
  
    
  


  
More Praise for A Healing Heart


  “A Healing Heart is an emotional story of letting go of the past and embracing the future. This charming book tugs at your heart and encourages you to reevaluate what’s important in life.”


  —Vickie McDonough, author of 25 books and novellas, including End of the Trail


  “Restoration and hope drive this emotionally charged novel. Family dynamics, made richer through the process of gathering photos for a memory quilt, come full circle as Mara learns to let go, let God, and let love into her heart; a truly healed heart.”


  —Lindi Peterson, award-winning author of Her Best Catch and Summer’s Song.


  “A Healing Heart is a compelling story of love and letting go and is a poignant reminder to follow our dreams. Novel Rocket and I recommend it as an immensely satisfying read.”


  —Ane Mulligan, Senior Editor, Novel Rocket (www.novelrocket.com)


  “A Healing Heart is a story that propels the reader forward. It sports an endearing and motley cast of characters, and the frigid Montana landscape contrasts nicely with the hero’s warm, sigh-worthy persona. It’s unique and touching.”


  —April W. Gardner, librarian and award-winning author


  “A Healing Heart is one of those books that every over-achieving, God-loving woman should read. Not only did I enjoy this book, I found myself reflecting on my own life and how much of myself I saw in the story.”


  —Debby Mayne, author of Sweet Baklava, Waiting for a View, and the Class Reunion series


  “What could be more perfect than a book that has quilts? The book had me riding an emotional roller coaster. Breidenbach weaves the quilt story through the book in such a way that it becomes a character.”


  —Diana Lesire Brandmeyer, author of A Bride’s Dilemma in Friendship, Tennessee and We’re not Blended, We’re Pureed: A Survivor’s Guide


  “These characters really grabbed my heart. Even though I was in a Texas heat wave while I was reading the book, I felt as if I were in a Montana winter.”


  —Lena Nelson Dooley, award-winning author of Catherine’s Pursuit and Love Finds You in Golden, New Mexico


  “A Healing Heart is a delightful but compelling story of how letting go of the past gives one a brighter hope for the future. Set in the high skies of Montana, this is a sweeping story of family love, loyalty, and hope that will touch your heart long after the book has ended.”


  —Martha Rogers, author of Winds Across the Prairie Series and Seasons of the Heart Series
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  Why in the world did I agree to do this?


  Mara Keegan’s vision blurred as she stared at the old photo she’d picked from the box for the first block on Cadence’s memory quilt. David’s arm curled tightly around her pregnant waist, his other balanced a precocious three-year-old Cadence, and one-year-old Toby grinned up into his mommy’s eyes. Louie, the new family border collie/lab pup sat at their feet ready to catch Toby’s graham cracker.


  A smile stole across Mara’s lips. Louie nabbed that cracker and Toby wailed, right after the shutter clicked. But the picture captured the split-second happy moment forever. The perfect family with so much promise. A promise broken off prematurely by a whimsical God.


  Mara’s smile faded. She glanced over at her sleeping fourteen-year-old dog curled up on one of his favorite oversized mutt mats. He’d been with their family since the early days. His black muzzle sported more white around his nose now. Louie seemed like the bridge from past to present as she looked back at the first picture. When would she be ready to try love again? Did she even need it? She broke out in a sweat in spite of the cold wind blowing the last of December past her windows. Not until she could trust God again. How could it have all gone so wrong? The wind gust whooshed against her office door and rattled the inset glass.


  A burning sensation started in the center of Mara’s chest. She wrapped her ankles around the wooden stool legs and anchored her feet as she rubbed her midsection. This gift was taking more out of her than she had expected. With less than five months to Cadence’s graduation, she had to design and create a quilt full of memories. Memories Cadence needed as she left for college. Memories to wrap around her when she felt far from home and family. Memories Mara promised Cadence, and Mara never broke a promise.


  Mara dug in her purse for a chewable antacid tablet. They’d become her favorite candy the last few months. Especially today, since the official documents for the new contract were lost when her computer network crashed after the big windstorm tore down power lines last night. No one had had power for the last twelve hours on this side of Bozeman. This government contract could change the future of her business and the community. But her business mentor, Rich, jumped in to help. He’d kept the e-mails. By the time the computers blinked on this afternoon, she’d have his advised changes and be able to print out another set, postmark a hard copy, and fax the acceptance before the close of business back East. Okay, maybe she should eat a little better. She popped a tablet in her mouth, scowled at the mini bottle, and threw it back in her purse.


  The box of photos held too many memories. To choose the right ones for Cadence, Mara needed to sort through them one by one. “Why didn’t I just buy Cadence a car, huh, Louie?” Something easy that didn’t rip her heart out every minute of the planning. The dog opened his eyes and cocked an ear at her. The burn radiated out further. She pressed hard against her stomach to ease the pain. The antacid should help soon.


  She should have eaten more than a skim latte for lunch. She needed an early start on all the photos for the T-shirt transfers. Once the photos finished printing out on transfer paper, she could leave them with Tina at the T-shirt shop overnight and pick up the photos pressed onto the poplin tomorrow. Nausea built until it reached the middle of Mara’s chest and wallowed there, squeezing the little bits of heart she had left. It figured she’d have the beginnings of an ulcer. Her neck muscles tensed and sent a shooting pain into her jaw. She opened and closed her jaw joint and wiggled the bones of her chin, but the motion didn’t soothe the tension.


  How long could she go on living with the way things turned out? The stress from carrying the entire business load left her with this constant tension and now the heartburn. Mara rolled her head from shoulder to chest to opposite shoulder. David’s snowmobiling accident left her in charge of twenty-five employees, business loans, and a dream built for two. But now there was one. Three years from the moment the snow buried him in the avalanche. Three years since David breathed his last. And she hadn’t stopped to breathe since. She hated the week after Christmas since the accident. Sacrilegious or not, she hated it.


  Mara shook her head to clear the pity party. So a little more lost sleep, what’s new? The sooner she plowed into this promise, the sooner she’d get the sleep she needed. This present would be done on time if it was the last thing she did. Breaking the family tradition, a quilt for graduation, was not an option. It meant too much to Cadence. Maybe Mara should switch out the lavender candle for a citrus scent and wake up her brain. She looked up at it. Maybe later. She inhaled the calm fragrance.


  Her head pounded. The caffeine seemed to create more jitters than normal. She pushed away the remaining drink. It’d gone cold anyway. She pulled the hair band out of her high ponytail to loosen the tension on her scalp. Mara massaged tender spots under her thick mane with one hand while she spread out several photo choices on the white work space. Maybe she should consider cutting off several inches. The weight alone might cause these headaches. But David had always loved her hair. She hadn’t cut it more than to shape it in longer than she could remember. Had she even done that this year? Her hair was always in an updo for business, so no one saw the condition it was in. She swept up the ends of her hip-length burnished brown locks and grimaced at them. Maybe a little change would do her good. Yeah, right. When was that going to happen? She picked up the family photo again unable to let it go. Change wasn’t always good.


  Mara’s heart twisted, radiating out searing pain. She slapped a hand out for balance and instead flipped the box of photos over as she tumbled off the work stool onto the cold floor. The wooden chair clanged to the rustic clay tiles with her legs tangled in the chair rungs. The box rained down life-moment scenes as if a movie reel unwound in front of her eyes. Her son, Toby, at T-ball, Marisa’s Disney Princess birthday party, and Cadence with her younger siblings tackling their daddy. Was she having a heart attack?


  Louie barked in surprise and jumped up from his massive plaid dog pillow.


  Pictures fluttered and scattered across the floor.


  Mara’s hand held fast to her family forever frozen in a joyful pose—before God pulled his whimsical trick.


  Louie barked again and bounded across the room, sliding on slick paper, to stick his nose into the back of Mara’s neck. He lay down with his muzzle across her right shoulder buried in her long brown hair.


  Mara blinked. What just happened? Oh, there. She focused on David. His strong face, his tanned muscular arms that held her close, and those sparkling brown eyes grinning with little crinkles she used to trace with her fingers. David, David, I miss you. She closed her eyes.
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  Mara Keegan. Joel sighed as he tucked the file under his arm. Would she remember? Would she throw him out? As he rang the doorbell, Joel heard a dog barking inside. Then a pretty teen with unusual golden coloring flung the front door wide.


  “Louie, knock it off!” She yelled toward the back of the house. “Sorry, he’s kind of protective. Can I help you?”


  “Hi, I’m Joel Ryan,” he stuck out his hand. “Here to consult with Mara Keegan on the government contract. Is she here?”


  “Sure. I’m Cadence, her daughter.” She invited him in and shivered as she flicked the ornate door closed. “Cold out there, huh?”


  “Well, it’s sure not as warm as my last consulting visit in California.” Joel smiled. “But I’m used to it. I’m from Colorado.”


  She had a slight Native American look, but her hair was a reddish-brown and dark freckles dotted her golden cheeks. Her eyes were almost rust and rimmed with long black lashes. She wore very little makeup.


  Joel wondered about her mother, the woman he had yet to meet in person. Only a phone call five years ago, but now he hoped Mara didn’t remember him. He swallowed. That wasn’t one of his finer moments. Better to get it out of the way if she did put two and two together. By God’s grace, he was a different person now. Would Mara have the grace to forgive?


  Louie barked several more times. “Louie, that’s enough!” Cadence yelled again. “I don’t know what’s up with him. He quits as soon as the doorbell does, but he’s usually here all up in your face and checking you out, too.” She looked around for the dog. “Weird.”


  “Nice Christmas tree.” Joel nodded at the decorated fake evergreen to be polite. It was a nicer tree than the miniature tree on his coffee table, all designer perfect. The red and green plaid ribbons on his tree looked as if someone had tied each one exactly the same. His tree barely had lights.


  Cadence gave the tree a small glance. “Yeah, thanks.”


  He checked his triple-time-zone watch. His favorite tool never disappointed. Travel and daily contact with clients from Pacific to Mountain to Eastern kept him in a constant chase of the correct time. Clients in any part of the country could count on his prompt call or arrival. Plenty of time to meet the deadline, but there was no sense in delay. “May I meet with Mara?”


  “Sure, follow me. She’s back in her workroom.” A hint of resentment floated in her tone. “Like always.”


  The TV screen held a frozen Wii game with several cartoon Wii avatars. “Mom” wore a purple shirt and long dark hair. He sidestepped the Wii balance board on the floor and followed.


  “There’s another entrance for that part of the house, if you want to use it next time.” Cadence traipsed off into a long hallway with her braid swinging.
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  “Mom!” Cadence rounded the corner.


  Mara lay on her left side, stiff and chilled. She opened her eyes at the alarm in her daughter’s voice.


  Cadence knelt at Mara’s feet, gently picked up her mom’s top ankle, and unthreaded the wooden stool from Mara’s legs.


  “I’m okay—” Mara tried to sit up but only made it to her elbow. She didn’t have the strength to push up all the way past the sharp pain in her shoulder. The dizziness rushed back. Her whole body didn’t feel all that great now either since hitting the floor. But her left shoulder really ached all the way on the inside—wow!


  “Cadence, is everything all right?” A man stood in the doorway. He wore a dark blue ski parka over a business suit. Louie growled as the hair along his backbone stood on end. He leaped and stood over Mara. The man jumped back into the hall away from the big dog.


  “No, Louie, no!” Cadence kept her voice steady but firm. “Joel, he’s not mean,” she said without looking away from her mother. She moved around to Mara’s back and pulled Louie aside by his collar. “Good boy, now go lie down.”


  Mara glanced at the stranger near the door. He looked ready to take over, but Louie held him at bay. Her old dog stood on guard, disregarding Cadence’s command.


  “Here, I’ll help you up.” With her arm around Mara’s back, Cadence tried to lift her.


  “I don’t think I can stand yet.” Mara leaned against the table leg. “Just give me a minute to catch my breath.” She shivered at the cold seeping up from the tiles into her legs. The shiver started a new spasm of pain in her shoulder and ankle.


  “Sheesh, Mom, what did you do? How’d you end up on the floor?” Cadence still knelt beside Mara and waited.


  “I don’t know.” Mara gasped for air. “One minute I was picking out pictures for your quilt and the next I fell. Maybe I have the flu. I’m a little light-headed.” She pressed her stomach and fought for control of the nausea. “I might have twisted my ankle, though. Man, it hurts!” She wanted to reach for her left leg, but the pain in her shoulders held her back.


  “Louie.” Cadence pointed at the dog bed. “Go!” Louie crept backward an inch at a time fighting his instinct to protect. His long ears stayed flattened back on his gleaming black head and his eyes trained on Joel without a flinch.


  Joel eyed Louie and stepped into the room. “May I suggest we get you checked out?”


  Mara dragged in another breath. “Who are you?” Her lips trembled and her heart fluttered out of control.


  “I’m Joel, your new consultant from Business Mentors, Inc. I’m replacing Rich.” He put a file down on her worktable. “I really think we ought to get you to the ER.” He moved closer toward Mara and knelt down at her level.


  “I don’t need—”


  “Mom, you don’t look good at all. I think he’s right. You’re like, white as your shirt.”


  But she could ask the doctor to check her heart. No, that’s silly. At thirty-nine, she probably just had a bad case of the flu. Mara’s arm throbbed with sharp jabs, her neck and jaw muscles clenched tight. She’d probably sprained her shoulder now, too.


  Exhausted she bit out, “Fine, fine. I probably need an antibiotic or something.” Another shiver shot through her. “I’m sure it’s the flu. I have the chills and I ache all over.” Mara rubbed her left arm.


  Joel moved in to Mara’s side to help her stand. Together both Cadence and Joel lifted Mara from the floor.


  “Ow, ow! I can’t—” Mara felt herself swing up. Her head lolled back from the motion.


  “I’ve got you. You can trust me.” He glanced over at her daughter. “Cadence, would you grab a blanket for her and let’s go.” Joel tipped his head toward the door. “We’ll take my car so you can help your mom if she needs it.”


  “I don’t need—”


  “Really?” Joel’s blue eyes captured hers again. “Can you walk?”


  A shooting pain screeched through her left side.
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  Well, Mrs. Keegan, your blood pressure is up. That’s common with pain, though. Your test results don’t show any markers for concern beyond taking care of your injuries.” The doctor flicked a light in and out of her eyes. “I remember how hard it was for you losing your husband. That was an awful accident.” He listened to her chest. “The dizziness you experienced, have you had that before?”


  Mara shook her head no. “I skipped lunch and just had a double latte.”


  The doctor looked at her with disapproval. “That could be the cause of the heart racing you felt. I’m not hearing it now though.” He wrapped the stethoscope around his neck. “It appears you’re experiencing some stress and panic attacks. We see this kind of thing sometimes around the anniversary of losing loved ones, especially during the holidays. You’ve got it all going on right now, don’t you?”


  She didn’t want to think about David’s time in the hospital. The sight of his mangled body and skin scraped raw seared into her mind. She’d had no appetite then either. Three years and the traumatic scene still affected whether she ate or not. “I should have eaten lunch. I just couldn’t handle it today.”


  “No more skipping lunch. We don’t need any more fainting spells.” He took another look at her shoulder. “You’re going to have a sore left shoulder from your fall for a few days but I think it’ll be fine. Just a little bruising. You might consider seeing a chiropractor.”


  He moved to the counter and picked up her chart. As he made notes he added, “It’s good you’re building a new life.” The doctor gestured at Joel with his pen.


  “New life?” Mara realized he meant Joel, who’d carried her into the hospital and never left her side. She let out an involuntary groan.


  The doctor didn’t acknowledge her question. “You can’t keep going at the pace you are and not expect some kickback. I’m going to refer you to a counselor for stress reduction.”


  “A counselor.” Mara gripped the side of the ER bed and willed herself into stillness. He’d said it with nonchalance. She chose not to make eye contact with anyone else in the room, especially not Joel.


  The doctor patted her hand. “It’s common, don’t worry.” The doctor finished marking up her chart.


  Mara pulled her hand away and rubbed her temple. Counselor, my foot!


  “I’m also going to suggest you take a stronger antacid for indigestion in a daily dose. If you’ll follow the directions for an acid-reducing diet, I think it’ll help your appetite by removing the irritants to your system. You could stand to gain a few pounds for your health.” He turned to the laptop on the counter. “Then if you’ll take a good hard look at your schedule, you do need to lower your stress before you really have a heart attack.” He looked over at Joel, “She needs some rest and TLC.”


  Joel nodded. “I’ll see what I can do.”


  Mara broke in. “No, I don’t need him to—” She stopped talking at the doctor’s raised eyebrows. He handed her a printout of a prescription. “Fine, fine.” She clamped her lips together and breathed in slow, even breaths.


  “Now we know your heart is okay, let’s see what those X-rays say about that ankle . . .”


  Mara sat still trying hard not to wince. Could it get any worse? But the tech assigned to casting her broken ankle didn’t seem any too gentle. Some men didn’t know their own strength. She snuck a look at Joel. Okay, he’d been gentle and careful as he carried her into the hospital. She’d give him that.


  Joel appeared intent to stay and help her through the entire contract process. To be fair, where else would he go and what else would he do? He’d flown into Bozeman to help her and to build the new team. His two-day visit would check for any missed details in her business plan. Production needed to start right after New Year’s. Could it get any worse? He’d carried her out of her house, into the ER, and now he planned to sit with her through the casting.


  If she were ready to notice men again, he was very handsome, too. Blue eyes, light brown hair, and smile lines accented his sympathetic grin. Would it be cowardly to crawl under the exam table? Mara released the breath she’d been holding. It wouldn’t matter anyway. The doctor just said she was stressed out and unstable. This man looked like he could have his pick of stable, rational women. Oh, that’s professional. Think work. That’s where my focus has to be. “Well, at least I can sit at my desk.”


  “Mom, seriously, you have to take some time off. The doctor said no weight on your foot for two weeks.”


  “I’d be bored spitless. What am I supposed to do sitting around all day?”


  A nurse popped in with a paper cup of water and a pill.


  “What’s this?”


  “The doctor sent you a prescription-strength dose of ibuprofen until you can get your prescription for the pain meds filled. It’ll help with the swelling.” The nurse handed her the paper cup.


  She chased the bitter horse pill with one gulp of the water. Mara handed the minuscule cup back. The nurse stepped out and closed the curtain.


  “You could work on my quilt, and I could take care of you.”


  Cadence’s face showed so much compassion and hope that Mara wanted nothing more than to spend time with her. But who’d do the payroll, pay the bills, and approve material orders, let alone double-check the designs and quality control? The plant employees were excellent, but always needed a guiding hand. She’d caught an error on the last pack design that would have sewn two pockets together on the inside during assembly. How would that look to ski rescue teams when they couldn’t store gear properly? No, she’d be dependable because she’d had to be for the last three years.


  She’d made David a promise in this same hospital that she’d see their dream through, and in doing so she’d become indispensable to twenty-five employees who supported almost that many families. Orders came from local ski shops and regional rescue teams. The bid from the government would take her business to national, if not international, recognition.


  “Cadence, you know better. Too many people count on me. People with families to feed. I can’t just fall down on the job because I have a boo-boo.”


  Cold. Cadence copped a cold mask. One all too familiar the last few years. Mara held her sigh, her feelings of failure rising inside. Cadence might understand someday when she became a mother. Oh, I hope she never has to understand failing her children.


  Joel sputtered, “I’d say you already did.”


  Cadence’s eyes twinkled. Then she couldn’t hold the giggle back. “Yep, he’s got ya. Besides a busted ankle isn’t a boo-boo. It’s a major injury.” She folded her arms with an I-told-you-so glint.


  Mara gritted her teeth. “Okay.” She then sent a look heavenward as the tech lifted her foot. She fought not to groan out the words. “Fine, fine.”


  Joel had the courtesy to turn away to smile. “I do have one thing that needs your signature immediately.” He turned back, the glimmer still in his eyes.


  Mara’s face blanched. “The contract!” How could she have forgotten she needed to sign something as important as a government contract that would double her employee base in this economy? Her business had to grow or die. People relied on her. Families relied on her ability to provide jobs in the community. She had dozens and dozens of applicants waiting to hear whether they’d get a job or go to the food bank again. Wives trying to supplement while husbands were laid off, single moms who finally had a way to work while kids were in school, even a machine tech to keep her equipment repairs in-house. Her leg hurt something ferocious, but the pain paled against the hopeful faces seared into her mind.


  “Let’s get it done right away.” She sucked air through her teeth. Her Crow and Irish ancestors must have endured much more. She could manage because breaking a promise would be a good deal more painful than breaking an ankle. An ankle heals. A broken promise festered for a lifetime and could destroy lives, families. She knew. David had broken his promise to spend his life with her and God let him.


  “Mrs. Keegan, I need you to sit still.”


  Another man telling her what to do. Again. Mara bristled. “There are people I’ve been interviewing for weeks. I cannot let them down. I have two dozen—”


  “No problem if we can get you back to your house to fax it before the end of day, Eastern Standard Time. Then I can get the original postmarked and sent off.” Joel looked at his watch. “That means we still have about an hour since it’s only two here.”


  The tech shook his head. “I’m sorry, but you’ll be here for at least that long.”


  “An hour?” Was David shaking his head at her up in heaven? “Okay, now I think I’m going to throw up.” She should have thought to check if her network was back online before leaving home or at least called her assistant to do the checking. “I didn’t get the notes from Rich on the contract yet with the power outage. It’s not at my house. I just ran home on lunch to get the photos picked out for Cadence’s quilt. I planned on dropping them off to have them ironed onto the quilt squares.” Her head snapped up. “How did you know where I lived, and what were you doing there rather than at the office?”


  “I called when I landed to get directions out to the shop. Your assistant, Jill, sent me to your home office. Since time is critical, I brought the contract you e-mailed Rich to go over with you. I have the notes he wrote into it for the changes.”


  Jill, the fast thinker, always kept up with Mara’s schedule. She knew how important this opportunity would be for everyone. Mara made a mental note to praise Jill for her foresight. It wasn’t her fault the broken ankle caused the delay. She may have saved the contract, too.


  “I’m glad she did. I, well, I really appreciate how helpful you’ve been.” Mara said.


  Joel nodded. “I’m glad I could help.” He ducked his head, “But I left it on the worktable at your house.”


  “My house! Why didn’t you say so?” Mara started to twist toward Joel. “Holy cow, now what?”


  The tech put a large forearm across Mara’s knees anchoring her in place. “Ma’am, I’m afraid you are going to have to sit still or I can’t wrap your foot.”


  Would screaming in the emergency room be out of the ordinary? Probably wouldn’t win her any points. She didn’t need the extra attention either. “Fine, fine.” She took a deep, controlled breath of the disinfectant-scented air. Her heart thumped unevenly. How did one go about lessening stress if deep breathing didn’t do it? She breathed in slower, deeper, and willed away the swell of panic. See? No counselor needed.


  “Mara, we’ve been a little preoccupied the last few hours.” Joel swept both hands up and gestured at her and around the facility with his hands. “Someone has a broken ankle.”


  He must be Italian or something. He seemed to talk with his hands a lot. The government didn’t care about her broken ankle. Mara asked, “How much longer will this really take?”


  The attendant gave her an icy stare, “About an hour.” He pulled the silver cart closer.


  Revise that. The government didn’t care about her ankle, and the attendant didn’t care about her contract. Could it get any more ironic? “We’ll never make it. My house is fifteen minutes away.”


  “I’ll go get it.”


  She scooted him out with her hands. “Go, go!”


  He stood up from the hard hospital chair. “I’m on it.” Joel spun toward the exit. He stopped. “Cadence, do you think you could grab a sandwich or something for your mom?”


  “Joel!”


  Cadence clapped her hand over her mouth to hide the giggle as Joel slung the curtain open and closed.


  
3


  Mara’s iPhone vibrated in Joel’s pocket as he dashed through the hospital halls to the rental car. Cadence passed it to him when she’d gone with her mom to X-ray. A quick look around, and he pulled it out of his pocket. Caller ID flashed a government number. He knew he had to take it for Mara. “Bridger Pack and Rescue, Joel speaking.”


  “Excuse me, I thought I called Mara Keegan.” The woman responded.


  “Yes, you did. I’m monitoring her cell at the moment while she’s in an important appointment.” The complete truth. There wasn’t any more important appointment in Mara’s life right now than casting her leg. Lord, please help her heal quickly. The only one who didn’t realize Joel had her phone was Mara.


  The caller launched into the demand for a finalized contract. “I’ve been waiting for the signature fax on our contract. Where is it?”


  “I’m aware of the situation. How can I help you?” Frigid air blasted through the automatic hospital door as he ran toward the parking lot. He jogged with carefully placed steps across the patchy ice.


  Irritation spouted through the airwaves. “I need that signed document in my hands before the close of day or we’ll award the contract to the next applicant.”


  “We’ve had a slight delay, but should be on track shortly.” No one needed to know Mara’s private concerns, especially not a government employee with a waiting list of other competing contract bids. “Can you give me another hour or two?”


  “Deadlines are deadlines,” she stated in monotone. “I’m not waiting past five. We’re on cutbacks, not overtime. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, completely. You’ll have it.” The phone went dead. Someone was having a bad day. Okay, maybe bad days were contagious. Lord, a little help here please. There are a lot of people counting on this opportunity. Please help move any delays out of my way. Joel pulled out of the parking lot. His prayers were answered as red lights flashed to green as soon as he approached.


  Then came Louie. Adrenaline zinged through Joel’s veins as he stared through the engraved oval glass at the big guard dog. He hadn’t thought about the dog. But the dog definitely thought about Joel as he stood on guard inside Mara’s office. Louie’s growl came through the door’s oval glass loud and clear. Joel could see the file on the opposite side of the massive worktable. He checked his watch for the hundredth time. Forty-five minutes left. Think man! Dog attacks, no file. What if he went to the front door, rang the bell, and then quietly snuck back to the side of the house. He might have enough time to run in, slam the inside office door shut, grab the file, and get out. It was worth a try.


  “Hey, you! What are you doing?”


  Joel looked around. The voice seemed to come from closer to the front yard.


  A woman’s voice on the other side of the fence hollered. “Who are you?”


  He spotted a short, older woman at the end of the yard and called back. “I’m a friend.” It dawned on him the neighbor might help him with the dog. “Mara’s broken her ankle. She sent me for a file on her desk, but Louie’s not about to let me in. Do you know him? Can you help me?”


  “Hang on. I’ve heard of scammers like you. You crooks get old folks like me to give money to help our stranded friends or grandchildren out of some foreign country.”


  A minute later, a gray-haired woman came slowly around the side of the house with a wheeled walker. “Who did you say you are?” She peered up at him with a scrunched nose and squinted eyes. Her glasses slipped off her nose and fell against her chest dangling from a beaded chain. “Oh, poo.” She put them back on.


  He smiled. She needed to trust him. Joel summoned intense control not to rush her. “I’m Joel, Mara’s new business coach.”


  “How do I know you’re telling the truth? Mara sure doesn’t need any more heartache right about now. She’s a busy, busy gal with enough worries.” She studied him closely.


  “No, ma’am. Please, she’s about to lose a government contract if I can’t get her signature and get it faxed before end of day on the East Coast. Then she will have more worries.” Joel pointed at the elusive paperwork. “You can see the file right there through the glass.” Seconds ticked away as the white-haired, self-ordained Neighborhood Watch considered his story and looked him over top to toe. He held his ground.
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