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Chapter One

“Last time I checked,
Jane, I didn’t have an expiration date!” Evie argued as she applied
a second coat of mascara.

“In case you’ve forgotten, Doctor Reid,”
Jane countered, stressing Evie’s degrees, “we don’t live forever.
I’m just saying I think it’s time you got back in the dating
pool.”

“I know we don’t live forever. I’m just saying
I’m not ready to get back in the dating pool,” Evie stated as she
scrutinized her makeup in the bathroom mirror. “Besides, that’s
enough about it for now. I’m looking forward to all the girls
getting together again for one last night out on the town.” As she
finger-combed the curls of her chestnut hair that fell halfway down
her back, Jane appeared in the bathroom’s doorway with her mouth
open to protest farther, but Evie cut her off.

“Janie, please, my friend, not tonight,” Evie
pleaded, dropping her hands until they rested on the vanity top
before meeting her best friend’s eyes in the mirror’s reflection.
Evie lowered her guard and showed Jane she was barely holding on to
this charade of total contentment with her life. “Please,” she
whispered.

“God, you’re stunning!” Jane quietly stated,
temporarily ending the debate with her friend after seeing the
truth in her emerald green eyes—the misery, heartache, and sheer
vulnerability that lurked under the surface. However, Jane was
correct. Evie was stunning. At thirty-five years old, Evelyn Renee
Reid was a perfect size four with all the right curves. Standing at
five feet eleven inches and weighing in at less than one hundred
forty pounds, she had great legs, but in the four inch heels she
presently wore, her toned legs looked fantastic. The knee-length
black silk halter dress only made her look taller and slimmer and
showed off her tan and generous chest.

“I’m so glad we’re all getting together tonight,
and that Liz could come too,” Jane replied as she turned away to
pick up her purse and jacket she’d left on Evie’s bed. “I’ll drop
it—for tonight,” she tossed over her shoulder as she slipped on her
jacket. “But I’m concerned about you. Especially since Richard has
stepped up his attempts to win you back when he found out you were
moving.” Glancing at her wristwatch, she said, “Come on—we’re gonna
be late.” Jane shrugged her shoulders a few times, settling the
white jacket that was a striking contrast to the bright blue of her
dress, which set off her blue eyes. Standing several inches shorter
than Evie, Jane Smith was anything but plain like her name. The
perfect blonde haired, blue-eyed goddess had any man at the crook
of her long-manicured finger. She was the All-American
girl—cheerleader in high school, captain her senior year, president
of their college Sorority and had a successful career as the
spokesperson, executive director, and marketing head for a local
non-profit agency for special children. She caught the eye and
heart of a young attorney, now politician, three years ago with
aspirations of State Governor and even higher positions of
political power. Jane would be the perfect first wife—beautiful,
caring, supportive, and easily approachable by people of all walks
of life. Their wedding was in four weeks; leaving Evie the only
single person of her circle of her girlfriends. And tonight, it was
the last thing she wanted to remember. Along with the heartache
that came with those thoughts.

“That’s enough,” she forcibly told her
reflection. Walking out of the spacious bathroom into her bedroom,
she visibly shook away the bittersweet feeling that invariably set
in when she thought of the happiness her friends had found. She
picked up the deep red jacket that coordinated with the discreet
detailing on the halter of her dress and evening bag. She reached
out, turned off the light switch, then flipped it on and off two
more times, and left the memories and heartache in the darkness.
The only thing she dreaded was all of it would be sitting here
waiting for her when she came back. As she neared the now open door
of her loft, she passed the recent delivery of white tulips on the
entry table and while resisting the impulse to throw them across
the room, she shut and locked the door, again checking the lock
three times before walking away. The flowers would still be there
when she got home, and if she still wanted to throw them, she could
then. Somehow, she’d resisted the urge since they arrived earlier
today.

Downstairs in the car Jane’s fiancé, Mark,
insisted they take this evening, along with the driver, Evie
struggled to shake off her funk. No matter how much it still hurt,
she needed to move on from it or it would consume her. She couldn’t
do anything to change what Richard had done. He appeared to be the
perfect man when they first met, and everything was fine—at least
she thought so—until the day she discovered him in bed with his
secretary and paralegal. BOTH! She clenched her teeth and fists
every time the image flashed in her head. God, of all the memories
of him, why was that one burned into her memory? Unable to stop it,
the memory played like a movie.

It was about two months ago. It was just after
lunchtime on Friday. She’d finished early in court and had nothing
else on her schedule because she’d planned to be in court all day.
She phoned her office and notified them they could reach her via
her cell phone if they needed her, but she was taking the rest of
the day off. She called Richard’s office to learn he had told the
receptionist he would work from home for the rest of the day. She
knew he had a huge case going to court on Monday and guessed he had
gone home to work where he had some peace and quiet. She decided to
surprise him with a late lunch and then leave him to his tasks and
she’d do some shopping.

She phoned in an order to the sandwich shop
around the corner from his apartment and picked it up ten minutes
later. After parking her car, she took the ever-silent elevator up
to the tenth floor and let herself into the apartment with the key
he’d finally given her two years earlier. In hindsight, she should
have realized something was wrong when it took him over a year to
give her a key to the apartment. They’d dated four years when he
eventually proposed and they would marry in six months, on the
five-year anniversary of the day they met.

“Richard!” she called toward his bedroom. His
apartment was a small, one bedroom with the bathroom in the bedroom
and an open floor plan for the kitchen, dining, and living room. “I
have lunch.”

Why was he in his bedroom?

“Shhhh!” she heard as she reached the partially
closed door. She pushed it open the rest of the way and saw Richard
in bed, covered up to his chest with the comforter. He was
flushed.

“Why are you in bed? Are you sick?” she asked,
approaching the foot of the bed. She noticed the shapes under the
blankets didn’t look right. It looked like his legs were three
times the normal size and the comforter bulged oddly at his
hips.

“Yes. That’s why I came home. What are you doing
here? You should leave. I think I’m contagious.”

Evie eyed the comforter; suspicion crowding her
mind. “What’s wrong with your legs?” she asked, reaching forward to
grasp the comforter.

“Evelyn!” Richard’s shout had her jerking her
hand back as if it had burned her. “I don’t think you should do
that. I got sick under the blanket.” One lump under the blanket
moved. She caught the flash of guilt in his eyes at the same moment
his hand shifted to settle on the lump at his hip.

“Evelyn don’t!” he exclaimed as Evie grabbed the
corner of the comforter and yanked it as she stepped backward
revealing Richard’s stomach, his diminishing erection, and the
heads of two women. His secretary and his paralegal. Both naked
blondes cuddled a leg and their clothes, struggling to cover
themselves from her.

“Well,” was all Evie said releasing the
comforter. She swung from the scene as she tugged the modest
half-carat emerald-cut diamond off her finger and set it
deliberately on Richard’s dresser. She preferred to hurl it at him
but controlled the impulse. Richard kept calling her name as he
struggled to disentangle himself from the sheets, women, and the
clothing they clutched. She heard him, but it sounded like he was
unusually far away. She walked out of the bedroom and pulled the
door completely shut, knowing it stuck (which was probably why it
was only partially closed in the first place) and would stop him
from catching her before she made it to the elevator. She calmly
picked up her purse, leaving the sandwiches and her key to his
apartment on the dining room table. Evie walked out the front door
and gave in to the impulse to slam it as Richard yelled at her and
struggled to open the bedroom door. She didn’t even register what
he said. She stalked to the elevator, mashed the down button, and
whispered a prayer of thanks when the elevator doors opened
instantly. She stepped in, pushed the first-floor button, and
watched the doors close just as Richard’s front door swung open and
he bellowed her name. She sighed in relief when the elevator
descended. He couldn’t catch her now. There was only one elevator,
and she was in it. He couldn’t run down the stairs wrapped in a
sheet. She would escape without a scene in the lobby.

She emerged on the first floor, strolled
serenely to her car, and drove away. Evie didn’t remember driving
to Jane’s office. Looking back, she knew she’d been in shock. Jane
drove her home and stayed with her for the next few days as Richard
bombarded her with every weapon in his arsenal. Evie didn’t recall
much of the first two or three days. When she snapped out of it,
Jane, Wendy, and Liz were there, and she eventually cried it all
out in the arms of her best friends. She’d avoided seeing him since
then. How could —

“Evie!” Jane exclaimed, yanking Evie back from
the memories.

“What?” Evie asked, shocked at the exacerbation
in her friend’s tone.

“I asked you twice why Liz isn’t staying with
you,” Jane stated, wearing a concerned expression.

“Liz said she didn’t want to be in the way of me
packing. Plus, Taylor came with her. You know she’s incredibly
private about that right now. They just got back from Charleston.
They went down to check on the house. She’s still trying to decide
if she should sell it. I repeatedly offered for her to stay at the
loft like she does every other visit,” Evie explained. “But she
declined.” Evie knew Liz stayed at the hotel because Taylor was
with her, and she didn’t want to make Evie uncomfortable. In truth,
it bothered her a little, but seeing Liz happy lessened the hurt.
Her friend deserved to find happiness after everything she’d been
through.

“Oh,” Jane responded. “Well, are you all packed?
I saw the suitcases.”

“Yep. This time tomorrow I’ll be living in
Hayden’s guest room until the loft sells.”

On a whim, and a particularly emotionally
difficult day about a month after the incident, she applied for a
position at the Medical University of South Carolina in Charleston.
They surprised her by requesting an interview the day after she
applied. They offered her the position of teaching and supervising
third- and fourth-year students and residents on the psychiatric
floor the very day of the interview. “I’ve earned these degrees, so
I might as well see how else I can use them beyond assessing
criminals for court.”

“What am I going to do without you?” Jane asked,
her tone clear she knew her friend needed this but was feeling
abandoned.

“Janie, you’ll be fine. I’ll be back in a month
for the wedding. You’ll have Liz here another week and Wendy just
down the street. And before you realize it, you’ll be spending half
the year in Columbia when the General Assembly is in session. I’ll
see you all the time then,” she reassured her friend. Evie knew
she’d miss her too, but she had to get out of Greenville and away
from Richard

The car stopped in front of the Westin Poinsett
to pick up Liz and Wendy, who were standing outside. Jane opened
the door and waved to draw their attention. They were chatting away
as they neared the car. For the rest of the evening, they enjoyed
the close friendship that spanned over fifteen years. Several of
Jane’s other friends met them at the restaurant to celebrate her
upcoming wedding. To label it a bachelorette party seemed
ridiculous because it was an exceedingly tame evening—of course,
they gave some suggestive things to the bride to share with her
future husband; however, a senator’s prospective bride couldn’t go
about the traditional bachelorette parties.

Later, it was just the four of them sitting
around the table. Jane lifted her glass, “The bachelorette party
over. Here’s to Evie’s last night in Greenville.” The other two
women raised their glasses.

Evie picked hers up and saluted them back. “To
the three women I’m lucky to call my best friends.”

The four reminisced until the bar closed, and
they went their separate ways wrapped in the warmth of memories and
friendship.


Chapter Two

The next morning, Evie
was up at dawn to go for her last run in Greenville and then get on
the road. In Charleston, Hayden Donovan was up early as well
meeting his sister, March, for breakfast. She had conned him into
meeting earlier than usual. Saturday breakfast was a treat when
March was home for the weekend. This weekend was the beginning of
her spring break.

Somehow, he’d kept Evie’s return to Charleston a
secret from his sister and family. They considered Evie part of the
family. Their families were extremely close before Evie’s parents
moved to Savannah soon after she started college. Evie stayed with
his family when they attended medical school at MUSC. She and
Hayden had many late-night study sessions at his parent’s house
where his younger sister, sixteen years younger, looked up to Evie
like an older sister. Moreover, Evie had a world of patience with
her. So much so, Evie attended March’s initiation into the same
Sorority Evie pledged while attending the small college in Mayfair,
South Carolina. He knew they talked fairly regularly, but March had
mentioned nothing about Evie coming back to Charleston, so he
wasn’t sure when the last time they spoke was.

Because he met March earlier than usual, she was
there when he received a text message from Evie saying she was
leaving Greenville.

“Hot lunch date?” March said twisting a lock of
her red hair she inherited from their dad around her long finger
while trying to get a peek at his phone as he answered the
text.

“Kinda,” Hayden laughed. “I suppose I should
tell you now, since you’ll want to be there when she arrives.”

“If you think you need to warn me, then I
presume you have a date with Debbie,” March said as she rolled her
eyes. “And I wouldn’t want to be there when she arrives. I don’t
like her.”

“No, Debbie won’t be back until tomorrow. I’ll
have company for a while and they’ll be here in about four hours,”
he said ignoring his sister’s negative attitude towards his current
girlfriend, Debbie. News of Evie returning and living with him was
likely to get his folks on board with them getting together again.
He really wanted to avoid that stress. He knew both sets of parents
secretly wished he and Evie would make a go at a relationship
beyond friends. He knew March wanted that too.

“So, who’s the lunch date?” March asked; her
expression clear that she hoped he wasn’t as serious about Debbie
as she believed.

“Actually, I’m surprised she didn’t tell you.
I’m meeting Evie for lunch,” he announced, then took a sip of
coffee.

“Evie!” March practically squealed like the
teenager she tried to pretend she’d outgrown. “I didn’t realize she
could get away before the wedding. But, I’m confused, what does
that have to do with having company for a few weeks?”

“March, Evie broke it off with Richard weeks
ago. All I know is that he was cheating on her. She’s moving down
here and working at MUSC. She—”

“WHAT!” March exclaimed. “That jerk did
what?”

“March, hush, your attracting attention,” he
said and smiled apologetically at the other diners around them.
“You’ll have to spend some time with her while you’re here for
break. She needs support right now. Come on, let’s pay the check
and head home. We can finish discussing this there and you can be
as loud as you want.”

They met back up at Hayden’s house. While Hayden
made coffee, he told March the story as he knew it and Evie’s plans
while in Charleston. “Evie will stay here a couple weeks while she
gets her feet under her and sells the loft. Then she’ll explore
what she wants to do about some place to live.”

“Have you told Debbie?” March asked, obviously
digging to discover how serious he was about Debbie.

“No. I’ll explain it to her after Evie gets
here. Besides, we’ve hardly been dating long enough for her to
object. Plus, Evie and I are just friends, nothing more.”

“Mmmhmm,” March answered. “She actually caught
him?” Hayden patiently answered her questions for the next couple
hours. Just after noon, March stood, “I need to meet mom and dad.
She must have gotten held up in traffic
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