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He has a nasty temper.

Those haunting words from Oscar Bledsoe’s former girlfriend stuck in her mind as thirty-two-year-old Jenna McCray followed the hostess to a table, absently nodding to familiar faces in the upscale restaurant.

Hindsight being twenty-twenty, she should have canceled their date on Friday. However, it was an important charity event she felt obligated to attend, and she had already added Oscar as her plus-one.

The disaster that followed was a hard lesson learned.

Asking him to meet for drinks tonight to break things off might not be the best idea, either, but what’s done is done.

Once seated, she ordered a glass of wine and fidgeted until it arrived, taking an unladylike gulp of liquid courage. The mere thought of seeing him again upped her anxiety level.

She tensed when a man approached the maître d’ podium but relaxed when she realized it wasn’t Oscar—then did a double-take when he passed. Holy mother of pearl. Was she still breathing?

He did not turn heads on looks alone, though he was movie star handsome. In fact, he brought to mind an actor she’d seen in a movie last week, Chris Hemsworth, with that chiseled jaw, and full, unsmiling lips that firmed ever so slightly as he passed. Dressed casually in a dark sports coat and slacks, he exuded a slow-burn intensity that stalled her wineglass midair. Maybe it was the confident stride as he passed or the striking blue eyes that brushed hers in passing—then lingered after he sat down —that made her breath hitch and her nerve endings hum.

Whatever it was, it briefly replaced the knot in her stomach with an unexpected surge of awareness. Sheesh, girl. Get a grip. You just waded back into the dating pool—and he’s way out of your league.

The wine glass in her hand trembled as she swallowed an unladylike gulp. I can do this. I can do this.

She’d met Oscar last year at a business dinner she attended with her soon-to-be ex-husband, Jack. Oscar must have noticed the tension between them as he endeavored to keep her entertained while Jack made the rounds. At the time, she was grateful for the distraction.

A few months after their divorce was final, Jack perished in a car accident, and she buried herself in work until last month, when she attended another event and met Oscar again.

A successful businessman and CEO of his own company, he was attractive, with salt-and-pepper hair, a charming smile, and a pleasant conversationalist. When he asked her out the next week, she accepted.

Their first date was pleasant enough. The fact that he seemed more interested in discussing Jack’s business dealings than getting to know her was a red flag she should have paid heed to. On the second, he angrily berated a waiter because the wine recommendation wasn’t satisfactory and remained surly the entire evening.

That experience convinced her that nothing positive would come of a relationship, so she planned to end things after the dinner last week.

What a disaster.

When they met in the lobby, he immediately found fault with her attire and complained because there wasn’t time to go home and change. The appearance of one of Oscar’s business associates saved her from making a scene by walking out. The two men engaged in an animated conversation in the corner, while she stood there, arms crossed, waiting. When he returned, Oscar was agitated and distracted. However, his mood abruptly changed as they rose to leave, and he proclaimed things would improve once they got upstairs to the suite he had booked.

Stunned by his boldness, it took a moment for her to refuse, adding that they hardly knew each other.

When he grabbed her arm, she jerked free, told him not to call her again, and left.

Unsettled by the troubling memory, Jenna took a calming breath and fingered the velvet box on the table that arrived by courier earlier today. Apparently, Oscar hadn’t taken her rejection to heart. Maybe a public place would prevent an unpleasant display when she returned the gift and told him not to call again.

Gooseflesh prickled her arms. She glanced around and found the blue-eyed man staring at her. His gaze, warm and gentle as a caress on her skin, made her heart race and air swoosh from her lungs. In a flash, it disappeared, and he looked away.

Dazed and confused, she blinked rapidly, trying to reconcile the mixed signals just as Oscar strolled toward the table.

“I’m glad you finally came to your senses,” he said smugly and sat down. He snapped his fingers toward a passing server. “Champagne.”

The waiter glanced at Jenna’s wine glass.

“None for me, thanks. I prefer my wine.”

Oscar’s lips flattened into a straight line, and he rudely waved the young man away. “I don’t like that dress. You should have worn something else.”

She gripped the fragile stem of the glass. “I happen to like it.”

His right index finger rapped lightly on the table. “Well, I don’t, so don’t wear it again.”

Jaw tight, she squared her shoulders. “And I don’t like being told what to wear,” she snipped. “What to do or how to do it.”

One hand fisted on the table as Oscar’s eyes flashed white-hot anger.

Despite the fear making her chest tight, Jenna kept her voice calm. “I asked you here so we could talk like mature adults. I see now that was a mistake.” She pushed the box toward him. “I can’t accept this,” she said firmly. “I thought I made myself clear last week. Please don’t call me again.”

His breath came in two quick gasps. He tensed, and his nostrils flared as he glared at the box and then her. “You disappoint me, Jenna.”

Her pulse skipped. “Please do not call me again.” Her firm voice revealed nothing of the turmoil inside.

Several silent heartbeats passed before his expression changed to something cold and sinister, and he slowly stood, slipping the box into his coat pocket. He gave the crowded restaurant a disdainful glance. “I can’t say I’m surprised, though,” he sneered loud enough for others to hear. “You aren’t up to my usual standards.”

The insult made her flinch, but she didn’t reply or make eye contact with any of the restaurant’s patrons, many of whom she knew. Oh God. Someone will tell Dad before I get a chance to. She quickly quashed that train of thought—one crisis at a time.

A thick, dark vein marred his forehead, and his thin lips curled into a snarl as he pulled something from his pocket. “A little something to remember me by.” His gift slid across the table toward the wine glass in her hand.

Panic rose from the depths of her soul at volcanic speed, reducing her breath to rapid gasps. Black spots danced in her vision, and the need to flee exploded.

But she couldn’t move.

The rational part of her brain recognized it was a fake, albeit a realistic one. But that part was no match for the area that saw a giant black spider with evil green eyes blinking in time to her racing heart.

In full-on panic mode, she shrieked and jumped up, toppling her chair and stumbling into someone behind her, who then collided with a waiter carrying a water pitcher, sending all three to the floor in a shower of ice-cold water.

She landed partially on top of the man she crashed into, his arms around her waist as he withstood the worst of the fall. Another scream lodged in her throat when she spotted the monster resting on her thigh.

Suddenly, his hand moved, and the spider vanished.

“You’re okay,” murmured a husky voice against her ear. “It’s gone. You’re okay.”

Laughter filtered through a fog of humiliation when reality set in. She’d freaked out—in a public place and lay on the floor atop a total stranger while Oscar did nothing but watch, a self-satisfied smirk on his face.

“Something wrong with my gift, Jenna?” he crooned.

“I t-t-told you I h-hate spiders.” Her whole body trembled, and she couldn’t control the quiver in her voice.

The man’s arms tightened slightly, and she breathed easier.

“Did you?” cooed Oscar. “I must have forgotten.”
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Thomas Donovan couldn’t believe his eyes. Jenna McCray. Widow of Jack McCray, only daughter of Walter Abernathy, and queen of the DFW society pages, didn’t look so hoity-toity right now.

She’d dominated his thoughts from the first moment he saw her picture in the paper, taken at some high-brow event two weeks ago. He couldn’t get the image out of his mind. Hell, he’d even cut the damn thing out and kept it in his desk drawer. How pathetic was that? Silently labeling her The Ice Queen hadn’t helped at all.

Seeing her in person tonight, all prim and proper, like butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth, the label jumped out at him, even as his crazy heart raced like a runaway train.

Everything from her regal posture to how she sipped the wine screamed money and class. Coffee-colored hair pulled into a tight bun at the nape, and pearl studs in her ears emphasized the delicate bone structure of her face and the fullness of ruby-colored lips. The basic black dress and single strand of pearls would look simple on most women. On her, it was elegant.

When their gazes locked briefly, the jolt of desire was so potent it shocked him.

The returning look of interest stole his breath.

Every unexplained feeling he’d endured for the last two weeks swamped him like a tidal wave. It took massive effort to walk calmly to his table. What the hell? She’s so out of my league it’s not even funny.

Oscar’s joining her was an unpleasant shock. The man was as dirty as mud. Why on earth would someone with her obvious class associate with someone like him?

Thoughts in turmoil, he decided to skip dinner and leave—until all hell broke loose.

He’d never met anyone with arachnophobia, but judging by her reaction to a fake spider, she suffered an extreme case. As snickers from the other patrons registered, his protective instincts surged.

A shudder rolled through her body, and she sucked in a jerky breath, mumbling something he didn’t catch, when he quickly hid the spider from view.

“It’s gone,” he whispered. “You’re okay.”

When she attempted to stand, he stopped her. “Wait.” Then he maneuvered to assist her, one hand remaining on her arm for stability.

“I’m so sorry,” she muttered, avoiding eye contact and swiping at the water on her dress. “I’ll pay to have your clothes cleaned.”

When she looked at the mess a waiter quietly cleaned up, he noticed the bright color on her cheeks, which elicited a wave of sympathy.

“Oh, Alfred,” she asked. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine, Miss McCray.” He nodded toward Oscar’s retreating figure. “And he’s to blame—not you.”

Donovan lightly squeezed her arm. “Ma’am? Are you okay?”

Face scarlet, she managed a shaky “I’m fine,” then swallowed. “Th-thank you. For helping me.”

Donovan clenched his teeth as his fantasy dreams went up in smoke. She couldn’t even look him in the eye when she mumbled insincere words of gratitude.

Class and trash don’t mix.

“Anytime.”

At his terse response, dark, earnest eyes, filled with confusion and something he couldn’t readily identify, whipped to his. Desire coursed through him again, heady as strong whiskey, leaving him slightly off-balance.

Frowning, she retrieved a wallet from the bag on the table, pulled out a card and some bills, then passed the money to the waiter. “If this isn’t sufficient for my wine and the pitcher, Alfred, please let me know.”

He hesitated, then took the money. “It’s fine, Miss McCray.”

A harried woman suddenly appeared from Donovan’s left. The manager—they’d met on a previous visit, but for the life of him, he couldn’t recall her name.

“Oh my God, Jenna. Are you all right?”

“I’m fine, Katie. Embarrassed but unhurt.” She tilted her head toward Donovan. “This gentleman broke my fall.” She nibbled her lower lip as though unsure of what to do next. Inhaling, she passed him the card. “Thank you, Mr…”

“Donovan.”

“Mr. Donovan. Please—”

“No mister. Just Donovan.”

Lips parted slightly, she hesitated. “Oh. Okay. Donovan. Please send me a bill for the dry cleaning.”

“That’s not necessary.”

“Yes. It is.”

Cheeks the brightest red he’d ever seen, her earnest expression softened.

“Please.”

That one word curbed his resentment. He reached for the card, ignoring the tingle as their fingers brushed.

“Donovan,” said Katie. “Thank you for helping my friend.”

“No problem, ma’am.”

“And dinners on me tonight.”

“Actually, I was just leaving.”

She looked around. “Was something wrong with your table?”

He shook his head. “Unexpected change in plans. I was on my way out when—this happened.”

“Then please accept a raincheck for next time.”

He nodded, knowing he would never accept the offer.

He didn’t take charity. No matter how kindly extended.

Katie reached over and rubbed Jenna’s shoulder. “I guess kicking him to the curb in a public place wasn’t such a good idea after all, huh?”

Donovan barely covered his surprise. So that’s what happened—good for her.

Jenna’s gaze shot toward him, then back to her friend. “No. It wasn’t.”

“I’ve never seen you react that way to a spider before.”

Her gaze flicked to Donovan, then back to Katie. “I—it just surprised me. That’s all.”

Donovan immediately recognized the lie. She wasn’t surprised. She was terrified.

“I made the mistake of saying they bothered me.”

And that’s the understatement of the century.

“And you’d already told him to back off,” added Katie, “so the creep had a Plan B to get even. I’m just happy you weren’t hurt.”

This time, when she looked at Donovan, her gaze held, and the intensity floored him. A dark chocolate brown enhanced by a golden ring around the edges, they glistened in the restaurant’s ambient lighting.

Or was it unshed tears?

“I…have Donovan to thank for that.” The deep flush on her face extended down a graceful neck to the modest neckline of her dress as she kept her gaze on him, sending blood rushing through his veins like class five rapids.

He nodded but didn’t reply because, well, this time, her gratitude sounded sincere.

Spine straight, she inhaled as though fortifying herself and casually picked up her wine glass. Lifting it toward Donovan in a silent toast, she downed the contents, plucked her purse from the table, and tucked it under one arm. “Are we still on for Tuesday, Katie?”

“Of course.”

“I’ll see you then.” With a slight incline of her head toward him, she walked out of the restaurant.

Spellbound, Donovan couldn’t look away.

In one graceful move, she silently said ‘-screw you-’ to a roomful of people and regally strolled out, ignoring the whispers and snickers following behind.

Ice Queen or not, she possessed grace, dignity, and unmistakable class. Traits Donovan admired and loathed at the same time.

Class and trash don’t mix.

He found that out the hard way a long time ago.
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Jenna closed her laptop and swiveled to look out the small window. The view wasn’t all that great—an empty street, the graffiti-covered wall of an abandoned building, and the current wintry mix outside—but it was her window office.

Though barely four-thirty, dusk invaded early thanks to moisture-laden gray clouds overhead. Winter in Walker, Texas, ranged from bright sunshine one day to freezing temperatures the next. Traffic and today’s weather meant a short twenty-minute commute home would take twice as long.

She leaned back into the comfy state-of-the-art office chair, her mind returning to last week’s debacle, which, even now, sent a flood of humiliation to her cheeks.

Good grief. I haven’t had a reaction like that in years. What if Donovan hadn’t been there?

For whatever reason, his calm presence grounded her, enabling a dignified departure.

The heat of his firm body against hers, coupled with the unsettling effect of those aquamarine eyes, was something else entirely. That particular memory refused to fade, constantly invading her thoughts and dreams, leaving a fierce yearning and frustration in its wake.

He had yet to send a bill for the dry cleaning. Not that she really expected one, but a girl can hope, right? She’d casually asked Katie about him at their weekly get-together, but gained little insight beyond the fact he’d dined there several times, usually with a date, was very polite, and a good tipper.

Something about the man intrigued her from the moment their eyes met, which was beyond mystifying. The mixed signals she got from him only added to her uncertainty.

And she’d caught his intense gaze on Oscar more than once and wondered if he was indeed about to leave or if he had something to say to him before, well, before it happened.

She shook her head and blew out a long breath. She’d never had this kind of reaction to anyone. Why him? Why now?

Without question, he showed up just in time and somehow gave her the strength to walk out, dignity intact—at least until she got home.

Even after two glasses of wine, a good cry, and a hot bath, she endured a restless night plagued by spider-infested dreams she hadn’t experienced in years.

And haunting blue eyes.

And a sexy mouth.

“Grrrrr,” she grumbled, pushing her head back against the chair.

“Miss McCray?”

She turned when her secretary, Maggie Hooper, entered with a folder. “Yes, Maggie?”

“These need your signature.” She placed a folder on the desk, then looked at the wilted yellow rose lying on the corner. “Still haven’t figured out who’s sending those?”

“No.”

“Where was this one?”

“On my car when I left for lunch yesterday.”

The first one arrived ten days ago. Since then, there’d been three others. The sentiments expressed were all innocent compliments, though the one yesterday was more personal.

“What did it say again?”

She chewed her lower lip. “It said, ‘We’re meant to be together.’”

“You should report this to the police.”

“I thought about it, but he’s not threatened me in any way, so I’m not sure what they could or would do about it.” She signed the papers and handed the folder back to Maggie.

“Better safe than sorry, Miss McCray. File a report. Give them the notes. Did you keep the others?”

“No.”

“Then give them what you have. Stalkers can escalate quickly. Report it.”

“You’re right. I’ll do it first thing Monday.” Brow furrowed, she looked around, sniffing the air. “Do you smell smoke?”

“The plumbers have been soldering again today. And I caught a client smoking in the lobby a few minutes ago, so that’s probably what you smell.”

She sniffed again. “I don’t smell it now.”

“I’ll have Felix check before he leaves.”

Jenna glanced at the wall clock and sat up straight. “Sounds good. Before you leave, please make an appointment with the security company for Monday. I want to install more video cameras covering outside areas, especially where we park.”

“Will do.”

“Finish that and head home. It’s already sleeting. Go before it gets bad.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. Go. Hug Abby for me.”

“I will. Thanks. I’ll see you Monday.”

“Don’t forget we may open later Monday, depending on the weather.”

She nodded. “I already put a note on the door and changed the voicemail on the answering machine.”

Jenna smiled as Maggie returned to the outer office. What a Godsend.

The first to arrive when Pathways opened, she was pregnant and unmarried, with an unquenchable spirit and a determined drive to make something of herself. Impressed with her attitude, Jenna hired her on the spot. She was intelligent, efficient, and dedicated, with a bubbly personality that put everyone at ease. She quickly became Pathway’s first success story.

Initially, Maggie set up rooms for training, prepared the food, made copies, and did whatever was needed. It soon became apparent that her people skills were wasted in that capacity, and Jenna moved her to the center receptionist position.

A year later, she became Jenna’s executive assistant.

From the outset, Maggie insisted on repaying Pathway for everything and maintained a detailed ledger of what she received, deducting payments as she made them. As of last week, the balance was paid in full.

Jenna had reluctantly accepted the money and then used it to set up a savings account for Abigale, Maggie’s precious three-year-old daughter. Surprised and delighted, Maggie added to it each payday.

Voices in the outer office drew her attention as Maggie returned. “I had Felix check around the building, and other than the smell from plumber’s glue and the soldering, he didn’t find anything. Two people in the lobby just finished the sandwiches and coffee. And he’ll be here in the morning to let them in to finish the sprinklers.”

She nodded and stood. “Go. I’ll help Felix so we can close early.”

Twenty minutes later, she was on her way home. As expected, the sleet made driving dicey but uneventful. Once inside her cozy home, she reset the ancient alarm, kicked off her heels, deposited her purse and bag in the small office near the kitchen, then walked to the front door for the mail.

A single yellow rose protruding from the mail slot stopped her in her tracks. Without thought, she reached for it, stopped, and went to the kitchen. Returning with a plastic bag and a paper towel, she carefully grabbed the flower and turned it to read the note.

I live to love you.

A shiver rolled over her as she placed the flower and note in the plastic bag and returned to the kitchen, more determined than ever to talk to the police on Monday.

Her cell rang as she opened the fridge to check leftover dinner options. A glance at the caller ID made her smile. “Hey, Katie.”

“I just wanted to make sure you got home safely.”

Best friends since high school, Katie Watson’s cheerful voice always raised Jenna’s spirit. “All safe and sound.”

“Has Mr. Wonderful left you any more notes?”

“One in the mail slot when I got home. And before you say anything, I saved it and the one from yesterday, and I’m talking to the police on Monday.”

“It’s about time. The guy is leaving shit at your house, Jenna. You can’t be too careful. Crazies are everywhere these days.”

“I know. I know. It’s just that they weren’t threatening or anything, so I ignored them. But you’re right. It’s unnerving that he left something here.”

“I heard there was another mugging down there last night.”

“Yeah. Felix told me.”

“Has your dad called yet?”

Jenna failed to keep the frustration from her voice. “No, but he will when his last meeting is over.”

“You’re all he has left, sweetie,” she said softly. “He worries about you. Have you told him about the notes?”

“Heaven’s no,” Jenna scoffed. “He’d have a coronary.” She pulled out the open bottle of wine and moved to the counter. “I know he worries, Katie, but I’m thirty-two for crying out loud.” Frustration raised her voice. “I wish he’d trust me instead of acting like I can’t handle my own life.”

“Give him time. He’s still grieving, too.”

“I know.” Jenna grabbed a wine glass and plopped down on a barstool. “I think Grandfather would approve, though,” she said softly. “He wanted me to use my trust fund in a way that would make him proud.”

“I’m sure he would. Has your father said anything else about the Oscar ordeal?”

“No. But evidently, he made some calls, and now Oscar is on everyone’s denylist.”

“Ouch. Has he bothered you?”

“He called twice, but I didn’t take the call. Then I blocked his number.”

“Good for you. And your dad will come around in time. Say, did you ever hear from Donovan?”

The quick change in topic was typical Katie-fashion. “No.” She sighed. “I didn’t really expect him to dun me for the cleaning, but…”

“But you did hope he’d call?”

“…Well, yeah.”

“So, why don’t you call him?”

“How am I going to do that? I don’t even know if Donovan is his first or last name.”

“Oh. Yeah. Wait—I’ll check my reservation list. It’ll be on there.”

“No. Please don’t. It’s just as well to leave things alone. That fiasco with Oscar proved I’m not ready to get involved with anyone.”

“Oscar’s a butt and doesn’t count.”

She heard fingers click on a keyboard and the distraction in Katie’s voice.

“Besides, the divorce was months ago, Jenna,” she continued, “and y’all separated before that. It’s time to move on.”

“I know. You’re right. And I will get a life again.” One of these days was the unspoken end to the thought.

“Pfffht. I’ll believe that when it happens.”

“Are you at work?”

“Yeah. Things are slow because of the weather, so I thought I’d call you.”

“Thanks, Katie-girl. You’re the best—you know that, right?”

“Back at you, girlfriend. Wait. Hang on. Ah-ha. Got it. His name is Thomas—Thomas Donovan. I don’t have an address, but I have his cell number.”

“I won’t call him. I can’t.”

Katie rattled off the number, and Jenna automatically jotted it down on the pad and pencil she kept on the counter.

“It’s the twenty-first century, girlfriend. Call him. Crap. Gotta go. Something’s going on in the kitchen.”

“Okay. Bye. Thanks, Katie.”

“You’re welcome. Call him.”

She sat back on the barstool and stared at the number on the pad, one knee bouncing lightly up and down. “Maybe he lost my card,” she muttered, adding him to her contacts. “Or forgot I’d reimburse him.” One finger hovered over the call icon. “It’s no big deal to call and check.” Heart hammering, she punched the button, then promptly ended the call at the first ring. “Oh, good grief. I’m not that desperate—yet.”

She dropped the phone on the bar, poured wine into a glass, and lifted it to her lips. The unexpected ring of her phone made her slosh wine down the front of her blouse, and her pulse raced.

Oh my God. Is he calling me back? What do I say? She gulped, grabbed the phone with trembling fingers, and sighed in disappointment. She took a quick breath and answered. “Hi, Dad.”

“Just got back to the hotel. Are you home yet?”

“I am.”

“Good. There was another mugging down there last night.”

Jenna pressed a spot between her eyes with two fingers. God, he wouldn’t let it go. “So I heard.”

He huffed in dismissal. “I still can’t believe you used your trust fund for that place.”

A mental ten-count aided self-control. “I love what I do, Dad. And I believe I’m doing what Grandfather wanted.”

“It’s dangerous down there,” he snapped, “and no place for you.”

“I’m not helpless, Dad. Or reckless.” Frustration at being forced to explain her actions—again, added firmness to her voice. “I’ve taken self-defense classes. I don’t venture outside alone, especially at night, and someone walks me to my car when I leave.” She omitted the part about the handgun in her purse and the concealed carry permit in her wallet. That would guarantee a meltdown.

“If Jack…”

Pain squeezed her heart. Despite the divorce, Jack and her father had remained close. Jack’s death happened a few months after her mother died, leaving Walter cloaked in grief. His obsession with her life doubled—no doubt helping camouflage his own profound desolation.

While she understood the pain, she resented his interference. “I’m sorry Jack’s gone, Dad. I am. But he is, and –”

“I believe you throw yourself into that business to avoid dealing with it.”

Like father, like daughter. She kept that thought to herself as a flash of loneliness pierced her armor. “I know you disagree, Dad, but Jack and I finally realized we weren’t good for each other. And the divorce was by mutual agreement.”

In a blink, he returned to his other favorite subject. “I can’t understand your involvement in this welfare business, Jenna. Why you feel it necessary to deal with those people is beyond me.”

Sadness weighed heavily on her heart. More than anything, she wanted her father to understand and support her decision. “It’s a charitable foundation, Dad. Not welfare. And I love what I do.” Knowing his opinion would never change, she switched topics. “How was your flight to LA?”

There was a short pause before he answered. “Flight was fine.”

“I hope you take time to have fun and not work the whole time you’re there.” She tried to instill a smile in her voice. “The weather is certainly more pleasant than here at the moment.”

“You’ll be happy to know I’m playing golf tomorrow.” The words sounded right, but his voice held no joy.

“I’m glad, Dad. You need some fun in your life, too.”

There was another long pause. “It will be icy out this weekend, so stay inside.”

She sighed and shook her head. More dictates. “I have to go, Dad. Never know how long the power will last in these storms, and I have work to finish.”

“I’ll be home Thursday morning. I’ll expect you for dinner at seven.”

“Bye, Dad. Safe travels.”

She placed the phone on the bar and took several deep breaths. Her father meant well, but these conversations were getting old. “Okay, Misty, what…” She stopped mid-sentence, her heart skipping a beat. Misty, her beloved Calico cat, wasn’t here to listen anymore. Two weeks ago, after prolonged health issues led to renal failure, Jenna had to put her down.

The tightness in her chest intensified, and her vision blurred. Maybe it was silly to be so attached to an animal, but she’d had Misty for twelve years, and their relationship helped her overcome many emotional hurdles. She inhaled deeply. “And I will get through this, too.” She straightened her spine and opened the refrigerator again. “A meatloaf sandwich should go well with my wine.”

Three hours later, still wearing the clothes she wore to work, she wandered back into the living room, glancing at the wall clock in the kitchen. “Eleven-fifteen,” she mumbled. “Sleep is out of the question tonight. Maybe there’s a movie on TV.”

She reached the remote as her cell phone rang. When she saw Felix’s number, she quickly answered. “Felix? Is everything all right?”

“I’m sorry to bother you so late, Miss McCray, but there’s been a fire at the center.”

Her heart gave a painful jump. “What? Was anyone hurt?”

“No, everyone’s fine.”

“I’m on my way.”

She jerked her coat from the back of a chair, slipped on the heels she’d kicked off earlier, grabbed her purse, and hurried out the door.

The chill engulfing her body had nothing to do with the cold November night and everything to do with her dream going up in smoke.
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A steady drizzle enhanced the late evening’s chill, and shivers wracked Jenna’s body in waves. She folded her arms tighter for warmth and stamped her feet. At least I’m wearing slacks, though I do wish I’d put on sneakers. And socks. Definitely socks.

The call to her father could wait until she had more details. He’d undoubtedly be upset at the delay, but she’d deal with that when the time came.

Word traveled quickly, and soon Maggie and several clients waited with her under the overhang of a building across the narrow alley from Pathways when her manager, Felix Martin, joined them.

“No point in everyone staying,” said Felix. “You should go home and get warm before you all catch your death of cold.”

Jenna shook her head. “Thanks, Felix, but I’ll wait. I want to hear what they have to say.” She turned to the others standing nearby. “He’s right, though. Go home. I’ll call you all when I have more information.”

“What about my job interview?” asked April Thomas. “I was supposed to meet them here at ten on Monday.”

“Don’t worry, April.” Maggie touched her shoulder in support. “We’ll get it rescheduled somewhere else as soon as possible and let you know.”

Once again, Jenna was thankful to have her assistant’s calming influence. “Maggie’s right.” She gazed at the group surrounding them. “It may take a few days, but we’ll reschedule anything set for the next couple of weeks and notify you all. Now, please. Go home.”

Jenna’s heart hurt for them as they silently shuffled away. They needed Pathways. Maybe she did, too.

“Want me to hang around, Jenna?” asked Maggie. “I don’t mind. Mrs. Wilson is watching Abby.”

“No. Go home. I’ll call or text when I have news.” As an afterthought, she added, “How about we meet Monday afternoon, say around two at Tele’s on Bowie Street? We’ll see where we are then. If the roads are still bad, I’ll call you.”

“Okay. Let me know if you need anything. Anything at all.”

“I will.”

They walked away, and she swallowed the lump of tears clawing its way up her throat by sheer force of will. The original revamp of the building was a nightmare she didn’t relish reliving, but she would do so for their sake. No matter what it took, she would open again.

Another shiver rolled over her as she took in the fire officials milling about, her gaze settling on the man nearest the front door. He moved with quiet authority—jotting notes on a clipboard, snapping pictures with a small camera, and conversing with others on site.

She’d caught him watching her several times, his gaze lingering just long enough to unsettle her before he went back to work. Though she couldn’t see his face clearly, the weight of his gaze lingered, wrapped around her like smoke, stealing her breath..

Smoke suddenly billowed from the roof. Flames shot upward. Breath lodged in her throat. Oh, God, no.

She’d worked so hard—poured everything she had into building Pathways. The thought of going through it all again was heartbreaking. But she would. Because what she did mattered. It mattered to Maggie. To Alice. To so many others. And no matter how long it took, she would rebuild.

She sighed and looked at Felix. “How bad do you think it is?”

“I don’t know,” he said sadly. “What didn’t burn is gonna have smoke and water damage.”

Her heart sank. She’d looked long and hard for this place. The single-story structure, built in 1990 for a small law firm, bordered on one side by a narrow alley and the other by Titus Street, was a busy connector between downtown and the interstate. The building sat vacant for years until she acquired it and began renovations. Training and interview space occupied rooms on the right side of the structure. Offices for Jenna and Maggie were located at the end of the hall, while a small reception area and public space occupied the front entry.

Last year, she converted the seldom-used conference room into a kitchen/break area and storage space. This week, renovations began on the outdated restrooms.

A fireman walked up to Felix. “I understand you’re the manager here?”

“Yes, sir. Felix Martin, sir.”

“I’m Captain Olsen.”

“I’m Jenna McCray, Captain. I own Pathways. How bad is it?”

“I won’t know for sure until the Fire Marshal finishes. Appears to have started in one of the bathrooms.” He looked between them. “What time did you close tonight?”

“About five-thirty,” said Felix. “We normally close at six, but the weather was getting worse, so we closed early. Everything was fine when we left.”

Olsen looked at his notes again. “Any trouble with the people who come here, homeless or otherwise?”

“No, of course not,” answered Jenna. “They appreciate our services.”

“What’s kept in the last room down the hall on the right?”

“It’s my office,” said Jenna.

“Were you there today?”

“Yes. I’m here every day. Why? What’s wrong?”

He looked over his shoulder and motioned a policeman over. “This officer will need to ask you some questions.”

Her gaze ping-ponged between the approaching officer and Olsen. “What? Why?”

“It appears someone ransacked the place.”
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Donovan kept an eye on Jenna as she stood in the overhang of an empty storefront across the alley. When he saw her standing there, he did a double take—was she real or a figment of his overactive imagination? A manifestation of the dreams haunting him for weeks?

Ever since he’d come across her picture in the paper last month—taken at some high-brow charity event—he’d been ensnared. Her eyes, that smile—something about her pulled at him, refused to let go. The connection was so strong that when he first saw her in person at the restaurant on Friday night, an unexpected jolt of desire blindsided him, and he stumbled on his way to a table.

Bledsoe joining her shouldn’t have been a surprise, but it was. No, surprise didn’t cut it. He was shocked. Bledsoe ran in the same social circle, but he was dirty. Jenna was elegant and classy. For reasons he couldn’t explain, it felt like betrayal. He had to get out of there.

Then all hell broke loose.

The chaos that followed should have been comical. But it wasn’t. It was unforgettable. She was unforgettable. Her grace and dignity as she walked out, head held high, were firmly etched in his mind, vivid and impossible to shake.

How many times had he picked up her card this week, then put it away without calling? She was out of his league. He knew that. She came from one of the wealthiest families in the metroplex. He was blue-collar all the way. Still, the urge to call her, see her, refused to die.

And now, she was here. Standing for hours in freezing temperatures. Why?
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