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      Book 5… can you believe it?

      

      Who would have thought, what started as a simple attempt to write just a single book would turn into a series about such a remarkable and lovable cast of characters? My biggest hope is you enjoy reading about them as much as I love writing their stories. I know sometimes they might seem a little mixed up and do crazy things, but all’s well that ends well. As it’s been said so many times, love always prevails. Enjoy!

      

      
        
        One day, someone will come into your life and

        you’ll realize why it never worked with anyone else.

        ~ Unknown
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        Sometimes things have to go very wrong

        before they can be right.

        ~ Unknown

      

      

      George cleared his throat.

      Quite loudly, he did this.

      “Livy, as Director of Human Resources, I’m afraid I have some unexpected news in regard to your position here at the company.”

      What?

      This certainly was not what Livy had expected to hear. When George called, asking her to stop by his office, she thought it was about the latest book series she’d recently finished editing.

      She was very proud of that job. The chief editor had been happy, the author had been happy and Livy had been happy. Three out of three. All happy. You can’t get any better than that.

      But now this?

      You know that feeling you get when your intuition is telling you something is wrong? Your heart starts thumping really hard in your chest, so much so, it becomes a loud echo in your ears. Then your throat suddenly becomes so dry, you can’t swallow. If it’s really bad, your hands start to sweat, too.

      Well… Livy was feeling all this.

      And, yes… this would include the sweaty hands.

      Because what exactly did he mean by unexpected news?

      She peered more closely at George, her mind frantically trying to get a clue as to what he was going to say. He, in turn, ducked his head and began shuffling through the papers in front of him.

      This wasn’t a good sign. No, this was bad.

      In the silence that followed, she stared at the name plate on his desk.

      
        
        George Eddlebaum, Director of Human Resources.

      

      

      Yes, George… the same George she considered as one of her more reliable friends.

      At least when it came to work, he was. She’d gone to company picnics at George’s house. Gone to the movies a couple of times with his wife Sandy. She’d even babysat for his two kids, filling in for a no-show babysitter.

      She watched as, the papers now stacked in a neat pile, he finally glanced up to look her in the eyes. The expression on his face was a clear indication of how uncomfortable he was with what was coming next.

      He cleared his throat.

      Twice, he did this.

      “Livy, let me start out by telling you, what I’m about to say is in no way a reflection of your ability to do your job. And certainly, not of you as a person. If anything, the past six years you’ve been with the company, the dedication you’ve put into your work and your loyalty to the company, has more than surpassed our expectations. It’s only because of major changes being made within the company, we’ve come to the decision certain cuts were needed to bring about a better flow within the new proposed work structure. Unfortunately, one of these cuts was the elimination of your current position.”

      When she remained silent, he again cleared his throat.

      “You will be given six month’s severance pay, along with any bonuses or vacation time you’ve accrued during your time with us. Please know we will be more than happy to answer any concerns you may have, and you’re also more than welcome to use us as a reference in your future job search.”

      He cleared his throat again and for what she was hoping, would be a final time. “So… do you have any questions?”

      Did she have any questions? Well? Yes and no.

      First of all, he’s wrong. You’ve been with the J. L. Bagley Publishing Company for at least seven years. Almost seven and a half, to be specific. Shouldn’t this count for something?

      She looked over at him, shaking her head. “I don’t know what to say. I thought… well, I thought everything was good.”

      He shook his head, his expression almost as distressed as she was feeling at the moment. “And it was. But the company feels this is the time to move in a new direction.”

      He frowned. “It’s these damn indie publishers… they’re changing the world of publishing as we know it.”

      Running his hand through his hair, he gave a long, drawn out sigh. “Livy, I’m so sorry. You know if it was up to me, this wouldn’t be happening. I’m only following orders.”

      He gave her a bright smile. “But hey, I’m not worried. Why, this might be the best thing that could ever happen to you. I’ll be willing to bet you find a job in no time… a better job. This could even be the perfect time for you to lay low for a while and start writing that book you’ve been talking about. In fact, this is what I’d highly recommend you do.”

      She could only nod, the thought popping in her head she now completely understood what people meant when they said they were absolutely speechless.

      Because honestly? She couldn’t have uttered a single word even if she’d tried.

      Besides that, there really wasn’t anything else she could think of to say.

      She shook her head.

      Nope, she had nothing.

      

      Livy vaguely remembered shaking George’s hand and nodding to his request she keep in touch.

      He and Sandy would be calling her about dinner soon, he told her. And once again, he reminded her to call him if she needed references. All this came at her as she reluctantly began to back out into the hallway, the severance package he gave her clutched to her chest. The knowledge, that once she left the safety of his office everything would become final, was something she was still finding too hard to comprehend.

      Her head held high and George’s words repeating like a chant in her mind, she began making her way through the maze of cubicles that took over the entire fifteenth floor of the Manhattan office building.

      She had only one goal in mind and this was to escape to the solitude of her office.

      What used to be your office, you mean.

      This promptly sent a spark of anger shooting through her. What bout all the extra time and effort she’d put into the last seven-plus years she’d been with the company—reaching another deadline, or dealing with yet another hysterical romance writer over editing changes. Never once had she complained about the late nights, or long deadline driven holidays and weekends.

      In fact, she was tempted to march right over to the office of the president of the company, Mr. J. L. Bagley himself, and demand he listen to what she thought about this latest development.

      Yeah… by the time she got done pleading her case, he’d realize how much she’d contributed to the success of the company, and what a mistake it had been to let her go.

      And did company loyalty mean nothing? Because how many of the other employees had been named Employee of the Year? Four times, she’d be sure to remind him.

      An amazing achievement in itself.

      But then, just like that, the spark petered out.

      Because none of this mattered anymore, did it? Like George had told her, almost as though he’d been reciting the words by heart, the decision had been made and there was nothing more to be done.

      The pained expression on his face was what had finally got through to her.

      There was no bargaining here. No going back.

      Simply said, Livy had now joined the ranks of the unemployed.

      

      She’d walked this same path at least three or four times a day since she’d been with the company. But on this Monday morning, never had her destination seemed so far away, the path so long.

      Blinking rapidly, to avoid the possibility of tears, and avoiding eye contact with anyone she passed, she made it to her office and closed the door. She leaned back against it and let out a long, shaky breath.

      The cardboard box setting on her desk caught her eye right away. Her initial thought was someone had left her more books to work on.

      Then it hit her.

      The box had been discreetly left for her to fill with her possessions. She knew the sooner she did this, and left the building, the better it would be for everyone.

      Employee layoffs were not good for the morale of the company. She should know, she’d witnessed her share of these while working here.

      Remember? Seven-plus-years worth?

      Oh God… what are you going to do?

      She slowly dragged her hands back through her hair, the thought of having to search for a new job enough to make her suddenly feel very, very weary. But then, as of lately, it felt like she was always tired. No matter what she did. Or how much she slept.

      Even Zack had commented on this. He kept dropping little hints. Not subtle hints, mind you. No, he had begun to bug her until it was now beginning to be annoying. Throwing out hints she should start eating more healthy foods. Get more exercise. Join some new clubs or groups. Expand her interests. Get out more. Meet new people.

      Blah, blah, blah…

      Ever since he’d signed up for a gym membership, he’d been after her about this, every one of his lectures ending with his earnest assurance this was only because he was concerned about her.

      Look at me, he’d say as he practically strutted around the apartment in front of her. He couldn’t believe how much better he felt since he’d started working out. Why, he even had to go out and buy all new clothes.

      He’d also brought home one of those fancy, expensive drink blenders. She was constantly finding him in the kitchen, whipping up yet another combination of fruits and vegetables, most of these he’d probably never ate before in his life, let alone even knew what they were. In the beginning, he’d tried to get her to taste these concoctions of his. It was only after his latest, with her almost gagging at the taste before spitting it into the sink, he’d become extremely annoyed with her.

      At least this had put an end to him asking her to try any more.

      Her gaze going back to the box, she slowly shook her head. Now he’d have even more of a reason to be annoyed with her.

      In a relationship with him, for almost the same amount of time she worked at the J. L. Bagley Publishing Company, she knew him well enough to predict he wasn’t going to be happy when he found out she no longer had a job.

      She sank down into her chair and gazed around at what was almost more of a closet than an office. Besides the desk and the filing cabinet, there was hardly enough room to move around. Add to this the piles of books stacked against the one wall and it was definitely a tight space. To top it off, there wasn’t even a window.

      Not very inspiring.

      But it was hers.

      At least, up until about ten minutes ago, it was yours.

      The knock on her door proceeded its opening, a face peeking around at her. It was Julie. She was the head editor of children’s books. She was also Livy’s friend and confident here in the office. The smile on her face rapidly disappeared as soon as she saw the box, all in its glorious display and like an omen, on the desk.

      An omen of the worst kind.

      Quickly slipping into the office and closing the door, she stared openmouthed at Livy. She pointed at the box.

      “Oh my God, please don’t tell me that is what I think it is?”

      Livy merely nodded.

      Julie shook her head. “But why? If they’re letting you go, this means none of us are safe. I don’t get it. What did they tell you?”

      The expression on Julie’s face was so tragic, Livy wanted to laugh. Something that saved her from bursting into tears instead. She repeated to Julie, everything George had told her.

      Julie kept shaking her head. Over and over she did this. “I’m so, so, sorry. But I know you’ll have no trouble finding another job. You have so much experience and everyone respects your work. You’re the top requested editor here for romance novels. Why, I’ve heard there’s even a shortage on editors for the genre, since it’s the most popular one out there. I bet once all the major publishers find out you’’re available, they’ll be fighting over you.”

      Then she closed her eyes, shaking her head. “But this is just awful. I can’t think of anyone else in this company I’d rather work with than you.” She took a moment to think about this before she frowned. “I don’t know how I’m going to be able to come in to work every day if you’re not here. I swear, I’ll go crazy.”

      Suddenly, Livy wanted to be anywhere else. She didn’t want to talk about this. She didn’t want to talk about anything. Or anyone.

      She just wanted to be alone. So, she could grieve in private about this newest loss in her life.

      Quickly coming to her feet, she had to stop and take a deep breath at the dizziness that overtook her. This was another thing that kept happening to her lately. She wondered, was this a sign of depression? Stress? If so, this latest crisis certainly wasn’t going to help matters. One of these times, she was going to pass out completely.

      She closed her eyes while she waited for the dizziness to subside, Julie’s voice coming at her, as if through a dense fog.

      “Are you okay? Maybe the shock is too much for you. Sit down and take some deep breaths.” Her brow furrowed in thought, she suddenly started for the door. “A paper bag… isn’t that what you’re supposed to do when this happens? Breathe into a paper bag? Since everyone in the office brings their own lunch, too cheap to go out, I’m sure I can find one. Let me go check.”

      Livy waved her hand at her, shaking her head. “No, no… I’m fine. I think it’s because I haven’t been sleeping well lately.” She gave Julie a wan smile. “Even though I’ve been so tired. But hey, now it looks like I’ll be able to sleep as much as I want. I’m also going back home this weekend. Remember? For Carrie’s wedding. My flight is booked for Thursday. Carrie wanted me to come earlier, but I didn’t want to take off work.”

      Her laugh was harsh. “Now I don’t have to worry about taking time off from work, do I? I can go home whenever I want.”

      After the long silence that followed her comment, she glanced over to see Julie was watching her, a pained expression on her face.

      She gave her a bright smile. “You should go back to work. It might not be a good idea to be hanging out with me. I might be considered a bad influence. And I need to pack up my stuff.” She gave a quick glance around her office. “Not that there’s much to pack. It’s sort of sad this is all I have to show for how long I’ve been here.” As she gazed back at Julie, she felt her bottom lip start to tremble. “Now, get out of here. Before I start blubbering like a baby and embarrass the both of us.”

      She shrugged. “I’ll be all right.”

      Yeah, she might as well tell herself this.

      Because she really didn’t have a choice, did she?
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      Livy trudged up the final flight of steps to her third-floor apartment, thankful her landlord wasn’t cruising the halls on her usual search for, as she put it, any unusual shenanigans. The fact Livy was carrying her now almost empty cardboard box would definitely be a tip-off she was no longer employed, something every landlord in the city frowned upon.

      After she entered her apartment, she set the box on the kitchen counter, wondering why she hadn’t thrown it in the trash container downstairs. Because there wasn’t all that much left inside. She’d handed out most of the items to people sharing the subway car with her.

      Surprisingly, everyone had been extremely nice to her on her ride home.  It probably had a lot to do with the box and what it represented. And no doubt, they were all thankful they weren’t in her shoes.

      Yes, the evidence you were no longer a part of the work force, put you right there at the top of the loser category didn’t it?

      One man had quickly jumped up from his seat, dragging his teenaged son with him. Livy was pretty sure the son wasn’t even aware of this, simply leaning against one of the poles, while never taking a break from his texting. The father had given her a sympathetic smile as he nodded towards the now unoccupied seat. “I think you need this seat more than we do, so please, sit.”

      This comment brought a lot of interest her way.

      The elderly lady sitting next to her kept shooting nervous glances over at the cardboard box. Finally, and very hesitantly, she had leaned over to peer inside, immediately giving a loud gasp. “Lordy, what in the world did you do to that poor plant, honey? It looks like it’s been through the war.”

      Livy had taken the plant out of the box and handed it to her. “Unfortunately, I think this needed more sunlight than my shoebox of an office provided. So, here… if you want it, it’s yours. I’m sure you’ll have a better chance of bringing it back to life than I’ll ever have. If nothing else, the pot is a nice one. I got it in a gift exchange this past Christmas. I think it’s from West Elm?”

      The woman had been absolutely thrilled and kept thanking Livy over and over, holding on to the pot and studying it as though it was made of solid gold.

      This brought a big smile from the man who’d given up his seat. Along with an actual grin from the mad-texting son. Granted it was a fleeting grin, but hey, it was a start.

      A little girl, across the aisle and seated on her mother’s lap, frantically kept hopping up and down in order to get a better look at what was going on. Noting this, Livy searched through the box to pull out a set of colored markers and a small dry erase memo pad.

      She held it out to the little girl. “Here, this is for you. This is what I used to keep track of all the books I was editing.” She frowned down at the pad and pens. “But now I won’t be needing them. Do you think you can put them to good use?”

      The big smile on her face had almost been enough to make Livy feel better.

      Well… almost. Maybe a little.

      A balding and middle-aged man, who looked like he’d worn and slept in the same clothing for who-knows-how-long, had sidled over to hand her his card. This was in case she needed representation, he’d told her. At her questioning look, he’d nodded, telling her this was for anything. He was one of the best in the business and could even give her a list of references. His fees were also, by far, the most reasonable in the city.

      Taking the card, she had tried to act as polite as possible. Because, hey… who was she to judge?

      When it came time to get off at her stop, the box was almost empty. Only two items remained. A framed photograph, taken of her and Zack when they spent the weekend in Vermont over two years ago. And a smaller framed photo of her and Carrie, taken when Carrie came to New York last November. In the photo, they were standing in the showroom of the Gallery East, where they had attended an artist preview show.

      As usual, Carrie looked like a model.

      And how did she look? She’d never come out and admit this to anyone, but she’d have to describe her appearance as that of a shaggy sheep dog wearing glasses. Even though, from the neck down, she didn’t look that bad. She had Carrie to thank for this, since she was the one who’d insisted she buy the dress she was wearing.

      Studying the photo now, Livy had to admit, the dress really was quite flattering.

      Sam had taken the photo. A friend and business associate of Carrie’s, it was the first time Livy had ever met him.

      Sam…

      She sighed. What was it he’d said? Ah, yes… nothing could take away from how good the dress looked on her.

      Come on, you remember exactly what he said. You also remember the way he’d looked at you when he said it. He had you so flustered, you couldn’t even respond to his compliment. Not even with a simple thank you.

      But she didn’t want to think about that night. And she certainly shouldn’t be thinking about Sam.

      You’re with Zack now, remember? You made your choice. And after all the time you’ve invested in the relationship, you should be happy with the way things are.

      True to his word, Zack had remained faithful to her since the little affair he had. Granted, he still hadn’t come through on all of the promises he’d made, with setting up a plan up for their future, heading the top of the list.

      Which meant they really hadn’t talked about getting married, or set any kind of date.

      But, everything was comfortable. This is what she liked. And it was exactly what she wanted. It was almost as though they were already married.

      She stared off into space. Unfortunately, there was none of the flip-flopping, heart racing eagerness coming at her like she’d experienced with Sam.

      If you remember correctly, it wasn’t like you and Sam hit it off, at least not in the beginning. If anything, you despised him, finding fault with just about everything he did. Or criticizing almost every word that came out of his mouth.

      Suddenly feeling anxious, she ran her hand through her hair as she gazed around the apartment. She wasn’t used to being home at this time of day. Since she wasn’t quite sure how Zack was going to react to her losing her job, it might be a good idea to make something special for dinner.

      She also needed to answer the text Carrie sent earlier. She wanted to know when she’d be arriving in Cleveland. Wednesday or Thursday? And what time?

      Thursday. She’d booked her flight for Thursday. This was the only thing Livy could remember for sure.

      She would call Carrie later. She briefly considered sending her a text, but Livy wasn’t fond of this method of communication. She thought of it as not only impersonal, but very iffy. One of the biggest ‘disagreements’ ever between her and Zack had started out with a text he sent. To then claim she’d taken what he said entirely out of context. Thinking back on how heated the situation had become, she shook her head.

      She looked at her watch. If she started on dinner now, she might even have time to make a cake. Not that there was anything to celebrate.

      But then again, this wasn’t true. For her, this could be a whole new start in life. A celebration of a new beginning.

      Sort of like the start she’d wistfully told Sam she wanted to happen. If she remembered correctly, he’d told her to go for it.

      Whereas Zack told her she was too much of a dreamer.

      But again, she shouldn’t be thinking about Sam.

      She only got all worked up when she did.
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        When I first met her… I knew in a moment

        I’d have to spend the next few days re-arranging

        my mind so there’d be room for her to stay.

        ~ Anonymous

      

      

      Sam Bridges pulled his car into a parking space right outside of Carrie’s office.

      After he got out of the car, he opened his trunk and pulled out the box holding the printed programs and place cards for Carrie and Chris’s wedding. Since he knew he’d be in the same neighborhood as the printer, he told Carrie he would pick them up for her.

      It was a beautiful day. A perfect start for not only a Monday, but also for the first day of June. Especially for Cleveland. The sky was a brilliant blue, with not a cloud in sight, the temperature a perfect seventy-two degrees.

      He hoped there would be a repeat of this come Saturday. He knew Carrie was starting to second guess her choice of having an outdoor wedding. And this would be taking place on the shores of Lake Erie, no less. It also didn’t help it had rained the last five days straight.

      When he walked into Carrie’s office, she was on her phone. He set the box down on her desk and plopped down in one of the chairs.

      Carrie smiled over at him, rolling her eyes. He could tell by her conversation, she was talking to one of the contractors they’d hired for their latest collaboration, a house Chris had purchased in Shaker Heights. In dire need of a total renovation, it seemed like every time they turned around, something else had decided to go wrong. But since unexpected problems were something to be expected when dealing with older houses, Sam wasn’t quite ready to panic yet. It also helped they already had a sure buyer for the property.

      While he waited for Carrie to end her call, he pulled out his phone to check his messages. Scrolling down through the long line of texts, he groaned.

      He shut off his phone. The calls could wait. According to his watch it was already pushing six o’clock. Time to call it a day.

      He watched, smiling, as Carrie set her phone down on the desk and eagerly opened the box to check out the contents.

      She began chattering a mile a minute. “I hope these don’t have any mistakes. After the day I’ve been having, I don’t need any more problems to deal with.” She looked up to smile at Sam. “Thanks again for picking these up. I really appreciate it.” She paused, looking almost apologetic. “Chris or I could have easily gone to get them.”

      Sam gave a dismissive wave of his hand. “No big deal. Like I told you, I was right there in the neighborhood. I had to stop at Charlie’s to pick out the fixtures for the bathrooms. Which, I was informed, won’t be delivered until the fifteenth.”

      He shook his head. “Thank God, the people that want this house have pretty much given us carte blanc on everything and they’re not in a hurry to move in. Because, with all of the delays and extra problems that keep cropping up, who knows when we’ll get the job finished.”

      He smiled at her. “But, forget about that. Right now, you should be concentrating on only one thing and this would be your wedding.” He grinned. “You only get married once, you know.”

      Carrie gave him a brilliant smile. “I know. I can’t wait.” She suddenly looked anxious. “Even though it’s all finally starting to feel real, I’m still finding it so hard to believe.”

      Sam shook his head. “Carrie, Carrie, Carrie… when are you going to start believing in yourself? And in Chris?”

      A laugh came from behind him. He turned to see Chris come striding into the room and right over to Carrie. He took her into his arms and gave her a big kiss before he turned to Sam. “I keep telling her the same thing. The only way I can shut her up, is with a kiss.” He grinned. “Not that I’m complaining.”

      His arm around Carrie, he peered into the box on Carrie’s desk. “Ah… more wedding stuff?”

      Carrie smiled up at him. “I think this is the last of it. Everything else is done.”

      A worried look came over her face. “There’s only one thing I’m not sure about and this is Livy. The last time I heard from her, she wasn’t sure if she’d be arriving on Wednesday or Thursday. I sent her another text only a short while ago to see if she even booked her flight. But she hasn’t responded.”

      She sent Sam a sly look. “It would be nice if someone met her at the airport, don’t you think?”

      Sam shifted in his chair, his discomfort at this suggestion obvious. “Uh, geeez… Carrie. I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”

      He was confused. “Won’t she be bringing, what’s-his-name, Zack?”

      Carrie made a face, waving her hand at him. “Zack… don’t even start me on him. When she came home for my bridal shower, I asked if I should mark him down as a guest for the wedding. She never answered. Almost as though she was avoiding the subject. So, I assumed the answer was a no.”

      Sam frowned. He was still kicking himself for scheduling a trip to Chicago the weekend of Carrie’s shower. If he’d been here, he might have been able to see Livy—get the chance to talk to her. Spend some time together. If only to find out if she still affected him in the same way she had when they were together that November night in New York. What was even more of a bummer, the Chicago lead had been a bust.

      It would have been nice if you could’ve been here. If only for the sake of your sanity.

      But, in typical Sam fashion, he’d decided there was no use dwelling on this. What was done, was done. Time to move on.

      Even so, he let out a resigned sigh as he slowly came to his feet and smiled over at Carrie and Chris. “Whatever you guys want me to do, I’ll do it. Hell, I’ll pick up the both of them if need be. What day? Wednesday? Thursday? Let me know as soon as possible so I can plan out the time.”

      He nodded to Chris. “Remember we have a meeting with your favorite realtor tomorrow morning at nine to check out that new listing.”

      Carrie groaned. “Valerie?” She shuddered. “I don’t like that woman at all. It’s good to be aggressive and all, but not the way she goes about it. I don’t even want to know how she’s managed to close some of her deals.”

      Chris laughed. “You better be careful about what you say. She’s got her eye on Sam… big time. Since she specifically asked that Sam be at this meeting, I’m sure she won’t be happy when I tag along. No doubt she’s already got some kind of plan in place to seduce him.’

      He laughed. “If only to make the sale.”

      Sam was shaking his head. “I believe you’re exaggerating as bit. But I will admit, she can be a little pushy. She definitely doesn’t have the traits I find attractive in a woman. Or in a man, for that matter.”

      He could see the calculating look on Carrie’s face. Before she could say more, he began making his way to the door, directing his comment to Chris. “Okay then, I’ll be off. I’ll see you tomorrow at nine. Then we have the meeting at two with the contractors at the Shaker site.”

      At Chris’s nod, he gave both him and Carrie a mock salute before he left. “Again, if you need anything, let me know.”

      

      Chris pulled Carrie against him, dropping a kiss to the top of her head.

      At her sigh, he smiled down at her. “Not too much longer, princess.” He pressed another kiss to her forehead “It seems like only yesterday, I was still in New York, thinking the only thing I wanted, was to be able to come see you any time of the day. Like this.”

      She nodded against him. “I know. Me, too.”

      He started to chuckle.

      Suspicious, she pulled away. “What’s so funny?”

      He pulled her back.  “Don’t think I didn’t notice what you were doing with Sam, asking him to pick Livy up at the airport. Carrie, for all you know, Livy might show up with Zack. You’re setting Sam up for a letdown, if not a total disaster.”

      She shook her head. Vigorously, she did this. “No, I know I’m right about this. I trust my intuition and it’s telling me that isn’t going to happen.” She sent him an anxious look. “But this Valerie… she worries me. You don’t think…”

      And now it was Chris shaking his head. “Nope, I can’t see that happening. Whenever she’s around, the only reaction I see from Sam, is complete indifference. And the harder she tries, the more he backs off. If she wasn’t so blatantly aggressive with her moves, I’d probably feel sorry for her.”

      “This is what I’m afraid of, with Sam being such a sweetheart. She might get her claws in him and not let go. I’m certainly not going to stand by and let that happen. Sam is way too good for her.” Her sigh was irritated. “She’s not fooling me. She’ll try to reel him in with all of these promises. I should know.”

      Chris stepped back, a look of surprise coming over his face before he burst out laughing. “Oh really? Is this what you did to me?”

      She groaned.

      Oh, geeeez… that wasn’t what you meant to say.

      “No… yes. What I meant, women are good at finagling to get the man they want.”

      She closed her eyes, shaking her head.

      Where are you getting all of this from?

      Evidently, he was thinking the same, an amused expression on his face as he pulled her back into his arms. “Finagling. Now, there’s a word you don’t hear too much of these days.” He gave her one of those crooked smiles she loved so much. “So you finagled me, huh?”

      She started to laugh. “I give up. Yes, I finagled you. And I’d do it again in a heartbeat. But seriously, I’m worried about what Valerie might do.”

      “Ah, baby…  I can  hear those wheels turning in your head, cooking up some kind of plan. You need to leave it alone. If Sam and Livy are meant to be together, it will happen.”

      He glanced around the office. “Come on, why don’t you close up here and let me take you out to dinner.”

      He grinned. “Maybe we’ll be able to finagle a table outside so we can enjoy this great weather.”

      

      The last thing on Sam’s mind as he made his drive home was Valerie. No... believe it or not, his thoughts were occupied with Livy.

      Yes, Livy.

      He still wasn’t quite sure how he felt about how she’d somehow settled in his mind, popping out at him during the most unusual times. This happening more often than he wanted to admit, and even more so in the last couple of weeks.

      Especially when he was alone.

      He sighed. Had it really been almost seven months since they spent such an explosive, yet memorable evening together in New York? Because you’d think, over that substantial period of time, he would’ve forgotten all about her.

      But he hadn’t. In fact, she’d become more embedded in his mind than she was those seven months ago.

      Since then, nothing seemed right. He felt empty, incomplete, this bringing on a sense of urgency. If he had to describe his life, he’d say he was teetering on the edge, waiting for who knows what the hell was going to happen.

      You’re pushing thirty-five.

      You want to be settled.

      He’d even considered buying a house of his own, something he’d already decided he wasn’t ready for. But now? He was having second thoughts. Maybe he was ready after all? Or was he at the point in his life he needed something he could call his own? Be it a house, or whatever?

      You want a wife… kids… a family

      But, as far as relationships go? He was still batting zero. None of the women he’d met over the past few months interested him. Nothing clicked.

      Certainly not with Valerie. Just the thought of her had him thinking a solitary life might be the better way to go. She made him so nervous, it was to the point he wanted to turn around and run whenever he saw her.

      No, he wanted something more. He wanted that connection. That I’ve-found-exactly-what-I-want-and-all-is-right-in-the-world kind of feeling. He wanted a relationship like Carrie and Chris had, but even better.

      He had the feeling what he was looking for was right under his nose. And believe it or not, this would be Livy.

      Call him crazy. No, call him completely out of his mind. But for some reason, and completely beyond his control, he couldn’t shake the feeling something was about to change. With Livy being a big part of this change.

      He’d tried… believe him, he’d tried really hard to convince himself this restlessness wasn’t because of her. After all, they’d only spent a few hours together, so how could she have made such an impression on him?

      A smile came over his face.

      He’d really be interested to know what  her opinion would be about this. No doubt, she’d have plenty to say.

      He chuckled. He could almost picture the expression on her face.

      He pulled into the parking space in front of his condo and turned off the engine. He studied the row of identical units, the address plaques the only way to differentiate between them.

      Yeah, he was ready for more than this.

      So much more.
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      Livy was spreading the last of the frosting on the cake when she heard Zack open the door to the apartment.

      As usual, he was talking on his phone.

      She set the bowl in the sink and walked out of the kitchen, nearly colliding with him in the process.

      “Whoa… this is a surprise. I didn’t expect you to be home already.” As he ran his hand through his hair, the expression on his face was almost more irritated than surprised.

      Taken aback, Livy gave him a tentative smile. “I’ve been home for a while. So, I thought I’d make a nice dinner for a change.”

      She could see he wasn’t really listening.

      His gaze darting around the kitchen, he zeroed in on the cake. “A cake? Are we celebrating something? You know I don’t believe in all of those first date, first this and first that kind of anniversary type celebrations.”

      Studying him, she was silent. She wondered… when had they stopped greeting each other with a kiss? Or even a hug?

      If she had done this same exact thing earlier in their relationship he would have probably whisked her off to bed, telling her the food could wait. All he needed was her.

      A sliver of uncertainty went running through her.

      Something wasn’t right.

      Pressing her lips together, she turned and walked back into the kitchen to take the pasta dish she’d prepared out of the oven. Only after she set it on the counter, did she answer him.

      “Nope. No celebration. No anniversary. I just felt like doing something nice for a change. I hope you’re hungry.”

      He watched as she took a bowl filled with salad out of the refrigerator before he finally spoke. “Let me go change first.”

      After he’d gone into the bedroom, firmly closing the door behind him, she went about setting the table. As she added the dressing to the salad and heated the rolls in the microwave, she couldn’t shake the feeling there was something he was hiding from her.

      Maybe it also wasn’t the best time to tell him she no longer had a job? The timing certainly didn’t seem right.

      Suddenly irritated, she threw the salad tongs into the bowl.

      Why don’t you just come out and admit it… nothing feels right anymore.

      It was only after everything was ready and he still hadn’t come out of the bedroom, she went over to knock on the closed door. Her hand raised in midair, she slowly lowered it to her side. He was still talking to someone. But it was the tone of his voice that bothered her. It was different. It was softer, more relaxed.

      She felt another sliver of unease. But this time it was laced with an unknown fear. She closed her eyes at almost the exact moment he opened the door.

      He jerked back, his voice coming out all sharp. “What the hell? Geeez… you scared me.”

      And suddenly Livy was mad.

      Almost about to cry mad.

      She practically spat out the words. “Everything is ready. Can you take the time away from your precious phone to at least pretend you appreciate the trouble I’ve gone through to make this dinner?”

      She turned to storm into the kitchen. She suddenly didn’t care if he followed her or not.

      But he did.

      She didn’t know whether to be glad.

      Or resigned.

      

      They ate their meal in almost total silence. Two times Zack’s phone rang. And both times he reached for it before pulling his hand back, a pained look on his face.

      It was almost a relief to finally began clearing the dishes off the table. When Livy picked up the cake and turned around to bring it to the table, she had no idea he was right behind her.

      And this is when everything hit rock bottom... literally. Abruptly coming to a halt, she lost her grip on the plate. This sent the cake sliding off the plate and right into Zack, where it then proceeded to slide down the front of his shirt and his jeans. They both looked down to watch as it settled on the floor in a pile of cake crumbs and frosting.

      For a few short seconds, they remained silent.

      Then Zack stepped back and looking down at the mess he’d become, his voice vibrated with anger. “Dammit, Livy… how can you be so clumsy?”

      Without a word, she handed him the cake plate, and slipping past him, she walked out of the kitchen. Once she was in their bedroom, she closed the door.

      She threw herself down on the bed and closed her eyes.

      She was done.

      No…

      They were done.

      

      Zack scooped up as much of the ruined cake as he could and threw it in the trash can. After he cleaned up the rest of the kitchen and wiped as much of the cake and frosting from his jeans and sweater as he could, he glanced over at the bedroom door. Briefly closing his eyes, he gave an exasperated sigh before he went over and put his hand on the door knob.

      He shook his head.

      He wasn’t in the mood for this right now.

      He grabbed his jacket and was out the door, closing it hard behind him.

      When he reached the stairs, he paused to send a quick text.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m leaving now, babe. I’ll be there in about twenty minutes. Save some of that wine for me.

      

      

      

      

      

      Livy heard the door to the apartment slam. Pulling the comforter up over her, she cried herself to sleep.
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        The biggest mistake you could ever make,

        is being too afraid to make one.

        ~ Unknown

      

      

      Livy opened her eyes to complete darkness, the silence surrounding her letting her know she was alone in the apartment.

      She squinted over at the clock to see it was 3:36 am  So, she closed her eyes, her intention to go back to sleep.

      But this didn’t happen. Instead, she was suddenly very wide awake.

      She stumbled her way to the bathroom and turned on the shower.

      Her hope was a hot shower would wash away everything that happened.

      Or at least clear her mind.

      It was obvious she had a lot of thinking to do.

      

      It was only after she’d dried her hair, she ventured out of the bathroom to see if Zack had left a note.

      There was nothing.

      She was relieved to see he’d cleaned up the mess in the kitchen. But when she saw the ruined cake into the trash, she had to blink back tears.

      Wrapping her arms around herself and peering down at the gooey mess, she slowly shook her head.

      It’s sort of like your relationship… ruined beyond repair, your only option to throw it away.

      She gazed around the room, filled with this sudden urge to run. Anywhere. As long as it was far enough away from this mess that had become her life.

      And she’d never come back. Because, honestly? What was there to stay for? She had no job. And it now appeared she didn’t have Zack.

      The keys hanging on a hook by the refrigerator caught her eye. They belonged to the car she’d bought when she first graduated from college. Rarely did it leave its parking space here on the street.

      Used only about a half dozen times a year at the most, it was the cause of an ongoing argument between her and Zack. He wanted her to sell the car. But she told him, no, she wasn’t ready to do that. She didn’t know if this was because she was trying to hang on to when she first moved to New York? A time in her life when she was filled with the excitement of living in a big city and embarking on what was to be a promising career? Or maybe she merely wanted to keep the car as a back-up, in case of an emergency.

      Yes, she knew it was on its last legs… or should she say, last wheels… but it gave her a sense of security, knowing it was there if she needed to get away. Or, if she needed to escape.

      Like now…

      She removed the keys from the hook and for a few moments, she stared down at them in her hand.

      This was an emergency, right? And let’s face it, if she ever needed to get away, this would be now.

      She wanted to go home.

      

      Three hours later, Livy had packed most of her things in the two large suitcases she’d dragged out of the storage room at the end of the hall. Everything else she threw in the same type of large, black garbage bags Zack had used when he left her back in November.

      Since the apartment had come furnished, she really didn’t have all that much to pack. As she stuffed the last of her things into the trunk, the realization that seven years of her life had now been reduced to a backseat and trunk full of her belongings, was almost too depressing to even think about. And that most of it was stuffed in garbage bags? This made it seem even worse.

      The landlord had grudgingly let her use the service elevator to take everything down to the first floor. This was only after Livy had assured her they wouldn’t be backing out of their lease because Zack would still be using the apartment. It also helped it was only the second day of June and the rent was paid up until the end of the month.

      She’d sat at the kitchen table for the longest time, thinking about what she wanted to write to Zack. Finally to decide, at this point, it really didn’t matter. Evidently, for Zack, nothing had changed, and nothing ever would. Quickly scribbling out her message, she set the note on the table and with one last look around the apartment, she closed the door.

      Without another glance, she ran down the stairs.

      She started up her car, pulled out onto the street and never once looked back.

      

      Almost another nine hours had passed before a bleary-eyed Livy passed the Cuyahoga Falls exit. This meant in about an hour, she would finally be home.

      Thank God…

      When she’d left Manhattan, the sun had just begun to rise. So, ideally, she should be home by now. But a major traffic accident and road work had added over two hours to her drive.

      So, she was beyond exhausted. She’d stopped for coffee at least three different times during the drive, but the caffeine was no longer doing the job of keeping her awake.

      She pulled the visor down against the late afternoon sun and opened her window, hoping the fresh air would revive her.    It was then she glanced down to see the gas gage was hovering just above empty.

      As she slowed down to pull off at the exit, a loud rattling began to vibrate throughout the entire car. She’d barely pulled into the service station before there was a loud pop, followed by a long hissing sound. Quickly putting the car in park and turning off the ignition, she watched as a huge cloud of steam rose from under the hood of the car.

      No, no, no… please, no…

      She closed her eyes and dropped her forehead to rest on the steering wheel.

      Now what are you going to do?

      

      It took the joint effort of four men—grouped around the front of her car and peering down at the engine—almost twenty minutes to determine there was a major problem with her car. There had been a lot of head shaking going on when they found out she’d attempted such a long journey in a vehicle at such an advanced age.

      The final consensus from the group was the car definitely wasn’t fit to drive.

      After she convinced them she could get someone to come pick her up, her new friends pushed the car to the far corner of the lot. She thanked them for their help, got back in the car and picked up her phone.

      She hoped this wasn’t an omen of some kind. Because this was not the way she’d envisioned her homecoming would go.

      

      Carrie’s phone rang.

      When she saw the call was from Livy, she grabbed it and jumped right in with her greeting. “So, you finally decided to call me back, huh? As the maid-of-honor, don’t you know you’re supposed to return the bride’s calls ASAP? There could be a major catastrophe of sorts brewing.”

      She laughed. “Seriously, let me at least have this one time to be the center of attention.”

      There was only silence.

      Uh, oh…

      Just as she opened her mouth to speak, Livy beat her to it. “Carrie, I’m so sorry. This is the last thing I wanted to have happen, but I’m sort of in a bind here. I’m parked in a gas station in Cuyahoga Falls. I had stopped to get gas, but when I pulled off the exit, my car began making all these funny sounds before it died.”

      After another short silence, she followed with a long, weary sigh. “And now it won’t start at all.”

      Carrie was confused. “But why are you driving? I thought you had a flight booked for tomorrow?”

      After another short silence, there was a long sigh from Livy. “I did. It’s a long story. And now I don’t know what to do. I thought of calling for a taxi, but I can’t just leave my car, since I have about everything I own packed in here with me.”

      Carrie was even more confused. “Is Zack with you?”

      “No.” This was delivered rather sharply.

      Carrie began searching through the papers strewn across her desk for a pen and paper. “Okay, let me see what I can do. Tell me exactly what exit and gas station you’re at. Then I want you to stay right where you are and we’ll get you home. I’ll call Aunt Evelyn, too. Since she was expecting you tomorrow. She’d never forgive either of us if you just showed up and she didn’t have enough food for an army, in case you hadn’t eaten.”

      Carrie wrote down the information Livy gave her. “Okay… I’ll call you as soon as I figure out what to do. Just hang in there, okay?”

      “Thanks, Carrie. And again? I’m really sorry. I guess this was a bad idea on my part.”

      Carrie could hear the shakiness in her voice. “Livy, it’s okay. I’m just glad you’re okay and almost home.”

      As soon as she ended the call, she immediately called Chris. This was because she knew he was with Sam. And even though she knew she had no reason to smile, she was… big time.

      This was perfect. She couldn’t have planned this better herself.

      Yes, this was a job for Sam.

      

      Chris and Sam were just finishing up the meeting they’d scheduled with the contractors for the Shaker site, when Chris’s phone rang. He excused himself to answer the call when he saw it was from Carrie.

      She wouldn’t be calling unless it was important.

      The contractors gone by the time her returned, he found Sam going over the blueprints of the kitchen, making notes on his laptop. After he finished typing, he looked up at Chris.

      “Uh,oh…is everything all right?”

      A resigned smile on his face, Chris shook his head. “Well, I’m not quite sure. It is and it isn’t. It seems Carrie has finally heard from Livy. The down side is Livy has gotten herself in somewhat of a predicament.”

      He then told Sam what happened.

      Sam immediately shut his laptop and shoved it into his briefcase. “Send me her location and I’ll go get her.” He gave Chris a puzzled look. “I take it she’s alone? No Zack?”

      Chris shook his head, no.

      Sam frowned. “I only met the guy briefly, but I have to say, I wasn’t too impressed. Now, I’m beginning to find even more of a reason to dislike him.”

      Chris shrugged. “Yeah, I don’t know what’s going on with that. I only know when Carrie starts talking about him, she gets all riled up. Chester, the same.”

      He shrugged again. “So, I try to stay out of it.”

      Sam was almost out the door when he suddenly turned back to Chris. Running his hand through his hair, he exhaled a huge breath. “Wish me luck. From my past experience with Livy—as brief as it was—I learned very quickly how much she hates to accept help from anyone. With me at the top of the list.” He shook his head. “In fact, she seems to have an aversion to almost everything about me.”

      The corner of his mouth lifting in a slight smile, he shook his head at Chris’s inquiring look.

      “Nope, that’s between Livy and me.”

      He was out the door and gone.

      

      Chris called Carrie to let her know Sam was on his way to pick up Livy.

      Carrie was relieved. She was also very happy.

      In fact, to Chris, she seemed almost too happy. “Oh good… I’ll call her right away. I’m sure she’s pretty anxious, wondering how much longer she’ll be stuck there. Was Sam put out about having to go to her rescue?”

      Carrie heard Chris start to chuckle.

      Uh oh…

      But she was already smiling. “What’s so funny?”

      Even though he knew Carrie couldn’t see this, Chris was shaking his head. “I’ve gotta hand it to you, princess. You just might be right about them. Or at least, about Sam. Since I’ve known him, I’ve never seen him move so fast. He was out the door like a rocket. Any other person might have been annoyed, but not Sam. If anything, he looked like he’d just won the lottery!”

      Carrie laughed. “Ah ha… I told you. Remember what I said… fireworks. Lots and lots of fireworks. I think it’s going to take some time for the two of them to get it, but once they both finally give in… BAM!”

      He heard the frown creeping into her voice. “But we have to persuade her to drop this Zack. Since she told me she had all of her belongings with her, my fingers are crossed this might have already happened.”

      She gave a frustrated sigh. “I don’t understand. What does she see in him?”

      Chris chuckled again. “That’s because you’ve got me, the perfect man. There’s no comparison between the two of us. Not by a long shot. You don’t know how lucky you are, baby.”

      Carrie closed her eyes, a dreamy smile settling on her face.  “I love you. I love you so much.”

      “I love you, too. I’ll see you in a little bit.”

      Long after they ended the call, they were still smiling.

      

      Livy ended her call with Carrie.

      She didn’t understand.

      Sam?

      Nervously running her hand through her hair, she stared down at the phone. Why did it have to be Sam who was coming to get her?

      She certainly didn’t want to see him. Not now. Not with the emotional state she was in. My God… what if she threw herself in his arms and start bawling? Or, going by the way things went the last time they were together, she could very well start yelling at him before he even had a chance to open his mouth. If only because he’d have that nice guy image going on. You know, the one he’s just so darn good at.

      Remember? That knight in shining armor act of his? He’ll come here and sweep you right off your feet. And your imagination will take over, letting you dare to dream again.

      She shook her head. There was no way. She wasn’t going to let this happen. Remember her vow? She would never rely on a man again. This was her time to shine, her new start in life. And her plan was to do this alone

      But right now she needed to freshen up a little bit. She pulled the rearview mirror down to check her appearance.

      This turned out to be a bad move.

      Could you look any worse? With the dark circles under your eyes, you look like a raccoon. And your hair? It’s so shaggy and dull looking. How did you let yourself get to this state?

      There was no other way to say it… she was a mess.

      She got out of the car and began searching through the trunk for her makeup case. After dragging it out from the bottom of one of the bags, she momentarily considered looking for her contacts.

      She hadn’t forgotten what Sam said when she told him she was more comfortable wearing her glasses.

      
        
        “Ah… but by doing this, you’re shortchanging

        the rest of us. You have beautiful eyes.”

      

      

      Where had she packed her contacts?

      A quick glance in her packed trunk brought on a resigned sigh. Let’s face it… to actually find the contacts would be next to impossible. But this shouldn’t stop her from making an effort to improve the rest of her look… making herself somewhat presentable.

      You wouldn’t be doing this for him, of course. Oh, no… this would only be your way of showing how completely in control and confident you are.

      She glanced down at her wrinkled shirt and leggings Not the look she was going for. Searching through one of the suitcases, she finally pulled out one of her better pairs of jeans and the least wrinkled tee-shirt she could find.

      Yeah, the shirt was bright purple, not a color she’d normally wear. It also had a big heart with the bold statement—I’m a book lover… What kind of lover are you?—stamped across it, most definitely not a statement she’d like to send.

      But it would have to do.

      

      Once she returned from the gas station restroom, a harrowing experience and one she wouldn’t want to repeat, she settled back in her car, leaning her head back against the headrest.

      Her intention to be wide awake and in a cheerful mood when Sam arrived, didn’t stand a chance.

      She was asleep the instant she closed her eyes.
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      Sam pulled his SUV into the gas station. After slowly cruising the lot, he finally found a car with New York plates that matched Carrie’s description. Parked in the far corner, it looked like someone was sitting in the driver’s seat.

      He eased his SUV alongside and, cautiously approaching the driver’s side, felt relief when he saw it was Livy.

      The distant hiss of traffic made the car feel suspended in its own small world. Asleep, her head tipped back against the headrest and mouth slightly open, he watched her breath come slow and even. Whatever journey she'd been on had clearly taken its toll.

      Still, he couldn't help the grin that rose at the sight of her—open mouth and all. He wanted to linger in the quiet and savor these few peaceful moments. From experience, he knew everything could shift the instant she woke and realized he was the one who'd come to her rescue.

      He tapped on the partially opened window. When she didn’t move, he softly called out her name.

      “Livy… hey, Livy?”

      Her lashes flying open, she woke with a jerk before she turned to face him.

      At first, she appeared completely confused. Then, miraculously, she smiled at him. It was a half-asleep and dazed kind of smile, but it was a smile.

      Sam liked to think of it as almost a happy smile.

      He smiled back at her, his voice soft. “Hey, here I am, remember me? Your knight in
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