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      Hello Friend!

      

      Do you love heartwarming and page-turning stories written with you in mind? If you do, I know you’ll enjoy my VIP Readers Club. It’s absolutely FREE to join and will give you access to all my sales, promotions, and new release news!

      

      Come along with me, and I’ll introduce you to characters who are sure to become your new best friends. We’ll travel to places you’ve always wanted to visit and find love along the way.

      

      I’ll see you on the other side!
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      My five-inch heels clicked on the pavement, drawing the attention of the other early-morning commuters around me. I tossed my brunette hair over my shoulder and showed off my best runway model stride. You know the one. Squinted eyes, duck lips, and hips that just didn’t care.

      I was fierce.

      Well, as fierce as a Rust Belt-dwelling, twenty-seven-year-old woman named Beth could be. I’d stopped by the coffee shop a few minutes before and traded in my angel wings, à la Victoria’s Secret, for something even more heavenly.

      My daily dose of sugar and a vanilla latte.

      Okay, so maybe I wasn’t wearing oversized angel wings, but I had a good imagination. And I wasn’t above visualizing myself as a wing-wearing goddess if it would help me ace the biggest interview of my life.

      I clutched a gooey, chocolate-covered éclair in my hot little hand as I made a beeline for my bus stop. I’d work on my sugar addiction later. Today was all about crushing that interview, and despite what my health nut of a best friend claimed, I was always at my best when fully hopped up on sugar.

      And boy, could I ever use that extra boost. I wasn’t on my way to just any interview. I was on my way to the interview—the one that had the power to reshape my future. The interview that could free me from indentured servitude to the biggest mean-girl in the travel industry, Eva Ferguson—my evil stepmother of fairy-tale proportions.

      Shivers!

      I felt the slightest bit wicked for using a sick day to get time off for my big interview. But to be fair, I usually felt a little nauseous when I sat down at my desk at the travel agency. Just knowing Eva was in the office next to mine was enough to do me in.

      Understandable when your boss’s favorite mug proudly proclaimed, “Worst Boss Ever” in bold, devil-red letters. So, I would have been sick if I had shown up. I was officially deep enough in the moral gray area to be safe as long as I didn’t think about it too much.

      The crowd got thicker as we approached the corner. We bumped and jostled into each other, all vying for a decent place to wait for the bus in the too-tiny covered waiting area. Someone bumped a little too hard into my giant-yet-stylish shoulder bag, and I clamped down on my coffee so suddenly that I nearly popped the lid.

      Pickpockets!

      Pick-pockets were everywhere in the big city, or so my very rural mother had always told me. She would know. According to her, she’d spent a lifetime avoiding the city because the place was so lousy with them. I’d never figured out how she knew so much about cities when she’d never actually spent any time in one, but her warnings were still enough to keep me on high alert most days.

      I spun around to face the dirty rotten thief who would dare to try to rip off my two-dollar lip gloss. But the greasy, Fagin-esque perp I expected was nowhere to be seen. Instead, I came face to face with a male version of perfection that I’d thought was only an invention of corny romance flicks up until then.

      “Sorry about that.” His voice was deep. It wasn’t bass-singer-in-a-gospel-quartet deep, but it was deep enough to tickle my stomach in the most inconvenient way.

      “I hardly noticed,” I lied.

      He smirked in reply and ran his tongue across his bleached teeth. Those straight-as-an-arrow teeth seemed to glow when contrasted with his deep golden-brown complexion. “Right,” he said, his dark eyes sparkling and making fun of me at the same time.

      He flashed a million-watt smile, his full lips pulling a little more to one side than the other.

      I lifted a brow and gave him an ice-cold look that said, “Don’t even bother. I’m out of your league.” But I think we both knew it was the other way around.

      His smile deepened, and that’s when it appeared—a dimple that couldn’t have been any cuter if it lived on the face of a six-month-old baby. I took a step back, my eyes focused on his left cheek. Wait, was it his left or mine?

      Who cared! I hadn’t majored in dimple-ology in college. I was a marketing specialist and boy-oh-howdy, that dimple was a hot commodity if I ever saw one. So hot, in fact, that I needed a bit more space.

      I took another step back, this time twisting my ankle when my treacherous heel decided to slip into a grate on the sidewalk. I tried to pull it out, but it was wedged. I guess that’s what I got for strapping stilts to my feet that morning. My “power statement” footwear was becoming more of a liability by the moment.

      “Need a hand?”

      I bet myself a week’s worth of sweet treats that his hands were as hot as his smile.

      No!

      There would be no thinking about the temperature of random men’s hands. I was on my way to seize the opportunity of a lifetime. How often did a person make it to the final round of interviews for a job that would require a move to Hawaii? Please and thank you!

      I just had to keep it together for another couple of hours and outperform one other person who was up for the job. Then the position would be mine. I was so on top of my game that the other applicant might as well have stayed in bed that day.

      Sorry. Not sorry.

      “No, thanks. I’ve got it.” I gave my foot a yank that not only loosened my ankle strap but also knocked me off balance.

      Mr. Random reached out and grabbed my arm, keeping me from sprawling on the ground and hurling my precious donut and coffee into the air.

      Yep. His hand was hot. And strong. And...

      A hand. It was just a hand. A boring, run-of-the-mill, everyday kind of a hand. And it was still holding onto me.

      “Um, thanks,” I said, finally freeing my heel.

      “Don’t thank me.” He quirked a brow. “I’m on my way to a big interview. I can’t risk you flinging your coffee on me. We can’t have you spoiling my looks, now, can we?”  He winked.

      Like, actually winked at me. I don’t know what was more ridiculous, the idea that he thought anything could spoil his looks, or the fact that he had winked.

      I thought winking was reserved for used car salesmen and creepy old men at the DMV. But I was obviously all kinds of wrong about the significance of shuttering a single eyelid. Because when this guy, whoever he was, did it, it made my knees wobble. Or were my wonky heels to blame for that?

      Whatever the case, though I might have melted just a little bit on the inside, I bristled on the outside. There was no way I was going to let anybody get in my head today...

      Not even Mr. Winky McDimpleton.
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      Mercifully, the bus pulled up, its squeaky brakes not inspiring all that much confidence in the state of our public transportation system. But I didn’t have time to worry about trivial things like failing brakes. Hot Hands was still eyeing me, and I might have sneaked a glance or two his way as well.

      But it wasn’t my fault. I practically grew up in my mom’s salon, and when someone had a head of hair as magnificent as his, it had to be appreciated. It was the law.

      Jet-black, cropped close around the sides, long and curly on top. It looked silky-soft and begged to be touched. A stupid grin came across my face when I imagined running my fingers through those curls—you know, just to see what the texture was like.

      “You sure you’re all right?” he asked as the crowd started filing toward the bus’s open door.

      “Yeah, it’s just a scuffed heel.” My cheeks burned when it dawned on me that I’d spent the last thirty seconds daydreaming about touching a perfect stranger’s hair. It was past time to put this crush-worthy stranger in my proverbial rearview mirror and trot out my professional side. “This is my ride. Have a nice day.”

      That was professional-ish. It was how I ended every call I fielded at work when the receptionist didn’t show up. I had a feeling I wasn’t the only one who fudged on sick time at my stepmom’s hole-in-the-wall travel agency.

      I twisted my ankle as I spun to walk away from him. Drat that loose ankle strap. I pretended I didn’t hear his snort of stifled laughter and slipped onto the bus with my head held high.

      Most of the seats were already full by the time I reached my preferred spot near the middle of the bus—another safety tip Mom had passed along to me after she and Dad had split up. I didn’t know if the middle was actually all that safe when most of the area was “standing room only” with grimy little handholds extending from the ceiling, but why tempt fate?

      A single row of seats lined the side of the bus, facing inward. I shrugged my purse off my shoulder and onto one of them. The bus lurched to a start, throwing me off balance as passengers still milled about. It wouldn’t have been a problem if my obnoxious shoe hadn’t been acting up. There was no way I was going to ace my interview with it barely clinging to my foot.

      I squatted down to fix my strap, setting my donut in the seat next to where I’d placed my purse. It had taken me eight months of slaving away for the Wicked Witch of the West to save up for that bag. No way was I going to risk it getting stained with chocolate. That donut had to have a seat of its own.

      I inspected the tiny buckle on the side of my ankle.

      “Oh, no!” A deep voice caught my attention.

      I looked up and was met by a familiar pair of dark eyes. Only this time, they weren’t smiling at me. They weren’t flirting with me. They were wide with disbelief and just a hint of horror.

      “What did you do?” he moaned.

      “Me? What are you talking about?” Then it dawned on me. He was sitting in my donut’s seat! “Wait, where did you put my breakfast?”

      He stood up and reached behind him, patting his rear end. “It’s here.” His voice was flat and his sparkling smile from before was MIA.

      I looked at the seat behind him. “Where?”

      He turned around and I saw it. The thin, crinkly paper the barista had used to hand my donut over the counter was now stuck to his backside, with my éclair smashed onto the seat of his pants.

      “Oh.” That was the best word I could muster in the heat of the moment.

      “Why would you put your donut on a seat like that?”

      If I’d been standing, I’d have cocked my hip, tossed my hair, and given him a withering look that would have sent him running with his tail tucked between his legs. Since I was still squatting on the grubby floor of an ancient bus and fighting with my ankle strap, I settled for the look alone.

      Apparently, the look wasn’t nearly as intimidating without the accompanying body language. He didn’t even seem to notice.

      “Why didn’t you look before you sat?”

      “I did.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek. Maybe I was a tad at fault—okay, a little more than a tad. I hadn’t noticed that he’d been about to sit down.

      “Well?” He stared at me. The look in his eyes said he expected something from me that I was pretty sure I wasn't going to like.

      “Well, what? I’m not going to eat it now.”

      “Get it off.”

      I stood. “Me?” The thought of being that close to his hind end made me all jittery inside.

      “It is your donut, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, but…”

      Butt was the word I actually meant to say.

      “Come on. I can’t see back there. I need help. I’m on my way to the biggest interview of my life. I can’t go in there with chocolate smeared on my… you know what. It would look like I⁠—”

      I raised my hands to silence him. “I get the picture.” I inched closer to him, beyond grateful that he was facing away from me. I don’t think I could have handled such a delicate job with his eyes on me.

      I took a deep breath. I could do this. People vying for regional management positions didn’t shy away from messy jobs.

      The paper crinkled as I peeled it off bit by bit to assess the damage beneath. My cheeks burned at the snickers coming from the people around us. I don’t know why, though. It wasn’t like my hind end was the center of attention.

      Messy didn’t begin to describe the sugary carnage I witnessed on the dark side of that moon. My heart broke a little to see that innocent donut centered vertically on his exceptionally symmetrical rump.

      “It’s stuck on there pretty good,” I said.

      “I know. How do I get it off without making it worse?”

      “The cream filling from the inside is now on the outside, and I’m pretty sure the chocolatey top is what’s holding it in place.”

      He reached back and patted his rear until his fingers found the mangled donut.

      “Here, just…” I took his wrist and guided his hand to the bottom of the éclair. It was just like one of those horrible trust games they always make you play at corporate retreats, only way, way more awkward. “Grab here and peel it up.”

      He followed my directions and pulled the offending pastry off his derrière. It came off clean as a whistle—the donut, that is. Every bit of chocolate topping peeled off the sweet bread and clung to his light-gray dress pants.

      He turned around and examined the donut in his hand. “This is an idiotic question, but I’ve got to ask it. Where is the chocolate?”

      All I could do was offer an apologetic smile. I rummaged in my purse and pulled out a wet wipe. I dangled it between us like the lame excuse for a peace offering that it was.

      “What am I supposed to do with this?”

      I bit my bottom lip, so not wanting to utter my one-word answer, but unable to find a suitable replacement. “Wipe?”

      He snatched it out of my hand, and I averted my eyes as if watching him “wipe” was somehow an invasion of his privacy.

      “Well?” He turned his rear end toward me.

      I took a peek—I didn’t dare look any longer. “Looks good.” And just like that, the spark returned to his eyes.

      “How good? Are we talking Arnold Schwarzenegger good, or Sylvester Stallone good?”

      “Eww, both of those guys are grandpas.”

      “But they’re both almost as ripped as I am.” He bounced his pecs beneath his ocean-blue dress shirt. I hadn’t noticed until then just how snugly his sleeves hugged his biceps. My lids fluttered, and I decided not to be impressed. No doubt he always purchased his clothing two sizes too small to enhance the equipment the Good Lord had given him.

      But feeling a small sense of responsibility for his predicament, I held back my eye roll out of basic civility. “I didn’t mean your… you-know-what looked good.” I pointed toward his rear. “I was talking about the pants.”

      There were only two problems with what I’d just said. First, he was right to be worried before. Those pants had skid marks in the worst possible place. They definitely did not look good.

      And second…

      A tiny part of me had been talking about his you-know-what, and it wasn’t eighties-action-hero fine. It was all the Chrises fine—Hemsworth, Pine, and Pratt all rolled into one.

      I was so not getting over this inconvenient crush any time soon.
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      “This is my stop,” I said, standing up and shouldering my bag. “It was nice meeting you.” I finished off my latte in a last-ditch effort to avoid the eager brown eyes I knew were on me.

      His eyes.

      The nameless stranger I’d bumped into. The man with the hot hands that had caught me. The man whose pants I’d wrecked with my donut-a-day addiction.

      I stepped past him on my way to the exit, relieved to put the fiasco of that bus ride behind me. I had two blocks to center myself—to get in the zone—and it was going to take every bit of that distance to quiet my throbbing heart and chase away the butterflies in my stomach.

      To be clear, my tall, dark, and handsome fellow passenger was definitely not the cause of my racing pulse or fluttery stomach. I was experiencing pre-interview nerves. Plain and simple. And that was preferable to being all hot and bothered by a man I’d never laid eyes on before that morning. I wasn’t that flighty.

      My too-tall heels held up as I stepped off the bus and started power-walking toward the Howard Building on Fifth. I tossed my cup in the trash can on the corner and took a deep cleansing breath to get Mr. Chocolate Britches out of my head. I thought it would help get him off my mind if I gave him an unsexy nickname.

      I thought wrong.

      I cast a casual glance behind me as I waited for the light to change at the crosswalk. My stomach fell a little when I didn’t see his face in the crowd.

      Bump!

      A spark of excitement shot through my body. My “pickpocket” was following me. Any other day, it would have creeped me out, but not today.

      I ran the tip of my tongue along my lower lip and turned to face him, performing a perfect hair flip in the process. I could afford to waste a little bit of time flirting if the guy was so desperate that he was going to follow me down the street. “Fancy meeting you here.”

      I came to my senses when the gray eyes of a fifty-something-year-old man stared back at me. Cream cheese from his breakfast bagel clung to what looked to be yesterday’s five o’clock shadow. “Well, hello to you.” He winked.

      Now, that did creep me out.

      I took back every nice thing I’d thought about winks a few minutes before.

      “Sorry, I thought you were somebody else.” I stepped off the curb as if standing in the gutter would force the light to change and save me from the bulbous-nosed man with the receding hairline.

      It must have worked, because the light changed a moment later. I was halfway across the street before most of the mob behind me had even stepped into the crosswalk.

      “We never officially met, you know.”

      I sucked in a breath at the deep voice behind me. “What?” I clutched my bag tighter. My prodigal pickpocket had returned. The hair on the back of my neck rose.

      “You said it was nice to meet me, but we never actually met. You don’t expect me to go through the rest of my life calling you Donut Girl, do you?”

      I glanced to my left and caught another glimpse of that dimple… and his teasing eyes. I tossed my hair again, but the wind blew it all back in my face, spoiling one of my best moves. “You plan on thinking about me for the rest of your life?”

      “That depends.”

      “On what?” This was starting to get fun. But all good things had to come to an end sometime. I had half a block left to flirt; then I’d get back to business.

      “That’s for me to know and you to find out. I’m Kai, by the way.”

      Don’t name it! If you name it, you’ll get attached to it and want to keep it. More sage advice I remembered from my childhood. I kept my eyes straight ahead. “That’s nice.”

      “And your name is?” He drew the words out, making them difficult for me to ignore.

      “Not important.”

      He clutched his impressive chest and winced. “You wound me. At least tell me why you won’t give me your name.”

      We crossed the next intersection. I was almost there. Flirting season was over. “There’s no point. We’ll be parting ways any minute, and I’ll never see you again.”

      “Ah.” He wagged a finger in the air. “But I’ll be seeing you every night… in my dreams.”

      I couldn’t help it. I burst into laughter. Thankfully, he joined right on in. He was the best kind of corny—purposefully corny. It was true—if a guy was handsome enough, even a cheesy pickup line was a little bit hot.

      I stopped at a thirty-story building with a fountain out front. The Howard Building. I dug a penny out of the bottom of my purse. I had no idea if it was a wishing well, but I could use all the help I could get that morning.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, made my wish, and tossed it in.

      “What was that for?” Kai asked.

      “Luck. I’m about to interview for an amazing job.”

      “Got a penny to spare? I’d like to make a wish. I’m up for a new job this morning too.”

      “I remember you mentioning that on the bus.” I found one more Lincoln hiding in the dark and fuzzy recesses of my purse and held it out to him in my open palm. “Good luck.”

      Sparks traveled up my arm when his fingertips brushed my skin. He held the penny between his thumb and index finger and captured my gaze. “I don’t think it’ll take that much luck to get me hired, but I appreciate the sentiment.”

      “Then give me back my penny.”

      He took half a step closer, invading my space. I didn’t hate it. The air around us sizzled as his gaze intensified. He tossed the coin into the water without taking his eyes off of me. “Looks like I get a wish, after all… Donut Girl.”

      I answered with the most sophisticated gulp any woman has ever gulped.

      “Aloha.” He turned and headed into the building.

      The Howard building.

      My building.
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