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            Chapter One

          

          ADRIANNA JOHNSON

        

      

    

    
      I paced the perimeter of my thirty-fourth level condo in River Oaks, Houston. Even though I was alone, I wore headphones—habit—leaving my cell phone on my desk. I juggled my designer coffee from one hand to the other as I paced across my living room and back.

      Since it was May, the gas flames in the fireplace weren’t on for the heat. Just there for ambiance.

      The sunrise was stunning. It started off as nothing more than a soft glow over the horizon, but as it continued to rise, it was now behind a layer of banked cumulous clouds giving them a silvery glow. One wide white streak, left behind by a jet, lingered high above all the buildings.

      I still wore my pajamas, walking in my bare feet across the cool wooden floor, as I spoke to a company owner oversees. Whether being able to negotiate million dollar deals while wearing one’s pajamas was a blessing or a downside was as yet undecided.

      “I can pull together a contract and have it in your email first thing in the morning.”

      Before I could hear his answer, I had an incoming call.

      I didn’t have to go to my desk to know that it was my mother.

      I’d been promising to call her back for days, but hadn’t gotten to it. I knew what she wanted. She wanted to know if I was bringing a plus one to my cousin’s wedding.

      I’d tried to delay my answer, but since the wedding was Saturday, I’d delayed all I was going to be able to.

      Momma knew that I got up early every day to make oversees phone calls. She also knew it was the best time to catch me before I disappeared into my day.

      By the time I was wrapping up my business call, she was calling a second time.

      Geez, Momma. What if I was sleeping in? Or what if I had… company?

      I didn’t tell her those things, of course. She knew that neither of those applied. It had, in fact, something to do with the reason she was calling.

      “Hi Mom.” Why was it that I could go from negotiating a million dollar deal to being reduced to a teenager again at the sound of my mother’s voice?

      “Adrianna,” she said. “I’ve been trying to call you all morning.”

      “I know. I was on an oversees call.”

      “Right.” She just barreled past that little detail like it meant nothing at all. “Your cousin needs to know if you’re bringing John to her wedding.”

      I sighed.

      “It’s Jacques, Mother,” I said, stopping at the floor to ceiling window on the west side to watch the traffic stacking up on 610 South. “And I don’t know yet.”

      Momma sighed. “She has to know. Today. By the end of the day.”

      “I have to⁠—”

      I turned around to see what crashed behind me.

      My cat Charlie, a beautiful white Himalayan had turned over the trash can under my desk. He had something about trash cans. If they had anything at all in them, he turned them over, leaving the contents lying on the floor. I should have named him Oscar.

      “You have to what?” Mother asked. “When is the last time you talked to him?”

      She and I’d had this conversation a hundred times if we’d had it once.

      She had never met Jacques, but she didn’t like him. I knew why she didn’t like him. She was just protecting her only daughter.

      Jacques lived in France and, even though we claimed to be in a relationship, he never visited and he rarely called. He texted me every few days and since we were both busy, it didn’t really bother me.

      The way I figured it, he was the perfect boyfriend. He wasn’t here to try to keep me from working sixteen hour days.

      All the other guys I’d dated’d had a problem with my work schedule. Needless to say, they hadn’t lasted very long.

      Jacques and I had had the perfect summer romance last year when I had spent two weeks in France working out a rather large business deal. I had done less work those two weeks than I had during my entire adult life.

      “I’m going to tell her that you’re coming alone.”

      “Please don’t do that until I⁠—”

      Charlie was trying to throw something up. It couldn’t be a hairball. He had just gotten a bath and a haircut three days ago.

      Whatever it was, nothing was coming up.

      “What’s that noise?” Momma asked.

      “It’s Charlie. He’s throwing up. Hold on.”

      I knelt next to Charlie and rubbed under his chin.

      “Oh my God. Charlie. What have you done?” There was something… a long thread—what had been a long thread—of my dental floss hanging out of his mouth.

      He was wheezing now.

      “Mom,” I said. “I think he ate my dental floss.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “Because…” I tugged on the piece of dental floss hanging out of his mouth. “I think he swallowed it.”

      “Adrianna.” Mother said. “Adrianna. Do. not. pull. it out.”

      I let go of the dental floss and sat back on my heels.

      “Why not?”

      “It could be wrapped around his intestines.”

      “I don’t know.” But I did remember the strip of dental floss being somewhat longer when I had used it an hour or so ago.

      “Take him to the vet,” Mother said. “This could be serious.”

      “I can’t right now. I have to get ready for work.”

      Charlie wheezed again. He was lying down now on his stomach.

      “Okay,” I said. “I’ll take him. I have to go.”

      I disconnected the phone line, sent for my car, and dashed into the bedroom to throw on some clothes.

      I grabbed my old comfortable jeans frayed at the knees and an oversized sweatshirt. My fingers shook as I tied my canvas sneakers.

      Why did Charlie have to eat my dental floss? I would never leave it lying in a trash can again.

      I tugged his pet carrier from a shelf on my closet and ran back to the living room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          AUSTIN FLETCHER

        

      

    

    
      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had two full days off in a row.

      Since I already felt guilty about leaving my black lab, Biscuit, with a sitter for the better part of most days, the least I could do was to take him to the vet for his checkup on one of those days off.

      Biscuit was more than happy to get in the car. Going riding was one of his hundreds of favorite things to do. He was a ridiculously happy dog.

      Even as I backed out of the garage and followed the circle drive around to the road leading to Chimney Rock, he had his nose pressed to the passenger window, delightedly looking out.

      My grandmother had left me her house in an old part of Houston not too far from the Galleria. Even though I missed her dearly and living in her house was bittersweet, she had saved me from living in an apartment.

      Having a house meant that Biscuit had a decent sized yard all his own. Another thing that helped ease the guilt that came from leaving him at home with the sitter for sometimes days at the time.

      It didn’t matter that he hadn’t started out as my dog. He’d started out as my ex-girlfriend’s dog. I’d gone with her to the pound to get him, but she was the one who had wanted him.

      She’d known my work schedule and since she worked from home, she was always there to care for him even when I was traveling.

      Then she started seeing a guy who lived in an apartment—no dogs allowed—and I had become sole custodian of Biscuit.

      I didn’t really understand how she could just give him up like that. In my family, when we adopted a pet we adopted them for life. But Leah had left him with no more concern than she would have left a goldfish.

      So… Biscuit was my dog now.

      It was twenty minutes to the vet, with traffic and, as usual, the parking lot was full. The parking lot was always full, even at eight o’clock in the morning.

      Biscuit took his time, sniffing the bushes, taking in the scent of all the other dogs who did the same thing.

      Finally, I got him inside the front door and got him checked in.

      The vet, like always, was running late, even this early.

      I was the only one in the waiting room, so all the other cars in the parking lot had to belong to pet parents who were already in exam rooms.

      I checked my email. Checked the weather. No text messages other than a reminder that my car insurance was coming up for renewal.

      Biscuit sat on the floor next to my chair, being his happy contented self.

      I checked the time again. The five minutes that had passed felt like an hour.

      A man wearing a business suit came in to pick up his dog, giving me something new to watch.

      That didn’t last long.

      I checked my email again. The weather, which had not changed, and I didn’t have any new text messages.

      I checked the time again and tried not to think about all the things I could be doing except sitting here waiting.

      “If you’d like to leave him,” the receptionist said. “We can call you when he’s finished with his exam.”

      “I’m good,” I lied, waving her off. It wouldn’t be right to bring Biscuit and leave him here alone for his appointment.

      “You’re the next one up,” the receptionist said. It must be obvious just how miserable I was.

      “Great.” But even so, I didn’t see anyone leaving. Biscuit decided to lie down, like me, settling in for a long morning.

      I grabbed one of the magazines off a rack next to the receptionist desk and flipped through it seeing all the summer gear for sale.

      I didn’t buy boats or fancy cars or any of the trappings that came with a steady job in my career.

      The job kept me busy enough and Biscuit was the only habit I needed.

      A woman came out, finally, rolling a cat carrier behind her and stopped at the desk to pay.

      Just as the vet assistant was getting ready to call us back, a young lady rushed in through the front door heading straight for the receptionist’s desk. She held what was most definitely a cat carrier in her hands. Not over her shoulder, but in both hands.

      She was about my age, maybe nearing thirty, but didn’t look a day over twenty-five.

      She was wearing faded jeans with holes at the knees and scuffed up white sneakers.

      “I called on the way in,” she said.

      “Yes, Adrianna,” the receptionist said. “They’re getting a room ready.”

      “It’s an emergency,” Adrianna said, her voice trembling with concern.

      “I know,” she said. “we’re doing everything we can.”

      Adrianna peeked into the carrier at her cat.

      She nodded and walked back toward the door. Seemed to take a second to contemplate, then turned back and paced back to the desk.

      “I’ll just wait here,” she said, putting the cat carrier on the top of the receptionist’s desk—a definite blunder on her part. There was a sign right there on the desk that said No pets on the counter.

      No one said anything to her.

      “Austin,” the receptionist said, opening the door again. “You can go on back.” Biscuit stood up when I did and stopped halfway across the waiting room when I did.

      “Wait,” Adrianna said, looking from Biscuit to the receptionist. “I have an emergency. You can’t take someone else back.”

      “Sorry Adrianna. He has an appointment.”

      The receptionist was obviously new. A lot of people worked here, but I didn’t remember seeing her before.

      “Let her go first,” I told the receptionist.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, I’m sure. We’re just here for a checkup. Help her.”

      “Thank you so much,” Adrianna said, not hesitating to follow the vet tech back.

      I watched her go back, then went back to my chair.

      It was definitely going to be a long morning, but it was worth it.

      I patted Biscuit on the head.

      “It was the right thing to do.”

      Biscuit licked my hand in agreement.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          ADRIANNA

        

      

    

    
      The waiting and the worry are their own special sort of torture.

      Almost two hours later, after waiting for Charlie to be examined and X-rayed, they finally gave him back to me. I put his carrier on my shoulder and went out to what was now a crowded waiting area.

      Every chair was filled. People with cats in carriers and dog on leashes.

      My mother had been right. Charlie had somehow swallowed some of my dental floss. It was odd because it was impossible to so much as get a pill down his throat.

      They said it was not unusual for cats to get carried away chewing on strings of all sorts.

      Fortunately, my mother had been wrong about it being wrapped around his intestines. They had been able to just pull it out and he was fine. They gave him a shot of antibiotics just to be safe.

      “Is the man with the black dog still here?” I asked.

      The receptionist looked blankly at me.

      “Which man?”

      The receptionist was new. She had to be. I didn’t come in more than once a year for Charlie to get his shots and a checkup. Mostly I used a grooming company that came to my condo.

      “The man who was here when I went back. He had a black lab. And an appointment. He let me go back first.” If she didn’t remember this, there was something wrong with her.

      “I’m sorry,” the girl said with a tight, insincere smile. “I don’t know. And anyway there’s patient confidentiality.”

      “I just wanted to thank him,” I said as I scanned my credit card. I liked my veterinarian and he had a good staff, but this receptionist had me considering changing to another. There were a lot of good vets in Houston.

      The girl answered the phone as she handed me my receipt without so much as a thank you. Definitely going to look into changing vets. It was bad how just one person could damage how a customer saw a company.

      I pulled out my phone and texted my assistant as I went out the door on the way to my car.

      The traffic on Voss Road zoomed by in a deafening roar, but the fresh air was a welcome change from the antiseptic scent of the vet’s office.

      I turned and nearly walked right into the black lab sitting just to the right of the door.

      The dog’s owner—the man I had been looking for—had his back to me, his phone pressed to his ear. He didn’t see me and with the noise of the traffic, he wouldn’t hear me.

      “Excuse me,” I said to the dog and started around him.

      The dog stood up, blocking my path, and sniffed at Charlie’s carrier.

      I turned to move away from him and took a step backwards.

      The dog persisted.

      “Just text me the details,” the dog’s owner said.

      The black lab was determined to get close to Charlie.

      “Hey,” I said. “Can you stop your dog?”

      I turned around again and saw that the dog’s owner finally saw what was going on.

      “Biscuit,” he said sharply. “Stop it. Come here.”

      The dog obeyed immediately, leaving me and Charlie to go to his owner.

      But he had somehow wrapped his leash around me.

      He ran the last few steps to his owner, jerking the leash tighter.

      I lost my balance and fell.

      Right into the man’s arms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          AUSTIN

        

      

    

    
      The mid-morning traffic was loud. I had to turn away, my phone pressed against my ear to hear what Maggie was telling me.

      And still I couldn’t catch everything she was saying.

      “I’ll have to call you back,” I said, feeling Biscuit tugging on his leash. “I’m just leaving the vet’s.”

      I tugged back on Biscuit’s leash.

      “In the meantime, just text me the details.” I disconnected the line and shoved my phone into my pocket as I turned.

      The pretty girl with the cat emergency was fighting to keep Biscuit away from her cat. When had Biscuit become interested in cats? As far as I knew, he had no experience with cats, but he did come from a shelter so I didn’t know everything about his past.

      “Stop it,” I said. “Come here.” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I knew I had messed up.

      Biscuit changed direction and loped to me.

      He had managed to wrap his leash around the girl and she didn’t even seem to be aware of it.

      The next few seconds passed in a flurry of confusion.

      The confusion ended with Adrianna falling into my arms. The only thing stopping her from landing on the ground was me catching her.

      But Biscuit wasn’t finished.

      In the dog’s typical excitement, he circled us, his leash pulling us closer.

      I knew I was going down and there was nothing I could do to stop it.

      Thanks to my quick reactions, I went down first, keeping her from landing on the concrete.

      However, she did land on top of me. She somehow managed to lower the cat carrier down onto the sidewalk before she fell. She obviously had seen it coming, too.

      We were tangled together. She had one hand on the strap of her cat’s carrier and her other hand on my shoulder.

      “Your dog,” she said, pushing up.

      We were in a rather compromising position. Face to face.

      “I am so—" Such a simple apology, but I lost track of what I was about to say. Face to face with her, I was close enough to see that she had the most beautiful green eyes I had ever seen.

      My heart was pounding and it wasn’t from the fall.

      Getting us untangled was going to be a challenge.

      “Biscuit. Sit,” I said, not taking my eyes off the girl on top of me.

      Biscuit barked once, then sat down.

      “How do you plan to get us untangled?” she asked.

      “I honestly don’t know.”

      She tried moving again, but we were wrapped up too tightly.

      “Siri,” she said. “Call the Voss Vet Clinic.”

      She looked at me with a curious expression as her phone rang.

      “Voss Vet Clinic.”

      “This is Adrianna. I’m right outside. Please send Bobby out to help right away.”

      “Can I put you on hold?”

      “No,” Adrianna said. “It’s urgent.”

      Adrianna.

      “I’ll send him right out.”

      “I don’t know how to disconnect,” Adrianna said.

      The receptionist disconnected the line.

      “I guess you don’t have to,” I said.

      “I guess I don’t.”

      Traffic whooshed past, but the world seemed to slow down.

      “I’m Adrianna,” she said.

      “I’m Austin,” I said. “And this perp’s name is Biscuit.”

      “I think he and I already met.”

      I smiled, delighted, in spite of the circumstances.

      Maybe because of the circumstances.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          ADRIANNA

        

      

    

    
      Bobby managed to get us untangled, then on our feet.

      Charlie sat in his carrier, seemingly unconcerned that we had just crashed into the very man who had been kind enough to let us go ahead of him after the receptionist had prioritized a regular checkup over an emergency.

      I had even called ahead.

      “I just wanted to thank you,” I told Austin after Bobby went back inside.

      We stood outside on the sidewalk, Austin keeping Biscuit on a short leash now. I still had Charlie sitting on the ground. I hadn’t realized just how heavy he had gotten. It was time to get him a rolling carrier.

      “You don’t have to thank me,” Austin said. “Anyone would have done it.”

      “Unfortunately, I don’t think so. Even the girl who works here wasn’t going to.”

      “Yeah. She doesn’t seem to know what she’s doing. How’s your cat?”

      “He swallowed some dental floss,” I said. “But they were able to get it out without any damage.”

      “Dental floss?”

      I shrugged. “What can I say? I’m one of the few people who actually floss. It’s something to do while I’m on the phone.”

      “Wait. You not only floss, but you floss while you’re talking on the phone?” He was looking at me with an amused expression.

      “Sometimes,” I said. “Speaking of… I’m late for work.” I lifted Charlie’s carrier and put him back on my shoulder.

      “Can I do anything? Carry him for you?”

      “No,” I said. “I’ve got it. I parked around back, so I’ll just…” I hesitated, wondering if I should apologize for falling into him. I decided not to since it was his dog’s fault.

      “Right,” he said. “Sorry about my dog.”

      Biscuit sat next to him, looking quite innocent and he almost looked like he was smiling.

      “Thanks again,” I said over my shoulder.

      I really did need to get to work. I’d had to reschedule my morning appointments, but I still had things that needed to be done.

      I walked around to the back parking lot and secured Charlie in the back seat.

      Pulling out of the parking lot, I went home the back way. I had to shower and change before I could go to work so it would be afternoon before I could get there.

      I’d had far too much excitement for one morning.

      It was time to get some of those trash cans with a lid. They weren’t very attractive, but we were now all about safety first at my place.

      I could not have Charlie knocking over my trash cans and doing things that put him in danger.

      Up until now he had just knocked them over and maybe batted around a ball of paper at most.

      As I headed down San Felipe toward my condo, my thoughts wandered back to Austin.

      Austin. That was all I knew about him. That and he had
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