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        I never thought I would write a book. And I never thought I would write what I did. But evidently it was a story that wanted to be told, because once I started writing, I couldn’t stop. So, to all of you out there who’ve been telling me I should write a book – and you know who you are – here it is.

        I hope you like it.
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        Once in a while,

        right in the middle of an ordinary life,

        Love gives us a Fairy Tale.

      

        

      
        ~ Unknown
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      Nicholas—formally known as Nicholas William Edward Hanover III, a fact he shared only when absolutely necessary—wasn’t in the best of moods.

      Because, come on… this was by far the worst overseas flight he’d ever experienced.

      And he had been on quite a few.

      He glanced down at the woman who was mostly responsible for this. A vice-like grip on his arm and her face pressed into his shoulder, she occupied the seat next to his. She’d been like this since the weather took a turn for the worse halfway through their flight.

      He sighed, giving her hand a reassuring pat when yet another jagged streak of lightning illuminated the sky, sending the interior lights of the plane flickering. He wasn’t too happy with this turn of events, either. But he’d been on enough flights to know they weren’t in danger.

      The pilot had everything under control. Hadn’t he made this perfectly clear in his announcement only a few minutes ago?

      And, yes, he knew he should be more understanding. Many people had a fear of flying. But this woman had been a thorn in his side from the moment she’d first claimed her seat.

      What is it with so many American women? Why are they so forward? And why were you so unlucky to be seated next to one on this flight?

      She just wouldn’t stop talking.

      For some reason, even though they were complete strangers, she’d felt the need to fill him in on everything about her life in general. Along with a long and drawn out rant about the rude behavior of the taxi driver who had brought her to the airport.

      Not to be mean? But he really didn’t care.

      After an uneventful take off from Heathrow and they were in the air, he’d pulled out his laptop. Making a big production of signing in, he’d kept his eyes glued to the screen, hitting the keys as though he was in the process of closing a huge business deal.

      When, in fact, he was catching up on his personal emails. 

      He’d foolishly thought this would send the hint he had no time for any of the woman’s social chit-chat. And she would leave him alone. Read the celebrity magazine he could see sticking out of her bag. Watch a movie. Or even catch up on her sleep.

      He would’ve been happy with any of these.

      But yeah, you guessed it… he’d thought wrong. 

      There hadn’t been even the slightest dent in her constant chatter. Or in her annoying inability to remain in her own seat, instead leaning over the arm-rest into his. And he’d swear her voice had become louder, her laugh even more shrill.

      This meant he hadn’t been able to accomplish a damn thing.

      So, he gave up. 

      Shoving his laptop back into his briefcase, again making a big deal out of this, he leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes.

      She finally seemed to get the hint. And there was silence… a sweet, blessed silence.

      But almost as if to mock him, the turbulence started up. And it hit with a vengeance, every jolt and bounce of the plane bringing on another of the woman’s hellish screams. This, along with her nails digging into his arm, was how he spent the rest of the flight.

      He must have dozed off, waking when the flight attendant began her announcement for landing. He shot a glance over at his seatmate. Her head thrown back against the seat, and her mouth wide open, she was dead to the world. But even in her sleep, she hadn’t let go of his arm. After he untangled himself from her grip and fastened his seatbelt, he raised the shade to look out the window of his first-class seat.

      The reflection of his scowling face said it all.

      Not a pretty sight, by all means.

      His view blurred by the rain, he watched as they began the descent for landing at the Chicago O’Hare airport. The heavy downpour, along with the angry looking grey waves of Lake Michigan, didn’t offer a very promising outlook as far as the weather was concerned. But since it was now early December, this was to be expected.

      He hoped this wasn’t an omen of what was to come.

      He leaned his head back against the seat and closed his eyes. He was ready for this part of his journey to be over.

      Good Lord, you are so ready.

      Hopefully, Chicago was ready for him.

      

      The plane on solid ground, Nicholas extended his arms and legs in a long stretch. With his well-toned and six-foot frame, this was  quite a feat considering the limited space available. He then went on to massage the muscles in the back of his neck, relieved to feel some of the tension leave his body.

      Unfortunately, going by the heated gaze of his American seatmate, these moves had been a bad choice, triggering a reaction he wanted no part of.

      What the hell? She looks like she’s going to throw herself right at you. You need to get out of here… fast.

      He gathered up his belongings, his plan to make a quick exit. But, as had been the case up until now, luck wasn’t on his side. She latched on to his arm and, leaning against him, issued a gushing offer to buy him a drink. This would be for his “strong manly presence” during what had been such a “terrifying and life challenging experience” on their flight.

      She gazed up at him, waiting for his answer.

      Good Lord… really?

      He refused. Firmly, he did this.

      He turned to leave, but insisting he wait, she began searching through her humongous purse. After she pulled out a pen and what looked like a crumpled up napkin from a fast-food restaurant, she proceeded to ever so slowly, write out her name and number. This, she informed him, was in case he later decided to take her up on her offer.

      With her watching his every move, he stuffed the napkin in the pocket of his overcoat. Then, after sending her a brief smile, he left. Just barely avoiding her attempt at a more amorous farewell.

      

      Moving at a brisk pace, Nicholas tried to ignore the twinge of guilt brought on because of his behavior. But in his defense, this woman had tried his patience, her abrasive personality sending out so many red flags.

      There was no doubt in his mind, his younger sister Claire would have a lecture ready. Already married with twin daughters, she was very concerned about his single state. His expectations were too high, she’d told him. This was why he refused to commit to anyone.

      Yes, she agreed it was wonderful he was so successful at what he did. But when he came home after a long day at work, he couldn’t cuddle up with contracts and year end profit reports, could he?

      And as much as she hated to remind him, he wasn’t getting any younger.

      Hmm… You wonder what she would have to say if she knew what you had in the works now…

      But enough of that. Right now, he was a man on a mission, focused on three things. One, head over to the baggage area to claim his luggage. Two, hail a taxi. And three, check into his hotel. Only then would he be able to get back into somewhat of his normal routine. 

      Was this too much to ask?

      He didn’t think so.

      But first, there was something he needed to do. 

      He stopped at the first trash container he saw. He took the napkin the woman had given him out of his pocket and tossed it in.

      He felt better already.

      

      From only a few feet away, she watched him throw the napkin into the trash, wondering if she should be insulted, or just plain out angry. 

      After deciding she was a little of both, she tossed her head, a look of determination on her face.

      Okay, so maybe this was a bit of a setback as far as her plans went. But she wasn’t worried.

      At least not yet, she wasn’t…

      He obviously didn’t have a clue with whom he was dealing with. If he had, he would know she always got what she wanted.

      And he was what she wanted.

      

      Settled within the quiet confines of the taxi and en route to his hotel, Nicholas sighed with relief. He was back in control, a feeling he was most comfortable with in his hectic life.

      Pulling out his phone, he began scrolling through his itinerary for the week ahead. He’d scheduled only one meeting for today, his plan to use the remaining time to catch up on any calls and emails. Then, after a well-deserved drink and dinner in the privacy of his room, he would follow with an early night.

      As he double checked the details of his meeting, this is when he realized the time difference here in the states had completely slipped his mind.

      This meant his day was just beginning. 

      He dragged his hand through his hair, staring down at his phone.

      How the hell did you forget something as important as this? It’s not like you’ve never traveled to the states before.

      Massaging his forehead with his fingers, he sighed. Why was he surprised? As of late, his mind hadn’t been functioning as it should.

      But he wasn’t going to start thinking about this.

      Not now.

      He put his phone back in his pocket and, resting his head against the back of the seat, stared out the window. In his preoccupied state, he didn’t even notice it was still raining.

      Maybe even harder than before.

      

      After Nicholas checked into his room and he’d made a few calls, he wandered over to the window, taking in the hustle and bustle that was Michigan Avenue. He turned, gazing around at the room.

      He felt trapped.

      Maybe what he needed was some fresh air, inclement weather, and all. The rain might even wash away some of the restlessness that hadn’t left him since this trip began.

      It sure as hell couldn’t hurt.

      A glance at his watch showed he had a little over an hour before his meeting. If he left now, he would have plenty of time to get in a decent walk. 

      He needed to clear his mind, stop thinking about the main reason he’d scheduled this trip in the first place. What he now thought of as his chance at a new beginning. One that could possibility change his life forever.

      He scratched his head, a wry smile on his face.

      You’ve got to stop reading so much into this. You know damn well this a one in a million shot.

      He exchanged his sweater for a shirt and tie suitable for a his business meeting and pulled on his coat. After he slipped his room key in his pocket, he was out the door.

      Yes, a walk and fresh air should do the trick.

      

      Not even half a block from Nicholas’s hotel, Anna Jameson pushed open the door of the fashionable boutique. 

      The rain of earlier had now turned to sleet. Ducking her head against the icy pellets stinging her face, she jammed her hat even harder down on her head.

      But she was smiling.

      Not even the wild and unpredictable Chicago weather could dampen her mood.

      Nope, not today. Not with a check tucked deep inside the bag she was carrying. A check written out to her as a generous down payment for one dozen of her original designed and hand painted ornaments.

      She peeked into the bag to make sure the check was still there. 

      Yep. There it was.

      She looked up at the sky. There was no getting around it, she was going to get soaked. She pulled up her collar, about to make her move when a powerful gust of wind came whipping around the corner of the building and slammed into her, snatching the bag out of her hand.

      Before she even realized what happened, the bag took off, sailing up into the air like a runaway kite. Left staring open-mouthed at her now empty hand, it was another gust of wind, this one even stronger, that was enough to shock her back to life.

      “Oh no, no, no… my bag. If you see it, please grab it.”

      Yes, she was screaming like a lunatic. But she didn’t care. She needed that bag. A sample ornament and her designs were inside, along with the check.

      Oh my God… the check!

      She watched as the wildly dancing bag suddenly changed course, heading in the direction of the late afternoon traffic, bumper to bumper down Michigan Avenue.

      This meant she had no choice but to take off after it. Zig-zagging her way through the crowded sidewalk, she was only inches away from grabbing it out of the air when—unbelievable as this sounds, because who could even make up something like this—she collided with an enormous wall of greenery coming from out of nowhere.

      Ommmmmph.

      “What the…?”

      The force of the impact was enough to send her flying backwards onto the sidewalk. Her hat sailing into the air, her head hit the pavement, the loud cracking sound giving her every reason to be concerned. 

      As if this wasn’t enough, as though it was falling from the sky, the enormous mass of evergreen came crashing down to land right on top of her.

      Then… nothing.
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      “I say, are you all right? Please… open your eyes.”

      If only to please the voice calling out to her, Anna struggled to pull herself out of this half-conscious state she was floating in. But this turned out to be slow going.

      It was a man’s voice, a deep and soothing voice. And even in her confused state, she noted it had a distinct, yet very charming, British accent.

      Have you died and gone to heaven? Is this God speaking? He’s British?

      Just barely opening her eyes, she searched in the direction his voice had come from. Then, overwhelmed by the sea of faces peering down at her, she grew dizzy, her lashes fluttering shut.

      You don’t even know what you’re looking for. And for all you know, he could have left already.

      Miracle-of-miracles, his voice came at her again. “Thank God it looks like you’re coming around. If I give you a boost, can you stand? We need to get you off this wet pavement.”

      Before she could even respond, she was lifted to her feet, held steady in his firm grasp. And though his hold was gentle, she could feel the powerful strength hidden under the heavy fabric of his overcoat, his muscles flexing under her hands.

      She leaned against him, seeking the warmth he provided. The comforting scent of just ironed cotton, along with the spicy citrus fragrance of his cologne, had her pressing her face against his shoulder, breathing it all in.

      She wanted to melt right into him.

      Overcome by a sudden need to see his face, she tilted her head to fall right into the most amazing blue eyes she’d ever seen. A mesmerizing shade of blue, they reached deep, sending a riot of emotions sweeping through her. She couldn’t look away for the life of her. 

      A few seconds passed. Or maybe it was more like minutes. Locked in each other’s eyes, they were completely oblivious to the wind and rain. Or even the comments of the few disgruntled pedestrians as they had to skirt around them.

      It was when a powerful gust of wind almost pushed her even further into his arms, Anna’s brain finally kicked in, her gaze roaming over the rest of his face.

      Good grief, was anyone actually this handsome?

      Not handsome in a fake-made-up-movie-star-handsome kind of way. No, this man was beyond that, every feature of his face perfectly aligned. Raindrops sparkled like diamonds in his dark auburn hair. This, along with the windblown, yet extremely sexy look he had going on, had her gripping his arms even tighter to keep from running her fingers through the tousled waves.

      In order to ignore this tempting thought, she lifted her chin, only to find his mouth was a mere whisper away. This sent her right into imagining how it would feel like to be kissed by such sensuous lips.

      There was no doubt in her mind it would be an unforgettable experience.

      Addicting even…

      Run your fingers through his hair? Kiss his sensuous lips? What in the world is wrong with you? You don’t even know this man. Just how hard did you hit your head?

      But it now appeared this eye-searching thing they had going on was over. His expression had changed. And if she had to guess, she’d say he was alarmed. Maybe even in shock. Either way, it didn’t bode well for her.

      She tightened her hold on his arm. “Oh, no… what’s wrong?”

      He seemed to hesitate before he cleared his throat. “I, uh… I’m sorry. Nothing is wrong. You look fine. Smashing in fact, when you consider your impact with the pavement. I guess for a minute, well… I thought you were going to go out on me again.”

      Shaking his head, he brushed his finger over her cheek. “I can’t believe you don’t have any scratches with that enormous pile of greenery landing on you. But what I’m more worried about is that you hit your head. Are you sure you’re feeling all right?”

      Her breath catching in her throat, a warm tingle raced through her at his touch. To the point, she couldn’t think. Wrapping her arms around herself, she took a deep breath. “Yes… No… I mean, I don’t know. I’m a little shaky. I think I might only need a minute or two.”

      This is so far from the truth. You are not all right, not by a long shot.

      So, she tried again. “I’m sorry… I guess what I’m trying to say is I’m not sure?”

      She knew this probably wasn’t the answer he was hoping for, wishing he was anywhere else, but it would have to do. At least while he was so close, those blue eyes of his watching her every move.

      After another searching look, he took her by the arm. “We need to get you somewhere where you can sit down.”

      Giving her no chance to resist, he guided her through the crowded sidewalk and into a little coffee shop. He found a vacant table, pulled out a chair, and gestured for her to sit. 

      After sinking into the chair, she sent him a cautious smile. He tilted his head. “Coffee? Tea?”

      On the verge of shaking her head, she saw what appeared to be a hint of a challenge in his eyes.

      She glanced away, confused.

      My goodness, can he read your mind? No, of course not. You’re imagining this.

      She gave him a bigger smile. “Tea would be lovely. Thank you.”

      He studied her for what felt like several seconds.

      Then he smiled.

      Oh my…

      Her world tilted, throwing her off balance and right into a spin. Gripping the edge of the table, she almost couldn’t breathe, her heart leaping into high gear.

      She bowed her head and closed her eyes. Only when she sensed he’d left, she glanced up to see he was placing his order at the counter.

      Thank goodness…

      It was obvious by her reaction, he’d made quite an impression on her. And now she wanted to know more. 

      Let’s be honest… after that smile he just gave you? You want to know everything about him.

      Chin in hand, she studied him. From what she could see of his outward appearance, he was a person of importance. She was going to go out on a limb and say very important, almost in a lordly way, a man with a title.

      My goodness, if he had ties to royalty, Prince William would tumble far down on the scale compared to the regal handsomeness this man possessed.

      His shoes appeared to be handcrafted and of the softest Italian leather. She couldn’t see much of his suit, but judging by the perfect cut and luxurious fabric of his overcoat, no doubt the finest cashmere available, both articles of clothing screamed hand tailoring and the best money could buy.

      There was one thing that puzzled her, and this would be his tie. Only able to catch a glimpse, she was puzzled by his choice.

      Definitely silk. No surprise there.

      It was the pattern on the tie that caught her attention. Different sized paintbrushes, spattered with different colors of paint, were scattered across the dark blue background. Not a style she’d expect after her assessment of the rest of his attire.

      Was he also an artist?

      Ha… of course not. Nope, you can’t picture this.

      Unless he was an artist who dabbled in art for the fun of it? When he wasn’t caught up in the many engagements required because of his social standing? Or running his multi-million-maybe-even-billion-dollar company, making more money than he could ever need.

      She shook her head. 

      You can’t see this happening, at least not the dabbling. This would be too frivolous of a hobby for him.

      Maybe he was a patron of the arts? This seemed like more of a possibility. But certainly not one who traveled in the same art circles as she did.

      He was, without a doubt, way out of her league.

      Now annoyed, and not sure why, she glanced over to where he was chatting with the blushing clerk behind the counter. She watched as he laughed at something she said, this turning her cheeks an even brighter shade of red.

      Now she was even more irritated. Not only was he out of her league, but it appeared he was also a man who wouldn’t hesitate to use his good looks and charm to get what he wanted.

      But wait a minute… why are you so angry with him? He’s done nothing to deserve this.

      Yes, this was true. He had been nothing but nice. In fact, he was almost too flawless to be real.

      And this was the problem. Men like him are not to be trusted and better off left alone.

      If anyone had proof of this, it would be her.

      She needed to cut this meeting short.

      

      Anna watched as, a cup in each hand, he made his way back to the table.

      She’d decided to go for a sophisticated look. Sitting up straighter in her chair and placing her hands in her lap, her smile was laid-back. As if having a man pick her up off the sidewalk was not a big deal. 

      No, she was cool with it. Men came to her rescue all the time.

      After he set the cups on the table and sat down beside her, he searched her face. So seriously, he did this.

      She wrapped her hands around the cup, sending him a timid smile. “Thank you for the tea. You’re very kind.”

      Yes, this was good, basic. Maybe a little vague, but polite. 

      He simply nodded, the corner of his mouth turning up in a slight smile.

      She waited. 

      He remained silent.

      Good grief, is he going to help you out at all? 

      She didn’t understand. He didn’t come across as a man who would be tongue-tied around women. Seriously? You only had to take one look at him to know he wasn’t a man who had trouble attracting a member of the opposite sex. She’d be willing to bet women flocked around him wherever he went, hanging on to his every word. If he ever came out with any, that is.

      Hmm… maybe this explained why he was still single? If he was, in fact, still single. A quick glance at his left hand confirmed there was no ring. A fact that, for some odd reason, had her feeling very relieved.

      Hoping he hadn’t noticed this, she sent him a quick glance. Now settled comfortably in his chair, as if he had no intentions of going anywhere, he nodded. This had her searching for something to say… something safe. 

      Her gaze came to rest on his tie. Perfect. This would give her the opportunity to find out the reason for his choice.

      She sent him another smile. “Umm… I like your tie. It’s very whimsical and colorful.” Again, there was no reason for him to find fault with a comment like this, was there?

      And, come on, what man doesn’t like a compliment?

      He glanced down at the tie, almost as if he’d forgotten he was even wearing it. Then he looked up at her. And this time, he gave her an actual smile. “Thank you. It was a gift from two special ladies in my life.”

      What?

      Her smile disappeared. What did he mean? Was he trying to impress her? Letting her know he had no trouble attracting women? Or was this his way of informing her he wasn’t available?

      The words flew out of her mouth. “Ha, I bet it was.”

      As soon as she saw the puzzled look on his face, she realized how sarcastic she’d sounded. Rather than meet his gaze, she grabbed her cup and took a big gulp of tea.

      It was hot… almost boiling hot. Snatching the napkin from the table and holding it up to her mouth, she closed her eyes.

      Another impressive moment, but at least you didn’t spit the tea across the table. Think of it as a blessing in disguise, putting a stop to any more of your stupid comments.

      When she finally opened her eyes, he was still watching her, that concerned expression back on his face.

      He leaned forward in his chair, his head tilted towards her. This had her leaning closer in return, her lips parted.   

      His voice was hesitant, almost as if he was afraid to ask. “Are you okay?”

      She blinked, her mouth snapping shut.

      Was she okay?

      She closed her eyes. No, of course she wasn’t okay. In fact, she hadn’t been okay since she first heard his voice. But she certainly wasn’t going to tell him this. There was no reason to inflate his ego any more than it already was.

      Suddenly feeling very weary, she sighed. To think this was all happening because she hadn’t been able to hang on to her bag.

      Her head jerked up, her eyes going wide.

      Her bag.  

      Oh no, no… 

      Why was she sitting here drinking tea—with a man who just happened to be British and one she knew nothing about—when her bag could be just about anywhere?

      This was certainly not the time for an afternoon tea party.

      She came up out of her chair, bumping against the table and sending her cup teetering. A startled look on his face, he also stood. After he reached over to right the cup, he grabbed hold of her arm.

      “Whoa… What are you doing?”

      “My bag. The one I was trying to catch. I have to find it. My samples are in that bag.” She groaned, her look frantic. “And the check… I can’t lose that.”

      She tried to free her arm from his hold. But he held on tight, and reaching under the table, he held up the bag for her inspection. He raised an eyebrow. “I assume this is what you’re looking for? Someone handed it to me while you were still out.”

      He set the bag on the table in front of her. “Your hat is in the bag, too.”

      She stared down at the bag. Then she nodded, slowly sinking back into her chair as a wave of dizziness washed over her. The color draining from her face, she dropped her head down on her arms and closed her eyes.

      Oh please, no… you can’t pass out on him again. Once was enough.

      For a long moment, there was only silence. 

      Had he left? With the way things were going, she wouldn’t blame him if he had. Then she felt the brush of his fingers to her hand, sending another one of those warm tingles racing through her.

      His sharp intake of breath had her almost raising her head. Did he feel it, too?

      Instead, she didn’t move. Nor did she trust herself to speak. Instead, she held her breath, waiting to see what he would do. 

      This was if he even planned on doing anything at all. Because other than keeping those amazing eyes of his focused on her every move, the rest of his behavior until now hadn’t been very responsive.

      Finally, he released a long, drawn out breath. “I’m worried about you. I think we should get you to a doctor. You may be more injured than you think.”

      Just as she allowed herself to sink into the comfort of his words, he continued, the tone of his voice becoming more agitated with each word. “Just what the hell were you doing, charging through the crowded sidewalk like that? Were you even paying attention to where you were going? And what is in that damn bag of yours that would warrant the risk of not only injuring yourself, but someone else?” 

      This was followed by a brief pause before his voice rose in disbelief. “Do you always act so crazy?”

      Anna couldn’t have been more surprised than if he’d thrown a huge bucket of ice water over her. She was also very confused.

      What brought this on? Why is he so angry at you?

      Did he somehow feel responsible for her? If so, she needed to let him know this wasn’t necessary. 

      She did not need his help. She lifted her head from her hands to tell him this. Only to become caught right up in his eyes.

      Oh, dear God… you need to get away from this man, the sooner, the better. You don’t need another angry man in your life. No matter how beautiful his eyes are. Or how incredibly handsome he is.

      She shook her head. This wasn’t fair. Not fair at all.

      He was still watching her, but now his look was troubled. No doubt he was worried about what she might do next, having already determined she was crazy.

      So she needed to prove him wrong. And she was going to do by making a dignified exit before he had the chance to say another word. Or, heaven forbid, give her another lecture.

      With shaking hands, she reached into her coat pocket for her wallet. She took out a five-dollar bill and pushed it across the table in front of him.

      Ignoring his puzzled look, she stood. The room feeling like it was swaying right along with her. She turned to see he’d also come to his feet.

      She almost groaned out loud.

      Not only was the guy irresistibly attractive, had a smile that could melt butter, and was no doubt made of money, it appeared he was also one of the few men left on this planet with manners.

      And in the short time they’d spent together, she’d convinced him she was totally insane. That he hadn’t already taken off in a run to get away from her was a miracle.

      Now beyond frustrated, she pulled her hat out of the bag. After she jammed it on her head and picked up her bag, she sent him a bright smile. “Don’t worry, I don’t need to see a doctor, I’ll be fine.”

      Then she gave a regal lift of her chin, sending a nod towards the five-dollar bill. “That should more than cover the cost of the tea. Consider the change as a tip for your help.” 

      When she saw what suspiciously looked like a smile tweak the corner of his mouth, the brief thought flitted through her mind this may have been just a wee bit too much.

      Oh, well, at least you got a smile out of him. But now it’s time to put an end to this. So you can forget it ever happened. 

      This had her sending him another smile as she began backing away from the table. “Now I really need to leave, because I have a lot of things to do. Maybe not as pressing as what you have planned, but very important to me. So, thank you and enjoy your day.”

      With this being said, she turned around and ran right into the table behind her.

      Oh, no… don’t look back. Just keep walking. You’ll never see him again, so it doesn’t matter if your exit isn’t perfect.

      “Anna?”

      She froze. Did he just call out to her? But how was this possible? There was no way he could know her name. 

      And this time, she did groan out loud. This entire experience was messing with her mind, her imagination taking over. Resisting the urge to look back, she pushed her way through the maze of tables, almost breaking into a run to get out of the little shop.

      

      Once the coffee shop was a safe distance behind her, Anna slowed her pace.

      Her mind was in an uproar. The more she thought about what happened, the worse she felt about how she’d behaved.

      He had been more than nice, going out of his way to help her. And how had she responded? By throwing it right back in his face. Most notably, the bit with the five-dollar bill.

      She groaned. Could she have even been more insulting? 

      But come on, if someone hints they think you’re crazy, you might as well live up to their expectations, right?

      She shivered, huddling deeper in her coat. The rain had now turned into a mixture of snow and sleet, the wind whipping it up in a frenzy. She stopped to pull up her hood and put on her gloves, relieved she wasn’t far from home. Besides feeling very weary, she’d also developed a pounding headache.

      Maybe he was right, she should see a doctor. Not that she would admit this to him if given the chance.

      But it really didn’t matter, did it?

      Because what was the chance she’d ever see him again?
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        A photo can be a reminder of the past.

        Or, if you choose,

        It can give you a glimpse of the future.

        ~ Unknown

      

      

      Nicholas watched Anna walk away. 

      No, he’d have to say it was more of a stagger than a walk. 

      This gave him every reason to be concerned. He should go after her, hail a taxi, and get her to a doctor. This is what a normal and sensible person would do.

      But she hadn’t turned around when he called out her name. Instead, he’d watched as she began walking even faster, almost running in her haste to get away from him. 

      There was also the fact he wasn’t acting like the normal and sensible person he liked to think he was.

      No, he’d have to say he was almost in a state of shock.

      Seriously? What the hell just happened?

      As he began his walk back to the hotel, there was only one thing he knew for sure.

      He’d totally screwed things up.

      Badly.

      He should have stayed in his hotel room. Instead, his decision to go out for some fresh air? This had resulted in a catastrophe of sorts.

      But what was the probability he would pick up, off the sidewalk of all places, the woman who was part of the reason he was even here?

      He ran his hand through his hair, a frustrated sigh escaping him. He needed to go over what had happened.

      He hadn’t known what to think when he’d first noticed a woman running full speed through the crowded sidewalk. But when she drew closer, her screams had him concerned.

      Was she running from someone? 

      Chasing someone?

      This was when, her face raised to the sky, she appeared to be searching for something.

      And she was headed right at him.

      Just as he was trying to decide if he should try to catch her, or step aside, she’d changed course to go flying right past him.

      And… BAM!

      She’d sailed right into a cart piled high with Christmas garland. 

      His sight hindered by the heavy load, the man who had been pushing the cart didn’t even see her coming. 

      She’d crashed into the cart with such force, she was sent flying backwards, her head hitting the pavement… hard. Then, to top it off, the entire pile of garland had tumbled down, covering her completely.

      Nicholas, along with the man who had been pushing the cart and, strangely enough, a third man dressed in a Santa suit and on his way to work, made quick work of removing the garland. Only to find the woman was out cold.

      It wasn’t until she’d gained consciousness and he had helped her up off the pavement, she’d turned and gazed into his eyes. 

      This was when he’d received the shock of his life.

      Anna…

      The woman he was holding in his arms was none other than Anna.

      A woman who, until a few months ago? 

      He hadn’t even known existed.

      

      But let’s backtrack a little here… 

      Anna is a friend of Katy’s. The same Katy who is the fiancée of Stephen Burns. And it turns out Stephen is an American business associate and also one of Nicholas’s closest friends. 

      It had been late September when Katy and Stephen came to London for a brief holiday. And it was during this visit they introduced Nicholas to Anna. 

      But they hadn’t met in person.

      No, of course not. Things couldn’t be that simple, could they? Oddly enough, the connection was made through a photograph.

      The memory of that night would be forever ingrained in his mind. While sitting out on the patio of a local wine bar and enjoying the unusually warm autumn weather, he and Stephen had reminisced about how their friendship had come about.

      This prompted Katy to talk about her best friend, Anna. She brought out a photo, taken last New Year’s Eve, showing the two of them smiling into the camera.

      Instantly, Nicholas had been hit with a strong and binding connection to this Anna. As though she was the missing piece of his life he’d been waiting for. That he hadn’t even known he was waiting for someone made this sudden awareness even more mind-boggling. 

      It was then he knew he had to meet her. When he told Katy this, he knew she was amused, but he didn’t care. At his insistence, it was decided when he made his next trip to the states, Katy and Stephen would have a cocktail party so he and Anna could meet. Anna didn’t believe in blind dates, Katy told him, so a party it would have to be.

      She also made it clear this would be the extent of her involvement. 

      What happened after that would be all up to him.

      

      Now let’s swing right back to the present…

      Over the past two months, Nicholas hadn’t been able to get the image of Anna out of his head. And even though he knew he was reading too much into the situation, his mind refused to let it go.

      Good Lord, who looks at a photo of someone they’ve never met and reacts like this?

      Someone who has taken complete leave of his senses, that’s who!

      But now, instead of meeting tomorrow night at Stephen and Katy’s party as planned, this mind-boggling encounter happened. He then had to go and cap it off by insinuating she was crazy.

      He had to smile at this.

      It appears you and this Anna may actually be suited for each other? She seems a little crazy and you are a tad out of your mind. A perfect match, wouldn’t you say? 

      And the lecture he gave her?

      He decided this had been brought on by the shock of finding out she was the Anna of the photograph. It had also scared the hell out of him when she hit her head so hard on the pavement.

      He groaned. It’s no wonder she stormed off the way she had. But this was only after she left him a generous tip. 

      Another smile quirked his lips at the memory of the righteous expression on her face when she did this. Trying to remember the last time anyone had tipped him, and in such dramatic fashion, he came up empty. 

      He made a mental note to let her know she would never need to tip him in the future. This was if she even agreed to talk to him tomorrow night…

      He groaned.

      My God, what in the world had come over him?

      Oh, come on… you know what it is.

      He came to a complete standstill, right in the middle of the crowded sidewalk. With everything he didn’t know if he yet understood, coming at him all at once.

      He’d been lost from the very first moment he had gazed into Anna’s eyes. If he’d thought seeing her in a photograph rocked his world, meeting her in person had sent him flying over the top.

      The connection was still there. But this time, it hit deeper. As though a shot of adrenaline had heightened his senses, everything coming at him in a more clear and brighter light. Everything having to do with Anna, that is. 

      Because she was all he could see.

      His mind had emptied, any attempt at conversation eluding him. He had wanted to stay right there in that coffee shop and study her forever.

      And this is what he should have done. Instead, he went and opened his big mouth. 

      Yes. He’d bungled this one. Big time.

      Damn.

      Well, there wasn’t anything he could do about it now, was there? It was over and done with. He would have to hope, when he and Anna met up again tomorrow night, he would have the chance to make things right.

      Yeah, like this is going to be easy…

      

      Someone was trying to get his attention. Completely caught up in his thoughts, he’d miraculously made his way to the gourmet wine and cheese shop in his hotel. And now, much to the amusement of the sales assistant, he was standing in the middle of the aisle, staring blindly at the wine selection. Embarrassed, he enlisted her help in putting together a basket of wine and cheese to send to Katy and Stephen for the party.

      The details of the gift basket worked out, he began making his way over to the elevators. 

      He groaned, coming to an abrupt stop. He smacked his hand to his forehead.

      Your meeting… Good Lord, what about your meeting?

      A quick glance at his watch showed if he hurried, he could still make the meeting, arriving only a few minutes late.

      He took off in a run.

      He needed to get his priorities in line. And his first order of business would be to put this situation with Anna on hold until tomorrow night. Even though he couldn’t ignore how she’d now settled deeper in his mind than before.

      But he was okay with this. Yes, he was actually looking forward to what was going to happen next.

      He had a good feeling about this.  

      A really good feeling.

      

      Anna climbed the three flights of stairs leading to her third-floor loft apartment, the pounding in her head intensifying with each step. Arriving at her door, she rested her forehead against it in relief.

      Once she was inside, a bundle of tan and white fur came charging across the room and began circling her in excitement. Dropping to her knees and closing her eyes, Anna braced herself for the sloppy puppy kisses eagerly planted across her face.

      She hugged the ecstatic little dog. “Oh, Mia. You don’t know how lucky you are! You would never get messed up in a crazy situation like I did this afternoon.”

      After a few minutes spent running her fingers through the little dog’s silky fur, she placed her bag on her worktable and removed her coat. She sank into the cushions of the sofa with Mia snuggled close beside her and closed her eyes. 

      Within minutes, she was asleep. 

      

      Anna’s cell phone was ringing. 

      The sound jerked her awake. Grimacing at the shooting pain in her head, she stumbled over to her coat and pulled her phone out of the pocket just as it stopped ringing. The call was from Katy.

      Oh no, you can’t talk to her now. Not when you feel like this.

      She sent her a text.

      If she didn’t, it would be like Katy to come rushing over to check on her.

      Can’t talk right now… call u tomorrow.

      Katy replied almost at once. 

      Ok?

      Relieved, Anna set the phone on the nightstand as a reminder she needed to call her in the morning. Then she crawled into bed, and pulling the quilt over her, she closed her eyes.

      She needed to get some sleep.

      Maybe then her headache would go away. 

      Along with the unshakable memory of a certain someone’s beautiful blue eyes.
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      It had been a very productive morning. And now Nicholas was looking forward to meeting Stephen for lunch.

      He stepped outside to find the sun was shining. The sky a brilliant blue, there wasn’t a cloud in sight. After taking in a deep breath of the invigorating breeze coming in from the lake, he set off for the restaurant, a smile on his face.

      This is more like it! Let this beautiful day be an omen of good things to come.

      Walking at a brisk pace, he vowed no matter what the outcome, he was going to embrace the rest of his stay with all the enthusiasm he could muster. If Anna took one look at him tonight and turned her back on him, so be it. It wasn’t meant to be.

      But this wouldn’t happen, would it?

      Nah, things will work out.

      And let’s just say they didn’t?

      Hello? Where’s that enthusiasm you were just throwing around a moment ago?

      “Hey, Nicholas…”

      He looked over to see Stephan was standing in front of the restaurant, trying to catch his attention.

      After an enthusiastic greeting, they entered the restaurant.

      They’d been seated and, without looking up from the menu he was studying, Stephen was the first to speak. “Did you get any work done this morning? Or are you still re-living what happened yesterday?”

      What?

      His head jerking up, Nicholas groaned.

      How the hell does Stephen know about your run in with Anna?

      His reaction was enough for Stephen to glance over at him, an inquiring expression on his face.

      Nicholas gave him a nonchalant glance. “And this would be because of?”

      His selection made, Stephen snapped his menu shut and put it aside. He slowly shook his head. “Katy told me about your flight. Travel is becoming such a hassle, isn’t it? Bad weather... crazy passengers… cancellations and so on. I feel your pain, buddy. Believe me, I’ve experienced it all.”

      Leaning back in his chair, he massaged his chin. “But now, because of you, my good man, Katy says she’s done with flying. I almost had her sold on it, too. This puts a damper on future holidays abroad since boating across the pond, as you Brits refer to it, is not really an alternative. At least not for me.”

      Nicholas was relieved. Very relieved. The flight. Stephen was talking about the flight, not Anna. Thank God he hadn’t gone and blurted out something stupid.

      But he also felt guilty. Thinking back on his call to Katy, confirming he would be there for the cocktail party, he recalled doing more than his share of complaining about his flight. He should have remembered her fear of flying.

      And here we have it… another incident to add to his long and recent list of blunders. All because of a silly whim.

      Good Lord, what’s next?

      He ran his hand through his hair. “Hell, I’m sorry. When we talked, I was still wound up. Since I know how you want to do more traveling together, I’ll do whatever it takes to get Katy back on a flight to London again.”

      The server interrupted to deliver their drinks and take their lunch order before Stephen could respond. “Hey, anything you do will be appreciated. Because as it stands now, nothing short of a miracle will get her back on a plane. Especially going overseas.” He held up his drink in a toast. “But enough of that. Here’s to a great week ahead.”

      Nicholas had just taken a swallow of his drink when Stephen added. “Speaking of Katy, are you still up to meeting Anna tonight?”

      Nicholas nearly choked on his drink.

      In fact, he did choke.

      Which turned out to be an extremely embarrassing situation, with Stephen leaping out of his chair to pound him on the back. Finally able to laugh at himself, Nicholas waved him back to his seat.

      Slowly sinking back in his chair, Stephen regarded him with concern. “What the hell is going on with you? Almost everything I’ve said has you reacting in the most unusual way. I’m wondering what’s going to set you off next.”

      Nicholas’s smile was distracted. “Sorry, I guess I’ve got a lot going on in my mind right now.”

      Good Lord, steer the conversation away from Anna. Because now, even the mention of her name is wreaking havoc with your behavior.

      After taking a fortifying, but more cautious swallow of his drink, he set his glass on the table. “And yes, I’m still looking forward to meeting Anna. It will also be nice to reconnect with people I haven’t seen in a while. Fill me in… is there anyone or anything I need to know about?”

      Stephen leaned back in his chair to think about this for a few moments. He frowned. “We have a new Chicago rep, Megan King. From what I’ve seen so far, she excels at only two things. She can be so loud and annoying. I’ll be interested to see what you think when you meet her.”

      He shook his head. “Whoever hired her must have seen something the rest of us can’t. And now I heard she’s back in town, so she’ll probably show up at this party. Invited or not.”

      He grimaced. “I guess I should also add aggressive to her list of traits. You’ll know who she is as soon as she walks into the room. Her loud, grating voice makes everyone scatter in order to avoid her. Even Katy. This should tell you something, since she likes everyone.”

      Nicholas grimaced. “She sounds like the woman I had next to me on my flight.”

      A look of horror came over Stephen’s face. “God, I hope not! Wouldn’t that be your luck?” Then he suddenly grinned. “I’ve also heard she’s on the hunt for a husband, so you’ll be fair game.”

      Taking another swallow of his drink, Nicholas shook his head. “Since the odds of us being on the same flight are pretty low, I’m not worried. And from what you’ve told me, it sounds like she really isn’t my type.”

      Stephen chuckled. “I don’t know about that. It seems even with your pompous British upbringing, every woman on this earth thinks you’re the one and only man for her, practically swooning at your feet. Why, I don’t know. It can’t all be because of the accent.”

      As the server set their entrée in front of them, Nicholas wondered what Stephen would have to say if he knew about his encounter with Anna.

      Yeah, your pompous British upbringing definitely made an appearance. A bloody, unfavorable one. And swooning at your feet? I guess you could call it that.

      He grinned, giving a dismissive wave. “You’ll never figure it out. But I’d be glad to give you a few pointers if you like. It wouldn’t hurt to learn a thing or two about charming the fairer sex.”

      Hmm… sort of how you turned on the charm with Anna?

      Stephen shook his head. “I’ll pass. Katy is the only woman I need to charm, and believe it or not, she likes me just the way I am.”

      He looked at Nicholas, his smile slightly puzzled. “Go figure.”

      

      After he and Stephen parted and with his next appointment not until late afternoon, Nicholas began a leisurely stroll back to his hotel. And yes, he was sure about the time of this next meeting, having checked this out more times than he wanted to admit.

      His thoughts drifted to Stephen and Katy and how they seemed to be so well matched, their personalities bringing out the best in each other. This led him to mull over this whole concept of falling in love.

      How was it two people were able to find each other and know it was true love? Did this happen by chance? Was there really such a thing as a chemical attraction between two people? Or was it merely being in the right place at the right time?

      He hadn’t a clue.

      Considering, over the past ten years of his life, he had devoted his life to growing his business, pursuing the ‘perfect relationship’ hadn’t even been an option. Good Lord, any free time he had, he’d rather chill out alone and in the privacy of his own home. And he, along with everyone else, appeared to be fine with this.

      Until lately, that is.

      The subtle, and sometimes not so subtle, hints by his family it was time for him to think more seriously about settling down, hadn’t escaped him. This, along with the mention of grandchildren, seemed to be their favorite topic of conversation. The responsibility of producing the next generation of Hanovers was something not to be taken lightly. At least not according to his parents.

      Hmm… maybe someday he would be ready for children, but not yet. His life now was predictable, everything running smoothly and in the correct order. So, the last thing he wanted was to complicate things.

      Though he’d be the first to admit he enjoyed spending time with his sister Claire’s six-year-old twins, Clementine and Emily. If anyone could make his day brighter or bring him to laugh, it would be those two.

      So, why do these thoughts keep taking over your mind? And why did you schedule this trip around this party tonight?

      Reluctant to admit this and only to himself, mind you, over the past few months, he’d been hounded by a sense of urgency. Time was flying by all too fast, his business dominating his life.

      And this was making him wonder if he was missing out on what was really important.

      After all, what’s so great about building up a business, one surpassing even your highest expectations, if you have no one by your side to share in your success?

      He frowned.

      Since when did the fact he was alone begin to feel so wrong?

      And why couldn’t he stop thinking about Anna?
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      Anna’s cell phone was ringing.

      She opened her eyes, surprised to see the sun shining down through the loft high windows. This meant she’d slept straight through the night.

      She made a grab for the phone. Instead she hit it with her hand, sending it flying off the nightstand. She watched as it hit the floor and went skidding under her bed. Where it finally stopped ringing.

      So, she closed her eyes, burrowing back under the covers. A few more minutes couldn’t hurt.

      But Mia, who was sprawled out on the bed beside her, wasn’t in agreement.  Nudging Anna with her with her nose, it was clear she needed to go out. She nudged Anna again.

      “Okay, okay… I get it.” After a big yawn, Anna reached for her robe. This sent the room spinning around like she was on one of those whirly-twirly kind of rides at an amusement park. She lowered her head to her knees, taking in deep breaths. And with the help of Mia, who had burrowed her way into her lap, showering her face with encouraging puppy kisses, the dizziness began to subside.

      She retrieved the now silent phone. Just as she thought, the call was from Katy. So she needed to call her back.

      But first things first. After she took Mia out, what she needed was a hot shower. And coffee. Yes, definitely lots of coffee.

      Only then would she call Katy.

      
      Seated at her kitchen counter with a
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