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            Chapter One

          

          JASMINE DONOVAN

        

      

    

    
      Houston, Texas

      

      I thought of January as an in-between month. It was that time of year when people were coming down from the hustle and bustle following the holidays and the new year hadn’t quite gotten wound up yet.

      It was one of those cold, drizzly winter mornings in January. It was early and the roads were still wet from last night’s rain.

      I stood at the window of the bakery and watched the occasional car traveling along Sage Avenue. A puddle of water had formed in front of the shop and every car heading north sent up a spray of water.

      The scent of raspberry mocha cookies filled the shop. My sister’s new year’s resolution was to try out a new recipe every Wednesday. It was the third Wednesday in January and this was her third new recipe. So far none of them had made their way onto the main menu. I was optimistic about this one. Anything that smelled as good as the cookies in the oven right now, had to be good. I had a good sense about these things.

      Although the Mocha Mirage Coffee House was a family business, it was also my sister’s dream come to life. As the younger sister, I had yet to figure out exactly what my dream was.

      I positioned the two chairs at the little table in the window a most inviting way. I took a little a vase from my rolling cart and set it in the middle of the table.

      While my sister created tasty treats in the kitchen, I took care of pretty much everything else. That included the accounting books and the café.

      This morning I had put together twelve silver vases, for each of the twelve little tables, with a live red rose nestled among some wintery frosted cranberry sprays. I looped a miniature paper scroll tied with twine around it.

      Standing back, I admired my work. Not bad for a business major working as a personal accountant.

      I had the required degree in business, but my heart had never been in it. It didn’t matter though because my family needed me. After my sister and I graduated with our business degrees, our parents had turned the business over to us.

      They lived in Portugal now. Living a life of well-deserved leisure.

      As I watched, a black SUV pulled into our little parking lot. We didn’t get a lot of business and we liked it that way. Off the beaten path, we mostly served the local neighborhood people and most of them walked from the nearby condos. High rise and low rise and a few houses scattered here and there, we were right in the middle of it all.

      Finished arranging the tables, I rolled my cart to the back.

      “Have you heard from Mary yet?” I asked. My sister Meagan looked up from where she stood mixing something in a bowl.

      “Not yet,” she said with a scowl. “I still say we should just fire her.”

      “You know we can’t. We promised Mom and Dad that we would keep her on.”

      “Not a good reason to keep her on.” Meagan turned and checked the oven.

      “Maybe not, but she knows how to do everything and the customers love her.”

      Meagan sprinkled some cinnamon into her bowl.

      “Hard to love someone who doesn’t show up for work.”

      Whether or not to fire Mary had become a major disagreement between Meagan and me.

      Mary had been with the family for a long time and she had worked well for our parents, at least as far as we knew.

      What we did know was that they had trusted her with the business anytime they had been absent. Lately, however, Mary had not been showing up for work.

      “Well,” I said. “It’s not like we’re busy. I’ll work the counter.”

      Meagan shrugged. “Okay. But maybe we should start looking for someone.”

      I went back out to stand behind the counter. The customer who had pulled into the parking lot was still sitting there. Maybe they had just pulled over to text.

      The rain was coming down in torrents now, sending rivulets of water down the window panes.

      Pulling my leather journal from beneath the counter, I opened it up to a blank page, and tapped my pencil against it.

      I was working on an idea for redecorating my apartment, but I hadn’t decided on a theme just yet. Opening up my iPad, I started scrolling through Pinterest. Whatever theme I picked, it would be minimalistic. I liked things clean and simple.

      I was lost in a thread of simple book related décor when the little bell over the door chimed. Closing my iPad, I slipped it and my journal beneath the counter.

      The customer brought the outside rainstorm inside with him. A tall, lean man, he wore a long black trench coat and carried a matching black stadium umbrella.

      I immediately pegged him as very conservative. A businessman. I should know. I’d gone to college long enough with the type.

      After snagging a table near the door and leaving his leather tote bag, umbrella, and raincoat, he started my way.

      Wearing my friendliest smile, I prepared to take his order.

      My smile faltered a bit as he reached the counter and smiled at me.

      My whole system jolted, letting loose a swarm of butterflies in my stomach.

      The first thing I noticed was his blue eyes. They were sparkling sky blue, creased around the edges with his smile.

      He had a strong clean-shaven jawline, a perfectly sculpted nose, and lips that led to involuntary thoughts of kissing.

      “Hi,” he said.

      “Hi,” I said, swallowing and forcing my smile back in place.

      Instead of looking at the menu on the wall behind me, he kept his gaze locked on mine.

      I tilted my head to the side and waited. My heart was beating a little too fast. Maybe a lot too fast.

      My fingers pressed against the edge of the counter, I forced myself to take a somewhat deep breath.

      “You look familiar,” he said.

      I shook my head. “I don’t think so.” I would most definitely remember him.

      The man standing in front of me was not a man that any red-blooded girl could possibly forget.

      He continued to look at me, his expression perplexed now. I shifted under his attention.

      “What’s good here?”

      I looked blankly at him. What was good?

      He raised a questioning eyebrow.

      “Coffee,” I said. “And chocolate.”

      He chuckled. “Mocha Mirage Coffee House.”

      “Right,” I said. “Of course. What do you like?”

      He was still looking at me, with amusement now.

      “Cappuccino,” he said, then finally pulled his gaze from mine to look down at the cookies and brownies and little cakes in the display window.

      I forced a deep breath while I waited.

      “Surprise me,” he said. “Cappuccino and a surprise.”

      “But—”

      “Do I wait here or…?”

      “Or…”

      He was grinning at me which I found rather annoying.

      “I’ll bring it to you,” I said, wanting, needing him to go to his table so I could think about breathing again.

      I slid off my stool, but waited for him to leave. “Anything else?” I asked.

      “Not at the moment,” he said. “Do I pay here?”

      “No,” I said quickly.

      Turning around, finally, he walked away. It was only then that I could breathe.

      My hands trembled as I made his coffee.

      This was not good.

      This was not good at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          CHRISTOPHER HARRINGTON

        

      

    

    
      With the storm, my flight got delayed. Normally I would have flown anyway, but my client was a nervous flyer. She refused to fly in the rain.

      So I was stuck in Houston until… I glanced at the radar on my iPad… tomorrow. Tomorrow afternoon if I was a betting man. Which I was not. But as a pilot, I had become a pretty good weatherman.

      The scheduler at my office in Dallas, a middle-aged woman named Olivia, had scheduled a room at a little Airbnb in Uptown. Uptown being an hour away from the airport. Olivia insisted that she liked me, but sometimes I wondered.

      Her reasoning was that I needed to see something outside the confines of the grounds of an airport. As far as I was concerned, there was a perfectly good hotel at the Houston Airport.

      But… no… she insisted on scheduling a room for me at some out of the way place an hour away from the airport. I could not even check in until three o’clock.

      Considering that it was only seven o’clock in the morning, I had some time to fill.

      Olivia—from Houston—which probably explained a lot, suggested I take a stroll around the Galleria.

      Again. Only seven o’clock in the morning.

      After picking up the rental that Olivia was so kind to reserve for me… I had asked for a sports car… she reserved an SUV, I headed toward Uptown since I had no reason to hang around the airport.

      We weren’t flying anywhere today.

      I knew it. Olivia knew it. Hence my little jaunt down to the middle of the busiest part of Houston. It hadn’t seemed to occur to Olivia that she was sending me on the road in bad weather.

      I found my room first, like I always did when I traveled, so I could get a sense of where I was, then I normally would have walked around the area, but since it was raining, I took the car.

      After spotting a little bakery/coffee shop called the Mocha Mirage Coffee House, I pulled into the driveway. Although there were no other cars in the lot, it looked open if the bright lights inside were any indication.

      I had a message from Olivia.

      Olivia: Did you make it to your room ok?

      Me: Safe and sound.

      Olivia: Enjoy your day.

      Right.

      Me: Thanks.

      If anyone meant well, it was Olivia. She had been like a second mother to me since I’d started flying for Skye Travels five years ago. With my own biological family in Boston where I had grown up, the people at the Dallas branch of Skye Travels had become my family in so many ways.

      As I texted Olivia, the rain started coming down harder and harder. Rule of thumb. It rarely pays to wait for the rain to let up.

      Fortunately I had a trench coat and an umbrella.

      After struggling into my coat, I grabbed my travel bag and steeled myself to get out in the rain.

      I actually liked rain just fine, but I liked it a whole lot more when I was inside.

      Nonetheless, a hot cappuccino called to me. And since I’d missed breakfast getting down here this morning to pick up my client who decided not to fly today due to the rain, I had missed breakfast.

      I opened the car door and popped up the umbrella. It wasn’t getting wet that bothered me so much as it did getting wet and having to wear those wet clothes until three o’clock. I had been there and done that. I had the t-shirt.

      Turns out the rain wasn’t so bad and I made it inside the little shop without getting soaked.

      Even though the shop was open, there was no one else inside. That could be a good thing or a bad thing. Considering the weather and its out the way location, I took it as a good thing.

      Finding a table near the door, I stood my umbrella up to dry and dropped off my bag. I took off my coat and laid it across one of the empty chairs.

      Time for coffee and breakfast.

      The shop girl sitting behind the counter was stunningly pretty. Her long brunette hair framed her face in fashionably loose curls.

      She smiled at me and I was instantly smitten.

      Keeping my gaze on hers, I crossed the little café and stopped at the counter. She was even more beautiful up close.

      Creamy smooth skin. Red lips. And mesmerizing green eyes.

      “Hi,” I said.

      “Hi,” she said, softly.

      I didn’t need to look at the menu on the wall behind her. Coffee would be nice, but I liked looking at her more.

      She was beautiful, but there was something more about her. Something… familiar.

      “You look familiar,” I said.

      She shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

      I nodded slowly. She really did look familiar. But I had seen a lot of people as a pilot, so I shook it off.

      She shifted, looking a little uncomfortable.

      “What’s good here?” I asked.

      She looked blankly at me.

      I raised a questioning eyebrow.

      “Coffee,” she said. “And chocolate.”

      Chuckling I pointed out the obvious. “Mocha Mirage Coffee House.”

      “Right,” she said. “Of course. What do you like?”

      It wouldn’t do for me to tell her that I liked her.

      “Cappuccino,” I said, then mostly to distract myself, I looked down at the cookies and brownies and little cakes in the display window.

      Artesian I decided. A small little artesian shop.

      “Surprise me,” I said. “Cappuccino and a surprise.”

      “But—”

      “Do I wait here or…?”

      “Or…”

      She looked a little annoyed now and it made her look even more fetching.

      “I’ll bring it to you,” she said, sliding off her stool and standing there waiting to see if I wanted anything else.

      “Anything else?” she asked.

      “Not at the moment,” I said. “Do I pay here?”

      “No,” she said quickly.

      Reluctantly, I left her since she didn’t appear to be going to move until I did, and went back to my table.

      I sat in a chair facing the counter with the window behind me.

      Rain pelted the windows now and cars splashed through water puddles as they passed by on the road.

      I decided that this was a perfectly good place to spend my morning.

      Opening up my iPad, I waited for my coffee.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          JASMINE

        

      

    

    
      My hands shook as I placed the glass coffee cup on the saucer. We had disposable cups, but one of our strong points was offering glass mugs to those who used the café.

      I took a deep breath to steady myself. The man was just a customer. A handsome customer, one I hadn’t seen in here before, but just a customer nonetheless.

      I dusted the standard little flower heart swirl cinnamon design on top of the cappuccino, grabbed his saucer—since I didn’t know what he liked, I gave him both a chocolate flavored sugar cookie and a peppermint brownie—placed them on a tray and headed toward his table.

      He was staring at his iPad, so he probably wouldn’t even notice when I dropped off his coffee.

      Rain splashed against the windows and thunder rumbled overhead. It was most definitely a good day to be inside.

      Maybe that explained why Mary hadn’t shown up today. But really, I agreed with Meagan. She should have at least called.

      Not that calling would have soothed Meagan’s feathers. Meagan hated it when someone didn’t do what they said they would or the worse was when they didn’t show up for work. Mary was seriously on her last leg with Meagan.

      The man looked up as I approached. I smiled.

      “Here you go,” I said. “One cappuccino, a cookie, and a brownie.”

      “Very nice,” he said, looking at the cinnamon swirl on the surface of his cappuccino. “You did this?”

      “I did,” I said, feeling rather pleased with myself.

      “How?” he asked.

      “It’s a family secret, so I can’t tell you.”

      He grinned.

      “What else can I get you?”

      “Nothing for now. I have the breakfast of champions here.”

      I bit my lip to keep from laughing out loud. “Enjoy.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You are quite welcome,” I said with a little nod, then left him to his breakfast.

      As I walked back toward the counter, I felt him watching me.

      I was used to customers watching me, but there was something about this man. Something that set every nerve on fire.

      Something that made me think of long walks in the rain. Maybe even on the beach. Things I had never done with anyone.

      He had hijacked my thoughts.

      Forcing myself to not look at him, I sat on my stool again and wrote up his ticket.

      The little bell over the door opened as Mr. and Mrs. Wyatt came inside, laughing as they shook the rain off their umbrellas. An older couple, they still enjoyed taking walks together. Walks that often led them to our shop.

      “Good morning Mr. and Mrs. Wyatt,” I said as they came up to the counter.

      “Good morning, Dear,” Mrs. Wyatt said.

      “What can I get you?”

      “We’ll have the usual,” Mr. Wyatt said.

      “Two vanilla lattes coming right up,” I said, then stopped. “Would you like to try a new recipe?”

      “Oh yes,” Mr. Wyatt said. “You know I can’t resist. Is that what smells so good?”

      “He doesn’t need the sugar,” Mrs. Wyatt said. “But he won’t listen to me.”

      “I’ll just bring a taste,” I said. “But you have to at least try it. You know that Meagan values your opinions.”

      Mr. Wyatt straightened. “She’s the best baker in the city.”

      Meagan came to the door with a tray in her hands. “I just heard my name.”

      “I was just telling the Wyatts how they have to try your new recipe.”

      “You’re going to get Mr. Wyatt in trouble with his wife.”

      “I am not,” I said, looking up.

      My gaze snagged on the stranger sitting by the door and my breath hitched.

      He sat back in his chair, watching me with an amused expression.

      Meagan carefully placed one of her freshly baked cookies on a plate and handed it over to Mrs. Wyatt.

      “You get to be the one to give it to him,” Meagan said. “I don’t want his sugar level on my head.”

      Laughing, the Wyatts took their cookie with them to their table and I got started on their lattes.

      “Take this one over to our guest when you finish up the coffees, will you?”

      I glanced over at the guest she was referring to. Fortunately, his attention was back on his iPad.

      “Sure,” I said under my breath, but Meagan was already on her way back to the kitchen.
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