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      Dedicated to every girl who has dreamed of a happy ever after, with her real life hero, and every good guy who behaves like a hero.

      

      Heroes do exist, and we know them by their deeds.
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      Why does everything have to be so cold and barren this time of year?

      If only there was a way of finding warmth, happiness, and joy again. Less than three weeks until Christmas. Not enough time.

      Jenna gave up hope of having a merry Christmas as she drove through the mountains of east Tennessee, taking in the cold white snow, the black silhouettes of trees, and the wintery sky, as the sun faded behind the tree lines.

      Here and there, through the trees, she caught glimpses of houses with Christmas lights on them. The multicolored blinking lights, and the big red Santa in one yard, should have cheered her up but didn’t. They were too far away and after the heater on her car made the windows steam up, she’d had to roll a window down so cold air now poured through it. She shivered.

      Lights. Hers were in a box in the attic. She hadn’t put out any decorations. Not one. She just couldn’t find her Christmas spirit.

      I’ll be Home for Christmas came on the radio.

      Again.

      How many times is that now? Five? Six? Frank, I’m really tired of hearing you sing that song.

      She changed the channel. This year the lights and music failed to move her, instead making her sad, as she replayed memories of Christmas past with her family in her head. She’d be home for Christmas all right, but this time she’d be alone.

      Jenna was as stuck in her sadness as if she’d found her feet frozen in an ice block. Stuck with no idea of how to move or how to thaw it.

      Now she’d be spending the weekend with complete strangers, while everyone back home got their holiday cheer on. It wasn’t as if she had much of a social life these days. So it had been easy to say yes when the event organizer contacted her, looking for a replacement for an author who’d backed out.

      Jingle Bells came on the radio.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Dashing through the snow, jingle bells and ho, ho, ho.”

      Great. Now she was talking to herself. She really did need to get out among people.

      Dark clouds moved in with the hint of bad weather, as the sun disappeared behind the mountains like a curtain dropped upon the earth’s stage, the dark clouds adding to her sadness. Driving during the night through mountains she’d never before visited delayed Jenna’s arrival at the hotel.

      Chyna, Jenna’s former writing critique partner, called Jenna’s cell phone just as she pulled into the parking lot. “So how was the drive? You make it there okay?”

      “I just pulled in. Can’t talk now. I need to go in and register.”

      “You should’ve been there two hours ago.”

      “Yes, I know. Weather was bad. I’ll call you later.”

      “All right. Have you seen Nicolo yet?”

      “No. I’m still in my car. How could I have seen him already?”

      Chyna could be so silly. She’d shown little interest in the event Jenna was attending, until two days ago, when she saw the flier, and realized Nicolo Maldini, the handsome cover model and actor, would also attend. Chyna, who loved entertainment magazines and everything Hollywood, wanted the entire scoop on him.

      “Well, get in there woman! What are you waiting for?”

      Jenna rolled her eyes.

      Waiting for you to get off the phone.

      She’d never have actually said that to Chyna. Her former critique partner was the one person who always called to check on her. It was good to have someone who cared if she arrived safe after long hours on the road.

      “I’ll call you later.”

      “Okay. Keep your camera handy. Be sure to get pictures when you see him.”

      “I’ll try.”

      “Don’t mess up now. Don’t just try. I’m expecting pics.”

      “Chyna, I’m really tired. I need to go.”

      “Later lady.”

      “Bye.” She turned off the phone, dropped it into her purse and headed inside.

      Inside the lobby, Christmas trees and garland greeted her while soft music played. The moment she walked in, the cheerful woman at the front desk, whose name tag said Molly, greeted her. “Good evening.”

      “Good evening, Molly. I have a room for two nights. Jenna Heart.”

      “Oh yes. You’re one of the authors. So glad you made it in safe before the weather changes. There’s a snowstorm that’s on its way. You came all the way from Memphis? That’s quite a drive.”

      “It took me nearly eight hours.”

      Eight hours and six repetitions of I’ll be Home for Christmas.

      “Well, you can relax now. One key or two?”

      “One. I still need to get dinner, but it doesn’t look like there’s much around here.”

      “You’d better hurry. The country restaurant next door, just up the hill, closes in less than an hour. There won’t be anything else open this late around here.”

      “Thank you, Molly, I will.” Jenna hurried to her room, freshened up, and then walked to the restaurant. The temperature had dropped, and the wind was picking up. She wrapped her scarf tighter around her neck against the wind as she climbed the steps to the restaurant. Inside, she stomped her feet and loosened her scarf.

      The greeter sighed as Jenna approached.

      Of course they want to close and go home soon, especially if bad weather is coming.

      The greeter, whose name tag said Greta, answered the phone, and eyed Jenna who stood waiting. She hung up and asked, “One?”

      “Yes, just one. I haven’t had dinner yet. Drove all the way from Memphis.”

      The woman grunted. “This way.”

      Jenna followed her to a small table near the kitchen door. Pots and pans rattled behind it.

      There are plenty of other empty tables. Why seat me here? Because it’s faster to clean up? Or because she just doesn’t care.

      If I sit here, I’ll have to listen to the kitchen noise.

      She looked about the room. There were only eight other people in the restaurant. Two couples and a family of four who were leaving. Greta had such a sour expression and Jenna was tired. It was easier to sit and accept the menu than to ask to be moved. “Thank you, Greta.”

      The woman nodded and moved away.

      Jenna glanced at the menu. Pots banged in the kitchen.

      So noisy. I’ll eat fast and go. The fastest thing to order would be a grilled cheese sandwich and a bowl of vegetable soup.

      A young waitress with long red hair came over to the table. “Good evening. My name is Penny, and I’ll be your server. What would you like to drink?”

      “Just water, and I’ll go ahead and order.” She looked at her watch. “I know you close in thirty minutes, but I haven’t had dinner. I just drove all the way from Memphis.”

      “That’s a long way.” Penny smiled. “I’ll bet you’re famished. What can I get you?”

      “If you still have vegetable soup, I’d like a bowl of that and a grilled cheese sandwich.”

      “That’s all? Yes, we have the soup. It’ll be right up.”

      “Thank you, Penny.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Jenna sat back in her chair and relaxed, feeling less like she had to apologize for putting them out with her late night dinner request, and relieved she’d made it before they closed. She watched as the other customers left, grateful she’d be able to have a hot dinner.

      The hotel and restaurant seemed empty, yet there were plenty of cars parked at the hotel. Most writer events she’d attended in the past were full, and authors would hang out in the lobby.

      Wonder where the other attending authors are? Nicolo Maldini is supposed to be here for the book signing. Is he here already? Maybe there’s a gathering I don’t know about. Everyone must be here by now. Classes start tomorrow morning. It feels like I’m out of the loop. I’ve been away too long. But I had to be there for mother.

      Penny brought Jenna’s meal out right away. “Is there anything else I can get you?”

      “No, this is fine. Thank you.”

      “All right. Well, let me know if you need anything.”

      “Yes, I will.”

      Jenna took a bite of soup, which was warm and delicious, but good as it was, she missed having someone to share meals with.

      Santa, if there’s one thing I want for Christmas more than anything, it’s someone to spend Christmas with, not as an afterthought invitation because they feel sorry for me, but someone who really wants me to be there.

      She was tired of feeling lonely, and sad. It was harder because of the holidays.

      After Jenna finished eating, she walked back to the hotel, unloaded her car, and carried everything up to her room. Books to sell, bookmarks, handouts for her talk, and her special throat tea. After unpacking and preparing for the morning class she would teach, she ran a hot bubble bath to relax and help her sleep.

      Just before bed, she gave thanks for her safe journey through the mountains, and for her guardian angel. Every night before bed Jenna went through the list of things she was thankful for. When she lay back on her pillow, she fell into a peaceful sleep for the first time in nearly a year.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jenna woke before her alarm, rested and excited to be starting the conference. She hurried to get ready, and then headed downstairs for the continental breakfast. The room was full of authors eating, and chatting.

      After fixing a plate, she found an empty seat beside a man and a woman. “May I join you?”

      “Of course.” the woman smiled. “Please do. I’m Amy and this is my husband Brett.”

      “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Jenna Heart.”

      “Nice to meet you, Jenna. This will get easier once we’ve all registered and have name tags.”

      “I’m glad. I don’t know a soul here, and I just got in from Memphis last night.”

      “Well, you do now,” Amy said. “We drove up from Florida.”

      “Oh, that’s a drive!”

      “Yes. I’m with Loving Hearts magazine, and we’re one of the sponsors of this event. Did you hear that Nicolo Maldini and his mother are joining us for dinner tonight?”

      “No, I didn’t. How sweet of him to bring his mother.”

      “Yes, it is. She’s a breast cancer survivor and they’re very close.”

      “Oh, I didn’t know that. It’s scary when you think you might lose them.” Jenna paused, remembering. “I think it’s great he’s bringing her. He sounds like a nice guy.”

      “He is. And so good looking. He’s also single.” Amy winked. “Have you been to his website and fan page?”

      “No, I’ve only seen his picture on the promotional materials for this weekend.”

      I can’t let on when I meet him that I haven’t seen his pictures, and don’t know much about him. Cover models can be so focused on themselves, and he might be insulted. I should’ve looked him up online. But I had to scramble to get copies of my books in, and bookmarks. Things I would’ve had in stock if I hadn’t taken so much time away.

      “Most women would have been at least a little bit curious.” Amy gave her a measuring look. “I think you might be the only woman here who hasn’t been to his site at least once.”

      “Well, I…” Jenna took a deep breath, and then exhaled. “I’ve been taking care of my mother who was very ill. I just haven’t had time.”

      She hadn’t planned to say anything. Had planned not to in fact. She wanted the people she met this weekend to get to know her as Jenna Heart the author, not Jenna the caretaker. That role was done. She didn’t want people feeling sorry for her.

      “Well, then of course you haven’t had time to play on the Internet.” Amy’s expression was understanding and kind. “How is your mother now?”

      “She passed a few months ago after a lengthy illness.”

      Amy’s hand closed over hers. “Oh Jenna. I’m so sorry to hear that. You have my deepest sympathies.”

      “Thank you. I’m back to writing and able to attend author events again. I’ve been away too long. It’s been a hurried scramble to get everything together in time.”

      Any gave her hand a slight squeeze, and then released it. “Well I’m glad you’re back.”

      Jenna smiled. “Me too.”

      Soon everyone had registered, and the classes began. When it was Jenna’s turn to teach, everything came back to her like slipping into a warm slipper. The class exercise was one of her favorites to teach because her students liked it so much. She began to relax and look forward to the rest of the weekend. She’d look up Nicolo’s website before they went to dinner if there was time.

      After classes ended everyone disbursed to their rooms to get ready for dinner. As Jenna fussed over her makeup, her hand shook slightly, and she had to clean up mascara goofs. It took her longer than usual. It had been so long.

      Who bothered with makeup when tending to a dying parent? Her mascara would have run more than stayed had she worn it.

      Tonight, everyone would be dressed for dinner, and she needed to look nice.

      Knowing it would be cold on Bays Mountain tonight, and they’d be outside listening to the wolves, she’d planned to wear black pants, black boots, a warm long sleeved top, a lighter weight jacket to match, and had a long lined raincoat with a hood to wear over it. Scarf and gloves completed the outfit. Everything went together in earth tones and black, a classic look, but now, as she looked into the mirror she looked somber. Not festive. She hadn’t been thinking festive when she packed. She’d been thinking warm.

      Well, I’m the woman writing the romances, the woman behind the books, not the woman on the cover. It’s not like I need to look like the beautiful women on my covers. I’ll just be that woman in the background as usual.

      Though she did hunt in her bag for the tube of red lipstick, before wiping off the rosy color she’d been wearing, and applying a festive red color to her lips.

      The moment she stepped off the elevator downstairs, and saw Nicolo Maldini standing on the other side of the room, she wished she’d worn something prettier. Something sexier, like that woman next to him in the red dress with the long blonde hair.

      I should’ve looked him up online, even if it made me late.

      She took a few steps away from the elevator and stood near the hallway taking him in. Tall, well built, dark, and incredibly handsome, with dark brown eyes, and a wonderful smile. There was something in the air about him, and it wasn’t twinkling Christmas lights.

      It was as if he put out his own light, the kind of man who could light up a room the moment he entered.

      Nicolo Maldini stood with his mother, Angela Maldini, a petite blonde haired woman who didn’t look her age. They stood beside the Christmas tree near the door. He was handsome in the good looking all American kind of way. Women clustered around him wanting pictures. He was including his mother in each picture.

      How sweet. It says a lot about the kind of son he is. Good to his mama.

      Jenna smiled at the sweetness of the scene. Seeing them standing with the bright colored tree and lights behind them warmed her heart where the sadness over missing her mother lingered. The warmth between mother and son was beautiful to see.

      Hovering back near the hallway, where she could watch but not be noticeable, Jenna felt less like going up to say hello as old insecurities kicked in the way they always did around handsome men. Naturally shy, keeping to herself came easy to her, and she felt herself falling into that old pattern.

      Nicolo was a son who clearly adored his mother. He could’ve been caught up in ego, eating up all the attention while his mother stood at the sidelines, but he wasn’t. Instead she stood by his side, and he stood with his arm around her, including her in everything. It was nice to see. From what Jenna had seen so far, she could really like Nicolo Maldini.

      He seems so nice. Considerate and thoughtful.

      And he was handsome, so handsome she couldn’t stop looking at him. There was something about his deep brown eyes that pulled her to him.

      No, I am not going all fan girl. I know better.

      Amy came over to her. “Aren’t you going to go up and have your picture taken with Nicolo?”

      “I know I ought to get a photo with him, like everyone else, but I just can’t.”

      “You’re shy.” Amy smiled.

      “A little.” Jenna nodded. “I just don’t do the fan girl thing. It’s just not me.”

      Once was enough.

      Rick, the captain of the football team in her freshman year of high school thought he was God’s gift to women. He’d dated her, but when after six months she’d still not slept with him, holding out until she was engaged
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