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Chapter One
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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.

* * *
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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.
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Chapter Two
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“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.

* * *
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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.

* * *
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“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?”
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Chapter Three
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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.”
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