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      The lobby’s oversized tree blinked with enough LED cheer to blind a blind man. Carolers rehearsed somewhere near the elevators, warbling and joy and goodwill—two things that hadn’t visited her in years.

      She stepped into her boss’s office ready for the jury to hand down her punishment. With a glance out the fourth-floor corner office, she wanted to be anywhere but here. Taking a seat, she scissored her teeth—waiting.

      “Where the hell is he?” Isabella Chapman sat in her boss’s office, her legs bobbing up and down from her toes dancing on the floor, as she glanced around the room.

      Drake Matthews, editor-in-chief of Sacramento’s local newspaper, The Cap City Chronicle.

      Isabella heard Drake’s telltale throat-clear before she saw him strut into the office like he owned the building.

      “I’m right here.”

      “Of course you are. Just my luck,” she muttered under her breath.

      “Excuse me? What was that?”

      “Nothing. Forget it.”

      The silver-haired devil snorted before delivering his renowned, feared grim reaper expression, one that always guaranteed to appear at a moment’s notice, and sent many employees scuttling for cover. Between his curled upper lip, his teeth sneering like a feral wild boar out for blood, flared nostrils, and the scathing tone when he spoke, the man had a way of putting the fear of God in the person on the receiving end.

      She’d seen that look before. Watched it level grown men and women twice her size. Never thought she’d be the target.

      A rumor circulated that an employee soiled his shorts.

      Oh damn.

      No wonder trouble followed her. Isabella toyed with a hangnail on her thumb. This is it. They would give her the boot for sure.

      Drake moved behind his desk and pulled a file from his briefcase before stowing the case under his desk. He took his time to lower his body into the tufted leather executive chair. He bowed his head, one hand shielding his view as he perused the file.

      Every second stretched longer than the last. Her mouth went dry. She needed this job—needed the paycheck, the routine, the distraction from everything else falling apart in her life.

      Isabella flicked the torn cuticle until she noticed the first speck of blood. What was he waiting for? Why didn’t he hand over her last check and be done with it?

      He flipped through page after page as if searching for something specific.

      She’d witnessed this tactic before, but had never been on the receiving end. It felt like he wanted her to suffer, flipping pages with the same deliberation he used to make his reporters sweat. When it came to convincing his employees to bend to his will, Drake was the Maestro.

      Her chest tightened. She forced herself to keep breathing, to sit still, to not fidget like some guilty kid called to the principal’s office. Even if that’s exactly how she felt.

      Reading the label upside down, she made out her name on the file.

      Several minutes passed, and he still had yet to meet her gaze.

      It was a full five minutes before he closed the folder and clasped his hands on top. However, he didn’t look her in the eyes.

      Say it already. Fire me. Yell at me. Something. Anything but this suffocating silence.

      “Izzy, Izzy, Izzy.” Drake shook his head. “I had such high hopes for you. You showed such promise when I hired you. Frankly, I’m not sure you can fix this mess.” He bowed his head and shook it in disappointment.

      She cringed at the use of the dreadful nickname.

      Her stomach dropped. So this was how it ended. Not with a bang, but with condescending disappointment and a nickname she despised.

      Here it comes.

      “I convinced the board that once your penance for this last screw-up ended, you’d snap out of it.”

      Isabella sat up straight. “I’d what?” she squeaked. Her voice rose an octave above normal. Did that mean she still had a chance?

      The board.

      Drake had talked to the board about her. Her chest tightened. That could mean firing—or maybe not. She couldn’t tell which way this was going.

      Drake quirked one caterpillar-arched brow her way, making her feel like a moron. She suppressed a laugh by biting her lip, observing his attempts to appear serious, much like a character from the old TV series.

      He came around to the front of his desk and leaned against the edge. “I put you on the obits for a reason.”

      “To make me suffer.”

      The words slipped out before she could stop them. Always—every single time.

      Drake sent an icy stare that made her gut quiver in fear. He stood towering over her. “And how did it impact you?”

      “I was bored out of my mind.” She saw his frown and rolled her eyes. When would she learn to shut up? This wasn’t a game, yet no matter how hard she tried, her mouth had a mind of its own. No wonder trouble followed her everywhere.

      “Hindsight, as they say, I thought that if you saw what real hopelessness is, you might quit screwing up your career with this pathetic attempt at suicide-by-crappy-story routine. You need to quit hiding from the past, pull up your britches, and deal with it. You’re only hurting yourself and those around you because you’re so damn miserable.”

      Her throat constricted. He saw through her. Straight through. She hated it when he was right.

      “It’s not that bad. Quit exaggerating.” She bowed her head, unable to face the man who had given her a chance to fulfill her dreams.

      “Give me a break! What else would you call it when I hand you the story of a lifetime and only you can turn it into a lawsuit? We have yet to learn whether the mayor’s office will continue with the defamation accusations against you. You called him a thief when you asked how much of the money he raised would indeed go to the shelters.” Drake returned to his chair and rocked it back hard, bumping the bookshelf behind his desk. Dragging his hands over his face, he shook his head and laughed aloud. “How on earth did you think a fiasco like that would turn out?”

      She deserved this. All of it. The humiliation, the anger in his voice, the disappointment. She’d handed him every reason to give up on her.

      “I’m sorry. And don’t forget I apologized. But the mayor balked when I asked about how the funds would be disbursed. His reaction seemed suspicious to me.”

      “Suspicious, my ass. The homeless shelters are the mayor’s major initiative. He’s trying to eliminate all the tent cities in the Tri-City area before his reelection. And what happens? Hurricane Izzy steamrolls through the town like a Katrina wannabe, all but accusing him of using the funds for other projects. Are you aware that this is the first retraction I’ve had to print since I took over? I had to promise to handle you myself. In fact, the board wanted me to fire you! Instead, I explained why you’re so bitter.” He gave her a smirk that set her nerves on edge.

      Of course, he did. Of course, he told them. The one thing she’d shared with him in a moment of weakness, and he’d weaponized it. Used it to save his own reputation while painting her as some tragic figure who couldn’t keep her emotions in check.

      “Geez, Drake, did you enjoy making me look pathetic while tearing me to shreds?” She raised her head as heat rose through her rigid body. She gripped the arm of the chair, her nails digging into the fabric. One fingernail snapped off and flung itself a foot away.

      “Please tell me you didn’t. I told you that in strictest confidence.” Isabella leapt from her chair, clenching her jaw and fighting back tears while she stormed around the room, a gale force to be reckoned with. Why would Drake betray her confidence?

      She’d trusted him. Actually trusted him. And this was what she got for letting anyone past her defenses.

      Isabella stared out of her boss’s picture window as the world continued its orbit. She sniffed, refusing to allow him to reduce her to tears while fighting for some small shred of dignity.

      “You have one last chance to fix this. First, you’re going to apologize to the mayor, in person.” He pointed a finger at her, but it might as well have been a knife to her throat.

      She nodded, biting her bottom lip, afraid of saying something wrong.

      Apologize. To the mayor. For doing her job. For following a lead that should have panned out. The words tasted like ash before she’d even spoken them.

      He rose and started her way, but he stopped and took his place on the edge of his desk again. He crossed his arms, raised an eyebrow, and tilted his head, his eyes narrowing. Drake’s mouth twitched into a grin that made her want to bolt. Whatever he was thinking, she wouldn’t like it. “Second, I hoped your time reading and writing about lost lives would show you that even you have something to be grateful for.”

      Her stomach roiled, and she swallowed a nasty taste in her mouth.

      Grateful. Right. She should be grateful for being humiliated, for having her private pain paraded in front of the board, for being reduced to writing puff pieces while her career circled the drain.

      Drake paced the carpeted floor, hands behind his back, taking in the awards the paper had received during his time in charge. “You are going to write a holiday piece based on a story I’ve recently heard about.”

      “I hate fluff pieces. Do I have⁠—”

      He whirled on her and glared as his hands slapped his hips. His face reddened, forcing him to loosen his tie. He fumbled as he tried to unbutton the top button of his dress shirt as though it was out to choke him. “This is not a fluff piece. And you don’t have a say in the matter. It’s this story—or you’re fired.” Drake quirked an eyebrow as he issued his ultimatum.

      She’d heard this tone before. The one that said he’d already decided she deserved whatever he was about to throw at her. Her jaw tightened. Fine. Let him play his games.

      “Let’s hear it.” She’d be better off looking for a new job because this punishment would suck.

      “While at the mayor’s fundraiser for the homeless, I talked to a couple who got married last Christmas.”

      “Lucky them,” she muttered under her breath.

      “If you want to quit now, there’s the door.” Drake pointed at the door, silencing any further comment.

      The urge to walk out clawed at her chest. She could do it. Pack her desk, leave this cramped office, leave Drake and his smug ultimatums behind. But rent didn’t pay itself, and job hunting in this market was a nightmare she wasn’t ready to face.

      Isabella straightened her spine and gave him her full attention, seething inside for the pathetic way he’d chosen to punish her. As if all orphans shared the same horrible experiences.

      “The man also grew up in an orphanage. The same one you lived in, truth be told. You may recognize him. His name is Raphael Donnelly.”

      She blinked and gasped. “Rafe?” Good thing she wasn’t drinking coffee, or she’d have spewed it all over Drake’s new Armani suit. She swayed on her feet as memories of her past threatened to drop her where she stood. “I haven’t heard that name in years. He aged out two years before me.” She plopped into a nearby chair and covered her mouth to hide her quivering lips.

      Rafe Donnelly. The name landed like a punch she hadn’t seen coming. She could still picture him—muted, guarded, always watching like he expected the world to take another swing at him. Because it usually did.

      “He’s a multi-millionaire now, but even that didn’t make him happy. Apparently, he used to be just as miserable as you are now.”

      Based on her memory of Rafe, it offered no shock. “Good for him.”

      “You asked for it.” Drake chuckled. “Anyway, his assistant manipulated him into playing Santa Claus for the Thanksgiving dinner at the All Saints Soup Kitchen last year. He met a little boy who stole his heart. The mother did too, and they married a month later.”

      “A month?” she scoffed. People didn’t fall in love and get married in a month. That wasn’t real life. That was fairy-tale nonsense, the kind of story people told themselves to feel better about the mess they lived in.

      “Yeah, so? I⁠—”

      “One more word and you’re gone!”

      Isabella nodded.

      “I understand where you’re coming from, honesty, I do. I can’t fathom how my life would have turned out if I’d grown up as an orphan. Mr. Donnelly even confessed how jaded he’d been. And then a crazy chance meeting made him realize just how lucky he’d been. That youngster holds the key to every positive change in his life. Today, he’s a different man and is using his money to help others.”

      Drake didn’t understand. How could he? He went home to a family every night, to people who cared if he showed up or not. He had no idea what it felt like to be invisible, to grow up knowing nobody chose you. And now he wanted her to write a feel-good story about how love fixed everything, as if one thing could erase years of being unwanted.

      Isabella bit her tongue to keep from saying, ‘Sure, it’s easy to be happy when you have the money to do whatever you want.’ Rafe lucked out, as always. She nodded and remained silent. Drake wouldn’t understand. He came from a wealthy family. He had no concerns regarding his identity, whether he belonged, or when and where his next meal would be.

      She’d learned early on that people like Drake didn’t see the gaps in their logic. They couldn’t. Safety nets and second chances had always cushioned their world.

      “Don’t just sit there like a bobblehead, say something.”

      “I’m afraid to say anything until I’m sure you’re done talking.”

      The words came out sharper than she intended, but keeping silent felt like swallowing glass. She’d done enough of that already.

      “You need to set aside your personal feelings long enough to talk to Rafe and his wife, Ali. Ask them to share their story with you. Be sure you speak to his assistant, Holly, as well. She’s adorable. Reminds me of Tinkerbell. They want to extend the challenge to residents of the Tri-City area. We want to urge everyone to participate, so we can help as many folks as we can.”

      “I’m not sure I understand. What kind of challenge?”

      “That’s just it. It’s up to you to listen to their story and figure out how to spin this challenge in the media. I want daily updates via email, daily blog posts, and a final recap sharing their inspiration and how they’ve helped the people of the Tri-City area.”

      Daily updates. Daily blog posts. And somehow she was supposed to make Rafe Donnelly look like a hero while her own job hung by a thread. The irony tasted bitter.

      “I see.” She lied. She didn’t have a clue about his issues, which she was smart enough not to admit.

      “I hope so. We’re going into the holiday season, and the economy sucks. Unemployment is at an all-time high. I’m fed up with nothing but complaints from our readers, sniping about the negative stories in the media. I want our paper to go all out, to make a change for the better. That’s why I want our paper to run this challenge. Only positive stories on this topic. Is that clear?” Drake’s glare kept her silent. “It’s up to you to make this happen and publicize this challenge. You will help the Donnellys write their holiday challenge invitation. The Donnellys will kick off the challenge at the All Saints Kitchen on Thanksgiving Day. They will announce the first three recipients selected to receive the Christmas Spirit Challenge awards. If you fail, I don’t have to tell you what will happen.”

      Her chest tightened. This wasn’t just another assignment. Survival disguised itself as a holiday charity, and she would have to smile through it all.

      “No, you’ve made that clear.” She made the gesture of slitting her throat.

      “You remind me of me at your age—except more mouthy.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “Here.” He tossed her a plastic bag tied with red ribbon.

      “Mistletoe?” she asked.

      “It sure couldn’t hurt. And who knows, you may get lucky.”

      “Yeah, right? Bah, humbug!”

      “You’ve got this, kid. It’s do-or-die time for you. Now, get outta here, Izzy. Don’t fail me again.”

      Did he have to toss in that last barb?

      “Scram, so I can get some work done.”

      Isabella stood, her mood solemn as she headed back to her cubicle. He wouldn’t be the last person to say she needed an attitude adjustment. Who wouldn’t after the life she’d had? At age ten, she found her mother dead from an overdose, leading to her becoming a ward of the state and a permanent resident of the All Saints Orphanage for several years.

      Attitude change. Like she could flip a switch and erase everything that made her what she was today. Like forgetting was that simple.

      She took a thumbtack out of her drawer and pinned the bag Drake gave her to her cube wall, and hoped it would shrivel and die.

      Then she dug her purse out of her bottom drawer and removed her wallet. Tucked away in the last slot, past her maxed-out credit card, sat a picture she hadn’t taken out in years, though she’d never been able to toss it.

      Her fingers hesitated on the worn edges. Some things deserved to stay buried. But here she was, digging it up anyway.

      A few years back, when the teenager convinced herself she’d never find happiness again, she met the love of her life at the orphanage.

      Andre.

      She stared at the photograph, a long-forgotten or often-avoided reminder of the only time she remembered that kind of acceptance. Emotions bubbled up. The photo showed her, Rafe, and Andre at Rafe’s graduation.

      Back when she believed people stayed. Back when leaving seemed impossible. Memories of the past; friends she avoided thinking about at all costs. Andre and Rafe. She didn’t want to think about her first love or her adopted brother. Her thumb brushed over Andre’s smile, the kind that had once made her believe in miracles. A lump formed in her throat. She hadn’t thought about him in years—on purpose. Too much damage. Too much “what if.”

      She pressed a thumbtack through the photo, securing it to her cubicle wall. Perhaps if she tried, it might conjure up some happy thoughts.

      Isabella was surprised at how naïve and innocent they were to believe it was the start of their lives together.

      They’d stood there grinning like idiots, convinced nothing could touch them. That love was enough.

      Hindsight, my ass.

      Her life had turned out nothing like she’d dreamed.

      She never dreamed this would be the end of hers.
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      Isabella sat in her cubicle and dialed the number Drake gave her, only to hang up before Rafe answered.

      Her thumb hovered over the screen. Just press call. Simple. Except nothing about Rafe had ever been simple.

      Why did she fear making contact? It was only Rafe, after all. The boy who treated her like a brother from another mother, and in her heart.

      Guilt ate at her.

      She’d built this distance between them, brick by brick, year after year. Now she didn’t know how to tear it down.

      She envied Rafe’s life. If only she’d lucked out as he had.

      Love versus hate—her memories continued to tear her up inside. Her emotions ricocheted throughout the stratosphere.

      The truth is—she loved him and hated him all at once.

      Loving someone who’d moved on felt like clutching smoke. Hating him for it felt easier than admitting she’d been the one to let go first.

      During the most awful day of her existence, taken from her grandmother’s embrace and given to an orphanage, where she owned nothing. She hadn’t been allowed to bring anything special to comfort herself. No blanket. No stuffed animal. She had nothing but the clothes on her back.

      She refused to cry or to allow them to treat her like a little child. Instead, she arrived with a massive chip on her shoulder, enough anger to fuel an arson fire, and was ready to fight.

      That day, she also met her best friend and the boy she would fall in love with.

      Two people who’d become her entire world when the real one had crumbled around her.

      She stared at the only other photograph tacked to her prefabricated wall. An old photo of Rafe in his cap and gown, three months before he left the orphanage.

      Rafe, her first hero. The boy who stood up for her every time. The same boy who bought her a pair of Wonder Woman socks with his first paycheck. A mini plushy lion that she kept under her pillow with the second. And a candy bar all to herself with the third. He continued to bring her little trinkets over the next two years.

      Every gift had been a promise: I see you. I remember you. You matter to me.

      Rafe—the boy who graduated and didn’t look back often.

      He turned into an adult with adult-like responsibilities. And when both he and Andre left. She had been alone again.

      The silence after they’d gone had been deafening. She’d learned to fill it with work, with movement, with anything that kept her from feeling abandoned all over again.

      Why hadn’t she contacted him after she left for good? Rafe—a creature of habit and still lived in the area, a fact because he’d taken ownership of the business when his mentor passed away.

      Andre.

      The name still landed like a punch. Some wounds didn’t heal. They just learned to hide better.

      Rafe and Andre would never have lost touch even if they’d both forgotten about her.

      As pathetic as it sounded, even now, years later, the young girl in her still loved and hated both boys. She’d never been one to shy away from people. And Rafe had been like a brother. What made it difficult to make the call?

      She knew the answer, even if admitting it made her feel like she was still seventeen and nursing a bruised heart. Calling Rafe meant opening a door she’d spent years trying to seal shut. It meant facing everything she’d left behind in Cap City—the friendships, the betrayals, the version of herself she’d worked hard to outgrow.

      The thought of Rafe being married tickled her funny bone. She couldn’t envision what sort of woman had stolen his heart. He was handsome, intelligent, funny as hell if you were in his circle, and also the most pessimistic person she’d encountered. Far worse than she had ever been. Yet even he found someone to marry.

      And here she was, still alone, still running from anything that resembled permanence. She pushed the thought away before it could take root.

      Isabella snatched up her phone, dialed the number, and squeezed the receiver, waiting for him to answer.

      “Rafe Donnelly’s office. This is Holly speaking. How may I help you?”

      “Hi, Holly. My name is Isabella Chapman. I’m calling from The Cap City Chronicle. My boss, Drake Matthews, asked me to schedule some time with Rafe and his wife regarding the story we’re doing about their challenge.”

      Her voice came out steadier than she felt. Professional. Detached. Like she was calling a stranger instead of someone who once knew all her secrets.

      “Oh, sure. Rafe said to expect a call from the paper. He suggested I schedule a relaxing dinner at the Bordelaise Restaurant. Is any day of the week better than another for you?”

      “The sooner, the better, if we want to stand a chance of getting this challenge ready to kick off by Thanksgiving.”

      “Are you available tonight, say at 6 pm? Tuesday is the slowest night at the restaurant.”

      “Sure, let’s do it.” Might as well pull up her granny panties before the coward in her won out. “And will you be there? Drake wanted me to speak to you as well. I want to get your perspective on some things if you don’t mind. I also need to interview their son. Will he be joining us for dinner?”

      Tonight. She had hours, not days, to prepare herself. Her stomach tightened, but she kept her tone even, businesslike. This was just another assignment. Just another story.

      “I should arrive in time for dessert. And yes, Gabriel will be at dinner. He loves that restaurant, considering his mother is the pastry chef there.”

      “Wonderful, I’ll see you tonight. Bye.” A shiver shot up her spine. “I can’t wait to meet you.”

      Isabella let out a sigh of relief, proud of herself for making the call. Taken the first step toward placating her boss and salvaging her future at the paper.

      One phone call down. One dinner to survive. She could do this. She’d faced worse—or at least that’s what she kept telling herself.

      Isabella hung up and did a quick Google search on Rafe Donnelly. She found very little information about him online. He’d always been a private person.

      Some things never change. Rafe had always guarded his life like classified information, even back when they were close. She shouldn’t be surprised that he kept his personal life private. It was so typical of him, it almost made her smile.

      Before she called it a day, she picked up the phone one last time and dialed the mayor’s office to schedule time to speak to him. It would most likely be painful, but she had to do it. But how did she say ‘I’m sorry’ for charging the mayor with a lack of trust about monetary matters because she wasn’t thinking straight?

      She’d have to find the words somehow. Apologizing had never come easily to her, but owning up to her mistakes mattered more than her pride. At least, that’s what she kept telling herself.

      She left work a bit early to go home and shower, wanting to look nice for the interview. It didn’t take long to dress; her favorite black dress gave her just the pick-me-up she needed.

      As she drove to the restaurant, she had one question on her mind—would Rafe recognize her? Make that two questions—would Rafe even remember her? She’d like to believe she is as unforgettable to him as he is to her. The last thing she needed was for the topic to turn to Andre. She’d never survive the evening if her emotions rose to the surface. Buried six feet under, along with her heart, memories, fantasies, and hurt needed to stay.

      Tonight was about the interview. Nothing else. She could keep it professional, keep the conversation focused on his restaurant and his success. She had to.her

      Isabella parked her car down the street from the restaurant, thankful she had worn her kitten heels rather than the higher ones she had grabbed to wear. She stopped outside the restaurant to scan the menu in the glass case and discovered several dishes she wouldn’t mind trying.

      She double-checked her shoulder bag to make sure she had her notebook and tape recorder. Before her courage fled, she pushed her way into the restaurant and bumped into a server carrying a tray of drinks.

      The collision was registered a second too late. Her body was already moving forward, momentum carrying her straight into disaster.

      The server staggered and tried to regain her balance, but her rotten luck won out. Five colorful drinks spilled like a waterfall right down the front of Isabella’s dress.

      Cold liquid infiltrated the fabric, clinging to her skin. This couldn’t be happening. Not now. Not tonight.

      “I’m so sorry.” The server gasped, then blanched when she saw the mess on the front of a customer’s dress. “The restaurant will be glad to pay to replace your dress.” Shandra, according to the nametag, handed the tray to the bartender and grabbed a damp rag from the counter. Shandra pressed the rag to the dress, but it did little to help, sort of like putting a Band-Aid on a severed artery. She was soaked and in desperate need of a shower.

      So much for making a good impression. She’d walked in looking professional, ready to conduct a serious interview, and now she stood there dripping as if she’d just survived a hurricane. Rafe would see her like this—assuming he even bothered to come out and meet the walking disaster in his restaurant.
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3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.







