in my head.” She inhaled slowly. “The newspaper said that the cancer hit her so quickly she didn’t get a chance to grieve.” She looked up. “That doesn’t seem fair, does it?”

Maddie could only shake her head.

She was still sitting, staring into her cup, when Annie’s small hand covered hers. “I’m sorry I brought this up. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

Maddie raised her head and looked into the amazing eyes of this woman/child. Most of the adults she knew would have crumpled when faced with the amount of grief this young girl had endured, and yet here she was, doing the comforting.

“I’m glad you told me,” she said with a soft smile. “Too many people refuse to acknowledge their grief, as though ignoring it will make it go away. They pack it up and shove it away in some dark corner, hoping that they never stumble on it again. But I think that’s wrong. I think you should remember your parents every day, and not be afraid to be sad when you think of them. You’ll always miss them, but in time it won’t hurt so much. One day, happy memories will come along, and eventually they will crowd out the unhappy ones.”

Annie looked at her quietly for a moment, as though trying to memorize her face.

“Can we be friends?” she asked finally. 

Maddie opened her arms, and the child walked into them. “Absolutely,” she said. She looked over Annie’s shoulder and saw Lily approaching. “And here comes number three.”

Annie pulled back. “Number three?”

“Yes. Lily’s here. We’ll be a gang of three friends.”

Lily sat down with an exaggerated groan. She brought with her the fresh, crisp air of outside and her own personal scent, the ingredients of which she refused to divulge. “My feet are killing me.” She reached down and massaged her arches.

“Shall I get you something?” Annie rose, eager to be of assistance.

“That would be great,” Lily said. “I’d love some chai.”

“That’s what I had!” Annie squealed her approval and dashed off to the counter.

“You just made her day,” said Maddie, watching as Annie paid with a credit card. She brought the tea back, set it in front of Lily then turned to Maddie. “Did you tell Lily that she’s part of our gang?”

Lily rolled her eyes. “Gang? What is this, West Side Story?”

“No.” Maddie winked at Annie. “Just three girls supporting each other.” She changed the subject. “So how did the show go?”

“There was a buyer in the audience from a boutique in Edmonton. I didn’t know she was there, that’s what took me so long.”

“They don’t usually go to showings at retail outlets, do they?”

“No, but apparently she was in town and heard about the show and as they say, the rest is history.” She paused. “She wants an exclusive for Edmonton, and I’m thinking about giving it to her. My product would be lost in among all the designers in the large stores, and this would be a great way to experiment, for both of us.”

“Sounds like you’ve already decided.”

“Yes, I suppose I have.” She reached for her purse and turned to Annie, who had been hanging onto every word. “I forgot to pay you for the chai.”

“Oh, no. Please let it be my treat. Maddie paid for me.”

Lily grinned and saluted with her cup. “In that case, thanks!” She closed her eyes and took a sip. “So, Annie. What got you interested in fashion?”

The child thought for a moment. “I think it was when my parents used to go out for the evening. My mother always let me watch her get ready. She had a little makeup table in their bedroom with lights and everything. She’d sit there in her slip and put on her makeup and we’d talk about...oh, about everything. She always had her dress hanging up, and we’d decide what jewelry she was going to wear, and what shoes.” Her eyes took on a dreamy, far-away look. “My mom had a lot of her clothes made and she took me with her a few times when she went for fittings. I was just a kid then, and it seemed like a magical place to me, yet I understood what they were doing.”

Lily touched Annie’s silky hair. “Did you get this beautiful hair from your mother? You can do anything with hair like this.”

“Really? The kids at school make fun of it.”

Lily gave an unladylike snort. “Well they would, wouldn’t they? They’re jealous, that’s all it is.” She pointed to her hair, which was anchored by the ever-present chopsticks. “Can you imagine the ribbing I took with this? They were always telling me I should put it in a pigtail. Either that or they were calling me a Chink. I was born in Vancouver General Hospital for heaven’s sake.” She took a sip of chai. “People can be so stupid.”

“Can I touch it?” Annie edged closer, obviously fascinated by this exotic creature who spoke her mind so bluntly.

“Sure.” Lily reached up and pulled out the chopsticks. “As a matter of fact, it’s starting to feel heavy.” The mass of hair came free, and she rotated her neck, causing her hair to ripple down her back. “That feels so good,” she said, her voice low and throaty. “It feels almost as good as...well, hello there!”

Maddie had seen Lily in just about every situation imaginable, but she’d never seen her react the way she did when Chase Drummond walked into the coffee shop. Lily Hsu, who was accustomed to commanding the attention of every man with a pulse, was looking at Chase as though she’d never seen a member of the opposite sex before.

“Uncle Chase!” Unaware of the electric undercurrents zinging between her uncle and Lily, Annie jumped up, ran to him and threw her arms around his legs.

Chase acknowledged his niece with a pat on the head, but he kept his gaze on Lily. A shaft of sunlight came through the window, creating dark blue highlights in her hair. For a moment, Maddie thought he was going to reach out and touch it, then he recovered.

He tore his eyes away and nodded to Maddie. “I’m sorry you had to wait so long, but Marilyn did warn you, didn’t she?”

“She did, yes. Please don’t apologize. I didn’t realize I’d have to see you personally to ask about a rental.” She looked at Annie. “We decided to wait here until you were free.”

Annie tugged at his hand. “Sit down, Uncle Chase. Sit down.”

“Oh no, I don’t think so.” He glanced at Lily. “Well, maybe for a minute.” He folded his tall frame into a chair. “So, it looks like you ladies are having a tea party.”

“Can I get you something?” Annie jumped up again.

“No, I don’t think so. I promised to take you out to lunch, remember?” He was looking at Lily as though he’d like to make a meal out of her. “We could all go together.” He shot a quick, questioning glance at Maddie before re-focusing his attention on Lily. “I don’t think we’ve met.”

“Lily Hsu.” She extended a small, elegant hand. “Nice to meet you, Chase.” She stood up abruptly. “I’m afraid I can’t join you though.” She glanced at her roommate, but Maddie couldn’t read her expression. “I have appointments all afternoon.”

Chase stood. “I’m sorry to hear that.” He motioned to her chai. “You’re not going to finish your tea?”

“No.” Lily almost knocked her chair over in her haste to leave. She paused for a moment and made eye contact with Annie. “We’ll see each other again, okay? Maybe you could come out to the studio some time.”

“Oh, I’d love that!”

Lily nodded. “Maddie will set it up.” She looked at Chase for a fleeting moment, and Maddie thought she caught a hint of sadness in her roommate’s expression. “Goodbye.” She made her way to the door.

“Did you hear that? Lily says I can go to her studio.” Annie was too excited to notice that her uncle wasn’t listening. He was watching Lily as she walked to the corner then crossed to the other side. Maddie had no idea where her roommate was going; it looked like she was running away.

Chapter Five

“Shall we go?” Chase smiled down at Annie. “I thought we’d go to that Italian place today. What do you say?”

Maddie could have told him that anywhere would have been okay with Annie, but for once she managed to keep her opinion to herself.

“Okay with you?” He turned to Maddie.

“I don’t want to interfere,” she said.

“Come with us.” Annie grabbed her hand.

“Yes, come with us. We can talk business over lunch, if you don’t mind.” Chase glanced at his watch. “It looks like our board meeting is going to carry on after lunch.” His eyes glittered with barely concealed excitement. “Our chief geologist brought us some exciting news this morning.”

Maddie knew very little about the oil industry except that Calgary was the business epicentre of Canadian oil production. The “oil patch,” as it was often called, drew workers from all over the country, driving rents sky-high. Tourists often complained that almost every motel in the province had a No Vacancy sign.

“Okay, let’s do it.” Maddie slipped into her cape and joined Annie on the sidewalk. It was only a few degrees below freezing, but the air felt much colder, and they walked briskly the block to the restaurant.

“Mr. Drummond.” A short man with a long white apron met them at the door. “Ladies,” he intoned with a slight bow and showed them to a table. “Franco will be here in a moment to take your order, but I can tell you that our specials today are spaghetti carbonara and veal marsala.” He motioned to the bottle of Pellegrino on the table. “Shall I pour?”

Chase nodded. “For me as well, Tony. I have an important meeting this afternoon and can’t afford to muddy my thinking by having a drink.” He watched with undisguised pleasure as the head waiter poured some San Pellegrino in a stemmed glass for Annie, then for Maddie and himself.

Annie held the stemmed glass comfortably, and Maddie caught the look of pride on her face as she lifted it to drink. “Thanks for coming with us, Maddie. This is fun.”

Maddie lifted her glass in a silent salute. “Thank you.”

Chase leaned forward, all business. “So, Maddie. I understand you wanted to talk to me about a rental? Before you say anything, I apologize for bringing up business before we’ve even eaten.” He gave her a wry grin. “In the movies they always wait, but I’m afraid I don’t have that luxury today.”

“I understand. I’m interested in renting the little shop in the lobby. It’s a perfect size for what I have in mind.” She decided to lay her cards on the table. “Trouble is, I’d only need it for a couple of months.” She watched him for a reaction, but got none. “From now until the end of the year, to be precise.”

The waiter arrived and took their orders, giving Chase time to consider her proposal. “Is this rental for yourself? When we met yesterday, I got the impression that you were employed somewhere in the building. I heard you say hello to David.”

Maddie felt a goofy smile transform her face. “Yeah, David. He’s one of my favourite things about the building. I met him a few days after I started working there. That would be about six months ago.”

“So you haven’t worked there long?”

Time to come clean. “Actually, I don’t work there any more. I got laid off yesterday.” She frowned to herself. “I suppose that’s the best way to describe what happened. The company I worked for lost an account, and I was one of the team members.” She drew her hand across her throat. “Goodbye, Maddie.”

He nodded. “CCT Accounting. I heard about that.” He thought for a moment. “I’ve rented the space to someone else.”

Maddie’s dreams crashed and burned at his words.

“But they’re not taking over until the New Year.” He sat back in his chair and studied her. “What type of business did you have in mind?”

Maddie shot a quick glance at Annie, who had been watching the exchange with interest. “I was talking to someone yesterday who didn’t know what to buy a relative for Christmas, and I had the idea of a gift buying service, coupled with gift wrapping. I think I could do well.”

He nodded vigorously. “I know you could. All I’d have to do is mention it at the Oilmen’s Club, and you’d have more business than you could handle.”

The waiter placed a plate of spaghetti carbonara in front of her, but the luscious smell barely registered. “Would you really do that?”

“Of course he would!” Annie bounced excitedly in her seat. “Wouldn’t you, Uncle Chase?”

“Thank you, Franco.” He acknowledged the server, checked Annie’s plate, and then turned back to Maddie. “I think you have a fan.” He looked affectionately at his niece.

“We’re a gang,” Annie said proudly. “We’re a gang of three.”

Chase paused, his glass halfway to his mouth. “What is this, West Side Story?”

Maddie and Annie looked at each other and laughed out loud.

“What?” Chase raised an eyebrow. “What did I say?”

“That’s what Lily said when we told her about the gang. Wait ‘til I tell her you said the same thing.” Annie expertly twirled her spaghetti. “You’ll like her, Uncle Chase. Too bad she had to leave.”

Chase flushed; Maddie suspected that wasn’t something that happened very often. “Yes, too bad.” He turned back to Maddie. “There will be some paperwork to complete, but that sounds fine. When do you want to set up?”

“Yesterday.” She held his gaze. “Thank you, Chase. I appreciate this.”

“You’re welcome.” He cut into his veal. “Marilyn will make sure you get to see the right people, and they will co-ordinate with the building superintendent regarding access.”

Maddie thought of the man she’d seen earlier and her heart did a little flip flop in her chest. “Right,” she said.

“Get some business cards printed up and a few colourful flyers. Between me and my top executives, we belong to just about every men’s club in town. I play handball several days a week, and there’s a bulletin board in the locker room, as well as at the gyms we frequent.” He seemed to be enjoying himself. “This is just like starting out all over again, but you don’t have much time to get the word out, so you’ll need all the help you can get.”

Maddie put down her fork. “At the risk of sounding blunt, why are you helping me? I wasn’t even sure you’d let me have the space, let alone help me out.” 

His expression softened. “Two reasons. First of all, Annie likes you and she’s an excellent judge of character.”

Annie’s head bobbed up and down, her mouth full of spaghetti.

“And secondly, because David speaks highly of you. I spoke to him before I came over here today, and he told me you’re one of the few people who ever bothered to learn his name, and that you say hello to him every day.” He looked at her steadily. “I like that.”

“Thank you.”

Annie wiped her mouth with her napkin. “This is so cool. I’ll get to see you all the time.”

“Yes, you will.” Maddie grinned at the youngster, but her mind was spinning. There was so much to do; it was almost overwhelming.

“What will you do when the Christmas season is over?” Chase poured some more sparkling water.

“I haven’t thought that far ahead, but I’ll find something.” She finished the last of her spaghetti. “Now isn’t a good time to be looking for a new job anyway what with the holidays and all.”

“I’d have to agree with you there.” He toyed with his fork, and then set it deliberately on his plate.

“Your friend, Lily. What type of work does she do?”

Annie couldn’t keep quiet any longer. “She’s a clothes designer! I saw some of her designs at a fashion show.”

Chase looked from his niece to Maddie, a puzzled frown on his face.

“There was a fashion show at Draper’s,” volunteered Maddie. “Annie and I had been talking about it, and I told her that my friend was going to be there. Actually, she owns a very successful silk screening studio and she’s recently expanded into fashion.”

“And you know her well?” Colour crept up his neck again.

“We’re roommates. We went to high school together and then we both went on to study at Simon Fraser University in Vancouver. Lily took Applied Arts. I didn’t know what interested me so I did what everyone does in that case. I was going for my BA.”

“And you ended up in accounting?”

“I’m putting that down to temporary insanity.” Maddie shrugged her shoulders. “It’s a fine occupation. We all need accountants, but I didn’t realize how much I disliked it until yesterday.”

He chuckled and looked up at their server, who was clearing the plates. “Dessert anyone? Or coffee?” He looked from Annie to Maddie.

“Not for me, thanks,” said Maddie. “I don’t usually eat this much at lunch.”

“Me neither.” Annie had managed to finish her whole meal. “But thank you.”

“The cheque please, Franco.” Chase leaned across and placed his hand on Annie’s. “So you’ll take care of my girl when it’s time for her to visit Lily’s studio?”

Maddie had been wondering when he’d bring Lily back into the conversation. “Yes, I will.” She stopped to think. “I’m going to be quite busy for the next little while. Would it be okay if Lily picks up Annie?”

Chase’s eyes danced. “Well, I don’t know...”

“Uncle Chase!” Annie knew her uncle well.

“Yes, of course.” He put on a serious face. “But you have to give me advance warning, young lady. None of this running off without telling anyone, the way you did this morning.”

Annie nodded soberly. “Yes, Uncle Chase.”

Maddie had been right. Not much got past Chase Drummond.

Chapter Six

Maddie was busy making lists when Lily got home from work. She kicked off her shoes, snagged a bottle of water from the fridge and climbed up on a stool across from Maddie. They’d often joked about needing a step stool, but Lily always managed.

“I’m tired,” she said, unscrewing the top and taking a long drink. “It’s been a long day.” She glanced at Maddie’s lists. “I see you got the place.”

“Yes.” Maddie could tell there was something wrong, but she knew Lily well enough not to push. She shuffled the papers and tried to push down her mounting panic at the amount of work to be done. “I may have bitten off more than I can chew this time.”

Lily reached for the lists and studied them for a few moments. “When were you planning to open for business?”

Maddie watched her friend carefully. Lily’s normal “take no prisoners” attitude seemed to have deserted her. She couldn’t help but wonder if it had anything to do with her friend’s reaction to Chase Drummond.

“I think around the fifteenth of November. That will give me time to get some printing done, put up some flyers, get in supplies and get some arrangements in place with a few stores.

Lily tapped the lists, deep in thought. “Do you think you’ll have any problems when it comes to money? What if someone tries to stiff you?”

Maddie had considered that. “I don’t think that’s going to happen.” She gave a short laugh. “This may be a large city, but it’s a small town if you know what I mean. The people who ask me to shop for them will be so grateful they’ll fall all over themselves to pay me. Besides, they all know each other in the oil business. With Chase Drummond as my landlord, they wouldn’t dare give me a bad time. Their reputations would be shredded.”

Lily toyed with the water bottle. “Are you going to hire anyone? This could be a very popular service, and in case you haven’t noticed, there’s only one of you.”

Maddie shook her head. “I think I can get away with having people contact me on my cell, at least in the beginning. They can either come to the shop or I’ll go to them if necessary. I think I’ll play it by ear.”

“You can always hire someone closer to Christmas if it comes to that.” Lily removed the chopsticks from her hair and pulled a few strands around to the front, winding them around her finger. 

“What did you think of Chase?” she said finally. She wouldn’t meet Maddie’s eyes, but at least she had mentioned him. It was progress of a sort.

Maddie took a moment to collect her thoughts. “He was amazing, actually.”

Lily’s head came up. She seemed startled.

“He’s going to help me with getting out the word.” Maddie couldn’t help but smile as she recalled Chase’s generous offer. “He says he’ll tell all his oil buddies about my service, and he even offered to put some flyers up in the gym. And when I went to sign the papers for the shop, I couldn’t believe the price they quoted me. I mean, it was next to nothing. I thought they’d made a mistake but they said no, Mr. Drummond had personally set the price.”

Lily’s keen business instincts took over. “Why would he do that?”

“I asked him.”

“Really?” Lily offered a slight smile. “That was gutsy. What did he say?”

“He seems to think that because Annie likes me I must be okay.” She hesitated.

“There’s something else. What?”

“It’s about David. You know, the concierge in the building; I’ve mentioned him to you. He likes the fact that I got to know David by name, and that I say hello to him every day.”

“Interesting.” Lily pulled the strand of hair across her lips. Her gaze drifted to the window, where snowflakes fell against the glass. “There’s something about him...” Her voice drifted off.

Maddie waited for Lily to continue but when she remained silent, decided to jump in. “I noticed your reaction to him when he came in.”

Lily glanced at her out of the corner of her eye. “Was it so obvious?”

“Not to him, but I know you and I’ve never seen you react to a man like that before.”

Lily’s eyes took on a faraway look. “When he walked in, something passed between us, you know?”

“Hello! Jeez, Lily, a person would have to be in a coma not to notice the sparks between the two of you.” She sat forward. “Why did you run?”

“I didn’t run.” It was a half-hearted attempt at denial.

“Then what do you call it? It sure looked like running to me. The man stood and watched you race across the street as though somebody had ripped out his heart.”

“You see? That’s what I mean!” Lily released the strand of hair she’d been playing with and flicked it over her shoulder.

“Lily...” Maddie shook her head, confused. “What are you talking about?”

“He doesn’t know me!” She clenched her hand into a small fist and pounded it against her chest. “They never do. They see an attractive Asian woman and they get all these fantasies.” She held up a hand. “Don’t bother denying it, Maddie It’s true. Many of them think an exotic looking woman is a status symbol.” Her dark eyes blazed with anger. “And the rest of them think you’re going to be submissive.”

“You? Submissive? That’s a laugh.” Maddie smiled, but Lily was still vibrating with anger.

“Listen, my friend. You must have your reasons for disliking Chase, but I don’t think he fits any of those stereotypes.”

Lily’s head came up, and there were tears in her eyes. “I didn’t say I don’t like him. I wish it was that easy. But don’t you see? How could he be interested in me from one look? That kind of stuff only happens in books, and I don’t believe it there, either.”

Maddie’s thoughts went to the man she’d seen in Chase’s office yesterday. It hadn’t mattered that he wore khakis while Chase wore tailored suits, or that he worked in maintenance while Chase was the CEO of an oil exploration company. The attraction had hit her like a bolt of lightning, and he hadn’t even noticed her. She forced herself to re-focus on Lily’s problem.

She’d never seen her roommate this emotional. Lily had dated in Vancouver, picking and choosing among the many men who vied for her attention. But as to any relationships since she’d moved to Calgary two years ago, Maddie had no idea. In the six months she’d been in Calgary she couldn’t recall Lily going out once. She’d cited business pressures and lack of suitable men as the reason, but Maddie was beginning to wonder if there was more to the story than what Lily had told her. Perhaps something would come out if they talked about Chase some more.

“So let’s get this straight,” Maddie began. “You like the look of Chase. There’s an attraction there that’s not just one-sided. You know nothing about him or his motives, and yet you’ve made some sort of arbitrary decision that you don’t want to get to know him.” She made a big show of nodding her head. “Of course, that makes sense. I should have realized.”

Lily said nothing, which was very unusual. Tears ran down her face, and she dabbed at them impatiently, then slid off the stool and walked to stand in front of the window. Snow battered against the building, glittering as the light caught it. Lily watched it without really seeing it.

“I met him a few months after I arrived here,” she said, her words low and urgent as though she had to get them out before she changed her mind. “He was a wheat broker.”

Maddie didn’t know such a job existed, but she didn’t want to interrupt.

“His name was Randall.” She gave a short, mirthless laugh. “Not Randy. He hated the idea of being called that.” She sucked in a quick breath of air. “Anyway, we met and started going out. After a few months, it was getting serious...at least I thought so. He’d been taking me with him to business dinners, cocktail parties, that sort of thing.” She paused. “Did you know that Canada sells a lot of wheat to China? Yes? Well, I learned all about that, nodding and smiling through interminable dinners.”

Her narrative seemed to lose momentum as she watched the changing patterns of the swirling snow. Then she shook herself and continued. 

“One weekend we were invited to a ranch down by High River. I bought all the right clothes.” A smile of remembrance lightened her features. “I even bought a pair of cowboy boots. Anyway, Randall had been out by the barbecue pit talking with the other men but I ran back to the room for something, and when I returned, he was off to the side, deep in conversation with another man. They were standing on the other side of a trellis. I can still see it; it was covered with yellow climbing roses...” Her voice faded again, and Maddie ached for her friend, knowing how difficult it must be to tell the story. Lily crossed her arms in front of her chest, hugging herself. “I was walking across the lawn when I heard Randall mention my name. I thought he was singing my praises, the way he always seemed to do when we went out with his business contacts. I can still hear his voice. ‘You need to get someone like Lily. Someone who understands how they think. I’ve been doing amazing since I hooked up with her.’

“This other guy says: ‘So she works with you?’”

“‘Hell, no.’ says Randall. ‘I just keep her sweet for when Asians come to town.’”

“Then the other guy says ‘I thought you and Lily were, like a couple.’”

Lily turned to Maddie. “He laughed. I’ll never forget the sound of it. Then he said something about how his parents would react if he brought me home. He then proceeded to tell the other guy about his ‘real’ girlfriend.”

Lily’s eyes were surprisingly dry.

“My God, Lily. What did you do then?”

She lifted her chin a little. “You would have been proud of me. I didn’t smack him, much as I wanted to. I went back to the room we were sharing, took his keys and drove his car back here to Calgary. I left the keys in the car and sent him a text telling him that I’d heard everything he said.”

Chase wasn’t Randall, but it was too soon to get into that conversation. “Good for you,” said Maddie.

She was relieved to see a smile on Lily’s face. “You know what’s funny? My parents would be even more shocked than his if the positions were reversed and I took him home. They’ve lived most of their adult lives in Vancouver, and yet they still expect me to marry a nice Asian boy.”

“Reverse discrimination.” The words slipped out before Maddie could stop them.

“I suppose you’re right.” Lily gave a soft little sigh. “I don’t know why I’m getting all worked up. Chase probably has a girlfriend anyway. A successful guy like that.”

It was as if Annie’s words hung between them in a bubble.

“He does, doesn’t he?” She turned slowly to face Maddie. “Just as well, I suppose. I’m guessing that Annie said something. What was it?”

Maddie tried to recall the conversation. “We were talking about what she wanted for Christmas. She’d told Chase she wanted a sewing machine and she said her uncle’s girlfriend laughed and said she was too young.” She watched Lily’s reaction. “I got the impression she doesn’t like her very much, if that helps.”

“Not really, but whoever she is, she doesn’t know what she’s talking about. Girls even younger than ten are perfectly capable of running a sewing machine with a little instruction.”

“Will you show her if I explain that to Chase? I know Annie would be thrilled.”

Lily didn’t have to think long. “I’d like that. She’s an adorable kid.” She brightened. “See? You already know what you’re going to buy for your first customer!”

* * *

“Uncle Chase, it’s your move!” Annie frowned impatiently.

He focused at the board, trying to give it his full attention. He’d been having trouble since just before lunch when, with one look, he’d fallen hard for the most intriguing woman he’d ever seen.  In his experience, most petite women played up the fact that they were a few inches shorter than normal. But not Lily. From the first glance, he’d been aware of her fierceness, her vitality. He didn’t know how he knew these things, but he had no doubt that she could stand up for herself in any situation and he liked that about her. 

Of course it didn’t hurt that she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. He made a move, but his mind wasn’t on the game.

He’d dated a lot of attractive women, but this one was different. He didn’t know her, and yet something told him that she was ambivalent about her beauty. As a business woman, she’d know that her looks would win her certain advantages, and yet she warred with herself about using her most striking asset. How he’d love to get to know her better.

His friends would laugh at him if he told them how quickly he’d fallen for her. Just last week after a hard-fought battle on the handball court, he’d sat in the steam room with his partner, listening to Greg’s contention that you had to live with a woman for at least a year before you really got to know her. That wouldn’t be necessary with Lily; he’d known that at first sight. And yet in spite of the undeniable attraction that flared between them, she’d run away.

“Uncle Chase, I think we should stop this game. You’re not paying attention.”

Chase looked down at the board. He had no idea what his next move should be, either here or with the woman who occupied his every thought. “You’re right, Annie. I’m sorry, I’ve had a long day.”

Annie sorted out the pieces, separating them by colour. Chase had learned not to be impatient with her when she insisted in keeping the pieces in separate plastic bags. It was part of their routine, and he watched her with affection.

“So how was your day today?” he asked. They usually discussed this over dinner, but he’d come home later than normal, and she’d already eaten.

“It was wonderful.” She wrinkled her nose. “Except for the part about having to leave school. But I met Maddie, so that was good.” She ran her finger along the zip-lock lunch bags and put everything away in the checkers box. “I liked Lily, too. Know what she said when I told her the kids tease me about my hair?”

Chase leaned forward eagerly. “What?”

“She said they’re just jealous. Did you know she holds her hair up with toothpicks?”

Chase checked to see if she was teasing, but she appeared serious. “Do you mean chopsticks?”

Annie laughed. “Yes, chopsticks. Silly me.” She sobered. “She used to get teased about her hair at school just like me. They told her she should put it in a pigtail, and called her a Chink.”

“I thought she had beautiful hair.”

Annie gave him an odd look. “Me, too. I can hardly wait to see her studio. Maybe the next time the teachers take a professional day, I can ask Maddie to take me.”

“Or I could take you.” Chase couldn’t believe the words had come out of his mouth.

“Would you?” Annie beamed.

“Sure, why not? Now you’d better run up and get into your jammies. I’ll be up in a while to tuck you in.”

“Thanks, Uncle Chase. You’re the best.”

Chase stared into the fire. He wasn’t going to give up on Lily Hsu. He sat back in his favourite chair and thought of how her hair had flashed blue in the sunlight. He wondered how it would feel to run his fingers through it. Chase Drummond, you’re a fool, he thought to himself. You’ll be lucky if she lets you anywhere near her.

Chapter Seven

“Good morning, Maddie.” David came out from behind his desk and shook her hand. “I hear that Mr. Drummond has rented you the space.”

“Yes.” She laid a hand on his arm. “I’m a bit nervous, to tell you the truth.”

“Not to worry.” He patted her hand and pointed toward the back of the lobby. The chairs and plants which had been in front of the little shop had been moved aside. Anyone entering the lobby would have a clear view of her shop. “What do you think?”

Maddie studied the effect. “I think that’s just about perfect.”

David presented her with a key. “This is for your shop. The door is off to the right. The lock is a bit sticky, but it works. I tried it this morning.”

“Thank you.” They walked back together, and the older man watched while she opened the door.

“I’ll get Daryl to give the lock a shot of WD-40. That will loosen it up.” David showed her the light switches, and how the front of the shop rolled up to create an opening.

Maddie looked around, surprised at the amount of space. “This is larger than I realized; it’s going to be perfect,” she said, opening drawers and checking inside cupboards. She handed him a business card. “And I’d like you to be the first person to have one of my new cards.”

He looked it over and tucked it in his shirt pocket. “I’m honoured. And if you have any extras, drop them by the desk. I’ll be happy to hand them out when you’re not here.” He gave her a sly wink. “A lot of people come into this building every day; they’ll probably ask what’s going on.”

“Thank you, David.” She gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. “Now I’m off to buy my gift wrapping supplies.”

* * *

It took several trips before Maddie was satisfied that she had enough gift wrapping supplies to get started. She was well aware that once business got going, she’d have little time to spare.

On the last trip to the stores, she picked up the custom sign she’d had made, several strands of Christmas lights and an equivalent length of plastic garland. The company that created the sign had been very helpful, suggesting that she add an illustration of a Christmas gift on the sign which read Christmas Gift Wrapping. There was a perfect spot right over the opening, and while she’d been measuring the space she’d noticed clips for holding the lights. It looked as though some previous tenant had done the same thing.

“David,” she said, approaching the desk with a string of lights in her hand. “Does the building have a small step ladder I can use?” She indicated the lights. “I’d like to brighten up the corner with these lights.”

The older man hustled across the lobby and opened a door she hadn’t noticed before. “Right here,” he said, handing her a small ladder. “I’d like to help you but I have a touch of vertigo. The Doc says it’s my inner ear.”

She looked at him, concerned. “I didn’t know that, but I’ll be fine.” She started removing the lights from the boxes and winding them around the garlands. Her shop would be a bright spot on those grey winter days that were right around the corner.

* * *

Maddie climbed down from the ladder and stepped back to admire her work. She had the lights plugged in so that she could arrange them to their best advantage; they looked bright and cheerful. She moved the ladder along, climbed up again and was reaching for the next hook when her cell phone rang.

Determined not to miss a potential business call, she reached for the phone. The motion unbalanced her and she knew she was going to fall. It was as if it was happening in slow motion and she could do nothing to stop it. She had the presence of mind to drop the garland and clutch at the ladder, but it was no use and she closed her eyes, hoping her landing wouldn’t be too undignified.

Her landing was surprisingly comfortable, and when she opened her eyes, she was looking into the bluest eyes she’d ever seen. Blue eyes that crinkled at the edges as they smiled down at her.

She was being held by the building maintenance man, and for one wild moment she thought she’d be quite happy to stay right here in his arms, thank you very much. His face was inches away, smiling down at her, lips twitching as he watched her squirm. His beard was several days old again, and she ached to reach out and touch it. Maybe he wouldn’t notice if she–

“Well,” he said, putting her down slowly. His gaze didn’t move from her face. “What have we here?” His voice was husky, the way she remembered, and she swallowed hard. He stepped back to survey her handiwork. “Looks nice, but what is it?”

“I thought you’d know,” she stammered. There was definitely something lacking in the building’s communications. Maybe he hadn’t been reading his mail.

“Know what?” He seemed amused.

“Know that I was opening my shop.”

He picked up the ladder and smiled at her. “Nope. Nobody ever tells me anything.” He didn’t seem the slightest bit upset.

Close up, he was even more attractive than she remembered. Especially his hair. It grew every which way on his head, as though it couldn’t make up its mind. Maddie was getting tired of pretty boys who spent more time on their hair than most women. Too bad he was so cheeky.

She would be happy to look at him all day, and he seemed inclined to do the same, but she had things to do. And now that he was here...

“Could you help me finish up here?” She motioned to the ladder. “It’s not the sturdiest of ladders, but I’ll hold it steady if you could finish hooking the lights in place.”

He examined the ladder more closely. “Is this David’s?”

“Yes. Or to be more precise, it belongs to the building. He loaned it to me.” She looked toward the front of the lobby. “He’s not here right now.” Now she was babbling.

“I’ll make sure it gets replaced with a sturdier one.” He kicked the legs open and climbed up a couple of steps. Strong legs encased in faded blue jeans were right in front of her face, and her throat went dry.

“Are you looking at my butt? I’m not sure whether to be flattered or call Human Resources.”

Maddie pulled back, shocked, and then realized he was laughing at her. He pointed to the garland and wiggled his fingers. “Pass me that, and let’s get this done.”

Of course. He had other things to do, and she wasn’t on the list. But she’d like to be.

* * *

“What about that sign?” The sign was leaning up against the shop, and he tilted his head to read it. “Gift Wrapping? That’s a good idea.”

“I thought so. I’ll also be offering a gift buying service.”

“Another good idea.” He picked up the sign. “Why don’t I hang this for you? Do you have a hammer and nails?”

“No, I wasn’t sure if I’d be allowed to put any nails in the wood.”

“Don’t worry, they’ll never know.” He gave her a grin that curled her toes. “Besides, I’ll use really small nails. Back in a minute.” He disappeared down the stairs that led to the basement. Maddie ran inside her little shop and dug inside her purse, searching for her compact. Her softly braided hair had come loose, framing her face in disobedient wisps. Her cheeks were flushed from working and the sparkle was back in her eyes.

She hadn’t looked this animated in a long time, and it suited her. Nothing like the excitement of a new venture to make a girl come alive. Of course the sudden change had nothing to do with...what was his name? She couldn’t remember.

He came back through the door, whistling as though this were a great adventure.

“Once more into the breach, dear friends.” He set the ladder in place.

“Henry the Fifth,” said Maddie and handed him the sign. “Are you a fan of Shakespeare?”

“Not really,” he mumbled around the nails in his mouth. He hammered them in place. “It just suited the moment.” He made a deep bow. “And now, my lady, is there anything else I can do for you?” For a moment, she thought she saw a flash of desire in those blue eyes, but then it was gone, much to her disappointment.

“Well, I would like to know your name so I can thank you properly.” She held out her hand. “I’m Maddie LaRocque.”

“Delighted to meet you, Maddie LaRocque.” He took her hand and brought it to his lips. Heat shot through Maddie’s veins. “My name is–"

“Uncle Brent!” Caught in the moment, they hadn’t noticed Annie enter the lobby. “You’re back.” She dropped her backpack and leaped into his arms. He twirled her around several times while she peppered his face with kisses. “I missed you.”

“I missed you too, Munchkin.” He set her down. “And now I’d like you to meet – 

“Maddie.” Annie grinned. “I already know Maddie. We had lunch a couple of days ago.”

It took a moment for Maddie to wrap her brain around what had just happened. “You’re not the maintenance man? But I saw you up in the Drummond offices the other day after someone called for maintenance.”

“Sorry to disappoint you. I’m Brent Drummond. I do work here, though.” He jerked his thumb skyward. “At DE. I’m a geologist.”

“Lucky you.” Maddie smiled. “No suit.”

“Don’t I know it.” He picked up Annie’s backpack and gave an exaggerated groan. “What have you got in here? It weighs a ton.” He hefted it easily. “Maybe two tons.”

Annie looked at Maddie and rolled her eyes. It was obvious that she adored her Uncle Brent just as much as she adored Chase. “It’s my skates. The rink is open, and Uncle Chase said I could skate for a while.” She checked her watch. “I’d better hurry. Brittany’s mom says she can only stay until four thirty, then I have to come back here.”

“What if I came over around four thirty? I could stay with you until five.” Maddie had no idea where those words had come from, but she couldn’t take them back now. “That will give you a bit longer to skate.”

“That would be great.” She checked her watch again. “Uncle Brent, would you tell Uncle Chase that I checked in and I’ve gone to the rink? I forgot my cell phone this morning.”

“Sure.” Brent looked out toward the street. Daylight was fading, and the streetlights were coming on. “You be careful, okay? It’s getting dark.”

She nodded and ran off, then came back a few steps. “Your store looks very nice, Maddie. I like the lights.” Then she was off again and disappeared through the heavy revolving doors.

Maddie watched her go and then returned her gaze to Brent. “I can’t believe how polite that child is.”

Brent nodded. “Sometimes Chase and I worry that she’s too polite... too perfect. It’s almost as though she’s afraid if she does something wrong we won’t want her. She has her days, but by and large, she’s an amazing kid.”

“Well I admire both of you. It can’t be easy raising a girl that age...” She let her words trail off, not wanting to delve into any uncomfortable subject matter.

He seemed to read her mind. “Yes, well, there’s Cynthia.” He frowned. “Although I’m not sure how well she and Annie are getting along.”

Maddie forced herself to stay silent. No way was she going to get involved in a discussion about Chase’s girlfriend.

There was an uncomfortable moment of silence. Maddie was taken back to the time many years ago when she’d had a crush on Jimmy Freeman. He would stand beside her in the schoolyard, tongue-tied, digging the toe of his running shoe into the dirt. Brent was acting like that now, and it was more than a little appealing.

“Well, I’d better get upstairs.” Brent’s words startled her out of her reverie. “I enjoyed helping you, Maddie LaRocque.” He picked up the ladder.

“Here, let me take that. I can manage.” She reached for the ladder, and their fingers brushed together, igniting a spark of awareness that crackled in the air between them.

He glanced quickly toward their hands, and his eyes darkened. “I’ve got it.”

“Okay, thanks.” She tried not to watch him as he walked away, but she wasn’t that disciplined. She judged him to be well over six feet, and every inch of him was appealingly masculine. His soft leather bomber jacket revealed a very nice butt.

Maddie LaRocque, you’re shameless, she told herself and scurried inside her shop so she wouldn’t be standing there staring when he came back. It was becoming easier to understand why Lily had been bowled over the first time she saw Chase. These Drummond men had something, and they had it in spades!

“’Bye, Maddie.” He popped his head around the corner and gave her a jaunty wave. “Nice to meet you.”

“Me too.” She gave him what she hoped was a normal smile. “And thanks for the help.”

“Any time.” The elevator opened, and he jogged across the lobby to catch it. Was she going to be distracted every time the elevator opened?

Oh, yeah.

* * *

“Brent, you’re back.” Chase looked up as Brent came into the office. As usual, his brother looked as though he’d been out on the prairie, letting the wind blow through his hair. Sometimes Chase wished their positions were reversed, but he was the older brother and had been groomed to become the company head ever since he could remember.

“I saw Annie downstairs. She asked me to tell you she’s at the rink with some kids from school.” Brent paced around the office, looking at the items on display as though he’d never seen them before.

Chase glanced toward the windows. “Are they supervised?”

“Until four thirty.”

“One of us will have to go and get her, I suppose.” Chase looked at his brother hopefully. “Could you do it? I’m right in the middle of something here.”

“Maddie volunteered to go over at four thirty.” Brent sat down abruptly. “Where did she come from?”

“Maddie volunteered? That was nice of her.”

“Annie seems to like her.” Brent watched his brother. “Where did she come from?”

Chase leaned back in his seat. “She was working for that accounting firm on the sixth floor and was laid off a few days ago. She’s leased the space downstairs for two months.”

“She’s attractive.” Brent picked up a glass paperweight from his brother’s desk and toyed with it. “Are you interested in her?”

“No, but...” his eyes narrowed. “Why do you ask?” Chase threw back his head and laughed. “This is rich! What about–“

Brent held up a hand. “I know, I know. But there’s something about her.” He frowned and looked into the distance. “She seems real. I liked her.”

Chase leaned forward. “You’re right about that. You know David downstairs in the lobby?”

Brent nodded.

“He told me that Maddie introduced herself and asked him his name within two days of coming to work in this building. She says hello to him every day. How many people do you think do that?”

“Probably none.” Brent and Chase were both fond of the old pensioner.

“Well, enough chit-chat.” Brent rose, and there was a gleam in his eyes. “I’ll be in my office for the next hour then I think I might mosey on over to the rink.”

Chase shook his head. “You be careful. “

“Always.”

Chase watched his brother leave the office. He hadn’t seen him so enthusiastic in ages.

Chapter Eight

Fine snow started to drift down as Maddie made her way to the rink. She could hear childrens’ voices well before she saw them, and smiled. She chose a spot on the top row of the tiered cement steps that overlooked the ice and waved to Annie as she skated by.

There was something comforting about watching children at play. In that moment, she was reminded of Connor’s exuberant antics, although the truth was she seldom thought about him anymore. As for Allan, she thought about him even less.

A flash on the far side of the rink caught her eye. Annie’s group was taking pictures of each other, amid much giggling. How did children do that anyway... worm their way into your heart when you weren’t looking? She sighed and tucked her hands into her pockets.

“That was a big sigh.”

Brent stood above her, his hair dusted with snow. He motioned her to get up, and she complied wordlessly. She hoped she wasn’t imagining his presence.

He carefully folded an old blanket and placed it on the step. “Sit on this,” he said. “That cold cement isn’t good for you.”

It felt much better, especially when he sat down beside her.

“Hello again,” he said, bending his legs and draping his arms over his knees. He scanned the ice. “Where is our girl?”

“Last I saw her she was over there, taking pictures.” Maddie pointed to the far side of the rink. “There she is; they’re still at it.”

“Good.” He watched for a moment, then turned back to her. “Thank you for doing this. I know you must be busy, setting up your business and all.”

“I’d done about all I could for today.” She lifted her face to the falling snow. “Besides, I’ve been inside far too much recently.”

The way he was looking at her made her heart go all skittery in her chest. “I guess that’s not a problem for you. Don’t geologists spend a lot of time outdoors?”

“Yes, but not as much as you might think. Even so, I wouldn’t trade it.”

They sat silently for a while, watching the skaters. Annie spotted them and waved, but kept on going.

“A penny for your thoughts.” He’d leaned closer, and she could see individual snowflakes on his eyelashes.

She looked into his eyes. They appeared darker than before, but that was a trick of the light. Dark or light, they were compelling.

“Shall I make up something outrageous, or do you want the truth?”

“The truth,” he said simply. “Always the truth.”

She nodded as if this was an ongoing conversation. “Okay then. I was hoping that my business is successful. I know it’s only for a couple of months, but I’ve never done anything completely on my own before.” She tilted her head and smiled to herself. “It’s a matter of pride, I suppose.”

He leaned into her for a moment. “You’ll do fine.”

She pulled back, giving him a little attitude. “And you know this because...”

He wasn’t deterred. “Because you’re good people, Maddie LaRocque.” He turned back to the ice, and the moment he spotted Annie, his eyes softened. “How about I give you your first piece of business? I’d like you to get something for Annie for Christmas.”

She followed his line of sight. The girls were catching snowflakes on their tongues. “I told Chase what she wants, but I got the impression that there’d been some negative feedback from someone within the household.”

“Cynthia!” He almost spit the word out. “She’s not part of the household.” He seemed to be struggling to maintain his composure.

Maddie wasn’t sure how to respond, but he was easy to talk to, and she wanted to stand up for Annie. “She really does want a sewing machine, you know. My friend Lily knows about these things, and she says that Annie could easily master using one. She says that girls even younger than Annie have no problems if they’re shown the basics.” She was starting to babble, and forced herself to slow down a bit. “Annie’s going to visit Lily’s studio one of these days. She’s fascinated by anything to do with fashion.”

He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Sewing machines, fashion, people named Lily. See what happens? I go away, and it’s as if I’ve lost my place.”

“It’s not as if you were off shooting craps in Las Vegas.” She feigned horror. “Were you?”

He laughed, and his shoulders relaxed. “No, you’re right. Things are bound to happen when I’m not here.”

It was her turn to bump shoulders with him. “Annie’s lucky that you care so much.”

He nodded absently. “So who’s Lily?”

“My roommate. Lily Hsu. She has a silkscreening studio out by the airport.” She lifted her shoulders. “I don’t know how it happened, but Lily and I sort of adopted Annie.”

“Does Chase know about this?” He raised an eyebrow.

“Oh, yeah. He’s met Lily and everything.” She smiled to herself, recalling the sparks between the two A-type personalities.

Brent looked at her oddly. “Why did you say it like that? About Chase meeting your roommate.”

“No reason.” Maddie shrugged again. “You should ask him.”

“Uncle Brent. Put your arm around Maddie so I can take your picture.” They’d been so engrossed in their conversation, they hadn’t noticed Annie. She stood before them, her camera raised.

He put an arm around Maddie. “How’s this?” he said, posing for his niece.

“Perfect,” she said, flashing a surprisingly adult smile at Maddie. “Just perfect.”

More parents had arrived, and most of the girls sat down to take off their skates. “Five more minutes, okay, Munchkin?” Brent called to her retreating back.

She waved and skated off.

“And then there’s the puppy.” Brent shot her a cautious look out of the corner of his eye.

“What puppy?” Maddie frowned.

“For Annie. For Christmas.” Why was he looking guilty?

“Has she asked for a dog? And how long has she been asking, or is this a spur-of-the-moment thing?”

“Well...” Brent looked uncomfortable. “She didn’t exactly ask for one. But she’s plenty old, don’t you think?”

Maddie gave him a punch on the arm. “It’s for you, you phony! You’re the one who wants a dog.”

He grabbed his arm. “Ow! That hurt.”

“Did not, you big baby.”

“Okay, I confess. I’d like to have a dog in the house, but I really do think Annie would benefit from having a dog of her own.”

“Are you asking me to get one? I’ll need to know what kind.”

His gaze rested on Annie. “A family dog. One that’s gentle.”

“I’ll do it, but only if I can get a dog from a shelter.”

“That’s a great idea. And the company can make a generous donation, as well.”

“How much?” She looked at him with a challenge in her eyes.

“Five hundred dollars?”

“I thought you said generous.”

“Okay then, a thousand.” They laughed together, and when they stopped, their heads were close. This time she didn’t imagine the desire in his eyes. For a moment she thought he was going to kiss her, and then he shook himself, dislodging the snow that had gathered on his jacket.

“Brent?” she said softly, raising a hand to his cheek. His beard wasn’t at all prickly, it was soft and inviting. “Is there something wrong?”

“Yes.” The desire in his eyes had turned to something close to desperation. “I have to go away again.” His gaze darted around the rink, as though he was looking for a way out. “My timing sucks.”

He stayed silent for a few moments.

“I want to see you again when I get back.” He looked into her eyes. “Would that be okay with you?”

Her smile was her answer, but to be sure, she nodded. “I’d like that,” she said. “I’d like that a lot.”

He leaned forward, his intention clear. Heart pounding, she lifted her lips to meet him. He cupped her head with one large hand, his fingers splayed in her braid. Then his lips covered hers, and she met him eagerly, reveling in the touch and taste of him. Large flakes began to fall, but lost in the sweetness of their first kiss, they barely noticed.

He pulled back with a shy smile. “Sorry,” he said. “That was a bit awkward.”

“Was it?” She smiled up at him. “I didn’t notice.”

He ran his thumb over her bottom lip, and every nerve ending in her body caught fire. “To be continued,” he said softly, just as Annie skated up.

* * *

“That was fun.” Annie climbed into the front seat of Brent’s SUV and reached for her seatbelt. “Was Maddie surprised to see you?”

Brent made sure she was settled, and then pulled out of the garage. “I’m not sure,” he said, his thoughts returning to Maddie, recalling how the snowflakes had dusted her hair, and the taste of her lips. What he was sure of was that nothing could have kept him away from the rink this afternoon. From the moment Maddie LaRocque had fallen into his arms, he’d been a goner. Nothing in his scientific training had prepared him for the surge of emotion he’d felt the first time he looked into her eyes. There had been something... an instant connection... that had him wondering just what he’d been doing with his life up until that moment.

He looked across to see Annie fiddling with her camera. “Did you get some good pictures?”

“Uh-huh. I’ll show you when we get home.” She scrolled through the shots and paused when she came to the one of Brent and Maddie. “The one of you and Maddie is good. I think I’ll print it out and put it in a frame in my bedroom.” She was silent for a moment.

“What is it, Munchkin? You look sad.” He reached across and squeezed her hand.

She continued to stare at the photograph. “Do you think it will be wrong for me to have some happy pictures in my bedroom? You know, besides my pictures of Mom and Dad?”

A lump rose in Brent’s throat, but he managed to get past it. “Not at all.” He paused. “Are you saying that the pictures of your mom and dad make you sad?”

“Yeah.” She rubbed a finger across the display screen. “Maddie said it’s okay to be sad. She told me I’ll never forget them, but after a while it will stop hurting.” She gave him a sideways look. “Do you think that’s true?”

“Yes, I do.” A stab of jealousy caught him by surprise. He wanted Annie to confide in him, and in Chase, and yet she’d been discussing her innermost secrets with a woman she’d only known for a short while. And yet somehow he wasn’t surprised. If Annie was going to talk to anyone, he’d prefer it to be Maddie.

“Maddie says that happy memories will start to crowd out the sad ones.” She clutched the camera as if it were a lifeline. “So I’ve decided. I’m definitely going to put your picture up in my bedroom. The one of you and Maddie together. You both look so happy.”

Brent relaxed his grip on the steering wheel. The child was right. All it had taken was sitting beside Maddie and happiness had washed over him. How had he gotten his personal life into such a mess?

* * *

Brent turned off the highway and rolled down his window as he drove along the road leading to the sprawling family home. He did this every time he came home; there was something about the air out here on the edge of the prairie that had a calming effect on him. His grandfather had built the home on a section of rough land that wasn’t suited for farming, but had been an amazing place to grow up. ATVs in the summer, Ski-Doos in the winter, fishing in the trout stream that meandered through their property... the memories crowded happily together.

A small sports car sat off to the side of the six-car garage. “Cynthia is here,” announced Annie, her tone flat.

Brent raised his eyebrows and pressed the garage door opener.

Chase’s vehicle was parked in its usual spot. “Oh, look. Uncle Chase is home already.” Annie jumped out as soon as Brent parked and grabbed her backpack from the rear seat.

They entered the mudroom and were met with the enticing aroma of chicken. Annie wiggled her nose. “Smells like Hannah made chicken again.” She dropped her backpack and ran into the kitchen to greet the housekeeper. Hannah and Declan O’Farrell had worked on the estate as long as Brent could remember. They lived comfortably in a suite over the garage, content to take care of ‘the boys.’

Brent hung up his jacket, followed Annie into the kitchen and sniffed appreciatively. “Hannah my love, are you sure you won’t marry me?” He gave her an affectionate kiss on the cheek. “You’re too good for that scoundrel you’re married to.”

“One of these days I’m going to say yes, then where will you be?” The housekeeper’s eyes flashed in amusement.

Brent put a hand over his heart. “Then I’ll be in heaven.”

“Go on now.” She darted a look toward the sunken living room. “Miss Cynthia is here. She’s having a drink with your brother.”

Brent stifled a groan. “I’d forgotten until I saw her car. We’re supposed to meet some people later.” He snatched at a piece of chicken, and Hannah swatted at his hand. “I wonder if I can get out of it.”

He took a deep breath, pasted a smile on his face and sauntered into the living room. Cynthia was curled up in a chair by the fireplace, her straight blonde hair gleaming in the light of the fire.

“Hello, darling.” She glanced at her watch, and a slight frown furrowed her brow. “I hope you haven’t forgotten that we’re meeting the gang at the club tonight.”

“Actually, I had forgotten.”

Her pale green eyes darkened angrily.

“But I couldn’t have gone anyway. I have to head out first thing in the morning. Sorry.” He didn’t sound sorry, and he knew it, but he was tired of pretending. He had no idea why he’d ever allowed himself to become involved with Cynthia Fairbairn. He raked his fingers through his hair and sat down as far away from her as he could. Standing beside Chase’s chair, Annie watched the exchange with interest, and he gave her a broad wink.

Actually, he did know why he’d become involved with Cynthia. It had made sense at the time, but looking back now, his reasoning had been completely irrational. At the rate Chase was going, he was never going to get married, and it had seemed to Brent that someone needed to give Annie a stable home life. Why he had thought Cynthia would be the one to do that, he didn’t know. He couldn’t have made a worse choice if he’d tried. Thank goodness they hadn’t actually announced an engagement. Cynthia had been pressing for a ring for some time, but he supposed that deep down he’d known it was a mistake. A mistake that he needed to rectify, and soon. He was leaving tomorrow, but he’d sort things out with her as soon as he got back.

“...and this is one of Uncle Brent and Maddie.” Annie had dragged her backpack into the room and was showing Chase the pictures. “Don’t they look happy?”

Cynthia unfolded her long, elegant legs and walked over to stand behind Chase’s chair. “And who is Maddie?” she asked, casting a quick glance at the display on the back of the camera. Her words were like ice crystals. “You look very chummy.”

Chase glanced up quickly, then returned his attention to the picture. “She’s rented the shop in the lobby of the building.” He gave Annie a quick hug. “She and Annie have become good friends.”

Annie nodded and ran over to Brent. “Have a look. You didn’t get to see it properly on the way home.”

Brent examined the picture. It had felt so right sitting there beside Maddie, watching the children. He’d never felt a hint of the same contentment with Cynthia... not that she would ever bundle up and sit outside on a cold step. He looked up as she moved to return to her chair and caught her foot in the strap of Annie’s backpack.

“For heaven’s sake, child. Put your things away!”

Annie pulled back, and Brent surged out of his chair, hands clenched at his sides. Harsh words were on the tip of his tongue; words he’d wanted to say for some time. Fortunately, Hannah chose that moment to announce that dinner was on the table, and he reined himself in.

“You can put your things away after dinner,” he said to Annie, a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Come on, let’s get some of that chicken.”

Chapter Nine

Brent pushed back from the table and patted his stomach. “That was good.” He looked over at his brother. “Sorry Cynthia made such a fuss when she left.”

Chase shrugged. “Just as well. She can put a damper on things when she gets like that.” He looked toward the stairs where his niece had disappeared a few moments ago. “I didn’t want to say anything in front of Annie, but what’s going on with you two?”

Brent toyed with his water glass. “I never should have become involved with her. I plan to end it next week when I get back.”

“Good luck with that.” Chase’s tone made it clear what he thought. “She thinks she’s engaged to you, you know.” He held up a hand. “I know, I know. You’ve never given her a ring, and I assume you’ve never officially asked her, but nevertheless it’s what she thinks.” He paused. “Why did you get involved with her anyway? It’s not as if you need to get married.”

Brent groaned. He’d created this mess and owed his brother an explanation.

“I did it for all the wrong reasons; I can see that now.” He took a deep breath. “You see, I figured you were never going to get married, and I wanted to create a stable family life for Annie.”

Chase snorted. “Life with Cynthia would never be stable.”

“You’re right, of course, but do you have to rub it in?”

Chase chuckled. “Besides, who said I’d never get married?”

Brent looked at his brother as though he were a stranger. “I’ve never heard you say anything, or seen you seriously date anyone. Seems to me you’ve always been too wrapped up in the company to have much of a personal life.” His eyes narrowed. “You’ve met someone, haven’t you?”

The smile on Chase’s face was all the answer he needed. “You see, this is what I’m talking about. I go away for a few days, and everything changes. Out with it, man. Who is it?”

Chase stared at the tablecloth and shook his head back and forth. “I met her the other day when I was having lunch with Annie.”

Brent’s expression was thunderous. “Not Maddie!”

Chase looked up, confused. “No, not Maddie. Her roommate, Lily.” His features softened. “I can’t get her out of my mind. She’s fiery, she’s independent, and as if that wasn’t enough, she’s the most beautiful creature I’ve ever seen.”

“So when are you going out with her? Or have you already?”

Chase stared into the distance. “That’s the thing. She doesn’t seem to want to have anything to do with me.”

Brent was silent for a moment and then laughed. “Come on, Chase. Stop kidding around. There isn’t a single woman in Calgary who isn’t interested in Chase Drummond.” He smiled a wicked smile. “And many of the married ones, I imagine.”

Chase acknowledged his brother’s kidding with a wry smile. “I’ve found the one I’m interested in.”

Brent sobered. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

Chase nodded. “I walked into that coffee shop and saw her, and the ground gave way beneath my feet.” He gave a self-deprecating laugh. “Sounds like something out of a soap opera, I suppose, but bingo!” He snapped his fingers. “It happened just like that.”

Brent tried to hide a smile. “Me, too.”

Chase’s head snapped up. “You’ve met her?”

“No, you jerk. I’m talking about Maddie. When she fell off that ladder and I caught her, it was the best moment of my life.”

Chase drummed his fingers on the table. “Maddie, huh? Good for you. But you’re saying you met her when she fell off a ladder? That really does sound like something out of a romance novel.” He eyed his brother suspiciously. “So is that what’s behind this sudden need to get rid of Cynthia?”

Brent shook his head. “Not really. That’s been coming for a while. I don’t like the way she treats Annie. By the way, we’re getting Annie a sewing machine for Christmas.”

Chase’s eyes went to the stairs. “Speaking of which, we’d better get up there and tuck her in.”

Brent rose from the table. “No game of checkers tonight?”

“No, the skating tired her out. We’ll have two games tomorrow night.” He clapped his brother on the shoulder. “So...it looks like the Drummond brothers are off the market.”

Brent gave him a skeptical look. “I am, definitely. It’s you I’m not sure about.”

* * *

Lily was pouring a glass of wine when Maddie got home. She held up the bottle, wiggled it in invitation, and Maddie nodded. Lily poured a second glass and shoved it across the counter.

“I see you got your lights up.”

Maddie turned from hanging up her coat. “You went by the building?”

Lily flushed. “Yeah. I had to drop some product off at Draper’s.”

Maddie worked hard not to smile. “Going into the Drummond Building could be dangerous.”

“Dangerous?” Lily paused, wine glass half way to her lips.

“Definitely. You might run into Chase.”

Lily’s cheeks flushed even brighter. “Oh, him. I didn’t even think about that.”

“Lily Hsu. You’re such a bad liar.” Maddie stared her down. “You’re blushing.”

Her roommate tried to look fierce, but a spark of amusement gave her away. “Nonsense. It’s the wine.” She tossed back her hair. “You know how we Asians are.”

That excuse was getting a bit old, but Maddie decided not to challenge it. “So did you see him by any chance?”

Lily sighed. “No.” She ran a finger around the rim of her wine glass. “The lights look nice, though, and I saw a couple of people taking the flyers you left out. I have a feeling you’re going to be busy.”

“I hope so, but I’ve been thinking, and you were right when you said I’d probably need some help. I can’t be in two places at once, and I hate the idea of losing any business.”

Lily wrapped a strand of hair around her finger. It was something she did when thinking, and Maddie remained silent.

“I know someone you might hire. She’s working for me now, and she’s just not suited to production. She needs to be out dealing with the public.” She tossed back the strand of hair. “It’s a toss-up which comes first. Either she’ll quit, or I’ll let her go, but I’d rather not have to do that. Not everyone takes getting laid off as positively as you did. I don’t want to make her lose confidence, because I’m quite sure there’s a future for her in sales of some kind.”

Maddie was one of the few people who’d ever seen this softer side of her roommate. Lily was fiercely competitive and could be aggressive when it came to promoting her business, but she treated her people with consideration. That was one of the things Maddie loved about her.

“She sounds a bit...exuberant.” Maddie frowned. “Do you really think she’d be suitable?”

“Without a doubt.” Lily gave her head a brisk, no-nonsense shake. “And she’s quite artistic as well. That’s partly why she’s unhappy. She needs an outlet for her creativity.”

Maddie trusted Lily’s judgment. “All right, then. How should we go about this?”

Lily toyed with her hair again. “I’ll mention tomorrow that you’re looking for someone. She’ll be there the same day, I can almost guarantee it. Her name is Zelda, by the way.”

Maddie groaned. “And I suppose her boyfriend’s name is Scott.”

Lily chucked. “Wouldn’t that be something? No, I think his name is Brendan. And listen, if you need her soon, she can leave almost any time. Most of our Christmas orders went out back in early fall, so we’re working on next year. This would be a good time for me to train someone new.” She glanced at her watch. “By the way, where were you when I stopped by? That was more than half an hour ago.”

It was Maddie’s turn to blush. “I was over at the skating rink, watching Annie.”

“Watching Annie, huh?” Lily lifted her glass and stared over the rim. “Why am I thinking there’s something you’re not telling me?”

“How do you do it, Lily? How do you always know?”

Her friend gave an elegant shrug of her shoulders. “I’ve known you too long, kiddo. We practically grew up together, remember?”

“Yeah.” Maddie stared into her wine. “You’re not going to believe this, but I’ve met someone, too.”

Lily scooted forward on her stool. “That’s terrific.” She pulled back a bit. “Isn’t it?”

Maddie raised her eyes. “His name is Brent, and he’s Chase Drummond’s brother.”

Lily was silent for a moment, absorbing this information. “Tell me.”

“Well, the first time I saw him, I thought he was the maintenance guy in the building.” She smiled at the memory. “And then today he came by the shop when I was setting up, and I asked him to help me. He played along, and it wasn’t until Annie came running in that I knew who he was.”

Lily shook her head. “How could you possibly think...?”

“He’s a geologist. He wears tight jeans and a soft leather bomber jacket, and his hair isn’t all slicked down. He’s definitely not a suit.”

“I thought there was something different about you. You have stars in your eyes.” Lily tilted her head to one side. “Did he mention Chase?”

There was something in her voice... something wistful. “Nothing specific. Any time he mentioned Chase, it was to do with Annie. You know, what a good kid she is...stuff like that. He says I’m to go ahead and get a sewing machine for her. He also mentioned a puppy, but somehow I think that’s more for himself than it is for Annie.”

“We really should get her out to the studio. After all, we promised.” 

“I think I heard some of the mothers talking about the teachers taking the afternoon off tomorrow and the next day.” Maddie watched her friend as she spoke.

Lily brightened. “Sounds good. How does that fit in with your schedule?”

“Well...” Maddie took the plunge. “I might be busy. Would it be okay if Chase brought her?” She sensed rather than saw the excitement in her friend.

“Okay.” Lily looked Maddie in the eye. “I’ve been doing some thinking, and I might have misjudged him.” She picked up the wine bottle and deposited it in the recycle bin, suddenly businesslike. “I think I’ll go wash my hair and turn in early.” A hopeful smile touched her lips. “As the saying goes, tomorrow is another day.”

* * *

Maddie was jotting down the details of her third order of the morning when she looked up to see a young woman standing nervously in front of her shop. Tall and slender, her blonde hair was saved from perfection by a broad swath of dark red.

This must be Zelda, she thought, studying the young woman. She’d made an attempt to tone down her hair with a wide gold barrette, and the effect was striking.

“Thank you for the order,” she said into the phone and checked the details. “This shouldn’t be any problem.” She disconnected and raised her head. “Hello, are you Zelda?”

The young woman’s smile lit up the lobby. “Yes.” She held out her hand. “You must be Maddie.”

They discussed the job and agreed that Zelda would start on the following Monday. Her new helper asked if she could check the gift wrapping supplies and made a few suggestions.

“I know where we could pick up some inexpensive baskets.” She pointed to the shelves in the back of the shop. “We could put together some ready-made gift baskets and give them attractive names.” She strode back and forth as she spoke. “Like ‘wine lovers’ or ‘gourmet’ or ‘scrapbookers’ or ‘golfers’. We could make up a few samples and put them there. Do you mind if I put some ideas together as to content and prices?” She nodded to herself, and Maddie could tell she was assembling items in her mind. “Also, do you know that big craft store out by the airport?”

Maddie shook her head. “I haven’t lived here very long.”

“They’re having a closing out sale. I could pick up some raffia and check out their ribbons and stuff like that. This is going to be so cool!”

Maddie was swept up by the girl’s enthusiasm and didn’t notice Chase, who stood watching them with a smile on his face. She waved him over.

“I put some of your flyers up in the club,” he said before she could speak.

“Thank you. I’ve already had three orders this morning.” She motioned to Zelda. “This is Zelda, and she’s going to give me a hand starting next week. She has some great ideas already. Zelda, I’d like you to meet Chase Drummond.”

He nodded. “Nice to meet you, Zelda. Well, I should get going.”

Maddie ducked out the side door of her shop and ran across the lobby to catch up to him. “Brent asked me to get a sewing machine for Annie, but since I started the conversation with you, I thought I’d double check. Is that okay?”

“Sure.” He seemed awfully casual about it when his girlfriend had been so opposed, but who was she to question? “Oh, by the way, I understand that Annie has the next two afternoons off. I checked with Lily, and she says Annie is welcome to go to the studio either this afternoon or tomorrow, if that’s convenient.” She pretended not to see the flare of interest in his eyes, and looked back toward her shop. “I really don’t have time to take her out there myself. Is there anyone else who could take her?”

He answered almost before she’d finished talking. “I can take her.”

“Okay, I’ll jot down her address and phone number for you.” She turned aside so he wouldn’t see her look of triumph. She handed him the card. “Have fun.”

Chase took the card, tucked it into his inside jacket pocket and patted it. “I will.”

* * *

“Lily, there’s a man on line one for you.”

Lily looked up from the cutting table. She still did almost all of the cutting by herself, especially when costly fabrics were involved. She had created a stunning peony devore design on rich burgundy velvet, and didn’t trust the cutting to anyone else.

“Take a message, Helka. I’ll call him back as soon as I can.”

Her assistant placed her hand over the receiver. “He says his name is Chase Drummond.”

Lily’s heartbeat accelerated but she forced herself to remain calm. “I’ll be right there.”

She put down the scissors, composed herself and walked to her office. “Lily Hsu,” she said, wondering if she sounded as nervous as she felt.

“Hello, Lily. I don’t know if you remember me, it’s Chase Drummond.” His voice lit a fire in the pit of her stomach. “I saw Maddie this morning and she mentioned that it would be all right if I brought Annie around for a visit.” He sounded almost breathless. “Would this afternoon be too soon?”

Lily couldn’t bring herself to play games. “Yes, that would be fine.” She glanced at the wall clock. “What time will you be here?”

“About two, if that’s all right.”

“I’ll look forward to it.” Lily wondered if she sounded as nervous as she felt, and decided to amend her comment. “I’ll look forward to seeing Annie.” She hung up and looked at her shaking hand. If she was going to finish cutting that fabric, she’d better get herself under control.

* * *

Maddie took four more orders in the space of an hour; it was a good thing Zelda would be starting soon. The young woman’s enthusiasm and ideas had given her a much-needed lift; she was surprised at how much she was missing Brent. She’d known him for such a short time, and yet every time she thought about him, she smiled. And he’d said he’d like to see her when he got back...

Her phone rang again. She’d downloaded Dashing Through The Snow as her ringtone and it was getting old already. She put a smile in her voice. “Hello. This is Maddie.”

“Maddie.” The husky voice made her heart beat a little faster. “How are you?”

She glanced around the lobby and lowered her voice. “I’m fine, how are you? I didn’t expect to hear from you this soon.” She gave a low, intimate laugh, not caring if he could tell how happy she was to hear from him. “But I’m glad you called.”

“Maddie?” the voice changed, and her heart sank when she realized that it wasn’t Brent.

“Allan?” Stunned to hear from the man who’d so brusquely dumped her six months prior, she couldn’t think of anything to say.

He gave a nervous laugh. “I wasn’t sure you’d remember me.”

What a stupid thing to say. What kind of games was he playing? She allowed some anger to creep into her voice. “What do you want, Allan?”

He cleared his throat. “I’ve been thinking about you a lot recently, and I just wanted to see how you’re doing.”

Was he kidding? Jumbled thoughts chased each other through her mind. She was angry at him for not being Brent, but she was also angry at herself for having given him her phone number. He’d asked for it when she first moved, back when she’d still felt a connection to Connor, and she’d given in.

“Excuse me, Allan, but I’d like to take this opportunity to remind you that you have a fiancée. It’s bad form to be thinking of someone else.”

“Actually, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about. Marie is a lovely girl, but that was a mistake.” He paused and took a deep breath. “I’d like to come and see you.”

“No!” She didn’t have to think twice. “Definitely not.” She noticed a couple of people in the lobby staring at her; she must have raised her voice. She reeled in her temper and forced herself to speak calmly. “Don’t do that, Allan. Don’t come here. There’s nothing between us.”

“Can’t we at least be friends?”

Maddie pressed the fingers of her free hand to the center of her forehead. She was starting to get a headache.

“We are not friends, Allan. Friends don’t date you for over three years, act as if you have a future together and then turn around and announce that they’re going to marry someone else. That’s not what friends do.” A customer walked up to her shop and picked up the brochure outlining her services. “Listen, I have to go. I’m sorry things didn’t work out for you, but as far as you and I, that was over the moment you dumped me.” She didn’t wait for him to respond. “Goodbye, Allan.”

She disconnected, gripped the counter to steady herself and smiled at the customer.

“Hi, I’m Maddie. Let me know if I can answer any questions.”

Chapter Ten

“Uncle Chase, this is so exciting.” Annie had been vibrating with enthusiasm ever since Chase told her they were going to visit Lily’s studio. “Do you know how to find it?”

He pointed to a folded piece of paper in the console between the seats. “I printed out a Google map. You could help me navigate if you like.”

Lily’s business was located in the industrial section, in a plain white building. The business name appeared on a discreet sign beside the entrance door and a small loading bay sat off to the far side of the front of the building.

Chase parked in a stall marked “Visitor” and grinned at Annie. “Ready?” he asked, acknowledging to himself that his question was as much for himself as it was for Annie.

They stepped into a small but tastefully furnished reception area. A receptionist looked up and welcomed them warmly. “You must be Annie and Mr. Drummond.”

Chase extended his hand. “We’re a few minutes early, I hope that’s all right.” The wall behind the receptionist was mostly plate glass and overlooked the production floor. He scanned the space, looking for Lily. Annie squirmed at his side and was about to say something when the door opened, and Lily came out. She glanced at Chase and then smiled at Annie. “I’m so glad you could come. Welcome to my shop.”

Chase couldn’t stop smiling as Lily greeted Annie. They were soon chattering together like best friends. He didn’t know which one made him prouder, the woman he’d fallen for or his niece.

Lily raised her head, and he was treated to the full effect of her amazing eyes. There was something different about them today. There was no mistaking the wariness there, but the gaze she gave him was softer, more receptive. A glimmer of hope took up residence inside his chest.

“You can wait out here if you like, or you can come with us.” She smiled at him. “I’m not sure if you’ll find it very interesting.”

He managed to find his voice. “I’d like to tag along, if you don’t mind. I already have a question.” He held open the door to the work floor, and she stepped under his raised arm.

“What is that?” she asked, touching Annie on the shoulder, keeping her part of the conversation. 

“That odd-looking rectangular contraption over there.” Chase pointed to a metal rack that held fabric suspended from fine hooks. “What’s going on with that?”

Lily nodded. “It looks like some sort of a torture device, doesn’t it?” She was relaxed and in her element. “We use it for the velvets, mostly. Keeps the fabric from getting crushed.”

It was Chase’s turn to nod. “Makes sense.” He stepped back. “You and Annie go ahead. I’ll just tag along.”

He followed while Lily took Annie through the various processes. The child was particularly fascinated by the way the screens for multi-colour projects fit together. Lily had set up a screen with a design from the Calgary Stampede and showed Annie how to produce a t-shirt. The child watched carefully and then asked if she could try to apply the last colour. Chase stood back and watched as the two heads came together, Lily’s hair shimmering black and heavy, and Annie’s fine and red. Lily spoke to Annie as an adult, and he could see the child’s confidence growing as Lily carefully explained the different processes.

“And over here is our fashion department.” Lily led them through a door into a long, narrow room. Sketches and fabric samples adorned one wall and stacks of fabric, all carefully labeled, filled a massive set of shelves. Chase counted six industrial sewing machines, but only three were in use.

Lily noted the direction of his gaze. “We haven’t started our spring production yet.” She waved a hand. “Actually, a large percentage of our garments are produced by piece work.”

Chase’s business instincts came to the fore. “Do the workers ever let you down?”

Lily smiled sweetly. “Not twice.”

He grinned down at her. “Remind me not to get on your bad side.”

Her lips twitched, and she tilted her head, acknowledging his remark. Then she turned to Annie. “There’s not much else to see, but do you have any questions?”

The child looked around, wide-eyed. “Only about a million,” she said, looking from Lily to her uncle and then back to Lily. “There’s so much to see.” She touched one of the sewing machines reverently. “I’m going to start saving my allowance so I can get a sewing machine.”

“Good for you. Let me know when you get it, and I’ll show you some of the basics.”

“Would you?” Annie wrapped her arms around Lily’s waist then stepped back, embarrassed. “That would be so cool.”

“Of course I will.” She pulled Annie to her side and shot a look of defiance at Chase. “I’ll have you sewing in no time.”

Chase felt as though he’d missed part of the conversation, but let it slide. “Well ladies, if the tour is over, can I take you out for tea? I understand there’s a little place a few blocks away. It’s not fancy, but they make their own cakes and pies.”

Annie tugged at Lily’s hand. “Please come,” she said. “It’ll be fun.”

Chase held his breath waiting for her response. Something flared in her eyes as she looked up at him. “Okay,” she said, returning her attention to Annie. “That sounds like fun.”

Annie crawled into the back seat. Chase held the door for Lily, and her scent invaded his nostrils. “Thank you,” she murmured. Once she was settled he handed her the seatbelt and their fingers brushed together. A spark of static electricity startled them both; she looked up at him under dark lashes, and his heart lurched inside his chest.

Annie peppered Lily with questions during the short drive to the small coffee shop. Lily turned sideways in her seat to answer, and they talked as though they’d known each other all their lives. A warm sensation washed over him. Perhaps he was being foolish, but he didn’t think he’d ever been this contented.

They sat in a corner booth, an old-fashioned semi-circle. Placed between the two adults, Annie beamed with pleasure as she ordered banana cream pie.

“And for you?” Chase tried not to stare at Lily, but he couldn’t help himself. She’d removed her work smock before they left the studio, revealing a blousy white silk shirt which she’d cinched at the waist with a thin black leather belt. Her luxurious hair was down and she shoved it back, revealing simple gold hoops. He’d better stop staring before she pulled away from him again.

“I think that double chocolate cake sounds good.” She gave the waitress a dazzling smile. “And some Earl Grey tea, please.” She leaned into Annie. “What about you? Shall we share a pot of tea?”

“Yes, please.”

Chase ordered coffee and apple pie with a slice of cheddar, then turned his attention to Annie. “So what did you think of Lily’s studio?”

Annie rolled her eyes, back to being a typical ten year old. “It was amazing. I can’t wait to tell my friends.”

“Remind me to run in and get that t-shirt for you when your uncle drops me off. I made it for you.”

Annie beamed her pleasure. “Thank you.”

The food arrived, and Lily dug into her chocolate cake. “Good,” she murmured, patting the edge of her mouth with a napkin and going in for another forkful. Her movements were decidedly delicate and feminine, and yet he sensed she could challenge a trucker to an eating contest.

He recalled the last time he’d dated Laurel Carmichael. She’d pushed her food around her plate, trying to make it appear as though she was eating. When he’d inquired if she would like some dessert, she’d looked at him as though he’d lost his mind. A few weeks ago he’d agreed to accompany her to an upcoming wedding of mutual friends. He regretted that decision now, but he didn’t see how he could cancel. It would be agony to be with Laurel when the only woman he wanted was sitting across from him.

Chase waited until Lily had finished her cake, then leaned forward. “If you don’t mind me asking, do you provide all the t-shirts for the Calgary Stampede?”

“No.” She shook her head. “Just some specialty items.” She scooted forward on the bench seat, completely changed as she talked business. “I looked into it a few years ago, but the numbers are staggering. Not only from the production standpoint, but price point. They can buy so much cheaper elsewhere.” She lifted her shoulders. “I can’t blame them for that. I’d do the same.” She tapped the side of her cup with her fingernails. “There are probably t-shirts being produced right now for next year...somewhere.”

He watched her reaction. “You don’t resent that?”

“Not really. I can only be competitive on orders up to around five thousand, and even that’s pushing it.” She smiled at Annie to include her in the conversation. “Just think. If I committed myself to massive numbers like that, I’d never have branched out and designed my resort wear line.” She nodded to herself. “And my staff would be bored in no time. I’ve never wanted to work in an environment where I had to do the same thing every day.”

“Wait a sec. Did you say you designed the resort wear?” Chase’s respect for her was growing.

“I probably shouldn’t admit this, but it wasn’t that difficult. It’s not haute couture, and I’ve been on the fringes of design for most of my life.” She held up a finger. “I did hire a pattern maker, though. That’s a special skill.”

“I wonder,” he murmured, mulling over an idea in his head.

“You wonder what?” She was looking at him with a challenge in her eyes.

“Sorry. I was wondering about a charity event I’m involved in.” He was having a hard time concentrating, but this opportunity was perfect.

She remained silent, waiting for him to speak.

“I’m on the board of a low-key charity that supplies sporting equipment to children who can’t afford it.”

Lily’s eyes lit up, and he continued.

“We don’t get a lot of press. We don’t want any, to tell you the truth.” He gave her a quick smile. “There were just a few of us involved when we first started, but now there are...oh...two dozen active members. It’s only in Alberta, and our sole purpose is to help out kids in need.” He gazed into the distance for a moment. “You’d be surprised how much money it takes to outfit a kid for hockey, not to mention the costs to be involved in a league. Two years ago we added the same service for girls as well. There’s been a surge of interest in hockey by young girls since our Olympic success.”

“And by doing this, you’re encouraging them to be physically active.”

Chase grinned. “Exactly.”

Was that respect in her eyes? He didn’t know, but there was definitely a change. “So what were you wondering about?” she asked.

“We’re having one of our big annual fundraisers in a couple of weeks. It’s a fashion show and silent auction. It’s short notice, but if I can arrange it, would you be interested in showing some of your resort wear?”

“Absolutely.” He could see her mind working. “We could offer to custom make the pieces.” She twirled a piece of hair around her finger. “I’ll probably sew them myself, but we don’t have to say that.” She looked at Annie. “What do you think? Good idea?” She held up her hand, and Annie gave her a high five.

Chase tried unsuccessfully to hide a smile. “Okay. I’ll check with Nate as soon as I get back to the office. His wife is co-ordinating the fashion show.”

“Great.” Lily turned to Annie again. “Which pieces do you think I should show? That was my entire line in the fashion show the other week.”

The child didn’t miss a beat. “All of them.”

“Yeah. That’s what I was thinking.” She looked directly at Chase. “This is an opportunity for me, as well. The type of people who attend something like that will be great for word-of-mouth advertising.”

“Then it’s win-win.” Chase’s expression softened as he looked at her. “Will you come with me? As my date?”

She hesitated for a moment, then gave him a smile that almost stopped his heart. “Yes, I’d enjoy that.”

Annie looked from one to the other, grinning widely. “Cool.”

* * *

Lily was surprised to see Maddie curled up on the couch when she got home. Her roommate looked flushed and was wrapped up in one of the soft throws they kept in a basket in the corner.

“Are you all right?” She strode across the room and placed a hand on her friend’s forehead. “You don’t seem to have a fever.”

Maddie shook her head. “No, I’m not sick.” She threw off the blanket, stood up and paced back and forth in front of the full-length windows. “I’m just upset. Allan called me today.”

“Allan! What did he want?” Lily had never made a secret of her dislike for Allan.

“Apparently he’s not engaged anymore and he had the nerve to ask if he could come here.” She stopped and stared out the window without seeing the view. “He wants to be friends again.”

Lily made an un-ladylike sound. “I hope you told him what he could do with his friendship.”

Maddie gave a weak smile. “I think I made myself pretty clear.” She stopped and looked at her friend. “You look different...oh my gosh, Lily, I’m sorry. I was so wrapped up in myself that I forgot to ask you. Did Chase and Annie come out this afternoon?” She smiled as Lily nodded. “You should have seen the look on his face when I told him about going out to your studio.” She pulled her friend over to the counter and sat down. “Tell me all about it.”

Lily shrugged. “It was okay. I showed Annie around and then the three of us went out for tea.”

“Oh no you don’t! I know you too well, Lily Hsu. Don’t play the inscrutable Asian with me.” Maddie made a “gimmee” motion with her fingers. “Come on, tell me everything.”

“...and so I’m going to go to the auction with him. As his date.” Lily lowered her head. “I hope I don’t regret this.”

Maddie sucked in a breath. “Sometimes I don’t understand you, you know that? Anyone can see that the man is seriously interested in you.” She leaned forward and spoke firmly but gently. “He’s not that creep who used you, Lily. I don’t pretend to know Chase, but give him a chance. Okay?”

Lily nodded.

Maddie continued. “What was it like between you? Did you feel that same connection?”

“Oh, yeah.” Lily’s eyes took on a faraway look. “There’s definitely something there.”

Maddie sighed. “Then let it happen, Lils. Just let it happen.”

Lily smiled. “You haven’t called me that in a long time.” She looked across the table at her friend. “You’re right, I know that. What’s frightening me is that maybe I like him too much.”

Maddie shook her head. “There’s no such thing as too much.” She thought of Brent. “Trust me.”

Chapter Eleven

“Lily.” The receptionist’s voice came through the speaker phone. “I have Nancy Somerville on the line for you.”

“Nancy Somerville?” Lily pushed back from the cutting table. The name wasn’t familiar.

“She says she’s calling about the charity auction.”

“Oh, okay.” She walked to the old-fashioned wall phone and lifted the receiver. “Hello, Nancy, this is Lily.”

“Lily.” The woman’s words were clipped. “It’s Nancy Somerville. I’m the co-ordinator for the fashion show portion of the upcoming fundraiser, and I understand we’re going to include some of your clothes. I need to know how many items, and what they are.”

Lily sensed the undercurrents beneath the other woman’s words. Nancy Somerville was in charge of the fashion show and did not like the last minute addition of some ‘new’ designer, even if it resulted in more money for the cause.

Lily took a calming breath. Getting into an argument with this woman would serve no purpose. She put a smile in her voice and answered, “It’s resort wear, Nancy.” She gave what she hoped was a small, friendly laugh. “And if it throws your show out of synch, you don’t need to include me. At this late date, I’d understand.”

Silence greeted her words. Evidently Nancy had expected a confrontation, but Lily wasn’t about to give her the pleasure.

“Oh, well...” Nancy stammered. “No, we couldn’t do that.” Lily could hear her rifling through some papers. “Chase said to include you, and this is his event, so I certainly wouldn’t want to go against his wishes.”

Lily glanced around the fashion department. She’d pulled out all the stops and was in the midst of producing each outfit in several sizes as there was little time available for fittings. After the fashion show, she planned to offer the extra outfits to Chase for additional fundraising.

“I have ten items,” she said. “And if you like, I’ll e-mail you a photograph of each one with details. Would that help?”

The other woman seemed to have run out of bluster. “That sounds good.”

Lily pressed on. “Just let me know when you want to do the fittings, and I’ll be there. We’re producing a variety of sizes for each item.”

“You make them here?”

“Yes. I don’t believe in shipping my work offshore.” She wasn’t about to tell Nancy that her production was too small and too immediate to be sent to offshore manufacturers.

“Oh. I just thought...” Nancy’s words trailed off, but Lily got the message loud and clear. She was tempted to say that she was as much of a Canadian as the other woman but managed to bite her tongue.

“All right then.” Lily could picture the co-ordinator consulting her schedule. “I’ll call you some time next week about the fittings. Is that okay?”

“Sounds good. Thanks for calling.” Lily quietly placed the handset in the receiver. It was clear that Nancy Somerville didn’t like Chase Drummond interfering in her fashion show. Lily thought briefly about discussing it with him, then brushed that notion aside. He had enough to do without getting in the middle of a catfight.

Lily had a sudden thought. Maybe it wasn’t the last minute addition of the resort wear that was ruffling feathers. Perhaps it was the fact that Chase Drummond had insisted that Lily’s items be included. Hmmm...

“No sense speculating about that now,” she said aloud, and returned her attention to the brightly coloured fabric.

* * *

“Huh.” Nancy Somerville put down her cell phone and stared at it for a moment. “That was interesting,” she said, meeting the eyes of the woman across from her.

“So what did you think?” Laurel Carmichael tried not to appear too anxious, but Nancy knew better. From the moment she’d heard about Chase’s involvement in the fashion show, her friend had been on full alert. She’d been pursuing him for a year and a half, and in that time, Chase had been remarkably skillful at eluding her.

Nancy felt sorry for her friend as a kaleidoscope of emotions flashed across the other woman’s face. The trouble was, Laurel had been kidding herself for so long she’d started to believe her own fantasy.

“She offered to withdraw her clothes from the show.”

Laurel dismissed the comment with a wave of her hand. “That was just a power play. She knew you couldn’t do that.”

Nancy acknowledged her friend’s comment with a nod. “I suppose so.” She thought back to the conversation. “She was nice, but I get the feeling she can be tough.”

“It’s that damned kimchee they eat. That would toughen up anybody.”

Nancy shook her head. “That’s Korean. This woman is Chinese or something like that. Audrey from Draper’s worked with her a few weeks ago and she told me she’s gorgeous.”

Laurel pushed the papers aside. “Well, she hasn’t got him yet.” She pulled out a compact and checked her appearance in the mirror. “I’ve got a lot invested in this relationship, and I’m not going to give up without a fight.”

* * *

A dozen times a day, Maddie was glad she’d hired Zelda. The young woman brimmed over with original ideas and was cheerfully professional when dealing with the customers. She seemed to know precisely which ones to handle herself, and which ones should be passed to Maddie.

She waved the spiral binder under Maddie’s nose even before she could get out of her coat. “The orders are coming in fast and furious.” She slipped Maddie’s coat off her shoulders and hung it up, talking the entire time. “Did you know your business was going to be this successful?”

“I’d hoped it would work, but I didn’t think it would take off like this.” Maddie leafed through the notes. They jotted down every call that came in, and the habit had already proven useful several times. Those inquiries that resulted in orders were formally written up and filed. It was a simple system, and it worked.

“Wait a minute, what’s this?” Maddie’s heart lurched as she came to an entry. “It says ‘Brent called.’” She looked at her assistant. “Is that all?”

Zelda grinned. “Well, he seemed disappointed that you weren’t in, but that’s the extent of his message.” She frowned. “He was someplace noisy; it sounded like there was a lot of equipment in the background. Maybe that’s why he didn’t leave a longer message.”

Maddie’s shoulders fell, but she soon recovered. “At least he called,” she said. “That’s something.”

“Is he special?” Zelda’s tone softened.

Maddie closed her eyes for a moment. “Very special.” She gave herself a little shake. “Now let’s go over these orders.”

It was late in the day, and Zelda had gone home when Maddie’s phone rang. She was tempted to let it go, but it could be a new order. “Good afternoon, Maddie LaRocque speaking.”

“Maddie, I caught you.”

“Brent!” This time there was no question. She closed her eyes and pictured his face. “I’ve missed you.”

He chuckled. The low, sexy sound made her pulse speed up. “I’m glad to hear it. I’ve missed you, too.”

“It’s not the same over at the skating rink without you.” It was a silly thing to say, but she’d spent so little time with him...

“You’ve been watching over our girl.”

She smiled at his words. “Yeah, a couple of times. She loves it there.”

“I know.” He paused. “I wish I could tell you when I’ll be back, but things are happening fast here, and I need to stick around.”

“Have you made a new discovery or something?” She had no idea what he did.

“I wish I could tell you, but I can’t.”

She was glad he couldn’t see her blush. “I’m sorry. I was only making conversation.”

“I know, love, but I really can’t tell you.” She heard him let the air out of his lungs. “I just miss you, Maddie. Is everything going all right?”

“Did you just call me ‘love?’” She pressed the phone to her ear.

“I guess I did.” There was that low chuckle again. “Is that all right?” He didn’t wait for her response. “You are a love, Maddie. I knew that the first moment you fell into my arms.”

Maddie relived the moment and smiled to herself. “I did, didn’t I? I mean fall into your arms.” She lowered her voice. “Something I’d like to try again, by the way. Except maybe not from a ladder.”

He groaned. “Maddie, you’re killing me here.” Some machinery clanged in the background. “Just a sec.” He must have pressed the phone against his jacket because for a few moments, there was no sound. Then he was back. “Sorry, love. I have to go. Have you looked for the dog yet?”

“I thought you wanted to go with me.”

“I did, but with things the way they are, maybe you should go ahead and choose one. Listen, I really do have to run. I’ll try to call you when I’m on my way home, okay?”

“Okay, Brent. Thanks for calling.” He didn’t hear the last few words; he’d already disconnected.

* * *

“Do you want to go for a drink after work?”

The question took Maddie by surprise. Lily rarely wanted to go out for a drink. But tomorrow was the fashion show, and her friend had been increasingly nervous the past few days.

“Sure. Where would you like to go?”

“I’ll stop by, and we can go to one of those small places near you. Okay?”

“Sure. Give me an extra half an hour though. It’s been crazy here today.” She glanced at the colourful gift baskets on the shelves. Every one of them was now sold; Zelda was already working on putting some replacements together.

The beginnings of an idea had been taking root in her mind over the past couple of weeks. She’d opened in the middle of November, and here she was, well into December and her business was already taking her in directions she hadn’t anticipated.

The gift baskets had been wildly successful. Baskets containing food and wine were by far the most popular. Maddie had discovered a small European deli that offered many exclusive items, and the sale of baskets containing products from the deli had resulted in discussions with several customers about catering ideas for small receptions. She’d also had customers who were eager for assistance with party decorations. They were either too busy or lacked the confidence to do it themselves. Zelda consulted enthusiastically with these customers, offering unique ideas that were eagerly snapped up.

“We could offer this as a service,” Zelda said after the last consultation. “I’d love to do something like that.” She started to gnaw on her fingernail then quickly withdrew her hand. Her previously bitten nails were beginning to grow, thanks to Maddie’s positive influence. “The gift buying will always be popular, but I see it as a series of highs and lows. We have Valentine’s Day, Mother’s Day, Father’s Day, individual birthdays, and perhaps some limited demand on the other holidays, but basically it’s a rollercoaster.”

Maddie listened to her assistant with growing surprise. The young woman had put some thought into this. She’d looked around their little shop. “This has been an ideal location to launch the business, but if we were to get into this full time, we’d need more space.” She looked at Maddie. “Don’t you think?”

Maddie had been so overwhelmed with the volume of orders, she hadn’t had time to think very far ahead, but Zelda was right. They’d have to have a serious discussion in the next couple of weeks.

* * *

Lily pushed through the revolving door, bringing with her a swirling gust of cold air and snowflakes. Breathtakingly glamorous, she strode across the lobby in soft leather boots, wearing a simple black cape trimmed with black fur.

“Ready?” she asked, frowning slightly as she looked at Maddie. “You look tired.”

“It’s been crazy busy.” Maddie locked up the shop. “I’m glad the weekend is coming up. Did I tell you I’m going to look for the puppy?”

Lily wrinkled her nose. “It’s not going to live with us, is it?”

“Maybe for a day or two, if that’s okay with you. I haven’t thought that far ahead yet.” The two women walked out arm in arm. “Come on, let’s get that drink.”

Heads turned as they walked into a small bar and claimed two stools.

“Martini please,” said Lily.

Maddie masked her surprise. Something was bothering her friend if she was ordering a martini. She ordered a glass of white wine. “So, how’s it going?” she asked, watching Lily carefully as she dug into the bowl of peanuts.

“Fine, as far as I’m concerned.” Lily removed the olive from her glass, but didn’t drink. She ran a finger up and down the stem of the glass, lost in thought. “There’s something going on with the women in charge of the fashion show, but I’m not sure what it is.” She glanced quickly at Maddie, then went back to playing with the martini glass. “They’ve decided they don’t like me, but I’ll be damned if I can figure out why. They don’t even know me.”

Maddie frowned. It wasn’t like Lily to care what people thought or said about her. “What have they done that’s made you think this?”

Lily took a sip of her drink and looked at Maddie over the rim of the glass. “That’s just it. They haven’t done anything specific. It’s just a feeling I have.” She set down her glass. “They’re being overly polite to me.” She toyed with her hair. “Instinct tells me it has something to do with Chase. It’s almost as if they’re trying to keep a secret from me.”

“Have you talked to Chase? What does he say?”

“That’s just it.” Lily’s gaze turned inward; it was almost as though she was talking to herself. “I haven’t heard from Chase since he brought Annie to the studio.”

“That seems odd.”

Lily nodded. “I thought so too.”

Lily thought for a moment. “Who are you dealing with?”

“Her name is Nancy Somerville.”

“Maybe she’s dating Chase and she’s wondering where you came from.”

“No...” Lily drew out the word. “She’s married to a friend of his. I think they play handball together or something.” She tossed back her drink and held up a finger for another one. “At least it’ll be over tomorrow, and we can laugh about how foolish I’m being.” She gave Maddie a thin smile.

“You’re right.” Maddie tossed another peanut into her mouth. “It’s going to be just fine.”

Chapter Twelve

Chase had ordered a limo service for the evening. He hoped to take Lily out after the auction and didn’t want to worry about having a glass or two of wine. She buzzed him up to her condo, and he stood outside her door, as nervous as a teenager on a first date. He took a deep breath and pushed the doorbell.

She took a step back, inviting him in. The look on her face made the trouble he’d taken with his appearance worthwhile. “You look fantastic,” she said.

“Why, thank you, ma’am.” He gave a slight bow. “You look mighty fine yourself.” He wasn’t sure how she did it; she sparkled in a simple black beaded dress that hung from her shoulders, skimming her body in the most erotic manner. Her hair hung luxuriantly down her back, and he clenched his hands to prevent himself from touching her.

“Shall we go?” he said, reaching for her coat.

She indicated that she wanted it draped over her shoulders, and he complied. His fingers brushed her bare skin, and a jolt of awareness rocked him back. It had been all he could do not to call her, but he knew she’d been busy with the fashion show and hadn’t wanted to pressure her. He regretted that now. Time missed with this alluring woman could never be recovered.

He stood next to her in the elevator, unsure what to talk about. He finally decided on the fashion show; that could hardly go wrong.

“So,” he said. “Has Nancy been taking care of you all right?”

He watched her in the mirrored walls of the elevator, and she met his gaze. “I got the impression that she wasn’t thrilled to have the order of her fashion show disturbed, but she’s been welcoming and polite.”

The elevator door opened, and they walked into the lobby. “Just polite?” He wanted to gather her up in his arms and tell her to ignore any slights, but he knew that she was fiercely independent and could fight her own battles. The notion made him want her even more.

She laid a hand on his arm. “Everyone was fine.” Something flashed in her eyes. “They’re just being women.” She stopped as they approached the waiting limousine. “For us?”

He nodded.

“I like it. Let’s go.”

Gliding silently through the city streets, Chase felt right with Lily at his side. She glanced up at him a couple of times but didn’t speak. He liked that. Too many women chattered on endlessly, but this one was different, and he looked forward to having her at his side tonight.

“I probably won’t get to spend much time with you,” she said, almost as though she’d read his thoughts. “The fashion show is going to start part way through dinner, and I’ll have to be backstage.”

“Oh, I thought we’d be together.”

His disappointment was obvious, and she slipped her hand into his. “I’m sorry, Chase. I thought you knew.”

He lifted her hand to his lips. “But I will get to see you some time tonight, won’t I?”

“Of course.” She touched the side of his face with her fingers. Her touch was feather-light and yet it turned his insides to fire. “We’ll find each other.”

* * *

Lily’s respect for Chase grew as they entered the function room. He was greeted enthusiastically, and everyone complimented him on the success of his charity. It soon became evident that he was the main contributor, and that it was thanks to him that the charity was so successful. Many of the businessmen pledged to help in ways that went beyond the scope of the evening’s fund-raising effort. Chase accepted their support with thanks.

As they moved along, greeting Chase’s friends and colleagues, she was aware of a few raised eyebrows and whispered asides. She supposed it was natural; after all, Chase had known these people most of his adult life and was now introducing someone completely new – her – into the mix. There were bound to be murmurs. Most of the people were gracious and welcoming, especially when Chase introduced her as a donor and detailed her contribution to the fashion show.

She liked the way he guided her through the crowd, one hand lightly at her waist. She smiled up at him as he offered her a glass of champagne, surprised to discover that she was enjoying herself. It was difficult to do otherwise with someone like Chase; his dark good looks drew the eye of almost every woman in the room. His tailored suit fitted him perfectly, and he moved with an easy grace through the crowds, his smile never wavering as he looked down at her.

She was about to take a second sip of champagne when one of the backstage volunteers slipped through the crowd and tugged at her elbow.

“Sorry to bother you, Lily, but we have a problem backstage.” The young woman looked at Chase, and for a moment her eyes widened in appreciation, then she turned back to Lily. “It’s Melanie. I think she’s sick.”

Lily frowned. Melanie was one of the models who had been chosen for the resort wear. “I’ll be right there,” she murmured quietly, and waited for a break in the conversation until she could draw Chase away.

“There seems to be a problem with one of the models.” She kept her voice low.

“Shall I call a doctor?” he lowered his head to speak to her, and she struggled to maintain her concentration when his cologne invaded her senses. For one wild moment, she was tempted to kiss him. He stilled, and their eyes met; he was thinking the same thing.

“No.” She had to touch him. She laid a hand on his starched shirt-front; his heart was beating as rapidly as hers. “At least not yet. I’ll go and see what’s wrong.” She looked into his eyes. “Bad timing, huh?”

He looked at her for a few long seconds, his gaze moving from her eyes to her lips. She didn’t think she’d ever been subjected to such intense scrutiny, and she loved it. “I’ll wait,” he said simply, then leaned down and brushed his lips against her cheek. “If it takes all night.”

Head spinning, she made her way through the crowd. If Chase Drummond could affect her like this with one simple kiss on the cheek, she wasn’t sure she was ready for what would happen when he kissed her properly.

By the time she reached the backstage area, she had herself under control. “Where is she?” she asked, and then spotted the young woman at the back of the room. She was sitting on one of the folding chairs that had been brought in, hands to her stomach, rocking back and forth.

She looked up, eyes bleak. “I’m sorry, Lily. I should have warned you. I got a touch of the flu a couple of days ago, but I really thought I’d be better by now.” Her forehead glistened with sweat. “I felt okay this morning, but just in the last half hour I’ve been vomiting again. I feel terrible letting you down like this.” A tear rolled down her cheek, and Lily brushed it away.

“Don’t be silly,” she said, sitting down beside the distraught young woman. “You’re the one who matters. Do you have anyone at home to take care of you?”

She nodded. “My roommate.”

“Excellent.” Lily looked around for the volunteer, and called her over. “Could you ask Mr. Drummond to meet me over there?” She pointed toward the side door, then returned her attention to Melanie. “Mr. Drummond offered to call a doctor. Would you like him to do that?”

She shook her head. “No, I’ll be fine if I just go home and lie down.”

“That’s what I thought, too. We’ll get you a ride home.” She looked up to see Chase hovering at the side door.

“It’s the flu,” she said quietly. “Can you arrange for her to get home?”

He nodded. “You bundle her up and bring her to the front door. I’ll have some transportation for you by the time you get there.”

The limousine was waiting at the entrance when Lily brought Melanie out. Chase settled her in the back seat then leaned through the front window to speak to the driver. The car pulled away, and he tucked his arm around Lily, guiding her back inside the building.

“Larry will take care of her and report to us later on.”

“Thank you, Chase.” She smiled at him. She’d been doing a lot of that tonight. And to think that she’d almost missed out on knowing Chase Drummond because of her experience with Randall.

They wandered back down the side hall, and she paused outside the room that had been assigned to the models. “You realize what this means, don’t you?”

He lifted his shoulders. “No, what?”

“I’m short one model, and I don’t dare ask Nancy to re-arrange things. The music...everything...it’s all been co-ordinated down to the last minute.”

“Music?” he looked puzzled. “Just how involved is this thing, anyway?”

She gave a short laugh. “You’ll see. Each series of clothes has its own theme music. Nancy has this organized with military precision.” She paused. “She’s really very good at this.”

“So you can’t just leave something out?” He motioned with his hand. “Her outfit, or whatever you call it?”

“Not really.” Lily’s mind was racing. “I suppose I could stand in for her.” She wound a strand of hair around her fingers. “We’re about the same size, and I’ve been here for both rehearsals.”

He gave her a wry smile. “Don’t I get to spend any time with you tonight?” The look on his face made her heart beat double-time. “I’ve been looking forward to this ever since you said you’d come with me.”

“Are you pouting?” She took a step closer and challenged him. “I’ve been looking forward to this evening too, if you really want to know.” She read the desire in his eyes. “We’ll get there, Chase. You can count on it.”

With a groan of frustration, he cradled her head in his hands and captured her mouth with his. She closed her eyes and leaned into him, moaning softly as his long, lean body moulded to hers.

He pulled away abruptly. “Lily,” he said, his voice hoarse. “I’m sorry.” He pulled a white handkerchief out of his pocket and dabbed at a smear of lipstick on her mouth.

“I’m not,” she said, and raised her head for another kiss. His mouth plundered hers, and he wrapped her in his arms and lifted her off her feet. She was vaguely aware of some beads from her dress falling to the floor, but she didn’t care. Right here in Chase Drummond’s arms was where she was meant to be.

“Excuse me.” Nancy stood in the open door behind them, taking in the scene. A faint smile touched her lips. “Sorry to disturb, but I heard about Melanie.” She couldn’t quite look at Chase. “Have you decided what you’re going to do?”

Chase let her go, and she reluctantly turned around. “I’m going to do the modeling myself.”

“You?” The look on Nancy’s face was one of disbelief. She looked up and down, assessing Lily’s height. “Won’t the skirt be too long?”

Lily smiled brightly. “I made it in three sizes. We’ll make it work.”

“That’s wonderful.” Nancy’s relief was obvious, even to Chase. The two women seemed to have bonded over the mini disaster.

Lily turned. “Sorry, Chase.”

Nancy echoed her words. “Sorry, Chase, but you know what they say. The show must go on.”

Lily’s eyes sparkled. “Don’t worry about him. He’s a big boy.” She took a couple of steps back toward him. “You might want to wipe off the lipstick.”

And then she and Nancy disappeared into the change room. Women chattered and flitted back and forth between racks of brightly coloured clothes; it didn’t look like a military operation to him.

He turned to go back to the ballroom and spotted a few beads on the floor. He thought he’d heard something when he picked Lily up, but he’d been too overwhelmed by the feel and taste of her to register what it was. He picked them up now and held them in his palm. Made of cut crystal, they sparkled when he moved his hand to catch the light. He slipped them into his pocket, put a smile on his face and went back to mingle with the guests.

* * *

Lily studied the outfit. Ideally, it should be modeled by someone taller...someone like Melanie...but she’d make it work somehow. She could always put her hair up, to give the illusion of extra height.

She inspected the hair and makeup area, looking for something to hold up her hair. She was rarely without her chopsticks, but tonight she’d brought a small evening bag. After several failed attempts, she used some long hairpins to fasten it up; it would have to do.

The shorter skirt of the small outfit just barely skimmed the floor when she donned heels. Struggling to fit into a ‘normal’ size reminded her of her teenage years, and why she’d started designing and sewing in the first place. Nothing in the stores had ever fit, but she was determined not to shop in the childrens’ section for the rest of her life and had learned to adjust patterns to suit her stature.

She was standing behind a rack of clothes, checking her appearance in a full-length mirror when an unfamiliar voice caught her attention.

“Where is she?” the woman demanded. “I want to talk to her.”

“Laurel, no.” Lily recognized Nancy’s firm voice. “The fashion show is about to start.” There were sounds of someone stumbling. “Come on now. Please don’t ruin this after all our hard work.”

Lily peeked through a rack of clothes. A tall, elegant woman stood opposite Nancy. Hair the colour of ripe summer wheat was twisted up in a loose French twist at the back of her head. She was holding an empty champagne glass, and from the way she listed slightly to one side, Lily wondered if she’d had too much to drink.

“I just wanted to warn her,” the woman continued. “It’s not fair the way Chase breaks their hearts, one after the other.” She raised the glass to her lips and frowned when she discovered it was empty. “I mean, everybody knows he likes to try something different every once in a while, but he always comes back to me.” She prodded Nancy in the shoulder. “And you have to admit, this one is definitely different.”

Lily’s first inclination was to push through the clothes and confront the woman. But there was something desperate in the way she spoke, and it was becoming clear that she’d had too much to drink. She remained still as Nancy ushered the woman out of the room, but her heart was beating wildly. How was this woman involved with Chase, and was there any truth to what she’d overheard?

She raised a hand and saw that it was trembling from the effort to control her emotions. The truth was, she was angry with herself for not going out there and fighting for her man.

The thought stopped her in her tracks. When had she started to think of Chase as her man? She scarcely knew him, and yet he’d invaded her thoughts and dreams to such an extent that she hadn’t been able to think of much else. There was no denying the attraction between them, but he was far from being ‘her man.’ He had a life of which she knew nothing, a life which had obviously included this woman named Laurel.

She exhaled all the air from her lungs in a slow stream and took a deep breath. Somewhere in the background she recognized the distinctive music that went with the group of clothes preceding hers. As she came out from behind the rack of clothes, she spotted Nancy coming back into the room. For a moment their eyes met, and Lily caught a hint of embarrassment on the other woman’s face before she looked away. It was too late to do anything about that now; Lily joined the small group of women modeling her clothes and spoke a few words of encouragement.

Before she knew it, it was her turn to stride down the runway. She was proud of her resort line, and had been gratified to hear enthusiastic applause for the first several models. Carefully choreographed salsa music was her cue, and she stepped out, momentarily blinded by the lights. Her early years of ignoring taunts and jibes stood her in good stead now, and she walked confidently, eyes quickly adjusting to the light. 

Directly ahead, at what must be the best table in the house, Chase smiled up at her. Something in his expression was strained, and it didn’t take long to figure out what it was. Beside him sat the woman who had come into the change room. Sitting next to Chase, she had her arm possessively through his, and was leaning into him, whispering something in his ear.

Lily felt a sudden chill as she watched the woman brush her lips against Chase’s neck. Something in her mind shut down; it was as though she was a spectator, completely removed from what was happening in front of her. As she came to the end of the runway he gave a quick, negative shake of his head, as though to warn her not to believe what she was seeing. She ignored him and kept her eyes focused somewhere at the back of the room. If she met his gaze now, he would surely see how hurt she was. She gave a brilliant smile and turned to join the other models holding their poses at the top of the stage.

It seemed to take forever for the rest of her models to strut their stuff. She feigned an interest she didn’t feel, and it took every ounce of control she possessed not to run from the stage when their segment was over.

Tears spilled from her eyes, and she brushed them away angrily. She wasn’t sure if she was angry at herself for giving way, or at Chase for allowing that woman to crawl all over him. A small shake of the head did not make up for letting the entire audience see her snuggling up to him.

She undressed quickly, careful not to damage the clothes. She’d noticed a lot of the spectators jotting down the numbers of the clothes that interested them. At least that part of the evening had been successful.

Nancy caught her just as she was slipping out the back door. The woman looked torn, and for a moment Lily felt sorry for her. “Listen, Lily. I’m sorry.” She didn’t need to elaborate; both of them knew what she was talking about.

Lily was in no condition to have this discussion, and yet she could see that the other woman was sincere. She forced her features to relax and smiled. “Thank you, Nancy.” She held eye contact for a moment longer then slipped out the side door.

“Lily.” Chase loomed over her in the dimly lit hallway. “Please. Let me explain.”

She looked up at him. He looked miserable. “I don’t think so, Chase.” She turned away before she gave in. He stared after her for a moment, and then followed her down the hall.

“Lily, please. I’m not with her.” He raked a hand through his hair then let his arm fall to his side. “I’m not,” he repeated.

She stopped abruptly and turned to face him. “You could have fooled me.”

He raised his hands in a helpless gesture. “This is awkward,” he said.

She didn’t try to hide her anger. “Oh, and it’s not awkward for me? Seeing my date with some other woman wrapped around him? How do you think that made me feel?”

“That’s not what I meant.” He spoke slowly.

She looked at him expectantly. She wasn’t going to make this easy for him.

“You see, Laurel is a spoiled little rich girl. Her father owns the largest newspaper in town.”

Lily raised an eyebrow. “We all know what’s happening to newspapers these days.”

“No, trust me. Harry Carmichael is doing just fine.” He took a deep breath. “I made the mistake of dating her a few times.” He paused. “I guess that was about a year and a half ago. Anyway, Laurel always gets what she wants, and she decided she wanted me.”

“I can’t imagine why.” Lily’s lips twitched.

“Don’t tell me you’re jealous.” A slow smile transformed his face.

Why did he have to be so damned appealing?  She felt her resolve weakening. “Never mind; just carry on.”

“The trouble is, we belong to the same clubs, and we know the same people. It seemed that every time I went somewhere she’d show up and attach herself to me. Somewhere along the way she convinced herself that we’re a couple.” He reached for her. “We’re not, Lily.”

She pulled away. “Then why didn’t you stop her?”

He looked into her eyes. “Because she’d been drinking, and she’s been known to make a scene when she drinks. Our families have been friends for a long time, and I couldn’t let her embarrass herself like that.” He shrugged. “I’d do it again out of respect for her family, but I’m still sorry it happened.”

She wondered how he would react if she told him what she’d overheard but she was too proud to admit that she’d been eavesdropping.

The last of her anger slipped away; she was suddenly drained. “Okay, but I still think I’ll leave.”

“I’ll take you home.”

“You can’t do that. This is your big event.” She gestured toward the banquet room. “Get in there and take their money.”

He laughed. “I have people doing that.” He glanced at her small evening bag. “I’ll bet you didn’t even bring any money for a cab.”

She bit off a reply. He was right; she hadn’t thought she’d need money tonight. “You could just put me in the limo. I’ll be fine.”

“No way.” He took out his cell phone and spoke into it. “He’ll be out front in a minute. I’ll get my overcoat and meet you out there.” He lowered his head and gave her a quick kiss. “Don’t run off.”

Like that’s going to happen, she told herself as she watched him walk away. It wouldn’t take much for Chase Drummond to become a habit. Not much at all. She released the pins in her hair and let it fall down her back.

Chapter Thirteen

Chase settled her in the limo then leaned forward to speak to the driver. “How was Melanie? Did you get her home all right?”

“Yes, sir. I walked her up to her door and made sure her roommate was home.” He glanced back over his shoulder. “The roommate seemed like a level-headed girl. Actually, she’s a nurse.”

“Good.” Chase sat back with a sigh and pushed the button to raise the privacy window. “Some night, huh?” He hooked a finger in his collar then turned to her. “Do you mind if I loosen my tie?”

“Not at all.” Her pulse raced as he tugged at his tie and opened the top button of his shirt. To her way of thinking there was something sensually appealing about a man with his shirt loosened. And when he looked at her like that, it was even moreso.

“You’ve let your hair down.” His voice was low and husky. “It looks nice like that.” He put his arm around her, and she relaxed against him.

She liked sitting here in the semi-dark with him. The subdued lighting created an intimate atmosphere, a place where secrets could be shared.

“Why are men so fascinated with long hair?” she asked dreamily.

“I don’t know.” His fingertips brushed against the top of her head. “Maybe it’s because we traditionally wear short hair. It’s sensual and it’s something different.”

She chuckled softly. “You’ve been fascinated with my hair ever since the first day we met.”

He pulled back and looked at her, but he didn’t deny it as he lifted a handful of the silken strands. “You’re right, but it was more than your hair that fascinated me.” He let the hair slip through his fingers. “That first day we met, I saw a woman I wanted to get to know.” He tightened his arm around her shoulders. “Don’t ask me how I knew, but I could tell that you’re independent, you’re a clever businesswoman, and that you dislike men who can’t see past your beauty.” He lowered his voice and lightly turned her face toward him. “I could also see that you’d been hurt by a man at some time, and I hated him. I hated him, and yet I was thankful that he was such a loser.”

She turned away, unsure if she was ready to have him delve so deeply. Especially when he was right. “You were thankful?” She tossed his words back at him.

“Yes, because that meant you weren’t involved. There was hope for me.”

She turned to him and studied his face. He really was the most deliciously handsome man she’d ever met. And yet tonight she had seen another side of him. She’d only been here in Calgary for a few years, but Chase had grown up here, a member of a wealthy family, respected in the business community and pursued by at least one determined woman. Something told her that becoming involved with Chase Drummond might overshadow her business, and she couldn’t allow that to happen. She’d worked too hard to build it up to throw it all away now and become arm candy for this exciting man.

“What do you want from me, Chase?” She couldn’t believe she’d said that, but there was too much at stake. “What is it about me that attracts you?”

He slipped a hand around the back of her neck and ran his fingers through her hair again. It shimmered in the dim light, and he focused on it intently before returning his attention to her face. 

“Everything about you attracts me, Lily.” He brushed the pad of his thumb against her lips, his hand trembling. “You ask me what I want from you. I want everything. But first I want to get to know you. I want to spend time with you. I want you to meet my parents when they come home for our family Christmas.” He grinned. “They’re leaving on a round-the-world cruise in January, so they’re only staying a few days.” He lifted her hand and brought it to his lips. “You’ll like them, Lily. They’re good people.”

It was everything she wanted to hear and yet it seemed almost too good to be true. She stared down at their intertwined hands. “Are any more women going to claim you? I’m not fond of sharing my men.”

“Am I your man?” He said it with such delight that she had to smile. “No. I can assure you that no other women are going to claim me.” He tipped up her chin. “I’ve found the one I want.”

“Excuse me, Mr. Drummond, we’re here.” Chase looked out through the tinted windows. They were parked in front of Lily’s condo; he had no idea how long they’d been there.

“Thank you, Larry.”

The driver got out, opened the door and stood a few feet away. Chase offered her his hand, relishing the thrill of awareness that spiked through his body at her touch.

They stood side by side in the elevator. Now that the evening was coming to an end, he didn’t want to let her go, and yet he really should get back to the fundraiser.

“Thank you for everything,” he said as they walked the short distance to her door. “Your clothes were amazing.”

“Thank you,” she said, digging her key out of her bag. He took the key from her, opened the door and handed it back to her.

“Would you like to come in for a nightcap?”

He shook his head regretfully, then gestured toward town. “Sorry, I really should get back.”

“I thought you said–” She caught herself. “I understand.”

He wondered if she did. Did she really understand what it took to walk away from her tonight? It was the last thing he wanted to do, and yet he’d already breached etiquette by leaving the fundraiser.

“I’ll call you,” he said softly and waited for a response. He wasn’t sure if she’d heard, because her head was down and she didn’t respond. “Will that be okay?”

She raised her head, and he thought he caught a hint of tears in her eyes. They were so dark and luminous it was difficult to tell. “Yes,” she whispered. “That will be fine.”

He lowered his head to kiss her and then stopped just before their lips met. She closed the gap, and with a groan of frustration he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her against his body. She was small, delicate, and soft in all the right places. When their lips met, he knew for sure that this was the woman he wanted. She kissed the way she lived; she held nothing back. Fireworks exploded in his head, and his body trembled with need as he released her.

“Wow,” he said, touching his forehead to hers. “I’d better leave, or I’m never getting out of here.”

She nodded, then grabbed his shirtfront and pulled him in for another kiss. When they finally parted, he staggered backward, gave her a small wave and started down the hall.

“Chase?”

He looked back.

She pointed in the other direction. “The elevator is that way.” Was that a smug smile on her face? He didn’t care. He would willingly put up with a lot to be kissed like that.

* * *

Lily tossed her evening bag on the counter and walked to the plate glass window, her heart still pounding from the intensity of his kiss. Moments later, she saw him exit the building and climb into the limousine. It pulled out, taking him away.

Her thoughts went back to the fundraiser. Would that woman still be there? What was her name? Laurel? She turned away from the window, relieved that Maddie had gone to bed. She didn’t feel like talking tonight. Tonight was for remembering the way he looked at her, the taste of his kisses. Tomorrow and reality would come soon enough.

* * *

Chase leaned back and closed his eyes. After what Laurel had pulled tonight, he was lucky that Lily was still talking to him. Her scent still clung to his clothes, and he breathed in deeply, wishing he was with her right now. He wondered if she was aware how difficult it had been for him to walk away.

The more he saw of her, the more he was convinced that Lily was the woman for him. He’d known it from the first moment he laid eyes on her, but now he was even surer. A groan of frustration escaped his lips. Not physical frustration, although there was plenty of that to go around. No, he was frustrated by the fact that he’d chosen to withhold information from her. Information that could destroy their fragile relationship. If he could only make it through the weekend without any more mishaps, the way should be clear to pursue Lily. It was a pleasurable thought, and he was smiling as he stepped out of the limo at the hotel.

“Chase, old man, I was wondering where you’d disappeared to.” Nate slapped him on the back and glanced behind him.

He knew his friend was looking for Lily. “I took her home,” he explained, scanning the crowd.

“Laurel left, as well. Nancy got one of her friends to drive her home.” Nate lowered his voice. “She was looking all over the place for you. Kept muttering something about the wedding next weekend.”

Chase gritted his teeth, and Nate nodded knowingly. “Can’t get out of it, huh?”

“Nope.” Chase smiled at a departing couple. “Thanks for coming,” he called, then turned back to his friend. “I should know better than to make a commitment that far in advance.”

His friend was watching him carefully. “You really like her, huh?”

Chase nodded slowly. “I think she’s the one, Nate.”

“I thought so. You’ve done nothing but talk about her for the past several weeks, but after seeing you together tonight, I’ve gotta tell you, man. I’ve never seen you like that with a woman.”

“That’s because I’ve never met a woman like this before.”

His friend rolled his eyes. “Then good luck. That’s all I can say.”

* * *

Zelda breezed into the lobby, carrying two coffees. “Good morning, David.” She’d adopted Maddie’s habit of greeting the concierge every morning.

He grinned broadly. “Good morning, sunshine. How’s business?”

The young woman walked backward, talking as she went. “Fantastic. Thanks for the leads yesterday.” She paused. “Do you need any more business cards?”

David pulled out a drawer and looked inside. “I’m fine for now. Have a good day.”

“Thanks.” She walked to the shop and handed a coffee to Maddie. “Good morning, boss. I have another idea.”

Maddie looked up from her scheduling book. She’d left home even before Lily got up this morning in the hopes of reviewing her appointments for the next few days. Somehow she’d made the mistake of scheduling three appointments this morning and was wondering how she would fit them all in. She’d thought that orders would slow down this close to Christmas, but they kept pouring in. There were times when Zelda’s enthusiasm tired her out, but her ideas were usually good. “What is it?”

“I went to the grocery store last night. You know that fancy new one over on the east side?”

Maddie frowned. What did grocery shopping have to do with gift wrapping?

“In their bakery department, they have a special area set up where the customers can watch cakes being assembled and decorated. You should have seen the crowd of people watching.” She took a quick breath. “And that got me thinking. What if we set up a special time and let it be known that I’ll be giving free demonstrations and tips on gift wrapping?” She held up a hand. “Before you say no, I’ve thought about it, and we wouldn’t lose any business. People who would come to a demonstration wouldn’t pay for our services anyway, but it would be great publicity.”

Maddie held up the appointment book. “I don’t know if we can handle any more business.”

Zelda’s eyes danced with enthusiasm. “That’s what you wanted, isn’t it? We’ll manage, even if I have to work extra hours. Besides, if you decide to run this business after the Christmas season, we’ll need all the customers we can get.”  She picked up her coffee then set it back down. “Are you okay, Mads? You look down.”

Maddie gave her a wry smile. The young woman was bright and energetic, but she was also amazingly intuitive. She took a sip of coffee. “It’s just that I haven’t heard from Brent.” She gazed longingly at her phone. “I don’t even know when he’s coming back for Christmas.”

“Can’t you call him?”

Maddie smiled wistfully. “No. Call me old-fashioned, but I can’t. I’ve thought about it a million times, but something inside tells me to wait until he contacts me.”

“He will.”

Maddie wished she shared Zelda’s confidence.  She glanced at her watch and jumped up. “I’d better run. My first appointment is in ten minutes.” She threw a long scarf around her neck. “Go ahead on the demonstration, as long as you don’t spend too much money on advertising it.”

Zelda brightened. “I’m not going to spend anything.” She held up the cell phone they used for the business. “We have a following on Facebook and Twitter already, and my roomie has a popular blog.” She pulled out a notebook and a pen. “I’ll get started.”

* * *

Maddie dragged herself back to the shop around one in the afternoon.

“I still can’t believe that people are willing to spend so much on Christmas gifts,” she said, kicking off her shoes and rubbing her feet. “I’d say it’s disgusting, but having that much flexibility with a budget makes my job a lot easier.”

“I suppose so, but it doesn’t make people happier.” Zelda looked wistful. “When you were a kid did you make your own decorations at home? You know the kind: paper chains for the Christmas tree and all that?” She pulled up the clear cellophane around a gift basket, deftly tying a ribbon and curling the ends.

Maddie thought back to happy times, working on the kitchen table while her mother supervised. “Yeah. And mucilage.” She smiled. “Remember mucilage? Remember how it always hardened around the rubber tip and you had to chip it off to get it to work the next time?”

Zelda stopped what she was doing. “Speaking of childhood memories, I just remembered. Annie stopped by. School’s out early today.”

Maddie instinctively looked around, although she knew the child wasn’t there. “I’m sorry I missed her.”

“She said she’ll be back, and that she had something to show you.”

Maddie smiled. “Probably something she made at school.”

“She was quite...” Zelda stopped mid-sentence. “Speak of the devil. Look who’s back already.”

“Maddie!” Annie ran through the lobby, her backpack hanging from one arm and a shopping bag on the other. “I’ve missed you.”

Maddie gave the child a big hug. Annie’s cheeks were cold, and her eyes sparkled with excitement. “I’ve been shopping,” she stated proudly.

“Buying Christmas presents?” Maddie eyed the bag; it wasn’t from a store she recognized.

“No. I bought something for myself.” Annie placed her backpack on the floor and opened the bag. “It’s the picture!” She smiled at it. “It’s the one I took of you and Uncle Brent that day at the rink. Remember? I bought a frame for it so I can keep it in my bedroom.” She looked up with trusting eyes. “It’s my happy picture.”

Maddie could scarcely see the picture through the sudden onslaught of tears. “I remember.” She touched the glass over Brent’s face. “I remember everything about that day.”

“Maddie, why are you crying?”

She gave her head a quick shake. “I’m not crying. Not really.” A tear rolled down her cheek, and she realized how ridiculous that must sound. “I think I must be tired. That’s all.” She stroked the child’s fine hair. “It’s a lovely picture, Annie.”

Her stomach growled. No wonder she was getting emotional. She hadn’t eaten today except for half a muffin this morning. “Shall we go for tea?” She turned to Zelda. “You don’t mind, do you? Have you had lunch?”

“I brought a sandwich from home. You guys go, but bring me a chai, okay?” She reached for Annie’s backpack. “Here, I’ll hold onto that for you.”

Annie scooted out from behind the shop and came to a standstill. All expression left her face as she watched a woman crossing the lobby. Maddie turned in time to see an elegantly dressed woman walking toward them. Perfectly made up, she looked like she’d stepped out of the pages of a fashion magazine.

“Hello, Cynthia.” Annie’s greeting couldn’t have been less enthusiastic if she’d tried.

“Hello, Munchkin.”

Maddie winced as she heard Brent’s favourite name for his niece on the lips of this woman.

The other woman gave her a frosty glare. Recognition flared in her eyes, but it was soon replaced by dislike. So this was the woman who was linked with Chase. Maddie almost laughed aloud; she was no match for Lily.

“What do you have there?” She reached for the shopping bag, but Annie pulled it back. “For heaven’s sake child, let me see.” Her tone was sharp, and it was all Maddie could do to hold her tongue.

Annie slowly reached a hand into the bag and drew out the picture. She passed it to the woman without a word.

She studied the picture for a moment, then handed it back dismissively. “Oh yes, I’ve seen that.” A smirk played around her lips as she backed up in front of Maddie’s shop and read the sign. “I’d forgotten about your little venture.” She removed a glove and held out her hand. “I suppose we should introduce ourselves. I take it you’re Maddie?”

Maddie took the offered hand and cold fingers of dread inexplicably crept down her back. “Yes. Maddie LaRocque.” She tried to smile.

“Nice to meet you.” She withdrew her hand as though it might be contaminated. “I’m Cynthia Fairbairn. Brent’s fiancée.”

Chapter Fourteen

“I’m sorry?” Maddie struggled to keep her composure. She looked quickly to Annie, then back at the woman in front of her, who was obviously enjoying herself.

“Oh, yes. Brent and I have been together for some time now.” She glanced down at Annie. “Haven’t we?”

Annie shrugged.

Maddie felt as though she’d been punched in the gut. More than anything in the world, she wanted to run away and hide. She made an effort to say something, but her throat was closed up.

“Well,” Cynthia slapped the loose glove against her other hand. “It’s been lovely meeting you but I must dash. I’m on my way up to see Chase.” She looked down at Annie. “Are you coming?”

“No.” Annie edged closer to Maddie. “We’re going out for tea.”

“Enjoy yourselves then.” She gave Maddie one last triumphant look and walked over to the bank of elevators.

* * *

Maddie put one foot in front of the other and somehow made it to the coffee shop. Unusually quiet, Annie slipped her hand into hers as they walked. It wasn’t until they were sitting down at the front window with their drinks that either of them spoke.

“Maddie, are you all right? You look sick.” A frown creased Annie’s brow.

“What?” Maddie looked down at her coffee and wondered where it had come from. Was this the way it felt to be in shock? She warmed her hands on the cup and tried to smile. “I’m fine,” she said quickly. She searched her memory, trying to figure out how she could have been so wrong about Cynthia. Annie had mentioned her; it had been right here; right in this coffee shop, and they’d been talking about the fact that Annie wanted a sewing machine. The conversation came back to her as clearly as if it had just happened. ‘She’s my uncle’s girlfriend’, she’d said. The words taunted her now but it was easy to see how she could have been mistaken. She hadn’t known Brent at that point in time and had assumed that the uncle in question was Chase.

“That’s okay. She doesn’t like me, either.” Annie’s words were spoken so softly that Maddie almost missed them.  A silent tear rolled down the child’s cheek. “I heard her on the phone a couple of weeks ago. She was telling her girlfriend that she has no intention of raising someone else’s child.”

“Oh, Annie.” Maddie gathered the child in her arms. “She doesn’t deserve you.” She held her away and looked into her eyes. “This may not make sense right now, but it’s not about you.” She squeezed her arms gently. “It’s about her. She’s selfish, that’s all.” She put her arms around the child again and stroked her hair. “You’re a wonderful child and she’s...” She searched for a word she could use... “She’s not a very nice person.”

Annie shuddered. “Can we still be friends?”

“Of course we can.”

Annie broke out of her embrace and drank some of her chai. On the sidewalk just outside the window, a young girl walked by with her mother. Their arms were full of shopping bags and they laughed as the girl said something. Annie watched them like a starving child looking at a plate of food.

Maddie had a sudden thought. “You don’t have any school tomorrow, right?”

Annie nodded.

“Well, I was wondering if you would help me with some shopping. I have a customer who wants me to buy a puppy for his son. He wants a family dog, but I’m not very good at this. Would you come with me and help me pick one out?”

The child’s eyes brightened. “That would be so cool. When can we go?” She stopped and gave Maddie a puzzled look. “Where will you keep it until Christmas?”

“I’ve been thinking about that. It will have to stay at the shelter until Christmas Eve, I guess, but it’s not too soon to go and pick one out now.” She pretended to think. “How about tomorrow afternoon?”

“Okay.” She dug out her phone. “I’ll call Uncle Chase and make sure it’s okay with him.” She grinned at Maddie as she waited.

“Uncle Chase?” She listened for a moment. “Yes, I’m at the coffee shop with Maddie.” She shot a curious look at Maddie. “No, just Maddie.” She muffled the phone against her sweater. “Lily isn’t coming, is she?”

Maddie shook her head. 

“No, it’s just us. Is it okay if I go with Maddie tomorrow afternoon? She’s doing some special shopping and she needs my help.” She nodded as he spoke. “Yes, the school concert is in the morning and then we’re free for the rest of the holidays.” She nodded again. “Okay, I’ll tell her. Thank you, Uncle Chase.” She slipped the phone into her pocket. “He says he’ll have me back at your shop by noon tomorrow.”

“Perfect.” Maddie lifted her coffee cup, relieved to see that her hand was no longer shaking. The full impact of Cynthia’s revelation would no doubt sink in later, but she’d made it this far, and she would survive, even with a shredded heart. Thankfully the time between now and Christmas was going to be so busy she would scarcely have time to think about Brent Drummond.

* * *

Lily tossed the phone on her desk as though it had personally offended her. She’d been trying to get up the nerve to phone Chase all day. She glanced at the wall clock. If she didn’t do it soon, the day would be over. She could never call him at home, but she’d thought she’d be able to work up her nerve to call him at work.

“Okay, this is it.” She picked up the phone.

“Chase Drummond.” His voice was brisk and businesslike. She pictured him in his office.

“Chase, it’s Lily.”

“Lily!” He breathed her name into the phone. “I’ve been thinking about you all day.” He cleared his throat self-consciously. “Well, most of the day. It’s wonderful to hear from you.”

She was suddenly nervous. What if he said no? But then she wouldn’t find out until she asked.

“I was wondering if you’d like to go to a Flames game.” She picked up the tickets and looked at them as she spoke. “It’s on Saturday.” He’d never know how many strings she had to pull to get the tickets.

He groaned. “I’d love to go, but I can’t.” There was something odd in his voice but she couldn’t quite place it. “I have to go out of town for the weekend.”

“Oh.” She tossed the tickets on her desk, and they lay there, mocking her.

Chase didn’t give her time to be disappointed. “But listen, I’m glad you called. Would you consider going to the Oilmen’s Christmas party with me? It’s next Thursday.” He gave a low, intimate chuckle. “I realize it’s short notice and I meant to ask you last night, but things got kinda crazy there for a while.” He paused, and she wondered if he was recalling their kiss. She hadn’t been able to think about much else all day.

“Please say you’ll come. My parents always schedule their Christmas visit so my dad can go and touch base with all his old oil buddies. It’ll be a great chance for you to meet them. And this is Annie’s first year. I know she’d be thrilled if you would come.”

Lily didn’t hesitate. “I’d like that, Chase. Is it formal?”

“Very.  Not only do they send out invitations, they check them at the door.” He gave a small snort of derision. “Which is rather pretentious, considering we all know each other. Anyway, it’s always a fun evening.” His voice softened. “Will you be my date?”

“I’d like that.” She decided to go for it. “Will I talk to you again before the party?”

He hesitated for only a moment before he replied. “I’ll call you early in the week. Mom and Dad arrive on the weekend, so things will be crazy at our place, but I’ll talk to you before the party for sure.”

“Okay then. Have a good weekend.”

“I’ll try. Goodnight, Lily.”

“Goodnight.” She set the phone down and stared at it. Something had happened during that conversation to make her uneasy, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. Instead of being happy that he’d invited her to the most prestigious party of the year, she was edgy and unsure of herself.

“Stop it!” She spoke aloud. “You’re seeing problems where none exist.” And yet she knew better. Her instinct rarely failed her, and warning bells were going off in her head. She picked up the hockey tickets and walked out to the production floor.

“Greta.” The woman’s head came up. “Your husband is a Flames fan, right?”

“Oh yeah, he drives me crazy.” She deftly positioned another t-shirt for screening. “Him and my son. They’re both crazy about the game.”

Lily waved the tickets and placed them on a nearby work table. “Two tickets for Saturday night. I hope he enjoys them.”

Greta and her husband had come to Calgary several years before. Both had only the barest knowledge of English. Johnny was a skilled mechanic and had quickly found a job. Greta had kept coming back and applying until Lily had finally hired her, and she’d never regretted the decision. The woman was willing to work all hours, and her output was amazing. She inspected the t-shirt critically, picked off a piece of loose thread and smiled.

Greta nodded. “Thank you, Lily. And while we’re talking about hockey, please tell your Mr. Chase that we appreciate everything he does for the kids. We were able to get Bernie into a league because of him. He’s a good man.”

Lily nodded, her eyes suddenly full of tears. “I’ll do that,” she said and walked back into her office.

* * *

Lily picked up some wine and a few groceries after work and splurged on a cab. She exited and looked up, surprised to see that no lights were showing in the condo. As far as she knew, Maddie didn’t have anything scheduled for tonight, but she had mentioned how busy the shop had become. Perhaps she was working late.

She pushed open the door, dumped her purchases on the kitchen counter and flicked on the light.

“Maddie?” Her roommate was sitting on the floor in the living room, arms clasped around raised knees. “Why are you sitting there in the dark?”

Maddie didn’t respond. She rocked back and forth, staring off into the distance.

Lily kicked off her shoes and sat down on the floor next to her friend. A tear rolled down Maddie’s face, and she hiccupped loudly. The movement seemed to jolt her awake and she turned to look at Lily.

“Do you remember when I told you Chase had a girlfriend?”

Lily’s heart jumped into her throat. Images from last night arose, and she fought to stay focused. Why would Maddie be crying over Chase’s girlfriend?

Maddie continued. “She’s not Chase’s girlfriend,” she said dully. She shook her head and went back to staring off into the distance. “She’s Brent’s girlfriend.” She tried to laugh, but the sound came out strangled. “His fiancée, actually.”

Lily’s head was spinning. “Laurel?”

Maddie pulled back. “Who’s Laurel?”

Lily felt as though she was mired in quicksand. “Who are you talking about?”

“Cynthia.”

“So...” Lily frowned as she tried to put the pieces together. “...when Annie said that Chase had a girlfriend she really meant Brent.”

“What she actually said was that her uncle had a girlfriend. I just assumed it was Chase because I didn’t know Brent existed at the time.” She pressed the fingers of one hand against her forehead. “She stopped by the shop today when Annie was there and introduced herself.” She looked around the room, her gaze coming to rest on various items without really seeing them. “You know what I don’t understand?” She didn’t wait for Lily’s response. “I don’t understand how Brent could be involved with someone like that. She doesn’t even like Annie, for goodness sake.” She hiccupped again. “She barely tolerates her.”

Lily leaned back against the couch. “What is it with these Drummond men?”

Maddie’s eyes widened. “Oh my God, Lily. You had the fashion show last night, and I forgot to ask about it. You must think I’m terrible.”

Lily shook her head. “Don’t be silly.” She slid a sideways glance at her friend. “Although it was interesting.” She got up and offered her friend a hand. “Come on, get up off the floor. Let’s have a glass of wine, and I’ll tell you all about it.”

* * *

Maddie studied her reflection in the mirror the next morning, surprised that she looked so normal. Thank goodness for Lily. She’d been about to argue last night when Lily insisted that she eat something, but past experience had told her to give in. Lily was simply too strong-willed, not to mention the fact that her own energy had been at its lowest ebb for a few days now.

It was just as well that Brent wasn’t in town. She didn’t know what she might have said to him if he’d come bouncing into the lobby today the way he usually did. She leaned against the bathroom counter and thought back to her time with him. He’d never actually said that he was single, and yet he’d led her to believe that he wanted to see more of her; that he’d be around in the future. How had he planned to do that if he was engaged? None of it made sense, and she was tired of thinking about it. She took a couple of deep breaths and tried to put the whole mess out of her mind. Today was going to be hectic enough without cluttering her mind with thoughts of Brent. If only it could be that easy.

* * *

Lily looked up from her drafting board. A courier was making his way through the production area. He knocked on her door, and she motioned for him to come inside.

“Sorry ma’am, but I need a signature.” He placed his delivery on her desk, and she smiled. A single white calla lily in an elegant bud vase. A small card was attached, and her fingers itched to reach for it, but the courier pulled out another item from his backpack, then offered his clipboard for her signature. She signed quickly, and as soon as he was out the door, she reached for the card.

“Thinking of you. Chase.” She was quite sure he’d signed it himself. The words were in a bold, slanting hand. She set the card aside and picked up the second item.

The cream coloured envelope could only contain an invitation.

Her name had been filled in by a skilled calligrapher. How had he managed to get all of this done so quickly? She shook the envelope and a folded piece of his personal stationery fell out.

You don’t need this as we’ll be together but I thought you might like it as a reminder of our upcoming date. Chase. As if she needed a reminder!

She glanced at the bottom of the invitation. As he had indicated, it was to be formal. She wanted to look her best for him and already knew what she was going to wear. The only thing left to decide was whether to wear her hair up or down. She tucked the invitation into her bag and went back to work.

Chapter Fifteen

“Good morning, Boss.” Zelda eyed her tentatively. Maddie’s assistant had been wise enough to stay silent yesterday afternoon.

“Good morning.” Maddie passed her a coffee. “I’m sorry we forgot to bring back your chai yesterday. I hope this makes up for it.”

Zelda took a sip and gave an exaggerated groan of pleasure. “Just what I needed.” She picked up her ever-present notebook. “Okay, here’s what I was thinking for that special gift basket...”

They discussed business for another ten minutes. Maddie had scheduled the last of her appointments this morning and was anxious to get started.

“Oh, I can’t remember if I told you. Chase will be bringing Annie by about noon. We’re going out to the shelter to see if we can find a puppy.” She smiled for the first time since yesterday. “She thinks it’s for the son of a customer.”

“Aren’t you clever? Do you have any idea what kind of dog you want?”

Maddie lifted her shoulders. “Brent said a family dog. I guess we’ll just see what they have.” She wrapped her scarf around her neck. “If she shows up early, keep her occupied, will you?”

“Sure thing.” Zelda hauled out another gift basket and started to fill it. They were selling as quickly as she could put them together.

* * *

“What kind of a dog does the little boy want?” Annie looked expectantly at Maddie.

“I don’t think he even knows he’s getting one.” Maddie reached over and gave the child’s hand an affectionate squeeze. “But I was thinking of something that gets fairly large. Some of the people in Lily’s condo building have small dogs. They’re nice little things, but this boy lives out in the country and I think a larger dog would be more suitable.”

Annie sighed. “I’d love to have a dog, but I’d never ask for one.”

“Why not?”

The child squirmed a bit in her seat. “Cynthia,” she muttered.

Maddie should have known. “She doesn’t want you to have a dog?”

“No. She says they’re a nuisance.” She kept her face averted and Maddie hoped she wasn’t crying. Perhaps this hadn’t been such a good idea. “Know what I’d do if I had a dog?”

“What?” Maddie’s throat was closed up and she could scarcely get the word out.

“I’d take a picture and put it with my happy picture. Then I’d have two.”

Maddie tightened her grip on the steering wheel. If she wasn’t careful, she was going to come completely undone. She turned a corner and was relieved to spot the shelter. “Oh look, we’re here.”

Annie climbed out and ran over to the wire enclosure. Some of the larger dogs were in their outdoor pens, and they ran up to the wire, vying for attention.

Maddie stopped and watched. The child was at a perfect age for a dog, and she had no doubt that she would take good care of it. Not for the first time she wished that Brent was involved with someone other than Cynthia. Anyone at all... just not that cold-hearted woman. She pulled herself together and motioned Annie to follow her inside.

* * *

“So what do you think?” They had seen every dog in the shelter. Maddie had done her best not to influence Annie, who had studied each dog carefully before moving on to the next. Maddie realized she’d left the choice a little late, as many of the cages displayed an ‘Adopted’ sign already.

Annie shook her head. “I don’t know.” She looked up at Maddie, her eyes wary. “I want to help you choose just the right dog, but I don’t think it’s here.”

The volunteer looked down at the information sheet. “You wanted a family dog, right?”

Annie nodded.

“We had a dog come in this morning, but it won’t be available for another few days.”

“That’s okay.” Maddie and Annie spoke at the same time.

“Could we see him?” Annie slipped her hand into Maddie’s and pulled her down. “I have a good feeling. This is going to be the one.”

The volunteer led them to a separate area, away from the constant barking. “Here we are,” she said, and opened the door.

A small white puppy looked at them with dark, hopeful eyes.

“Oh, Maddie.” Annie rushed over to the cage. “This one is perfect.”

Maddie smiled. The large paws were an indication that it would indeed grow into a much larger dog. “What is it?” she said to the volunteer.

“It’s a lab. They’re widely considered to be the perfect family dog.”

Annie poked her fingers though the wire, and the dog licked at them. “Can I hold it?” she asked.

The volunteer looked at Maddie, who nodded. “Okay.” She opened the latch and lifted the dog down onto the floor.

Annie immediately fell to her knees, and the puppy scrambled into her lap and licked her face.

“Oh,” she said, her arms around the squirming puppy. “You’re beautiful.” She looked up at Maddie. “This is the one.”

“I think so, too.” She turned to the volunteer. “Can we do the necessary paperwork now? And I’ve been instructed to make an additional donation of a thousand dollars over and above the costs involved.”

The volunteer nodded gratefully. “We can always use donations. Thank you.”

* * *

“Uncle Chase says that jealousy is a waste of energy, but I don’t care.” Annie looked straight ahead as they drove back. “I’m jealous of the little boy who gets that dog.” She turned suddenly, a look of alarm on her face. “You think he’ll take care of him, don’t you?”

It was all Maddie could do not to smile. “Oh yes. I met his father, and he’s a very nice man. He’ll make sure the dog is well taken care of.”

Annie settled back down. “That’s okay, then.” She was silent for a few blocks, then spoke again. “Will you have to take care of him for a while?”

“Just two days. I hope Lily doesn’t mind. After all, it’s her condo.”

“She won’t mind.” Maddie wished she could share the girl’s confidence. “When?”

“I have to pick it up on the 23rd. That’s Thursday, I think.”

“That’s the night of the ball.”

“The Oilmen’s Ball?” Lily had told her about Chase’s invitation.

“Yes. I’m going with the family this year. Grandma and Granddad are coming from Vancouver Island. I get to wear a long dress and everything.”

“Lucky girl.” She tried not to think about Brent and Cynthia, but an image of them dancing together persisted. She forced herself to smile. “Take some pictures for your happy place, okay?”

Annie nodded, but she seemed aware that it was a touchy subject. “I will.” She fidgeted with her gloves, and Maddie gave her an encouraging smile. “What is it?”

The child had never looked more serious. “Will we still be friends? You know, after Christmas?”

Maddie thought carefully before answering. After everything this child had endured, she didn’t want to be a disappointment in her life. “Of course we will. You’ll still be skating, won’t you?”

“Yes.” The answer was less than enthusiastic. “But you won’t be in Uncle Chase’s building anymore, will you.” It was more of a statement than a question.

“That’s true. But Zelda and I have been talking about finding a new location. You’ll always know where to find me.”

“I guess.”

“By the way, did you hear the good news?”

Annie raised her head hopefully.

“Your Uncle Chase is taking Lily to the Oilmen’s Ball.”

The news didn’t seem to surprise the youngster. “I think he really likes her. He’s always asking about her.”

“Well, don’t tell anyone, but I think she likes him, too.” It was amazing the way Lily had changed her opinion about Chase. Maddie was happy for her friend, but couldn’t help being a little envious.

She drove down the ramp into the parking area and pulled into her spot. Only a few more hours to go today and she could relax. Zelda had organized two gift wrapping demonstrations for tomorrow as the downtown area would be crowded with shoppers on Saturday. Maddie had set aside the day to buy the last of the gifts, but intended to take Sunday off; it couldn’t come soon enough.

“Here we are. Thank you for helping out with the puppy.” She gathered her things. “Are you going skating this afternoon?”

“Probably.” Annie seemed reluctant to part company. “Are you coming over?”

“I’m sorry, I can’t.” She gave an exaggerated sigh. “This is the last big weekend before Christmas, and Zelda and I are swamped.” She reached for the child’s hand and they walked together toward the elevators. “You’ll be skating next week, right?”

Annie forced a smile. “Uh huh.”

“Great. I’ll come over and watch.” She stepped into the lobby and watched the doors close, taking the child up to her uncle’s office. At least Annie would soon have the puppy to love. That thought would have to be enough to get her through the next week.

* * *

“Do you always close your shop at this time of year?” Maddie handed Lily a cup of coffee when she appeared in the kitchen on Sunday morning. “It’s such a good idea.”

Even dressed in baggy sweats and an old grey hoodie, Lily managed to look beautiful. She took a sip of the coffee before answering. “I tried staying open when I first opened, but nobody has their mind on work, and it’s our slowest season, so I allow them a week off without pay if they want it, and I also give them a week with pay.” She flipped her hair back out of her face. “That’s in addition to their stats and their regular holidays.” She gave Maddie a sly smile. “Trust me, when the union people come around, none of my employees want to play.”

“I guess not.” Maddie leafed through the thick Sunday paper. “I suppose you want the business section?”

Lily nodded and held out her hand.

“Good, that leaves the important stuff for me.” Lily had often pointed out that there was little to be gained by reading either the entertainment or the society sections, but this morning Maddie didn’t care. She was relaxed for the first time in days and took the relevant sections over to the couch, where she tucked in her feet and began to read.

Maddie skimmed the entertainment section, and then moved on to the society pages. A series of photographs on the front page of the section caught her eye, and she almost gasped aloud. She looked up at Lily, who was deep into an article.

She looked back at one specific picture, hoping that her eyes had been playing tricks on her, but no such luck. There it was...a picture of Chase and a woman. He was reaching for her arm as she stepped out of a limousine under the porte cochere of the hotel. Even in the grainy photograph she could see that the woman was smiling adoringly at him. A long, sweeping fur coat covered her dress but those must be diamonds sparkling at her ears; they were obvious even in the newspaper.

She looked up at her friend again. Lily shook the newspaper and frowned in concentration. What if she didn’t tell her? No, that wouldn’t work. Lily was bound to find out and would be even angrier that Maddie hadn’t warned her.

In that moment, she hated Chase Drummond. Damn him and the casual way he’d treated her best friend. And damn his brother, too.

That’s not fair, said the voice in her head. Brent didn’t tell you he was unattached.

That may be true, but it didn’t excuse Chase’s blatant lies. He’d told Lily that he wasn’t with that woman any more. What was her name? She read the photo caption. Oh yes, Laurel Carmichael. He’d said that there was nothing between them, and yet the photo caption said otherwise: Laurel Carmichael and Brent Drummond attend the wedding of their close friends, Sarah Fremantle and Charles Montgomery. When asked if wedding bells were in the future for the attractive couple, Miss Carmichael answered, “Stay tuned.”

Maddie opened her mouth to speak but couldn’t bring herself to burst Lily’s bubble. At least not yet. It was bad enough that her own romantic dreams had been crushed, but Lily would be devastated by this news.

Unaware of Maddie’s distress, Lily flicked the business section with a fingernail and uttered a disgusted sound. “Would you listen to this? Some guy is expounding on what’s wrong with the oil exploration industry. As if he’s going to...” She stopped abruptly when she saw the look on her friend’s face. “What is it?” She slid down from the stool and walked across the room.

Maddie couldn’t speak. Reluctantly, she held out the newspaper, but she couldn’t meet her roommate’s eyes. 

Lily took the newspaper from Maddie’s outstretched hand, scanned the story and then shook her head in disbelief. In that short space of time, the spark that had lit her eyes for the past several days flickered and went out. She glanced back down at the newspaper and blinked several times.

“He said he was going out of town.”

It wasn’t the words that frightened Maddie. It was the cool, unemotional way they were delivered, as though the picture meant nothing. But Maddie knew better. Lily had taken a leap of faith when she’d agreed to go out with Chase Drummond, and he had let her down in the most hurtful way possible.

Lily looked down at the picture again, studying it as though to memorize it. Then she folded the paper, shoved it under the grate in the fireplace and lit it. Standing with her back to Maddie, she faced the fireplace while the newspaper flared and then burned to ashes.

Maddie knew better than to say anything. Lily walked into the kitchen, rinsed out her coffee cup and poured some fresh. Her brow furrowed as she tapped her fingernails restlessly against her cup.

“The thing is,” she said, shooting a quick glance at Maddie to make sure she was listening, “I don’t know whether to be mad at him or at myself. I saw this coming the other night at the fundraiser, but I chose to believe him when he said they weren’t together.” She raised her eyes toward the ceiling. “How ridiculous is that? When I saw them together I should have walked...” Her phone rang. She looked at it and grimaced. “My mother. Just what I needed.” She picked up the phone. “Hello, Mom.” She listened for a moment.

“When was this?” Her voice had become brisk and businesslike. She grabbed a notepad from the counter and started to make notes. “And you’re with him now?” She held the phone away and checked the time. “Okay. It’s ten thirty here now. I’ll be there before dinner tonight. What do the doctors say?” She listened, nodding her head. “That’s good, Mom. What you need to do now is keep it together until I get there.” She started to make a “hurry up” motion with her hand. “Okay, but while I’m talking to you I can’t be booking a flight or packing a bag. Yes, I’ll phone you from the airport and let you know when I’m getting in.”

She disconnected and stood for a moment, staring out the window. “My dad’s had a heart attack.” She walked toward the bedroom.

Maddie jumped up and followed. “How is he?”

“He’s still alive but the doctors say they won’t know anything for sure until tomorrow.”

Maddie felt helpless. “What can I do? Anything?”

“You could go online and see what flights there are. I think Air Canada and WestJet would be the best bets.”

Maddie had just finished her search when Lily came out with a small suitcase.

“There are several flights between now and three o’clock. Do you want me to book one, or will you check at the airport?”

Lily gave it only a moment’s thought. “I’ll wait until I get there. I might have a better chance of getting on.”

“That’s what I think, too. I’ve already called a cab. It should be downstairs.” Maddie walked her friend to the door. “What about work? Anything I should know?”

Lily shook her head. “No. Greta will probably come in and finish up the big t-shirt order, but other than that, the place is closed.” She gave Maddie a quick hug. “Okay, I’m outta here.”

Maddie called after her as she ran down the hall and stabbed at the elevator button. “What do I do if Chase calls?”

Lily hesitated for a split second, then continued walking. “Tell him to go to Hell.” The elevator doors opened, and she was gone.

Chapter Sixteen

Lily opened her eyes and for a moment she didn’t know where she was. She looked at the ceiling and saw the stars. Faded now, they had glowed when she was a child. Many of her dreams had been launched looking at those stars. 

Her mother’s voice came floating down the hall and memories of what happened yesterday washed over her. From the airport, she’d rushed directly to the hospital, and on seeing her, her mother had burst into tears. A strong woman, she’d been holding herself together until Lily arrived, but the sight of her only child weakened her defenses.

“It’s okay, Mom.” Lily held her mother in an embrace. “Cry if you like. You’ve been under a lot of stress.”

The back of her father’s hand was bruised where they’d tried to set up an intravenous feed. A heart monitor stood beside his bed and she’d watched it for what seemed like a long time, looking for any change.

The most striking thing about the man lying still in the bed was that his hair hadn’t been combed. Her father was meticulous about his appearance and for some odd reason she’d found herself focusing on the fact that he wouldn’t be pleased if he caught sight of himself in a mirror.

She swung her feet out of bed, pulled on some clothes and padded down the hallway toward the kitchen. Her mother was just hanging up the phone. She stood for a moment, hand on the receiver, and stared out the window into the back yard. Her mother was a beautiful woman but Lily had known for some time that she was also the brains behind her parents’ successful business. Her father was respected and most of his male colleagues preferred to do business with him, but he often deferred to her mother when it came to important decisions.

“Good morning, Mom.” She interrupted her mother’s reverie. “Any word?”

Her mother turned. It was difficult to tell if she’d had any sleep. “They say he’s resting comfortably. He woke up once earlier this morning then went back to sleep.”

“Is that good?”

“Apparently, yes.” Her mother forced a smile. “It looks like we won’t be taking that trip.”

Her parents often went to Taiwan on business, but this was the first time they’d planned a pleasure trip. The slow-down between Christmas and New Year presented the perfect opportunity to get away, and she knew her father had been looking forward to it.

“You’ll go some other time.”

Her mother waved a hand dismissively. “It’s not important. I don’t even know why I mentioned it.” She studied her daughter for the first time since she’d arrived. “You need to eat something. You’re too thin and you have dark circles under your eyes.”

Lily grinned. Things were going to be okay if her mother was commenting on her appearance. She gave her a quick hug. “I’ll grab something at the hospital.” She glanced at the clock on the stove. “Come on, let’s get going. The doctor said he’d talk to us again around ten.”

* * *

“Hi, Boss. How was your weekend?” Zelda arrived laden down with bags from the deli. She’d stocked up on baskets when the craft store went out of business. Once again, Maddie was thankful for her assistant’s foresight, as it looked as though they could sell every gift basket they could make before the week was out.

“It was crazy. Did you happen to see the newspaper on Sunday?”

Zelda nodded. “I know. What’s up with that, anyway? I thought you said Chase had invited Lily to the ball.” She hung up her coat and started to work right away. “I’ve gotta say, that surprised me. He seems like such a nice guy.” She glanced up quickly. “I’ll bet his brother is a nice guy, too.”

Maddie nodded. What her assistant said was true. That’s why Brent and Chase’s behaviour didn’t make sense.

“That’s not all. Early Sunday morning, Lily’s father had a heart attack. She flew to Vancouver right away. I’m going to call her in a couple of hours to get the latest.”

“The latest what?”

Maddie recognized Chase’s voice and stopped in the act of putting away supplies. She turned slowly and faced him. He was as unbelievably handsome as ever, but she had an almost uncontrollable urge to grab him by his starched white shirtfront and shake some sense into him.

“The latest news on Lily’s father,” she said coolly. “He had a heart attack yesterday.”

“Oh no.” He took a few steps closer. “Is he going to be all right?”

Maddie shrugged. Why was she even talking to him? He had no right to Lily’s personal information. Anger surged inside her and she gripped the counter so tightly her knuckles turned white. “I’m not sure if she’d want me to discuss this with you.”

His eyes darkened, and a muscle in his jaw twitched. “I beg your pardon?”

Maddie’s patience snapped. “Come on, Chase. She saw the picture in the paper on Sunday. How could you do that to her?”

He turned his head as though he hadn’t heard her properly. “What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about the picture of you and your fiancée in Sunday’s paper.” Her anger suddenly drained away, and she lowered her voice. “You broke her heart, Chase. What I don’t understand is why you had to do it in such a public way.”

Understanding dawned on his face as she spoke. He turned abruptly and strode to the elevator without a word.

“That was interesting.” Zelda continued to assemble gift baskets. She’d learned to do several at once. “He looked more angry than anything.”

“Did he? I didn’t notice.” Maddie sat down on a stool. “I don’t usually lose my temper like that.” She looked around the small shop, lost with nothing to do. “I think I’ll go and get us some coffee.”

She returned a few minutes later, pushed through the revolving door and stopped beside David’s desk. “Uh-oh,” she said aloud. Chase was back at her shop.

David gave her a curious look. “I think he’s waiting for you.”

Maddie braced herself. “Then I guess I’d better see what he wants.”

She spotted the newspaper on the counter. The society section had been folded so the photographs were front and center. He jabbed the photo with his forefinger.  “Lily saw this?” He brushed his own question away with a wave of his hand. “Of course she saw it, why am I even asking?” He leaned on the counter, the intensity in his gaze unsettling. “Laurel is not my fiancée, no matter what it says here.” He raked his fingers through his hair. “I’ve just been on the phone with her. She talked them into writing that photo caption.”

“Yeah, right.” Maddie gave him a skeptical look.

He picked up the paper and slapped it down again on the counter. “Her father owns the paper, dammit. She’s a spoiled brat who’s always managed to get what she wants.”

“Including you, it seems.”

“No.” He looked down at the picture, and his eyes hardened. “Not this time.”

Maddie was beginning to feel sorry for him, but wasn’t ready to let him off the hook. Not yet. “So why did you tell Lily you were going away for the weekend? Why did you have to lie to her?”

He took a few steps away, and then came back. “If I’d told her about the wedding, do you think she’d have agreed to go to the ball with me?” He stood silently, waiting for her answer.

Maddie had to admit that he had a point. “No.”

He spread his hands. “Exactly.” He started pacing again, then pulled out his cell phone. “I need her number, Maddie. I need to call her and explain this whole mess.”

She recalled her roommate’s parting comment and shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

His voice softened. “Please, Maddie.”

She shook her head. “I tell you what. When I speak with her later, I’ll ask her if it’s okay. That’s the best I can do.”

He seemed to accept her decision, but then what else could he do? He shrugged. “Okay, I’ll be back.”

She watched him walk away, but she had the distinct feeling that Chase Drummond wasn’t going to give up that easily.

* * *

Chase stopped by the reception desk as soon as he stepped off the elevator. “Cancel my appointments for this morning, Marilyn.”

The receptionist didn’t miss a beat. This was the second time the boss had come storming into the office today. Something was up. Thankfully his personal secretary had filled her in on the details of his appointments before she’d left for holidays. She pulled up his schedule on her P.C. and began to dial.

The Rockies were visible in the distance from Chase’s office window. He stood there now, fighting for composure. Brent had warned him several times that Laurel would cause him problems, and it looked as though his brother’s prophesy had come true. He could use Brent’s advice right now, but his brother had called home last night, sounding frustrated that he might be delayed a few more days. He thought for a few more minutes, then reached for the phone.

“Hello?” That was an odd way to answer a business phone. Chase quickly checked the number, but he had dialed correctly. “Is this Lily Hsu’s studio?”

“Yes, but it’s closed.” The woman had a faint accent.

Chase was tempted to ask why this woman was answering the phone if the business was closed. 

“Lily’s had a family emergency. Her father has had a heart attack, and she went to Vancouver yesterday. The thing is, I need to contact her and I’ve lost her cell phone number.”

Silence greeted his announcement. “Hello?” he said. “Are you there?”

“Is her father all right?”

“As far as I know, but that’s why I need to call her. I want to check on him.”

“I can’t give out that information. I’m sorry.” The person on the other end of the line hung up and he stared at his phone in disbelief. People simply didn’t hang up on Chase Drummond. There was only one thing to do. He grabbed his coat and left his office.

A blue compact car sat alone in the parking lot.

Chase tried the front door, but it was locked, as he had expected. There was no bell, so he knocked. No response. He knocked again and called out, “It’s Chase Drummond. Could I come in?”

The light came on in the front office, and a woman peered at him through the side window before deciding to open the door.

“Yes?” She stood in the open doorway.

He gave her his most winning smile. “I’m a friend of Lily’s. I think I spoke to you on the phone a little while ago. May I come in?”

She moved back and he stepped into the reception area. “I’m very anxious to get in touch with her, as I mentioned on the phone. Would you please reconsider and give me her cell phone number?”

The woman’s expression softened. “You helped my Bernie.”

“I’m sorry?” What was she talking about?

“Your organization. We wouldn’t have been able to enroll our son in a hockey league if it wasn’t for you.”

No matter how badly he wanted Lily’s number, he couldn’t take full credit. “What’s your name?”

“Greta.”

“Well, Greta, it’s very kind of you to say that, but I’m only one person. It takes a lot of people to make the organization work.”

Greta studied him for a moment then walked to the reception desk. She opened a drawer, pulled out an old-fashioned Rolodex and flipped through it. “Here,” she said, pushing two cards across the desk. “Lily’s cell phone number and her parents’ number.” She waited patiently while he entered them in his cell phone.

“Thank you,” he said, passing back the cards. “I really appreciate this.”

“Lily’s a good boss.” There was that accent again. “She’s been good to me. When we came to this country, I could barely speak English. She was the only one who would give me work.”

He smiled at her. “I’d say she’s a good judge of character. Thanks again.”

He left the building and walked slowly toward his car. This was a side of Lily he didn’t know. He only hoped he hadn’t ruined his chances to learn more about the woman who had captured his heart.

* * *

Lily grabbed her phone. “Hello?” She’d fallen asleep in a chair in her father’s room.

“Lily, please don’t hang up.”

Tears sprang to her eyes as she recognized his voice. Dammit! Why did he affect her like this? She looked up to see her mother watching her. She sat up and tossed back her hair. “What do you want, Chase?” She hated herself for her weakness; she should hang up but his voice sounded so good.

“I want to explain about Saturday. Lily, please believe me. I am not engaged to Laurel. I don’t know how she managed it, but she bribed a photographer to be there and then she got her father’s newspaper to run that ridiculous photo caption.”

“Fool me once, Chase.”

“I know.” She could almost see the expression on his face as he searched for the right words. “I’d promised to accompany her to that wedding a couple of months ago. Long before I met you.”

“You lied to me about being out of town.”

“Would you have agreed to go to the ball with me if I’d told you about the wedding?”

She sighed. “No, probably not.”

“It was wrong, Lily. I admit that, but I wanted you to go to the ball with me. I still want you to go, if you’ll forgive me.”

Her mother jumped up and ran to her father’s side. His eyes were wide open, and he was looking around, trying to get his bearings.

“I have to go. My father just woke up.”

“Wait... Can I call you later?”

“I don’t think so. It’s better this way, Chase. Goodbye.” She disconnected and went to join her mother and father.

* * *

Lily’s mother started talking as soon as they climbed into the back seat of the taxi. “Did you believe him?” She looked hopeful.

For a moment Lily thought she was talking about Chase. “Who, the doctor? Yes, I did.”

It had been two days since her father’s heart attack, and the doctor was remarkably upbeat. True to form, Lily’s father had fought against staying in the hospital, but had been overruled by his wife and the doctor. Lily had looked on, an amused smile on her face as her mother had transformed into the tough negotiator she knew her to be. “Two more days,” she’d insisted, echoing the doctor. “Then you can come home.”

Her father had looked to her for help, but she’d shrugged, deferring to her mother. In her opinion, he was ready to go home now, but better safe than sorry.

“But our trip.” He’d tried one last time to get up.

“Taiwan will still be there next year.” Her mother’s tone brooked no argument, and her father finally lay back, having exhausted all of his arguments.

Her mother spoke again. “The doctor says it was a very small incident.”

Lily nodded. They’d been over this several times already, but she knew her mother would keep repeating it until she actually believed it. She was content to be a sounding board.

The taxi pulled into the driveway, and both women got out. Lily paid the driver and stood, looking at the family home. Located part way up Burnaby Mountain, it was the only home she’d ever known.

Lily walked up the broad front steps and on to the verandah that ran across the front of the house. Beside the door, propped in a cardboard box, was a bouquet of white calla lilies. Packed tightly, and without any greenery to distract the eye, they were held together by a wide white ribbon.

Lily gasped when she saw them, and her hand flew to her mouth to hide her reaction, but she doubted that she had fooled her mother. She lifted the flowers from the container and brought them to her nose. She knew they had no scent, but maybe she could hide behind them.

Her mother gave her a knowing look. “Where’s the card?” She looked into the box and then around the porch. “How do you know they’re for you?”

Lily almost dropped the bouquet. “Oh. I...ah...”

“Never mind.” Her mother’s eyes were alight with mischief. “I know they’re for you.” She dug into her purse for the house key and opened the door. “I suppose they’re from him?”

Lily nodded.

“I see.” Her mother hung up both of their coats. “At least he has good taste.”

Lily rubbed one of the flowers between her thumb and forefinger. The texture was thick and waxy. “Most of the time,” she murmured.

Her mother raised both eyebrows. “Let’s get some tea.”

Lily followed into the kitchen, found a simple black vase and filled it with water. The flowers looked right at home on the kitchen table.

“We had a misunderstanding last weekend.”

Her mother sat down and waited.

“He said he was through with this woman, but over the weekend they were photographed at a wedding, and the picture appeared in the newspaper. The photo caption hinted that they might be getting engaged.”

“But he’s not.”

Lily’s head snapped around. “How do you know that?”

Her mother gestured toward the flowers.

Lily nodded. “He says he’s not with her and never has been.” She watched her mother for a reaction, but got none. “Her father owns the newspaper, and Chase says she hired the photographer and then strong-armed the society columnist to print an erroneous photo caption.”

Her mother nodded as though she’d heard the story before. “What else?”

“He told me he was leaving town for the weekend. His excuse for lying was that I wouldn’t have agreed to go with him to the Oilmen’s ball if I’d known about the wedding.”

“Was he right?”

Lily was beginning to feel like she was the one who’d done something wrong. “Yes.”

“So now you’ve decided to punish him by refusing to talk to him.” She held up a hand. “I know it was him on the phone earlier today, so don’t deny it.”

As if she could fool her mother.

“Why, Lily? Why won’t you forgive him?”

“Because.” She looked down at the table as she spoke. “I’m afraid.”

Her mother watched her for several long moments then stood and went to the stove. The kettle was boiling, and she took her time, pre-heating the teapot and then spooning in some of the fragrant green tea leaves she imported from China. When she finally sat, Lily raised her eyes.

“I love your father, Lily. I love him very much.”

It was difficult not to show emotion, but Lily managed. Where was this going? She nodded. “I know, Mom.”

“Good.” She poured tea into the cups and passed one to her daughter. “Because I’m going to tell you something.” Her gaze drifted around the kitchen then came to rest on her teacup.

Chapter Seventeen

“When I was about eighteen, back in Thailand, I fell in love.”

Lily’s heart began to thud.

“He was a Frenchman.” Her eyes grew wistful. “He was very handsome. He worked as a desk clerk at the biggest hotel in town, and we saw each other every day for three or four months.” She took a sip of tea, and Lily could see that her hands were trembling.

“We wanted to get married, but when I told my parents, they balked. They wanted me to marry someone local, or failing that, someone who would understand our ways.” She gave a wry smile. “Someone Asian.” She gave a deep sigh, and in that sound, Lily heard the regrets of a lifetime. “There was nothing dramatic. They didn’t threaten to disown me, or lock me up. They knew that I would be a good, dutiful daughter and follow their wishes.” She looked at Lily, her eyes brimming with tears. “I was introduced to your father, and I married him.” She gave a thin smile. “In time, I’ve come to love him. He’s a good man.”

Lily stared across the table at this woman she didn’t know. “Why are you telling me this? Why now?”

“Because you’ve never been in love before.” She reached out and touched one of the flowers. “I can see it on your face, Lily. You love this man. Don’t let pride stand in your way. If you don’t at least give him a chance, you’ll regret it for the rest of your life.”

Lily stood up, walked to the window and stared out. The block of ice that had surrounded her heart began to thaw. It had taken a lot for her mother to speak so candidly. They were not a demonstrative family, and confidences did not come freely. She turned back toward her mother and placed her hands on her shoulders. “Thank you, Mom.” It was a simple acknowledgement of the effort it had taken for her mother to open up. She leaned over and wrapped her arms around her mother’s neck, giving her a quick, fierce hug. “I love you.”

Her mother patted her arm. “I know, Lily. I know.”

* * *

“Good news.” Maddie came back to the shop shortly before noon after a round of deliveries. They’d scarcely had time to talk this morning. “Lily’s father is going to make a full recovery.”

“That’s great.” Zelda tweaked a bow on a gift and stood back to admire it.

“Yeah. I spoke to her last night. He’s already agitating to go home. She’ll probably come home tomorrow.”

Zelda nodded. “Before I forget to tell you, Annie came by earlier. She said to tell you she’s gone to the rink.” She looked at her watch. “She’s probably still there if you want to take your coffee over.”

Maddie could use a break. “Are you sure you don’t mind?”

“Go. Brendan’s on his way. He’s bringing me a sandwich.”

It was snowing lightly when Maddie got to the rink, but that didn’t seem to bother the children. Even a few adults were out skating today...probably taking time off with their children over the holidays. Pale sunshine cast a faint glow on the ice.

She tried not to think of Brent as she sat down on the cold cement step, but it was difficult. She pushed those memories to the back of her mind and concentrated on finding Annie in the crowd of children.

“Maddie!” Annie waved as she skated by. She was with the same girls as last time, and Maddie was delighted to see that the child seemed to be part of the group. She waved back.

A shadow fell over her; someone stood behind her, blocking out the sun. Please, let it be Brent. She turned and her heart plummeted.

“Hello, Maddie.” Allan stood there, shivering in a light coat and a regular pair of shoes.

She stood up. “Allan, what are you doing here?” She fought to remain calm. “How did you find me?”

He pulled back, seemingly surprised at her lack of warmth. “Your assistant told me where to look. Aren’t you glad to see me?”

She looked behind him. “Where’s Connor? Is he with you?” She hoped that he hadn’t brought the boy. The child had become attached to her, and she didn’t want to confuse him now.

“No. Just me.” He spread his arms.

“What are you doing here?” she repeated. How could she make him understand? She took a step closer. “I thought I made it clear when you phoned last time.”

“Come on, Maddie. You can’t mean that.” He reached for her and pulled her into an embrace. She stilled, letting him hold her in his arms. Perhaps when he realized she wasn’t responding, he’d finally get the message.

“I’ve missed you, Maddie.”

She pulled back and looked at him. In that moment, she saw him for what he was. Self-centered and vain. She was lucky that she’d escaped from their relationship before it was too late.

“Allan.” She spoke clearly and distinctly. “Listen to me, because I don’t want to have to say this again. It’s over between us. I have no feelings left for you. None.” She looked into his eyes. “Do you understand?”

He backed away, bewildered. “But Maddie...”

“No, Allan. This is verging on harassment.”

He took another step back. “You really mean it, don’t you?”

She groaned aloud. “Yes.”

His expression hardened. “You’re a real bitch, you know that?”

“Thank you for the compliment. Now go away and leave me alone.” She didn’t watch him leave, but sat back down on the cement, her body trembling with rage.

Annie skated up, blade guards in hand. The child slipped the guards on her skates, walked up the shallow steps and sat down.

Maddie finally noticed her and put an arm around the child’s shoulders. “Hi there, sweetie.” Tears brimmed in her eyes, and she brushed them away.

Annie looked up at her. “Who was that man? Did he hurt you?”

Maddie pulled her closer. “A long time ago, Annie. He was my boyfriend a long time ago.” She sighed. “He lives in Vancouver, and I don’t know why he came here. I already told him I don’t want to see him anymore.”

“What’s the matter with him?”

Maddie laughed. “Good question. Anyway, I don’t think he’ll be bothering me anymore.”

* * *

Brent pulled over to the side of the road as he neared Calgary. It had been dark when he got started early this morning, but he was determined to get back and sort things out with Cynthia. He pulled out his cell phone, scrolled through his contacts and pushed a number.

“Hello?” She sounded abrupt, and he wondered if she spoke to everyone in that tone. “Hello, Cynthia.”

“Brent, darling.” The saccharine tone made him want to gag. “Are you back in town?”

“Almost. I’m on Deerfoot near Tuxedo Park, and I’m starving. Do you know any restaurants around here?” It was a set-up, and he felt a bit guilty, but he knew she’d volunteer to meet him. It was the best way he could think to get her in a public place.

“What are you looking for?”

“Just a hamburger and a coffee, but I’d like somewhere comfortable.”

“Then I know the perfect spot.” She proceeded to give him the name and directions. “I’ll meet you, and we can have coffee.”

She arrived before his hamburger had been delivered. As usual, she didn’t want to eat and ordered a cup of coffee.

“I’ve missed you,” she said, looking at him expectantly.

The server brought her coffee and his hamburger. He bit into it hungrily. “I’m getting tired of these long stints away from home. I miss everybody when I’m away.” His thoughts turned to Maddie, and he forced himself to focus on the task at hand. “How’s Annie?”

She frowned. “Really, Brent. You should do something about that child. She’s getting to be quite a handful.”

“In what way?” He tilted his head but she was too busy working herself up to see the challenge in his eyes.

She placed her cup carefully in the saucer and raised her eyes. “Well, she hangs around with that Maddie all the time. I don’t know what the attraction is there.” She dabbed at her lips with a napkin. “Darling, when we’re married do you think we could live alone? Chase could take care of her, couldn’t he?”

“What’s the matter with us?”

She pouted her lips. “I just don’t think it’s fair to ask me to raise someone else’s child.”

“You know, you’re right.” Brent nodded his agreement. “It’s not fair at all.”

“Darling! You understand.”

“Yes.” He leaned across the table and lowered his voice. “I understand that you’re a mean spirited, selfish woman.” He was so angry he was trembling. “You don’t have an ounce of compassion for anyone besides yourself, do you?”

It took a moment for his words to sink in. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying that it’s over between us, Cynthia. I hoped maybe you’d grow to love Annie the way I do, but I see that isn’t going to happen.”

Her eyes narrowed into slits. “You’re dumping me? Is that what this is?”

He saw her clearly for the first time. “There was never anything real between us, Cynthia. I can see that now.”

She slid out of the booth and stood over him, shaking with rage. “I never should have wasted my time on you. I went for the wrong brother. At least Chase appreciates a good woman.”

He was tempted to laugh, but her outburst saddened him. “You’re right about that,” he said to her retreating back. “He appreciates a good woman all right.”

Brent watched her car pull out, and then went back to eating his hamburger. He was sorry he had to do it that way, but there was no time to waste. He pulled out his phone and called Chase.

“Hi, I’m on my way back in. What’s up?”

“Nothing much. Mom and Dad got here yesterday. Oh, and I got that data you sent; the site looks promising.” His brother sounded tired. “Annie is over at the skating rink, if you’re in the area.”

“I’m not far away. I’ll stop before I come back to the office.”

Brent pulled his SUV into a parking spot and leaned back, exhausted. Light snow was falling, and it took him a minute to find Annie. She was skating with her friends, and he watched for a while, a smile on his face. At least with Maddie he knew how she felt about the child. He glanced over toward where they’d sat together. Was that her? He turned on the windshield wipers to get a better look. Yes, she was sitting on the step, and if he wasn’t mistaken, she wasn’t sitting on anything. He reached into the back seat for the old blanket he’d used last time.

He had one hand on the door handle when he saw him. A man walked up and stood behind Maddie. She looked up at him and jumped up. They exchanged a few words, and he watched in disbelief as the man put his arms around her. Something twisted inside his chest. He dropped the blanket, turned on the ignition and drove away before he could see any more.

Parked in the basement of the building that bore his name, Brent slumped back against the headrest. What had just happened? He closed his eyes, but all he could see was Maddie in the arms of a man.

There were many times since their last conversation that he’d wanted to phone her again, but something had held him back. When he saw her again, he’d wanted to be free of Cynthia. He gave a short, mirthless laugh. At least something good had come out of his interest in Maddie; he’d managed to break free of Cynthia.

He scrubbed a hand over his face and felt the beginnings of a beard. He’d been so anxious to get home that he hadn’t shaved this morning. His mother wouldn’t approve. Maybe that’s what he needed right now... a little motherly advice. He sure wasn’t doing that well on his own.

Brent took the elevator up to the office, smiled at Marilyn and walked into his brother’s office. He was tempted to put his feet up on Chase’s desk but didn’t have the energy for the lively argument that would ensue. He was disappointed, exhausted and wanted only a warm shower and some of Hannah’s home cooking.

“You were right.” Chase spoke as though they’d been in the middle of a conversation. “I should have done something about Laurel a long time ago.”

Brent took a second look at his brother. It was rare for Chase to admit to being wrong. Dark smudges under his eyes spoke of a lack of sleep.

“What has she done now?”

Chase explained the weekend wedding fiasco. “And now Lily doesn’t want anything to do with me, not that I can blame her.” He raised tortured eyes.

“Well it looks like I’ve struck out in the romance department as well. I saw Maddie over at the rink with a man.”

Chase re-arranged a few files on his desk. “That doesn’t necessarily mean anything.”

“Trust me, they were together.” Brent stood. “Are you still going to the ball tomorrow?”

“I have to. I’m president of the association this year, remember? What about you?”

“I don’t know.” Brent toyed with a model of an oil derrick that sat on the edge of the desk. “I sure don’t feel like it.”

“No pressure, Bro, but I think Annie was counting on us being there. She has a new dress, and I haven’t heard about anything else all week.”

Brent smiled. “She’s a determined little thing. Okay, I’ll think about it.”

“By the way.” Chase looked down at a piece of paper. “Did you authorize Maddie to buy a puppy for Annie? Plus a thousand dollar donation?”

Brent brightened and leaned over the desk. “Yes. Did she find something?”

“It appears so. She’s arranged for it to be delivered to the ranch on Christmas Eve.”

“The day after tomorrow.” Brent spoke to himself as he walked out. “Perfect.”

* * *

“He’s going to be a handful.” Lily walked downstairs with her mother. Her father had been brought into the house in a wheelchair, complaining all the way. In spite of his protests, he was tired and had fallen asleep almost instantly.

“Don’t worry, I’m used to him after all these years.” Her mother led her into the kitchen. They’d consumed many cups of tea since her arrival, and were about to have another. “I’d rather have him like this, eager to go back to work than the alternative.”

“Yes, I suppose so.” Lily filled the kettle and set it on the stove. “He was lucky.”

“Yes, he was lucky.” Her mother nodded her agreement. “And now it’s time for you to get back to your own life.”

Lily looked out the window. Large flakes had started to fall. The temperature hovered around freezing, and they were melting as they hit the grass in the back yard, but a cold snap was predicted. Suddenly she ached for the cold, crisp prairie air. “You’re right,” she said, turning to her mother with a smile. “It’s time I went back.”

* * *

“Two days until Christmas.” Zelda was her usual cheerful self. “I can’t believe how many orders we’ve processed in a short time.” She sipped on her latte, her gaze thoughtful. “Have you considered what you’re going to do in the New Year?”

“Not really.” Maddie looked up from her ever-present list. “But if we decide to continue this business, I think it should be as partners.” The elevator opened and she glanced toward it, but Brent wasn’t there. She thought she’d recognized his vehicle in the basement yesterday, but she wasn’t sure. She wanted to see him once more, to look into his eyes and see if she’d imagined their previous attraction for each other. It still hurt every time she replayed Cynthia’s words, but a glimmer of hope still burned somewhere deep inside. It didn’t make sense, but it was there, nonetheless.

“I’m in, but maybe we should wait until after Christmas to make any decisions.”

Maddie frowned, trying to recall what they’d been talking about. Oh yes, the business. “Good call. We’ll get together early in January.” She looked around the shop. Only a few gifts remained, and they were to be picked up shortly. She looked outside; it was already getting dark. “You can handle everything if I leave now, can’t you? I have to go to the shelter and pick up the puppy.”

Zelda raised an eyebrow. “Good luck with that.”

“No kidding.” She touched one of the Christmas lights, still amazed that someone had invented lights that were cool to the touch. “One more day. We’ll take this down tomorrow, right?”

Zelda nodded. “See you then.”

* * *

“Hi, Dad!” Brent gave his father an affectionate hug. “Good to see you.”

His mother came into the kitchen, and he leaned over to hug her as well. “Mom, you look more beautiful than ever.” He held her away. “You really do.”

She laid a hand on his bristly face. “If you’re trying to distract me from the fact that you need a shave, it’s not working.” She gave him a quick kiss. “Hello, Son.”

Annie launched herself into his arms. “Uncle Brent!”

“Hello, Munchkin.” He held her in his arms a bit longer than normal. “I’ve missed you.”’

“Me too.” She tugged at his hand. “Come and see my dress. I’m going to wear it tonight.”

“Not now, sweetie. I need to have a shower and shave.”

She tried to hide her disappointment.

“I want to see you all dressed up. We’ll take some happy pictures, okay?”

She nodded solemnly. “I’ve got my camera all charged up. I promised Maddie, too.” 

Pain sliced into his chest, but he managed to smile. “That’s great.” He glanced at his parents, then left the room.

Chapter Eighteen

“Listen, you. Stop that.” The puppy had managed to wrap the leash around Maddie’s legs for the umpteenth time. She was trying to be firm but it was difficult with the squirming bundle of energy. “Lily’s probably home by now so you’d better be on your best behaviour.”

Right. And pigs were going to fly. Any day now.

Maddie let herself into the condo. Lily’s purse sat on the counter next to a glass of wine. She could hear the shower, and Lily singing some unrecognizable tune.

She spread out the newspapers she’d brought home, covering a portion of the floor in her bedroom. She set the dog on the paper; he looked up at her, wagged his tail as if he understood, then commenced sniffing everything in the room. She noticed him heading toward her shoes and quickly closed the closet door.

“I’ll just leave you in here for a few minutes while I talk to Lily, okay?” He tilted his head as though listening and then carried on with his sniffing expedition.

“Who were you talking to?” Lily padded down the hall in a bathrobe that doubled her size, which wasn’t difficult. There was a light in her eyes that hadn’t been there when they’d parted.

“It’s Annie’s puppy,” she blurted. “It’s just for overnight.”

“Okay. Just don’t let him near the carpet.” The condo floors were hardwood, but a spectacular area rug graced the center of the living area. Maddie knew her roommate had paid a fortune for it.

“Promise,” she said. “How’s your dad?”

“Feisty as ever. He wants to go back to work.” Lily picked up her wine glass, then set it back down. “I’m going to the ball tonight.” She turned to look at Maddie. “My mother said a few things to me that made me rethink my position.”

Maddie’s mouth fell open, but she closed it quickly. “I guess Chase is delighted about that.”

“He doesn’t know.” She picked up the glass, and this time she took a sip. “I’m going to just show up. If he’s with someone else already, then I’ll have made a mistake.” She ran a finger around the rim of the glass. “But at least I’ll have tried.”

Maddie had never seen Lily like this. Her friend had spoken with a vulnerability that was touching. She recalled the way energy had sparked between Chase and Lily on their very first meeting. “I have a feeling that this is going to work out just fine,” she said with a smile. “I just wish I could be there to see it.”

* * *

Chase circulated among the crowd. A server offered him a drink, but he declined with a polite shake of the head. He had nothing to celebrate. Besides, he’d never been intoxicated in front of his mother and father, and he wasn’t about to start now. He shoved a hand into his jacket pocket and frowned. What was that? He pulled his hand out, revealing the black beads that had fallen from Lily’s dress the night of the fashion show.

Regret curled around him like a boa constrictor, threatening to cut off his air. How had he been so foolish as to let her get away? He rolled the beads in his hand, admiring the way they reflected shards of light, then closed his fingers tightly around them, surprised that they were so sharp. Sharp, brilliant and unfathomable. Some of the qualities he admired in Lily.

It’s your own fault. He was beginning to hate that voice in his head. It reminded him constantly of what he had lost. It was time to pull himself together and be a proper host, if only to his own family.

He looked for his father. He was across the room, schmoozing with some old friends. He turned to his mother and asked her to dance.

She set down her glass, and he noticed that she’d barely touched it. “Thank you, Chase. I was getting tired of just standing there.”

He was beginning to relax when his mother gave him a piercing look. “Who is she, Chase?”

“Who is who?”

She gave him that serene, all-knowing look he’d learned to dread over the years.

“Chase Drummond, I’ve been home for thirty-six hours, and I haven’t seen you smile once. Not really smile. There’s something bothering you, and I’m willing to bet it’s a woman.”

There was no use fighting; she’d get it out of him in the end.

“I met a beautiful woman last month.” His voice softened when he talked about her. “She owns a local business and is quite successful. She’s fiercely independent, and she’s probably the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

His mother smiled knowingly. “So what happened?”

“I blew it.” He shrugged. “I let Laurel Carmichael manipulate me.” He hesitated. “And I told Lily a bit of a lie, and now she doesn’t want to have anything to do with me.”

His mother shook her head. “There’s no such thing as a bit of a lie. Why can’t you just admit it? You told her a lie.”

“Yes, I did. And you know what? I think it was the lie that ruined everything between us. She might have forgiven Laurel’s nonsense after a while, but not the lie.”

“Don’t be too sure about that.” His mother had an odd look in her eye.

“Why do you say that?”

“Look over there.” She stopped dancing and turned him toward the entrance. “Is that her?”

Chase’s heart stopped when he saw her. She stood alone at the entrance to the ballroom, flanked by Christmas trees on either side and clutching her invitation. A form-fitting, brilliant green cheongsam clung to her figure. He was vaguely aware that every male in the ballroom had turned to look at her. Her dark eyes swept the crowd slowly, and then her gaze came to rest on him. A small smile played around the corners of her mouth when she spotted him, and the pain that had taken up residence in his chest moved on like it had never existed.

“Lily,” he mouthed across the expanse of the ballroom. He turned back to his mother. “Excuse me, Mom, but that’s Lily.” He didn’t wait for a response, but closed the distance in a few long strides.

She looked up at him. “Hello, Chase.” She waved the invitation. “Am I too late?”

He had no idea what had caused her to change her mind. He’d figure that out later. Right now, all he wanted to do was hold her. “Never,” he whispered, gathering her into his arms.

The orchestra started up again and they swayed together, paying no attention to the music. “I’m sorry, Lily. Sorry about everything.”

She placed a finger against his lips. “That’s over, Chase. Life is too short for regrets.”

Her words were the only music he needed. “I love you, Lily. I know it sounds crazy because we haven’t spent that much time together, but I know you.” He tilted up her chin so he could look into her eyes. “And I love everything I know.”

“Chase?”

“Hmmm?” She moved against him, and he groaned with need.

“Would you do something for me?”

“Anything.”

“Good. Would you kiss me, please?”

He didn’t care who was watching. With a whoop of joy, he lifted her off her feet and kissed her, aware of the way her body fitted against his in all the right places. When he finally put her down, the entire ballroom erupted in applause.

“Come on,” he said, taking her by the hand. “I want you to meet my mother.”

* * *

“Uncle Brent, you missed the excitement.” Annie pointed to the dance floor. Chase and Lily were dancing again, oblivious to everyone else in the ballroom.

Her hand crept into his. “It was so romantic. Why are you late?”

“I got a flat tire on the way here. Can you believe it?”  He moved to face her and bowed. “May I have the pleasure of this dance?”

She giggled. “Of course, silly.”

Brent forced himself to take small steps as they made their way around the dance floor. “Are you having a good time?” he asked. “Where are the other kids?”

“They’re in the other room. I’ll go back there in a little while. I came in here so I could see all the gowns.” She pulled back and looked up at him. “Uncle Brent?”

“Hmmm?”

“Why aren’t you here with Cynthia?”

The question startled him, and he stopped abruptly. Had it only been this afternoon when he’d met Cynthia in the restaurant?

“I’m not going to be going out with her anymore.” He looked down at her and smiled.

She looked puzzled. “But Uncle Brent, she told us that she was your fiancée.”

The words registered slowly. He stopped completely, and pulled her off the dance floor.

“Us? Who is us?” But he knew the answer.

“Maddie and I.”

He groaned aloud. “But that’s not true. I’ve never been engaged to Cynthia.” A sudden thought hit him. “When was this?”

“I don’t know. Last week? I was showing Maddie my happy picture, and Cynthia came into the building.” Her eyebrows drew together as she recalled the day. “I think Maddie was upset.”

The bottom fell out of his stomach. “Oh my God. She’s really done it this time.”

“You mean you’re truly not engaged?” Maddie’s hopeful smile almost broke his heart.

“No, Sweetie. I’m not engaged.” He squatted down until he was eye to eye with the child. “Annie, this is really important. Does Maddie have a boyfriend? Do you know?”

Her face turned serious again. “She had one in Vancouver, but he hurt her. I saw him today at the rink. She was really mad that he came here and she told him to go away.”

Brent could have kicked himself. He should have stuck around, but the pain of seeing Maddie with someone else had been so sharp....

He stood up and looked out over the dance floor. “Annie,” he said. “I’m sorry we didn’t finish our dance but I have to leave now.”

She smiled up at him. “Are you going to see Maddie?”

“Yes, I am.” He kissed her on the top of her head, and then strode across the dance floor. Lily waved off his apology for interrupting, and gave him the address. He hurriedly entered the address into his cell phone and then sprinted toward the parking garage.

* * *

“You’re going to be a handful, I can see that.” It was hard not to laugh. The puppy was adorable, even if he had shredded the newspaper and then left a little puddle on the floor of her bedroom. “You definitely need more space.”

She walked into the living room, and he followed her, nipping at her jeans. When she’d realized that she’d be following the puppy around all evening, she’d put on her oldest jeans and a sweatshirt with a faded SFU logo.

She loved dogs. When she was younger, they’d had a black cocker spaniel. Her father had named him Sailor for the white patch on his chest. He’d been a devoted family dog until he died at the age of fifteen.

The buzzer sounded. The dog gave a bark and then jumped back; he seemed surprised that the sound had come from him.

“Now who could that be?” she said. “Probably someone forgot their key and wants to be buzzed in.”

He padded along behind her to the hallway and began to lick her bare feet. She picked up the handset to the intercom.

“You stop that,” she said, laughing. “Hello?”

“Maddie?”

“Brent?”

The dog looked up at her, alerted by her tone of voice.

“Do you have company?”

She didn’t process his question at first. She couldn’t believe that he was downstairs.

“Brent? What are you doing here?”

The dog barked.

“Well, if you’d let me come up, I’d explain. Is that a dog I hear?” He sounded relieved.

“Yes, it’s Annie’s puppy.”

“Maddie.”

“Yes?”

“Put your finger on the button, or whatever it is you do, and let me in.”

“Oh.” She pressed the button.

She picked up the puppy and danced him into the living room. “Brent is here,” she crooned into his ear. “Or am I daydreaming?”

The door buzzer sounded.

“Guess not,” she said. She ran and opened the door.

Brent was leaning against the door frame, gasping for air.

“What’s the matter?” She peeked out into the hall. “Isn’t the elevator working?”

“There were some people...” He made a gesture with his hand. “...so I ran up the stairs.”

She stepped back, and he staggered inside. “Don’t be such a baby. We’re only on the fifth floor.”

He stopped and looked at her. “Are we having a fight?”

She still couldn’t quite believe he was here. “I hope not.”

He reached out and scratched behind the dog’s ear. The animal squirmed to be let down and Maddie placed him on the floor.

She crossed her arms in front of her. In this position it would be easier to catch her heart when it flew out of her chest.

“So what’s going on, Brent? Why are you here?” The dog jumped up against her legs, but she ignored it.

“Annie told me what Cynthia said, Maddie. She is not my fiancée. We are not engaged. Never have been.”

“But...” Joy surged up inside. “So you’re not...” It was too good to be true.

“And I’m sorry I didn’t stick around today. When I saw you with that guy, I figured it was too late.” He unwrapped her arms and held her by the hands. “I drove away.”

“You saw me with Allan?” She tried to remember what had happened. “Oh. He put his arms around me, didn’t he?”

“Yes, and I couldn’t stand watching, so I took off.”

Her voice softened. “Why, Brent? Why did you take off?”

“Like I said, I...oh come here, woman.” He pulled her closer. “I’m the one who should be holding you, Maddie.” He pulled back and looked into her eyes. “Is that okay with you?”

“Very okay.” She raised her lips for a kiss. His mouth claimed hers in a fierce, possessive kiss that left her breathless...and wanting more.

“We have a lot of time to make up for,” she murmured, pulling him closer for another kiss. “I think it’s going to be a long night.”

The dog barked once, then settled down to wait, his head resting on his paws.

Epilogue

Christmas Eve – Drummond Ranch

“Maddie! Lily!” Annie greeted them at the door. The puppy stood at her side, wagging his tail. “I got a dog!” She hugged Maddie and whispered ‘thank you’ in her ear. “And I got a sewing machine!” She took Lily’s hand and pulled her away to inspect it.

Chase and Brent stood in the hallway, and Maddie was struck by their similarities. They may not look alike, but both were honourable men who loved their family. It didn’t get much better than that. Her gaze connected with Brent’s.

“Come inside,” he said, relieving her of her coat. “I’d like you to meet my mother and father.”

Maddie had been nervous about meeting Brent’s parents, but their welcome was warm and gracious. They were soon regaling her with stories of Brent as a youngster, much to his dismay. By the time Lily came back into the room with Annie, Maddie knew she’d found her new family. Chase merely stood by, a contented smile on his face as he observed Lily with his niece.

The dog was relegated to his basket in the mudroom while they ate dinner. Annie objected to being separated from her new friend, but Brent was firm. “We have to train him now, or you won’t be able to manage him later.”

“I think I’ll call him Snowball.” She looked to Maddie, then Lily for approval.

“Sounds good to me.”

“I like it.”

They spoke at the same time.

The child’s happy gaze took in everyone at the table. “Look, everyone. We’re a family for Christmas.”
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Full Circle

Prologue

The private jet had been descending for several minutes. Bella shuffled the papers she’d been holding and slipped them back into her briefcase. Attempting to study the reports had been a waste of time...a futile attempt to divert her thoughts. She looked across the low table and into the eyes of the man who had been her partner for the past fifteen years. Sometimes it angered her that he could read her so well whereas she rarely knew what he was thinking. Those dark eyes studied her now, and she thought she caught a hint of sadness behind the sweeping black lashes.

The cabin attendant paused beside their seats. “The captain has asked me to inform you that we’ll be landing in ten minutes.”

Bella glanced up at the young woman. “Thank you, Laura. Would you ask the captain if he could circle Willow Bend before we land? I’d like to see it from the air.” The flight would land at a nearby airport, the Willow Bend facility having been closed long since.

“Certainly, Miss Thompson.” The attendant nodded and went forward.

Bella looked out the window. “I’ve never seen Willow Bend from the air,” she murmured. “I wonder if I’ll be able to see any changes since the last time I was here.”

Rafael watched her closely but he remained silent; she hadn’t really expected him to answer.

The aircraft made a slight change of course, then dropped one wing and commenced a slow circle around the town. Sun glinted off the river and an invisible hand tightened around Bella’s heart. There were times when it seemed like yesterday that she’d confronted Jeffrey beside that river. She forced herself to continue looking and spotted the high school with its adjoining football field and bleachers. A few blocks beyond that was the section of town where she’d grown up but she couldn’t spot her parents’ home among the jumble of roofs. On the gentle rise across the river the homes were statelier; here and there swimming pools flashed brilliant blue in the late afternoon sun.

And there it was. The old Lambert textile mill. Silent these past ten years. She didn’t know what she’d expected to feel when she saw it. After all, her father had worked there most of his life and had lost his job along with hundreds of others in the town. She edged forward on her seat to get a closer look. The heavy wire fence that had once encircled the mill was gone. In its place, strategically placed trees and shrubs lifted their leaves to the sunshine. A few cars and several pickup trucks were parked between the bright yellow lines in the newly paved lot. For the first time since leaving California earlier today, Bella experienced a surge of excitement. Excitement mixed with apprehension.

She tore her gaze away and looked at her partner. “You’re sure we’re doing the right thing?” she asked, uncharacteristically nervous. “It’s such a big step, opening a new production facility.”

“Bella.” She loved the way he said her name. “We’ve been over this many times.” His gaze softened for a moment. “What you’re doing is a wonderful thing. You’re giving this town a chance to get back on its feet.” He didn’t need to look down at the mill; he’d been here half a dozen times already. “Besides, it’s too late now.”

Chapter One

Twenty years earlier.

It was overcast the day Bella found out she was pregnant. Madonna was singing Papa Don’t Preach on her bedside radio and she gave a strangled laugh as the words filtered into her consciousness. She held the stick in her hand, backed up unsteadily and sat down on the edge of her bed.

The test confirmed what she already knew. The signs had been there for weeks now, but she’d clung to hope the way a man clings to a life raft in stormy seas. And her life was about to get stormy; she knew that for a fact. With one hand on her stomach, she rocked back and forth, slowly accepting the reality of her situation.

She wondered what Jeffrey was doing right now. They didn’t see each other every day, but today was Friday, and they usually grabbed cold drinks and went to “their place” by the river; a quiet, sheltered spot carpeted with pine needles. They jokingly referred to it as their love nest, but it was in fact a place where they dared to dream of a future together. It wouldn’t be easy; they knew that. Bella’s mother was a skilled dressmaker who worked at home, and her father worked at Lambert Textiles, whereas Jeffrey was the son of Edward and Judith Lambert, owners of Lambert Textiles and Willow Bend’s largest employer.

She and Jeffrey had been together since the spring, when he’d broken up with Angela Sterling. At first she couldn’t believe that Jeffrey was interested in her; she didn’t consider herself beautiful like many of the other girls, or sophisticated, like Angela. She smiled to herself, recalling how she’d been so nervous around him at first. But as the days got warmer and she began to know him better, she relaxed and accepted the fact that he was interested in her...in what she thought and had to say. The sex had been a natural extension of their growing affection for one another. Bella thought of it as “making love” even though Jeffrey had never used the same term. Come to think of it, he’d never called it anything. She glanced at her watch. He’d be getting out of school and wondering where she was. She’d never lied to him before, but she’d made an excuse for missing school this afternoon, saying she had a Doctor’s appointment. He’d forgive her when she told him the news.

Another nervous spasm gripped her stomach; a clear indication that it was time to find him and get it over with. The longer she waited, the harder it would be. She had no idea what she was going to say, or how he would respond. They often finished each other’s sentences, as though they’d been together forever, but today was different. She didn’t have the faintest idea what to expect from him when she made the big announcement.

She shoved all evidence of the pregnancy kit in her bag, checked her appearance in the mirror and crept downstairs. A murmur of voices reached her from the dining room...or it used to be the dining room before her mother converted it to her workshop and consultation room. When Mom had mentioned a bridal fitting this afternoon, Bella had sighed with relief. It was the perfect opportunity to sneak in the back door, go upstairs, and do the test.

The back door closed quietly after her and she went through the gate at the back of the yard and down the lane that ran along the back of the properties. Clouds scudded across the sky and she shivered, even though it was the warmest part of the day. Within minutes she was approaching the river, and her steps quickened.

Jeffrey’s car was parked in the usual spot, partly hidden behind some bushes a quarter of a mile from where they usually met. Her pulse quickened as she pictured him there, sitting on the blanket he always brought, waiting for her.

He wasn’t there, and the blanket wasn’t spread out under the pines. She opened her mouth to call, and then spotted a flash of color down by the river. He’d worn her favorite shirt to school this morning; pale blue denim. She took a few more silent steps on the pine needles and paused for a moment to drink in the sight of him. Dark brown hair curled at the back of his neck, and what she could see of his skin was bronzed with an early summer tan.

He bent and picked up a handful of stones, sorted through them and started to skip them on the tranquil waters of the slowly-moving river. Watching him she frowned; his movements were jerky and un-coordinated. Something was bothering him. Maybe his father had been on his case again; asserting himself was a constant battle for Jeffrey. His father expected him to take over the business, but Jeffrey had no interest in the textile mill. He loved animals, and wanted to be a veterinarian. Bella had a feeling his father would win that battle.

She took a few steps closer and he seemed to sense her presence. He turned slowly and she could see at once that he was troubled. Dark smudges of color under his eyes gave him a haunted look and as his gaze met hers the ground shifted beneath her feet. Did he know? Her fingers unconsciously clutched at her bag.

“Jeffrey?” she said tentatively. “Are you okay?”

He looked at her for a long moment, then shook his head. “No,” he replied, his voice little more than a whisper. He closed the gap between them and took her hand. “Come on, let’s go sit on those big rocks,” he said, drawing her along the bank of the river. “We have to talk.”

She followed him, heart pounding in her chest. This wasn’t the way this conversation was supposed to go. She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. He was definitely stressed. As a matter of fact, he didn’t look anything like the Jeffrey she knew.

He settled her on a flat rock and sat down across from her. When he finally raised his eyes he looked at her as though he was trying to memorize her face. Prickles of apprehension crept up Bella’s spine.

The silence lengthened until she could no longer stand it. “What is it?” she asked, knowing instinctively that the answer would change her life. Even more than it had already been changed today.

“There’s no easy way to tell you this, Bella.” His gaze met hers for an instant, and then shifted away. “I’m getting married.”

Bella must have heard wrong, because she thought he’d said he was getting married. “I’m sorry, what did you say?” Her voice was surprisingly calm, but her heart was thundering in her chest.

His eyes closed for a moment. “I’m going to get married. To Angela.”

Bella couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Angela Sterling?”

“Yes.”

“But why?” She could hear the plaintive tone in her voice, but she didn’t care. It was a fair question, and she deserved an answer.

He lowered his head into both hands. “She’s pregnant,” he mumbled. “I found out last night when she came over to the house with her parents.”

This wasn’t happening! Bella leafed through a calendar in her mind. “But how can that be?” she cried. “You broke up with her months ago. How come you’re just finding out now?”

He raised his head, his gaze darting around before landing on her face. “She asked me to drive her home after football practice one day last month and we...I...” The words started to tumble out. “She wanted to get back together; she was begging me and I was saying no, but she...” He blushed. “She got me at a weak moment, and we had sex.”

The silence was broken only by the sound of a bumblebee and the river lapping against the shore. “Let me get this straight,” said Bella slowly, fighting for composure. “You had sex. While you were supposed to be with me. And now she’s pregnant.”

He nodded.

“And you’re going to marry her.” It pained her to say the words, but she had to make sure she wasn’t dreaming.

She stared at him and it was as if she were looking at a stranger. How could he do this to her? Strangely enough, she could picture him marrying Angela. “And how does Angela feel about all this?”

“I don’t know.” He raked his fingers though his hair. “No, that’s not true. Actually, she seems quite happy about it.”

Bella could imagine the triumphant look on Angela’s face.  

“I’m sorry, Bella.”

“I’ll just bet you are.” Where had that come from? Within the space of a few moments she’d found a backbone she didn’t know she had. She stood up and grabbed the bag that held the confirmation of the life growing within her. “You know something, Jeffrey Lambert?” She stuck her face inches away from his. “You’re not only a cheat but you’re a spineless asshole.” She climbed the bank until she stood over him. “You may think you’re sorry now, but that’s nothing compared to how you’re going to feel when I get through with you.”

“What do you mean?” He looked genuinely concerned.

“Don’t worry. I’m not going to tell anyone about our little love nest. But some day I’m going to make you pay for this. I don’t know how or when, but trust me, you’ll pay.”

He looked at her as though she’d grown horns. And maybe she had. She gave him one last look then turned and walked away. It wasn’t until she got closer to home that she started to shake. How could she have gone from loving him to hating him in the space of seconds? It had been surprisingly easy, and she had the feeling that she’d need every ounce of anger she could dredge up to help her though the next few weeks.

Chapter Two

“You told him you’re going to make him pay?” Her friend Carla made a face. “What kind of stupid threat is that?”

“Oh, I don’t know, Carla. I was just so disgusted by his admission that he’d had sex with her.” Bella had changed her mind about going home and was sitting with her best friend in Carla’s back yard.

“What did you expect? He’s a guy. A woman offers, they take.”

“What about you and Ethan? You wouldn’t say that about him.”

“That’s different.” Carla paused. “We’re different. I mean, who’d ever think an Italian American and an Irish American could get along for this long without any major battles?”

“It’s been known to happen. Besides, we live in a small town in the south. Things are supposed to be different here. Family values and all that.”

“Speaking of which, Ethan wants to go to New York.” Carla picked up her lemonade and studied the condensation rolling down the sides of the glass.

Bella was glad of the change of subject. “Whatever for?” She’d never considered leaving Georgia.

“Two reasons.” Carla put down the glass and looked steadily at her friend. “First one is that he’s got the acting bug and he knows he has to go to New York if he’s going to pursue it seriously. The second is that he doesn’t have confidence in the future of the mill.”

“Really?” Bella frowned as she considered her friend’s words. “What makes him think that?”

“He works in shipping, remember? He sees how much raw material comes in and how much finished product is being shipped.” She paused, watching her friend carefully. “He says they’re only producing about half what they were when he started three years ago.” She took a sip of her drink. “He doesn’t think the mill has more than a few years left. This town is going to be hit hard when it finally closes.”

Bella spoke her thoughts. “My Dad’s always said that having only one major industry in a town is a dangerous thing.” She glanced at her friend. “It’s like that study we did in Economics this year, isn’t it?”

“Exactly. This town of a perfect example of what can happen when you have all your eggs in one basket.  Our family bakery will be affected, but it will survive; people still need to buy bread. It’s families like yours that will really suffer. Your dad works for the Lamberts and your mom’s business depends on people with money.” Carla took a large swallow of lemonade. “Speaking of your mom, does she know about this?” She gestured to Bella’s stomach.

“No, and I don’t know how I’m going to tell her.”

“Ha!” Carla gave a short, disbelieving laugh. “She knows.”

“No she doesn’t.”

“Bella Thompson. Listen to yourself. Your Mom may have had only one child, but she knows what it means when she hears you puking your guts out every morning. Trust me, she knows.”

Bella placed a hand protectively over her stomach. “Do you think so?”

“Oh, yeah,”

“I wonder why she hasn’t said anything?” Bella looked at her friend thoughtfully. “Assuming you’re right, it will make it easier to tell her.”

“Look, kiddo. I know you’ve only had a couple of hours to get your head around this, but do you know what you’re going to do?”

Bella had thought about little else. “First of all, I’m going to go to Doc Farnham and get it confirmed.”

“No, no, no.” Carla shook her head emphatically. “Definitely the wrong move.”

“What do you mean?”

Carla scooted forward on her seat. “Listen to me, Bella. We live in a small town in the south. It may be the nineteen nineties, but this is a conservative town where people gossip for a living. Your Dad works for the mill and your Mom takes in sewing.” She sat back and waited for her words to sink in. “I agree that you have to go to a doctor for a check-up, but not here. Not in this town.”

Bella looked at her friend. “How do you know all this?”

Carla shrugged. “My cousin Maria.”

“Oh.” Bella vaguely remembered the abrupt departure of her friend’s cousin.

Carla put a gentle hand on her arm. “Go home now, Bella. Tell your mom before your dad gets home. It’ll make you feel a lot better.”

Bella gave her friend a lopsided smile. “When did you get so wise?”

Carla shook her head. “I just wish I could be of more help.” She squeezed Bella’s arm, then let it go. “Call me if you need me, okay?”

* * *

“Bella, could you come in here please?” Her mother called her as soon as she stepped through the back door.

“Hi, Mom.” Bella stood in the open French doors that separated her mother’s workspace from the rest of the downstairs. “How was your day?”

Her mother ignored the question and waved a hand impatiently. “Sit down, dear.” She pushed her chair back from the sewing machine. “Are you pregnant?” Her gaze moved to Bella’s stomach. “I want you to tell me the truth.”

“Yes, I am. How did you know?” It was a stupid thing to say, but she hadn’t expected such a frontal assault and needed time to think.

“I’ve heard you in the mornings.” Her mother looked away, out the window. “Have you confirmed it?”

“I did a pregnancy test today.”

Her mother looked startled. “Where did you buy the test? Not at our CVS, I hope.”

Carla had been right; it was starting already. “No, Mom. I bought it last weekend when I went to the mall near Atlanta with Carla.”

“Does she know?”

“Yes...she’s my best friend. I told her I was going to go to Doc Farnham and she warned me against it.”

“Yes, she would,” her mother said vaguely. “After that business with her cousin Maria.”

“You knew about that?”

“Bella, this is a small town.” Her mother paused, took a deep breath. “A very small town. People talk.” She looked up. “It’s Jeffrey, I suppose.”

Bella nodded. It was evident her mother had been thinking about this.

“Have you told him?” Her mother’s eyes narrowed.

“No.” It was Bella’s turn to look away. She spoke dispassionately. “I went to meet him after I took the test. I’d planned to tell him, but he had some news of his own.”

Her mother waited.

“He’s going to marry Angela.”

“Angela Sterling?” Her mother had made several items for Angela’s mother, wife of the town’s leading attorney. “I got the impression from Mrs. Sterling that they broke that off a while ago.”

Bella continued, dry-eyed. “They did, but according to Jeffrey, they had some sort of an encounter last month and now she’s pregnant.”

“What a mess.” Her mother pressed the fingers of one hand into her forehead. “Don’t these young people have any restraint?”

“Was it so different in your day?” Bella surprised herself, but held her ground.

Anger flared in her mother’s eyes, but soon subsided. “No, I suppose not.”

They sat in silence for a few moments, each lost in her thoughts. Finally her mother spoke. “There’s a church in Atlanta that has a home for unwed mothers. I think you should go there.”

Bella studied her mother. She couldn’t blame her, really. Willow Bend was a small town, and a pregnant daughter reflected badly on any mother. “Is that what you want?”

“It’s what I would prefer, yes.” Her mother spoke with conviction, but couldn’t meet her eyes.

“What happens when I get there?” Bella was fairly sure she wouldn’t like the answer.

“You’ll go there before you start to show, and live there. You’ll get medical care, and have your child in the hospital adjoining the facility.” Her mother twisted a piece of fabric nervously. “And after the child is born, it will be given up for adoption.”

Bella nodded. “And then I come back here, like nothing happened?”

Her mother looked up, startled. She obviously hadn’t thought that far ahead. “Yes, I suppose so.”

“No.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I said no. I’m not giving my child up for adoption.” Her voice started to rise, but she made no effort to lower it. “How could you suggest such a thing?”

“Lower your voice.” Her mother looked nervously out the front window. “People will hear you.”

“That’s what this is all about, isn’t it?” Bella leaned toward her mother, her voice low and steely. “It’s about making sure people don’t find out. What about me?”

Her mother lifted her head. “You lost your rights when you had sex with that boy.” She stood up and walked toward a side window. “Your father and I have talked it over and he’s left all the decisions up to me.” She turned back to Bella. “You either agree to this, or you’re on your own.”

“Just like that?” Somewhere in the back of her mind, Bella admired her mother’s determination.

“Yes, Bella. Just like that.” Her mother braced herself against the back of the chair, and Bella noticed that her hand trembled slightly. “There isn’t any other way.”

“All right.”

Her mother took a step forward. “You’ll go to the home?”

“No, I’ll go out on my own.” Bella’s stomach was bunched in knots, but she managed to speak calmly. “But I won’t wait. I’ll go within a couple of weeks.” She held her mother’s gaze. “And no, I won’t change my mind.”

Her mother looked away first, and a moment later, tires crunched on the gravel at the side of the house. “Your father’s home. I’d like to talk to him alone, if you don’t mind. Dinner will be on the table in half an hour.”

* * *

Carla sat on her bed, legs crossed in the lotus position. “So where are you going to go?” Ethan was in rehearsal for a new play, and Bella had gone to Carla’s place after dinner.

She traced the pattern on the quilt with one finger. “I’m not sure yet, but Mom suggested Florida. She seems to think that I’ll need fewer clothes if I go somewhere warm, which is true when you think about it. But I think the real reason she wants me to go to Florida is so that she can be close by when her grandchild is born.”

“Those are good reasons.”

Bella shrugged. “I suppose so.” She was quiet for a few moments. “I’ve never lived on my own before, but for some reason I’m not afraid. I figure if I leave soon, I can get a job for a few months. You know, get settled.”

“What are you going to do for money?” Carla had a good head for money; she’d been paying the bills and doing the banking for the bakery for the past year.

“Mom’s going to pay my bus fare and give me two thousand dollars.” She looked at her friend. “Is that very much?”

Carla raised both eyebrows. “Not really. You’ll have to pay a month’s rent in advance, and some places want another month as a security deposit. You’ll have to find a job right away.”

Bella nodded. Instead of frightening her, the discussion was strengthening her resolve. “I’ll find something. I’m not worried about that. I’ve even been thinking about getting two jobs, so I can put some aside for when I have the baby.”

Her friend’s eyes were suspiciously bright. “You’ll let me know if you need help, won’t you?”

It was a struggle, but Bella didn’t give in to the burning tears that threatened to spill over. “You know I will.” She checked her watch. “I’d better get going. Ethan will be here any moment to pick you up.”

Carla walked her to the door. “Remember, I’m driving you to the bus station in Atlanta.”

Bella gave her friend a quick hug. “I remember. Thanks for everything.”

Chapter Three

“I can’t believe you’re actually leaving.” Carla looked around the bus terminal. “Look at all these people!” She brought her attention back to her friend. “I want to remember you here, Bella, so I’m not going to walk you out to the bus.”

Bella tried not to show her relief. “I was hoping you’d say that. Let’s say goodbye and get it over with.” She had a tight hold on her ticket, but her stoicism was starting to slip away. “I’ll contact you as soon as I’m settled, I promise. And as for you, I want to know right away if you and Ethan go to New York. Okay?”

Carla nodded, unable to speak. She pulled her friend into a fierce hug and then turned and walked away. At the outside doors she paused and turned. Tears streaked her face, but she smiled, waved a hand and then disappeared into the brilliant sunshine.

Bella gave a sigh of relief. One more hurdle crossed. She looked up at the departures board, even though the ticket seller had told her which bay to look for. Then she looked down at the ticket in her hand. Los Angeles. Not telling Carla where she was going had been difficult, but the change of plan was something she had to do on her own...an act of defiance, perhaps. She’d write to both her mother and Carla as soon as she found somewhere to live.

* * *

Exhausted from the past ten days, she slept much of the way to Dallas, where she switched buses. Once inside the terminal, she washed up in the restroom, and then ordered breakfast in the restaurant, covertly watching the other passengers. Singles, couples, mothers with children; each had a different story, and she realized that hers was just one among many.

She was surprisingly content to let the hours and the countryside roll by. New Mexico, with its unique landscape was oddly appealing and before she knew it they had crossed into California. Here the names were more familiar, and she sat up straighter, fascinated by the golden light that streamed through the windows of the bus. More passengers started to board, and at Indio her luck ran out; an older woman took the seat beside her. Smelling faintly of lavender, she clutched her purse in her lap with both hands.

“How far are you going, my dear?”

Bella was startled. It was the first time anyone had spoken to her other than food vendors or bus drivers since she left home. “Ah...I’m going to Los Angeles.”

“Terrible place.” The woman gave a small, almost imperceptible shudder.

“Why is that?” Bella didn’t really want to engage the woman in conversation, but she might as well hear what she had to say.

“It’s so spread out. You have to have a car to get anywhere.”

“Oh.” Bella hadn’t considered that when she’d impulsively bought her bus ticket, but it was too late now.

“But there are lots of lovely towns up and down the coast.” She fussed with her bag. “I live in Van Nuys. My son is coming to get me.”

“Do you have any suggestions?” Bella turned part way in her seat. “I mean for me...small towns?”

The older woman thought for a moment. “Santa Monica is nice; it’s not too far from Los Angeles if you’re thinking of trying to get into the movie business.”

“Heavens no. Not me.”

The woman tilted her head, gave her an appraising look. “I don’t know why not. You’re quite attractive, you know.”

“I am?” Bella pulled back. No one had ever called her attractive before. “Thank you, but I don’t think that’s for me.”

“Good for you. Got your feet planted firmly on the ground, then.”

“I hope so.”

The woman fell silent and Bella realized she’d nodded off to sleep. As the bus drew closer to Los Angeles, the reality of her situation started to sink in. It would be shortly after noon when she arrived, and she had no place to stay. She made another snap decision. If there was a connecting bus headed for Santa Monica, she’d take it.

* * *

The Los Angeles terminal was overwhelming, but a helpful ticket seller gave her instructions on how to make the final connection. When she stepped off the bus in Santa Monica, she gave silent thanks to the older woman who’d suggested that she come here. Dizzy with fatigue, she studied the ads in the bus terminal, and checked into an inexpensive motel a few blocks away. She didn’t even shower before falling into bed.

* * *

Bella slept for twelve hours and awoke feeling rested and confident. A different clerk was on the desk and she approached him with a smile. “If you were looking for a furnished apartment to rent, how would you go about it?” she asked.

He gave her a quick once-over. “I’d probably check the ads in our local newspaper first. Rental agencies can be expensive.” He handed her a map. “Here, you’ll need this.”

Bella sat in a sunny corner of a fast food restaurant and studied the newspaper. Several studios were advertised, but they were too far from the center of town, and she wanted to save every penny she could by walking. She was about to give up when a small ad caught her eye. With trembling hands, she put a coin in the payphone and waited for a response.

Ten minutes later, she stood before a small single story home on a shaded side street. A wide veranda faced toward the street, fronted by flowerbeds blooming with riotous color. She opened the gate and walked tentatively up the steps. Before she could knock, the door was flung open and a small, dark-skinned woman greeted her warmly. She looked to be about five months pregnant.

“You must be Bella,” she said, holding the door open. “I am Sofia. Sofia Alvarez.” Dark eyes looked her over carefully. “You are looking for a rental?”

“Yes, I am.” Bella said, taking in the impeccably clean house. “You said it was over the garage.”

Something moved behind the woman’s eyes. “Yes, it used to be my husband’s hobby room. Come, I show you.”

Sofia led her up a set of outside stairs, opened the door and gestured for Bella to enter.

“This is lovely!” Bella couldn’t believe her eyes as she explored the small space. “Everything looks new.”

“You would be the first tenant,” said Sofia proudly. “The construction was finished last month, and I’ve been furnishing it slowly.”

“And you’re sure you only want four hundred a month?”

Sofia nodded. “It’s a small space, and from the right person, four hundred is enough.”

“Well, I’d love to have it. When could I move in?”

“It’s ready now. Why should you pay for a motel room any longer than necessary? Come, I’ll get your details and give you the key.”

* * *

The small space had been well thought out. The kitchen opened to a small living area, but it was adequate for her needs. The bedroom was at the rear, and a small balcony overlooked the back yard. Bella couldn’t believe her good fortune. She dragged her suitcases up the stairs and unpacked quickly, eager to take possession.

After unpacking, she explored the kitchen. It contained a set of dishes for four, as well as basic utensils and a new set of pots and pans. She closed the cupboard doors, leaned back against the counter and started a mental shopping list.

“There’s a grocery store three blocks that way,” said Sofia, pointing the way. “You can probably get everything you need there.” She hesitated, hand over her stomach. “You are welcome to join me for dinner tonight. I was going to make quesadillas, and it’s no trouble to make for two.”

Bella wasn’t sure how to respond. “That’s really kind of you, but...”

“Please come. It’s your first night, and I’d like to welcome you.”

“Okay, then. I’d enjoy that.”

“Good, see you around six.”

* * *

Bella walked slowly to the grocery store. She would be careful about how much she spent, but she had the added cushion of the money her father had given her before she left home. Thinking of him now, a lump formed in her throat.

“I want you to have this,” he’d said, catching her outside one day. It appeared that he was fighting back tears. Bella was stunned; she’d never seen her father get emotional before. He’d clutched clumsily at her hand, passing over some folded bills. “Are you sure you’re going to be all right?”

“I’ll be fine, Dad. Really.” She’d given him a quick kiss on the cheek and tucked the money into her pocket. “And thank you. I’ll come back one day and make you proud.”

He pulled her into an embrace. “I know you will, Girlie. I know you will.” And then he’d turned away, headed for his workshop in the garage.

Bella had counted the money later that night. He’d given her twelve hundred dollars. It was a lot of money for a family that didn’t have much to spare, and she vowed silently that one day she would pay him back.

* * *

“Wow!” That was great.” Bella stood up from the table and began to clear the dishes. “I’ve had quesadillas in restaurants at home, but they were never this good.”

Sofia beamed with pleasure at the compliment. “You don’t have to do that,” she said, struggling to rise. “You’re supposed to be my guest.”

Bella glanced pointedly at the other woman’s stomach. “It’s the least I can do. When are you due?”

“December.” Sofia made it to her feet. “Shall we sit out on the porch and have some iced tea?”

Bella gave her a stern look. “You just tell me where it is, and I’ll bring it out.” The two women had chatted about inconsequential things during dinner, but a bond had been formed, much to Bella’s delight.

“I guess you’re wondering about my husband.” They’d settled at the end of the porch where they were more likely to catch the evening breeze.

“I did wonder, yes.”

Sofia looked up at the rustling palms. “He was a policeman. We came up to Los Angeles from Juarez, where he was on the drug squad.” She paused for a moment, lost in thought. “He was part of a combined task force with the Los Angeles police. They were closing in on one of the big drug importers, but somebody must have tipped them off. There was a shootout, and my husband and two other officers were killed.”

“I’m so sorry.” Bella didn’t know what else to say. “I can’t imagine what that must have been like.”

“No.” Sofia was silent for a moment. “I still look up sometimes, thinking that I hear him in the house. Even now it doesn’t seem real.”

“Do you think about going home?”

The other woman looked startled. “No. I can’t go back there. His cover was that he was transferred to Guadalajara. You know, to protect his family. But I wouldn’t want to go back even if I could.” She looked at Bella and smiled. “This is my home now. I like it here and I have a good widow’s pension. It’s not a lot, but the house is paid for.” She gave a shy smile. “The other officers on the squad took care of hiring the workers to renovate your apartment. They have a special fund that paid for the construction costs.”

Bella shook her head. “And I thought I had it bad.” The words were out of her mouth before she could stop them.

“You are alone, yes?” Bella noticed how Sofia’s language slipped once in a while when she was unsure of herself. It was charming.

“Yup. I came as far as I could without leaving the lower forty-eight.”

Sofia took a drink of iced tea. “Someday you will tell me about yourself. But I think not tonight.”

Bella was grateful for the other woman’s understanding. “Not tonight.”

They sat in the gathering darkness, comfortable with each other.

After a few minutes, Sofia spoke. “I suppose you’ll look for a job.”

Bella gave her a faint smile. “I was just thinking about that. I don’t really have many skills, but I’m confident that I’ll find something.”

And she did. Within a week, she was working full time at a fabric store, with an evening shift at a fast food outlet. Sofia waited up for her every night and they shared a glass of iced tea while Bella told stories about the day’s customers. As the months slipped by, they formed an unbreakable bond of friendship. And then one night she came home to a strange car in the driveway. Every light in the house was on, and she ran up the front steps.

She opened her mouth to ask what was happening but was forestalled when she heard the cry of a baby from the back bedroom. Sofia’s friend Consuela bustled out from the bedroom. “Is a girl,” she announced, a broad smile on her face.

“And Sofia?” asked Bella. “Is she all right?”

“She’s fine. She say for you to come in when you get home.”

Bella paused at the door to the bedroom. Soft light from the bedside lamp fell on her friend. Sofia held her new daughter, eyes luminous with unshed tears. “Come, look,” she said quietly. “She’s beautiful, no?”

“Hello Valeria.” Bella knelt down beside the bed and looked up. Sofia nodded; she’d finally settled on the name just a week ago. She reached out and stroked the tiny hand with its perfect fingernails. “She’s beautiful,” she murmured.

Sofia’s eyes remained focused on her daughter. “She has her father’s nose,” she said softly. Her eyelids started to droop and she shook herself awake. “I’m getting tired,” she said apologetically. “It’s been a long day.”

“How was it?” The women had speculated about what childbirth might be like.

“Not too bad.” Her eyes softened. “You’ll see.”

Bella pulled back. “You know?”

Sofia reached out a hand and stroked Bella’s cheek. “Si, I know. We can talk about it later.”

* * *

“Our children will grow up together.” The women were sitting on the front porch a few weeks later, the cradle between them. It seemed to Bella that Valeria grew every day while she was away at work. “That is if you stay here.”  The last was said hopefully.

Bella brushed a fly away from the baby. “That’s something I haven’t allowed myself to think about too much,” she said. “I mean, I’ve thought about it, but I guess I’ve been avoiding making any decisions.”

“Do you want to go back to your town in Georgia?”

“No, not really.” Bella picked up her iced tea and pressed the cool glass against her forehead. “How would I explain coming home with a baby? That’s the reason I left in the first place, so nobody would know I’m pregnant.” She placed a hand over her stomach; it was becoming a familiar gesture.

“Does it make you sad to think that you can’t go back?”

“I thought it would, but it doesn’t.” Bella stopped to consider her reply. “My parents love me, but we’re not what you’d call close.” She looked across at her friend. “Do you come from a big family?”

Sofia’s face softened and her gaze became distant. “Si. I have three sisters and two brothers and they all have children. I miss them a lot, but they plan to visit in a couple of months.”

Bella nodded. “That’s the way it should be. I often wondered if things would be different if I’d had a sister or a brother. When I was growing up, my mother never told me I looked nice, or anything like that, and my Dad was kind of distant. I think I miss my friend Carla more than my parents, but she’s moved to New York with her boyfriend. So I guess California is my new home.”

“Have you been to a doctor yet?”

“Yes. I went to the clinic last week. She said I’m disgustingly healthy.” Bella tapped her fingernails against the side of her glass. “I’m a bit concerned about the cost of going into the hospital for the birth, though. What made you decide to do it at home?”

Sofia shrugged. “My mother was what you call a midwife. I never considered any other way, even though I have medical coverage through Eduardo’s pension.”

“Do you think I should try it?”

“You’d have to make up your own mind about that, but Consuela is wonderful, and if she thought anything was wrong, she would call for an ambulance.”

Bella cringed. “That’s not going to happen, is it?”

“No, of course not.”

* * *

Sofia was right. The birth of Bella’s daughter took only a few hours, surprising even the experienced midwife.

Bella held her daughter to her chest. “I love you,” she said fiercely, kissing the tiny face, hands and feet. “And I will make sure you know that every day of your life.”

Sofia watched her indulgently. “Everyone says we should enjoy them now, before they start to talk.” Her gaze went to Valeria, who was lying on a quilt on the floor.

“Not me.” Bella shook her head. “I can hardly wait ‘til she starts talking.”

––––––––

* * * End of Excerpt * * *
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