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			What readers are saying about the
Warrington Legacy:

			 

			Great characters and interactions: This is a heartwarming and funny tale about two people who swore off love only to have it hunt them down when they least expected it. Leo and Gracie and excellent characters. They are developed well, and the author does a great job of making their interactions believable. The dialogue is written nicely and the narrative moves at a fast pace. Fans of romance novels and uplifting fiction will enjoy this story and the characters it contains.

			A great love story! This beautiful romance novel leaves you teary-eyed. The story is of Leo and Gracie, two people who got hurt by love. These two broken hearts help to heal each other and finally find a second chance at love. I would recommend this book to everyone.

			Finding love: A love story of two people that have loved before and are not really looking for a relationship at this point. Circumstances bring them together and feelings develop and grow. A sweet tale of discovery of themselves and each other with the help of those that love them. Story has well-developed characters in a tale with a few twists and turns and a surprise or two.

			Sweet romantic story: This is the first book I’ve read by this author, and enjoyed it. It’s a short and sweet romantic story. I loved the connections between the characters, and how they give themselves a second chance at love.

			Sweet love story: This is the first time I read this author and enjoyed the read. Gracie was very entertaining pushing the limits. Leo was a pleasant surprise!! I can’t wait to see where the relationship goes…

			A book to recommend: I not only found a nice, well-written novel but also a beautiful message in this book. All through the narrative, I found myself immersed in the plot. This is the result of a great job done by the author as regards descriptions. She wrote such good descriptions for each scene that I felt part of them. I was left a nice message: When second chances appear, take them.

			Loved every thing about it! I really loved the plot of this book. There is a lot going on and the author has written it in such a relatable way that is hard not to connect with the characters. I loved the fact that the lovebirds are podcast hosts as it adds so much to their love story and brings even more tension to their time apart. This author has an incredible way with words that will totally wrap you up and make you feel deeply connected to every chapter of the book. I’d highly recommend it.

			Much more to discover: Second Chances is like a good soap opera, one that makes you laugh and cry, but overall it makes you think. It makes the reader reflect on past relationships, sad memories, lessons learned, and love. The characters are well-rounded; nobody is a saint, and nobody is a devil. The love story feels modern, relatable, and charming. This book is about going back to where you thought you had it all figured out and finding out there’s much more to discover.

			Great, realistic dialogue: A short and easy read — I love this book! The dialogue is great, and it feels authentic — as if I’m experiencing it in real life. The characters are very relatable, and I constantly found myself rooting for the characters in their journey of love.
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			Dedication

			​To my family and friends, thank you for always being there for me.

			 

			As always, a very special thank you to Robin Surface, Fideli Publishing, and Jeff Fleischer, my editor, who have helped me achieve success with all my projects as an author.

		


		
			Prologue

			Leo Tucker had grown up with many superstitions handed down to him by his grandmother, and by her grandmother to her, and so on and so on. There was one superstition that Leo truly believed in — not that he didn’t believe in hundreds of others, but this one stood out. Every time he found himself anywhere near a fountain, he tossed in all the coins he had in his pocket.

			The story he was told was that spirits lived inside fountains, and if a person passed by a fountain without tossing in a coin, he or she would surely be followed by bad luck. Not a story a superstitious person wants to hear.

			So when Leo found himself strolling the streets of Paris for the second time in his life, he was hoping to be inspired by the all of the romance novels he wrote in the past. There he was, a successful novelist trying to find his way back from losing his wife, Ellie, after her battle with cancer. He wasn’t doing very well, even though he was trying.

			Shortly before he was scheduled to leave Paris and head back to Chicago, he walked by one of the many popular fountains in Paris, Fontaine des Mers. It was so beautiful he could hardly speak. It was everything he imagined when he wrote about Paris.

			He threw every coin he had into the fountain, closed his eyes, and made a wish. There she was. Ellie dressed in white, looking as beautiful as an angel and smiling at him as she stood in the water. He smiled back and said, “I love you Ellie. I always will.”

			By that time, a crowd had gathered around him. There were too many to count, but he heard them cheering him on, clapping their hands and shouting, “Bonne chance, monsieur.”

			Then, in the most communal way, everyone tossed coins into the fountain and all Leo could hear was the coins hitting the water. It was exhilarating. Many of those watching were couples who were kissing each other after their tosses. Leo felt better, and smiled at all of them. “Merci beaucoup.”

			Minutes after that, a young, beautiful blonde woman, Gracie Maxwell, couldn’t help but wonder what was going on. She was fascinated by the amount of people standing there clapping and enjoying something she could not see. She jumped up, trying to see what was happening, but it seemed that there was no room for her to inch her way into the crowd.

			Finally, when the crowd dispersed, she got a closer look at a man sitting by a bush close to the fountain. She didn’t know what to do, so she tapped him on his shoulder. “Are you okay, sir?”

			He never answered, and she never got a good look at his face. He left without a look or a word. She followed him for a few minutes, just to make sure he was okay, but he never turned around.

			She walked back to the fountain, but found the crowd had dispersed. When she looked down at her watch, she knew she would be late for her flight home if she didn’t hop into a taxi right then and there. She hailed one and was gone.

			By the time Leo turned around and walked back toward the fountain to thank the woman who checked on him, all he saw was her getting into a taxi. He remembered her by her hat. It was white with black trim; a writer by nature, Leo remembered details.

			


		
			Chapter One

			Dinner at the Warringtons’ was, at best, a challenge. That was even more true when something important needed to be discussed. Several months after Gracie graduated college, she and her father were still avoiding the inevitable topic: What was the rest of her life going to look like?

			The first clue of the evening was when her mother, Francine, left the room. She was followed by their loving housekeeper, Ava, who immediately stopped serving whenever a serious discussion was about to happen, knowing they usually didn’t go well. And at any sign of confrontation, Georgia, an adorable Labradoodle with big eyes and a furry golden body, either left the room or hid under the table.

			Georgia was intelligent, quiet, and very loyal to everyone in the family, showing no favoritism. As a puppy, she immediately became a member of their household after Samuel Warrington — the head of that household, if only in his own mind — brought her home in a small cardboard box. He complained throughout the long ride home on the expressway during a snowstorm, but he had promised his daughters a sweet little dog for Hanukkah, and he was a man of his word.

			The women in the household ran the place. Samuel knew he was outnumbered, but it was okay. He was CEO of a huge publishing house, and maintained his respect there. Father first, tycoon second.

			Tonight, he was playing both those parts. It was time for an answer to the question he had been waiting to hear for months, and he wasn’t usually a patient man. It was time to rock the boat.

			Just as Gracie was about to get up from the dinner table, Samuel stood up. “Not this time, my dear. We have to talk, so sit down. This won’t take long — but if it does, I have all night.”

			“Fine,” she said, and sat down with a huff. “Okay, you’ve got my full attention.”

			“Gracie, let’s get this settled. It’s time to talk about your future at Warrington Media. You keep putting it off.”

			“I’m just not sure,” she answered, realizing it wasn’t going to stop the questions from coming.

			“What’s the hold-up?”

			“Well, to be truthful, I don’t think you’re going to like what I’ve decided.”

			“Let’s have it.” Samuel’s face reddened a bit when he was about to get angry. “Let’s talk this over like two adults.”

			“Sounds fair. But I know what you want, and we’re not exactly on the same page. In fact, we’re not even close.”

			“Meaning what?”

			“I still want more life experience before I root myself in one place. I feel like you’re forcing me.”

			“Am I holding a gun to your head? Be reasonable.”

			“I’m just saying how I feel.”

			“You would be a great addition to the publishing house. I thought that was your goal. You’ve been working with Nicholas, and he tells me you’re ready.”

			“He’s telling you what you want to hear. Maybe he doesn’t even mean it.”

			“You’re smart and very capable. And you’re my daughter. Like it or not, this could work out great for you. I’m not going to be around forever.”

			“What about Julianna? She’s also your daughter.”

			“I know that, but you’re the one who always wanted this.”

			“People change.”

			“Maybe I pushed too hard, but I know this could be good for you.”

			Gracie shook her head. “You just don’t get it, do you? I want to build my own life. Can you blame me?”

			“Yes, I can. Why start from scratch? I wish I had someone like me in my corner when I was growing up.”

			“I don’t think I had a choice. I did what you wanted me to do, whether I liked it or not.”

			Samuel looked very unhappy. “I’m sorry you feel that way. I had no idea.”

			“That’s just it. You’ve never taken me seriously.”

			“Does your mother know how you feel?”

			“Somewhat. But you have both been very busy. Mom does her thing, and you do yours. Julianna does her own thing and no one ever says anything to her. And then there’s me.”

			Samuel called out to his wife. “Francine, where the hell are you? I need you to talk to our daughter.”

			Francine, a beautiful blonde woman, sexy for her age, came back to the table. Even though dinner was at home, she was dressed as if she was going out, in a black fitted Chanel suit and pearls. No matter where she was, she was always the most elegant woman in the room — never the life of the party, but always the most stylish.

			“Samuel, I told you it wasn’t going to happen the way you wanted it to. I warned you years ago that Gracie had her own mind, but you didn’t listen.”

			“Obviously not. Did you know about this?”

			Francine sat down at the table. “Meaning what?”

			“That she wants an adventure.”

			“As always, when you get something in your head, you don’t listen. It’s her life. I have told you that time and time again.”

			“Oh, so this is an ambush?”

			“Dad, it’s no ambush,” Gracie interrupted. “I just don’t want to stay here right now. I want to travel and have my own life. Adventures. Doing things that make sense to me. Learning things, meeting new people.”

			“Well then, excuse me. Look around. You’re living in a ten-bedroom home, with a pool and a movie theatre downstairs. Is this such a bad life? You have everything. What more do you want?”

			“I want to go places, see things. I’m leaving for Paris.”

			“And you can’t explore all that life has to offer in Chicago? Or at least the United States?”

			“I don’t think so. I’m just too sheltered. I need to leave for a while.”

			“Nobody needs to go to Paris. You can go your whole life without ever going to Paris and survive. Many people actually live long, happy lives without ever traveling.”

			“You’ve traveled to so many places. And look at Mom; she’ been everywhere.”

			“You can travel. But just to leave like that, without a plan—”

			“I have a plan.”

			Samuel looked at his wife. “Francine, if you knew, why didn’t you give me a heads up?”

			“Because I knew this is how you’d react. You two are more alike than you realize.”

			“Maybe so,” Samuel said. “Fine. I’ll adjust. Maybe I’ll bring Nicholas in to do more. He’s aggressive and wants a bigger role.”

			Gracie agreed with that. Nicholas was a climber, always wanting more and more. He didn’t care who he stepped over. She knew exactly what he was like, but she didn’t care to elaborate. She was getting off the hook and wasn’t about to push her luck.

			“Yes,” she replied, “Nicholas is always trying to expand his horizons. If you like that type.”

			“You’re working with him, not dating him. Am I right?”

			She didn’t say another word about him, on the grounds that it might incriminate her. She didn’t need to get into how she felt about Nicholas, but she didn’t trust him one bit.

			By the end of the conversation, Gracie had confused her father. She had managed to turn the tables on him.

			“Fine, go and explore.”

			Gracie smiled, knowing she was now out of the woods; her father was waving the white flag whether he meant to or not.

			“You know, Dad, I won’t be gone forever.”

			“What if you meet some fascinating man and end up staying in Paris the rest of your life? We’ll never see you.”

			Francine gave her husband a look. “Do you always have to do the ‘what ifs?’”

			“Yes, when it’s about my children. I need to.”

			“Dad, you’ve got to be kidding,” Gracie said. “I’ll be back before you know it. Just give me some room.”

			“Is there something I’m missing here?”

			“Well, to be truthful, I’ve gotten myself a modeling job for a new fragrance.”

			“And you’re just telling us now? Couldn’t you have said that first?”

			Francine looked surprised. “Don’t look at me. I didn’t know that either.”

			“I just found out today,” Gracie blurted out. “I wouldn’t have kept that a secret. You know that, don’t you?”

			Samuel sat back and lit a cigar. Even though he claimed he was going to quit years ago, he took a few puffs every night to ease his nerves. One thing he knew for sure — this conversation with his daughter had given him reason to start smoking again. Like a lot of fathers, Samuel didn’t like the reality of his daughters leaving. He knew it might happen; he just wasn’t ready for it.

			Gracie gave her father a kiss on his forehead before she left the room. “I knew you’d see it my way.”

			Samuel got the last word in. “That’s not exactly true, but we’ll leave it for now.”

			When the coast was clear, Ava brought in dessert and Georgia came out from under the table. The storm was over.

			“There she is,” Samuel said as he reached down to pet her. “Well, Georgia, you’re always on my side. That’s the best thing about having a dog. They love you and they don’t talk back. They also don’t leave.”

			“Can I have some black coffee, Ava?” Francine asked after taking a deep breath, now that the cyclone was averted.

			“Sure, I’ll be right back,” Ava said. “That was a short one. It’s a good day.”

			“Yes, it was. Amen.” Francine smiled as she took another deep, relaxing breath. “Ava, honey, can you bring Samuel a brandy? I think he needs it.”

			Samuel shook his head. “No, I don’t, but I do need some vanilla ice cream with a double dollop of whipped cream and lots of chocolate syrup. Oh, add a cherry or two, plus nuts.”

			“Wow, she really got to you.” Francine smiled. “Just like putty in her hands. She weakens you, and you never see it coming. So, you trust she’ll be alright?”

			“Absolutely not. That’s what private investigators are for.”

			“You’re kidding, right?”

			“No. She’s my daughter, you know.”

			“And mine too. No investigator. Please.”

			“Fine,” Samuel answered, knowing he had just lied to his wife. “Anyway, let’s forget about that for now. I had a long conversation with Nicholas Sinclair. I’m planning on promoting him to editor. The guy’s smart as a whip.”

			Francine smiled. “Plus he’s very good looking. Do you think he can handle it?”

			“He used to be an editor for City or Country. He’s fairly young to have had such a job, and he could help move us in a new direction. I need some new blood, and it’s obvious my family isn’t interested in moving up the chain.”

			“There’s always Julianna.”

			“She could care less about any of this.”

			“You might be surprised. One never knows; she might come around. She might realize you have to work and make money, instead of having your father put it in your account every week.”

			“Possibly.” By that point, Samuel was nearly finished with his sundae.

			“Just for the record, I loved that magazine City or Country. I read it every month for the last twenty years. Can’t take the country out of me.”

			“Wow. I thought I knew everything about you.”

			Francine’s eyes gazed into his as she sipped her coffee. “Guess not, darling.”

			Francine was happy that Gracie had decided to go for the adventures life had to offer. If she was being honest with herself, she wished she’d been able to do that after she finished school. Her plan was to go to Europe, but she found herself pregnant with Gracie. She and Samuel had lied about the date of their wedding, and only the two of them knew they had to get married. Some secrets were better kept private, and that was one of them — along with the obvious one that they were never in love.

			Samuel had never been Francine’s first choice, but they managed to stay married despite their differences. Their daughters were their common ground. Julianna was always a free spirit, and Samuel and Francine never pushed her the same way they did with Gracie. They learned very early to step lightly; one push too many and she would be gone.

		


		
			Chapter Two

			Minutes before Gracie boarded the plane for Paris, Samuel couldn’t help but ask her, “Are you sure about this?”

			“Yes and no, but I’m going. It’s an experience I don’t want to miss.”

			“I guess you have to do this, but please stay safe. I’ll hold your job for you.”

			“Stop worrying. I’ll be fine. You know me. Nothing stops me.”

			“I do. That’s what worries me.”

			“Thanks, Dad. Now that’s the father I love and admire. You always come around.”

			“Not always.” Truth was, he was devastated. Gracie had spent summers at Samuel’s office for years, and he had hoped she would follow in his footsteps. As he boasted to others — but never to her — she was one hell of a writer. That was why, after she graduated college, his hope had been to give her a job where she could use her expertise and possibly run the whole company someday. For the first time, he had a feeling that might not be the case.

			Gracie hugged her father, holding on tight for a minute or two. As he watched her board the plane, he had a sinking feeling that she would be gone much longer than she had planned. He didn’t want to let go, but he didn’t have a choice. It was time.

			Gracie had flown only a few times before, and never as far as Paris. She was scared to death, but she made the decision to “woman up” and forget her fears. She tried to relax, but thought about just how many hours she would be on the plane — and then she really started worrying.

			Deciding that reading would be a good way to pass the time, she reached into her bag and found a book she’d started months ago. It was a romance novel a friend had given her.

			Suddenly, her concentration was interrupted by the passenger sitting next to her. He was eagerly wiggling in his seat, trying to get her attention, but she wasn’t all that receptive. She turned away from him, certainly not wanting to make friends. All she cared about was getting through the flight in one piece.

			She was in no mood to talk, but her silence didn’t stop him. “So, are you excited to go to Paris?”

			She just nodded and turned away.

			“Hi. I’m Leo.” It was obvious he didn’t get the message.

			When he reached out for a friendly handshake, she had no choice but to shake his hand and hope all the pleasantries were over.

			“Hi. I’m Gracie.”

			“I guess you’re not a talker.”

			“I’m not.”

			“That’s okay, I’ll talk for both of us.”

			She realized she should have shut the conversation down immediately, but her nerves were getting the best of her. He wasn’t just a talker; he was a chatterbox. She tried to block him out, but even earplugs wouldn’t have helped. There was no way out for her, so she pretended to be listening.

			Finally, she decided to try drastic measures. “I should warn you. I hate flying and I might throw up. So if I were you, I’d change seats.”

			“I always fly in the same seat if possible. Thanks for telling me. I just don’t think it’s possible. If you throw up on me, you throw up on me.”

			“You’re kidding, right? You don’t even know me. I wouldn’t want to sit next to me.”

			“I have to stay in this seat.”

			“Why on Earth would you have to stay right here?”

			“I’m superstitious. And if the plane crashes and I’m in a seat different from my assigned one, I might die for no reason at all.”

			Gracie looked at him as if he were crazy. “What are you talking about?”

			“Well, let’s take this as an example. If I take someone else’s seat, and they were supposed to die but not me, I’ll be the one who dies if the plane crashes.”

			“Not making me feel better.” Gracie was getting nauseous. “Can we stop talking about crashing? I already have enough fears just sitting here praying to get to Paris with no mishaps.”

			“Sorry. I didn’t mean to make your fear of flying worse.”

			“Maybe I‘ll move,” Gracie said, about to get up.

			“No, it won’t be necessary. I can be quiet. I hope.”

			“Good. Then if you don’t mind, I’ll get back to reading my book. One favor. Please keep your superstitions to yourself. Okay?”

			“Apparently you’re not superstitious.”

			“I’m not.”

			“Do you ever walk under a ladder?” Leo asked, pretty sure he knew the answer.

			“No, never.”

			“Well then, there you go. That’s a superstition.”

			Gracie was hopeful that would be that, and he would be quiet. “Now that we’ve established that fact, I’d like to read a little, if you don’t mind. I was planning on finishing this novel.”

			“Fine by me,” he said as he closed his eyes and pretended to take a nap. After a few minutes, Leo tried to see what type of book she was reading, struggling not to be too obvious as he leaned over to look at the cover.

			“What are you doing?” Gracie asked, losing her patience.

			“Just interested in what seems to be holding your attention.”

			“And why would you care about this?”

			“I’m an author.”

			“Really? I didn’t peg you for one. Have you written anything I might know?”

			“I don’t think so. I’m going to Paris for a writing conference.”

			“Good for you.”

			“If you like reading romance, you’re going to the right place. Paris is where love begins. I’ve always wanted to just sit outside at a café and watch lovers meet. The beginning of love is such a special feeling. I want to be there and see it all.”

			“Maybe you’ll meet your true love there,” Gracie said, before returning to her book.

			Leo smiled. “I don’t think so. I’m just going to watch and listen. I need the practice. Why are you going to Paris?”

			Gracie didn’t like answering questions, but he wouldn’t take no for an answer. “I’m going for a modeling job.”

			“I can understand that. You’re a beautiful woman.”

			Gracie looked at him, wondering if he was trying to pick her up. Leo quickly turned away, realizing he had said something that he probably shouldn’t have. “Didn’t mean to offend you.”

			Gracie laughed. “That’s okay. I’m not offended. I’m a big girl.”

			“Good, then one more question. What are you reading?”

			“Just some romantic trash for the plane. Keeps me occupied when I’m trying not to think about flying. I’m usually more of a mystery girl.” She was lying; she loved a good romance story. When she was in high school, she read all the young-adult romance books she could get her hands on. She loved a happy ending.

			“Really? I didn’t peg you for that.” He just played along, knowing many people didn’t want to admit to reading romance books, and she was probably one of them.

			She laughed and continued reading, hoping he didn’t interrupt her, but he could not seem to stop talking. For the majority of the ride, he talked and she pretended to listen. He was finally quiet when their meal came. And soon after dessert, they both fell asleep.

			Gracie was a little embarrassed when she woke up with her head on Leo’s shoulder. “Oh my G-d — I’m so sorry. I don’t know what happened.”

			“Well, I do. You took a few Dramamine because it got a little rough.”

			“I remember that now. So sorry.” She felt her face flush.

			“No problem. I was tired myself, and a little nauseous. I didn’t want to throw up on you either.”

			They both laughed.

			“So, Leo. I have to thank you for the conversation. I must admit this was quite a different flight than I expected, but you kept me busy.”

			 Leo thought she was charming. And cute. “I’d like to take credit, but I think it was the Dramamine. Glad to be of service,” he joked, thinking this could be why he was single.

			He should have gotten over that feeling, because he went all through high school and college thinking he wasn’t good enough to get a girl like Gracie. And now he had validated that feeling once again. Nothing had changed. Once a nerd, always a nerd.

			After the plane landed and they were at baggage claim, Gracie and Leo shook hands as they said goodbye.

			“Thanks again, Leo. My adventure begins now.”

			“So, that’s why you’re really here?”

			“Exactly. Modeling is secondary. Adventure is my goal.” Then she blew him a kiss and was gone.

			Leo waved goodbye. Unfortunately, he wasn’t confident enough to ask her if they could meet up for lunch or dinner while he was there. He should have. One more regret.

		


		
			Chapter Three

			Several months after Leo returned from his trip to Paris, he met the most wonderful girl, Ellie Meyers. She was adorable and smart, with short curly hair that perfectly fit her petite frame. She had a smile that could melt anyone’s heart, and it did. Leo fell for her hook, line, and sinker. She was his destiny.

			He first noticed her on one of his many trips to the library while he was researching his books. She worked there while she was finishing up her nursing training. She had decided after completing her journalism degree that writing didn’t really interest her, but helping people did.

			Even after weeks of smiling and waving goodbye, Leo couldn’t work up the confidence to ask her out. Luckily, Ellie had more courage than he did.

			She was putting away the books that had been used that day before closing when Leo came strolling by, pretending to be looking for something.

			“Hello, Leo.”

			He smiled, happy she knew his name. Though it was on his library card.

			“Hello, Ellie. Almost done for the day?”

			“Yes, and I’m pretty hungry. Are you?”

			“Actually, yes. It’s been a long day.”

			“Do you want to join me for dinner?”

			“Are you asking me out?” Leo was relieved she had asked.

			“Well, you might say that. If I wait for you to ask, it might never happen.”

			“So, you know that I’ve been wanting to ask you out.”

			She smiled. “You checked out the same book for the last three weeks. Kind of a dead giveaway, don’t you think?”

			Leo couldn’t help but laugh. “I try not to think, especially when I’m standing before a beautiful, charming woman who had the nerve to ask me out.”

			From that day on, he knew he would marry Ellie. Six months later, he did.

			Besides being the greatest inspiration he could have ever hoped for, Ellie was someone his grandmother loved to pieces. He doubted he could have ever married a woman Lilly didn’t like. She raised him, and any girl who married him knew she was still the other most important woman in his life.

			Leo wondered how in the world he (or, more accurately, his alias Nicole Forrester) had become a romance writer — and a successful one at that — without ever really falling in love before, but he had managed it. He had lived his life mastering the art of telling a beautiful love story, thinking he was the guy who didn’t get the girl. When he finally did, his writing became even more beautiful and meaningful. Until Ellie, he never considered himself the romantic type. She proved him wrong; to her, he was Prince Charming.

			When he lost his princess to cancer, nothing could have been more devastating. Going on with his life seemed impossible.

			After losing her, he vowed he would never let himself fall in love with anyone else. The pain of losing the love of his life was too hard. He didn’t want anyone to ever take her place, no matter what. Ellie was his soulmate, and he knew he could never love anyone that deeply again.

			Leo wanted to continue writing, but it was difficult. He would sit at his desk, face the computer — and then nothing. He had always been able to sit down and drink a cup of black coffee, and even on a bad day he could write. It might not have been his best work, but he would fix it up when he was done.

			No matter how little he wrote, his publisher — Samuel Warrington — wouldn’t give up. He seemed to call whenever Leo was struggling to write.

			Leo didn’t pick up the first few times that day. Finally, after the third phone call, he answered.

			“So, how’s my favorite romance writer doing today? I hope you’re writing.”

			“I’m trying to write, but the words still aren’t coming.”

			“Just write. Let me worry about whether the story works. Even on your worst writing day, you’re better than any of my other authors.”

			“I appreciate your faith in me. You know I love you for it. I hope I can still do this. I just feel like I’m hardened and my emotions don’t go where they need to be. The romance in me has disappeared. I still feel blocked.”

			“Of course. Something is blocking you. Your wife died.”

			“Maybe I should write a mystery until I get my sense of love and feeling back. Maybe I’ll never be able to write romance again.”

			“Nonsense. Give yourself a little more time.”

			Leo was discouraged. “Okay, if you say so.”

			Right after he finished the conversation, his grandmother came into the room. “So, it’s time for a break. I made your favorite.”

			Moving in with her after Ellie died was one decision Leo knew he had gotten right. He enjoyed living with Lilly, and helping out at the family bakery she still ran.

			“Cinnamon buns. Oh, you’re so sweet. What would I do without you?”

			“Well, for now I’m here. Don’t worry.”

			“Okay, I won’t.”

			“Honey, do you want to talk about it?” She saw the pain and anguish in everything he did.

			“No, but thanks for making these,” he said as he bit into one. “Just like when I was little. Whenever I had a bad day, you made a batch of cookies or muffins. Man, these are good. Who said comfort foods don’t work?”

			“Certainly not a grandmother.”

			“I might go into the office tomorrow. Samuel wants to see me.”

			“Sounds like a plan.” She kissed Leo’s forehead. “You can do this. I have faith in you.”

			“Nana, you’re the best.”

			***

			The next morning, Leo had just finished getting dressed when the phone rang.

			“Leo, it’s me, Samuel.”

			“I was just leaving.”

			“You were deciding if you were going to cancel on me again.”

			“Well, maybe I was—”

			“I gathered that much,” Samuel answered. “Not a problem.”

			Leo sat back in his chair, feeling relaxed but also wondering why Samuel had taken the news so well. “Great, I’ll see you in a few weeks. That should give me enough time to finish.”

			“Actually, I’ll see you in a few seconds. Open your door. I’m outside your house.”

			“That’s a joke, right?”

			Samuel laughed. “No joke, my friend. I have a little something for you.”

			When Leo opened the door, Samuel was standing there holding a small gray-and-white Schnauzer. The dog was cute as a button and staring at Leo. They immediately made a connection.

			Leo seemed to be a little off guard. “He’s so cute.” He cheerfully smiled.

			“Leo, meet Bernie. I’m glad you think he’s cute, because he’s yours.”

			“Mine. Why?”

			“You need a friend. Haven’t you heard a dog is man’s best friend?”

			“Do you really think a dog is going to help me finish the book?”

			“Call me crazy, but I do.”

			“So glad you have faith in me.”

			“Can I come in? Or are we going to just stand in the doorway?”

			“Sorry. Come on in.”

			Samuel followed Leo into the study. His first thought was what a comfortable, warm feeling the room had. He always got that feeling when he visited Leo’s house. He sometimes felt like just packing his bags and moving in.

			The walls were covered with pictures, including many of Ellie. She was beautiful and kind. What a love they had; Samuel was a little jealous of anyone who had a love like that. He certainly didn’t have that with Francine, though he did have two daughters he couldn’t love any more than he did. He knew he was overprotective, but all he really wanted was to see them happy. Regardless of what they thought, they were his shining stars. He knew he should tell them he loved them more often, but he was as stubborn as they were.

			“You do have a safe haven here, don’t you?” he said to Leo. “It feels so warm and loving.”

			“It’s my grandmother who does that. Lilly is a charmer.”

			“She sure is,” Samuel said as he sat down, crossed his legs, and relaxed.

			“Sam, do you see all these pictures? These are my life. They keep me on the straight and narrow and help when I’m lonely. I wish I could come in here and bang away on the keyboard, but I can’t. I will try my best; I don’t want to let my readers down. I know they would understand if they knew, but they don’t know Leo Tucker. They just know Nicole Forrester.”

			“I’m sorry. I’m just not sure it would be in your best interest to come out and be Leo Tucker at this point. They love Nicole Forrester. Success like yours doesn’t happen to everyone.”

			“I know—”

			Samuel interrupted him. “Don’t worry so much. Where’s your grandmother? I smell the cinnamon in the air.”

			“I’m right here, Sam.” Her walk was brisk and she was carrying a small tray; it was a wonder she didn’t drop it. “Cinnamon buns right from the oven.”

			“Nana, did you know Sam was coming?”

			“I did. Can’t tell a lie.”

			“Your grandmother was the one who suggested getting you a dog,” Samuel said.

			“Really. You talked to her about this?”

			“I did. I check in with her sometimes when you don’t answer your phone. I worry about you.”

			“I’m fine, but I don’t think I can take care of a dog right now.”

			Lilly smiled. “But I can. He’ll be great company for both of us.”

			Leo seemed to accept that. “Sam, I can’t believe you drove out here just to bring me a dog.”

			“Well, I do have another reason for coming,” Samuel eagerly confessed. “I’m sending you on a trip. You need to feel inspired.”

			“I can get inspired by myself. I’ll just try harder.”

			“That hasn’t worked so far. You’re going to Paris. When you come back, you’ll finish what you started. It will be good for you.”

			“You know I can’t. Nana, what about the bakery? I like helping you out.”

			“The bakery can do without you. The girls will handle it. Leona and Beverly are very capable.”

			“Maybe so, but I can’t go. Not now. Some other time.”

			“Oh, I forgot to tell you. It’s non-negotiable,” Samuel added as he handed him a plane ticket.

			Lilly nodded in agreement. “You’re going. Believe me, it will make a difference.”

			“Then come with me.”

			“Nope. Who wants to go to Paris with their grandmother?”

			Samuel laughed. “Listen to your grandmother. She’s always right.”

			“Look,” Lilly said. “You always say you want to go back to Paris. You talk about it all the time. It’s been a few years since you’ve been there, and the last couple have been hard. So you’re going.”

			Leo looked at his grandmother. “Do you actually think Paris will help me? What about the dog?”

			“I do. I love you, but you need a little change of pace. Samuel’s idea was Paris and mine was the dog. Bernie will be here when you get home.” Lilly lovingly picked up the dog and held him. “See, he’s already my friend. Come, we’re going into the kitchen.”

			After Lilly left the room, Samuel patted Leo on the back. “Don’t be mad at your grandmother. She loves you, but you already knew that. It’s just five days.”

			“I have no choice, right?”

			Samuel shook his head. “Let’s go.”

			“I have to pack a few things.”

			“There’s a bag with some things in the car. Everything you need. And what you don’t have, you can put on your expense report. I’ve made all the arrangements, and Alex will take you to the airport after he drops me at home. Say goodbye to you grandmother and then we’re off.”

		


		
			Chapter Four

			It was morning, and Gracie had just finished cleaning the dishes while Jack was taking a shower. They had made love early in the morning and she was feeling safe, warm, and a little giddy. She was never going to be the girl who fell foolishly in love — but as smart as she imagined herself to be, she was often impulsive.

			That changed when she received a call from her father.

			“Honey, listen,” Samuel began. “I know you love being in Paris, so please don’t get all upset, but I have something very difficult to say. You know it’s no secret I wasn’t happy that you left Chicago, and I understand your need to see your adventures come to life but—”

			“Dad, let me stop you there. Please don’t do this.”

			But he went on. “The first time I checked out Jack, there was no record of him at all.” 

			“Why did you did that?” She was angrier at her father than she had ever imagined possible.

			“What do you think? You’re my daughter and I love you. Would you rather he made of a fool of you?”

			“Don’t you trust me to make a good decision? After all, it’s my life. Maybe you think I’m a fool, but I’m happy.”

			“Did you just hear yourself? You said you’re a happy fool. What the hell is going on there? Are you brainwashed?” The conversation was moments away from explosion.

			“It’s been over two years. Get used to it. I’m not coming back to Chicago. There’s nothing there for me. My life is here with the man I love.”

			“At first, I thought this wouldn’t last. You left an opportunity of a lifetime. Does that sound like someone who is mature and has a lot of common sense? Who does that?”

			“Me. I did it. Call off the dogs.”

			“Why don’t I just send you the report?”

			“I don’t need a report. Throw it out.”

			“Please, let’s just discuss this. I’ll be calm.”

			“No, you won’t. Once you decide something is so, there’s no changing your mind.”

			“I could say that about you too,” her father added. “When you come to your senses, we’ll be here for you. But don’t go too long.”

			“Right now, don’t expect me to say anything you want to hear. When I get over what you’ve done, I’ll call you.”

			After she hung up, she felt horrible. She had a feeling there was something missing, but she really didn’t want to hear it. Jack was very secretive, and she was so open. They were opposite on so many issues, but it was always fun to disagree. They had great makeup sex. Still, she did question something Jack had never answered.

			Every time she asked him about his family, he would change the subject. She just let it go, thinking he would eventually tell her. All he said was his life wasn’t very interesting, but he occasionally hinted there was more to his story.

			She let it ride for a time. Finally, one day when they were arguing about her family, Jack said he knew that Gracie’s father hated him. “So, you tell me something about your father and I’ll tell you something about mine.” He said it in a joking manner, but she saw a chance to get some answers.

			“Well, my father loves me. But when I was a teenager, he had me followed. I was mad, but I understood he was very neurotic about his children’s safety.”

			Jack gave her a look. “Isn’t that a little over the top?”

			“He can be.” She gave him a kiss to make him feel more comfortable; she could sense he was slightly nervous.

			“My life was rather boring, maybe a little pathetic. But I grew up, and here I am with a beautiful, smart, and talented woman.” He had a way with words. “My parents died when I was eight years old. They were in a serious car crash.”

			Gracie gasped. “I’m so sorry. You should have said something. It’s no wonder you don’t talk about them much.”

			“There you have it. Nothing much that you don’t know.”

			After that, she never questioned him again. Looking back and thinking about what her father had said, maybe she should have.

			After she cooled down and Jack left for an appointment, Gracie called her father. He didn’t sleep very long and, even with the time change, she knew he would answer.

			“So, Samuel Warrington, let’s talk about this.”

			She could hear her father sigh in relief. “Fine. I’m ready to listen.”

			***

			Right after she hung up with her father, Gracie had a good cry and quickly packed her bags. Samuel was going to take care of her travel arrangements and she would handle the rest. At the end of the day, Gracie and her father loved each other despite their differences.

			She thought of just leaving, but she knew that was not the right thing to do. She would confront Jack in one final conversation. They were scheduled to meet for dinner at their usual place, the bistro. She got there early and took a table in back instead of their usual spot.

			Jack was surprised when he walked in. “So, why the back table? You know how I like to show you off. And you look especially beautiful tonight.”

			“I don’t think tonight’s going to be one you want to remember. I’ve decided to go home to Chicago. I’m not coming back.”

			“What about our marriage? The children we were going to have? Most importantly, what about our love?”

			“Our love? That’s a joke.”

			Jack was shocked. “I don’t understand any of this. You can’t leave. Notre vie sera belle.” He reached for her hand and kissed it.

			“Jack, our life together won’t be beautiful. It’s never going to be anything other than what it is now. We don’t have a future. You know that.” 

			Jack sat back in his chair, not knowing what to say. “Why not?”

			For the first time, she saw nothing when she looked into his eyes. “Do you really not know what I’m talking about?”

			“No, absolutely no clue. Please fill me in. Is it something your father said?”

			“Yes, it is. Did you really think we could get married and have a family?”

			“Of course. Why not?”

			“I’m going to ask you again. Is there something you’re not telling me?”

			“Not that I can think of.”

			“Maybe you’d better think again.”

			“You can’t leave. We planned a life.”

			“Whose life? Your family’s? You know, your wife and daughter?”

			His mouth dropped open. “Let me explain.”

			“Are you married?” Gracie wanted to be sure what her father said was true. “I’m asking you to tell me the truth. No lies, just one word. Yes or no?”

			When he didn’t answer, she stood up. She was trying her best not to cry, but that wasn’t possible.

			“Well, I guess I got my answer.” Her eyes filled with tears. “You broke my heart. You lied to me. I feel like a fool.”

			Jack held onto her hand as if for dear life. “Please don’t leave. I love you.”

			“Great. How were you going to manage having two wives?”

			“Please sit down. We can talk about this. It’s complicated.”

			“No it isn’t,” Gracie said on her way out of the bistro. “I have a flight to catch.” 

		


		
			Chapter Five

			Gracie got to the airport late and ran like hell to the gate. She called out to the attendant, “Please wait! I have to be on that flight.”

			“It’s not possible.” The flight attendant shook her head. “Sorry, Miss.”

			A feeling of desperation came over her. Gracie had to get on the plane. She began to cry, getting louder as the seconds passed.

			“Fine, let me see what I can do,” the attendant finally said in an irritated voice. “Can I have your ticket?” She looked it over. “It’s first class.”

			Gracie nodded. “It is. Please—”

			“What about your bags?”

			“I just have this bag. I’m into minimal traveling. I need to get back to the States. I can’t stay here tonight.” Her anxiety took over. “Please see what you can do.”

			The attendant left for a minute. When she came back, she nodded for Gracie. “Come with me.” She hurriedly moved her along. “It’s okay. You’re lucky it’s a first-class ticket; those are the only seats available.”

			Gracie cautiously sat down. She had almost forgotten how much she hated flying, which explained why she forgot her Dramamine. She was anxious to get home and forget about the mess she created.

			A few passengers gave her a look as she took her seat, but she smiled, trying to ease the tension. She didn’t need enemies on a long flight. After situating herself, she laid her head back, but her memories kept her from sleeping. She cried a little, then fell asleep for just a few minutes during takeoff. When the seatbelt sign turned off, she relaxed, grateful to be on her way home.

			She didn’t want to be the woman who fell in love in Paris and came back with a broken heart. She had a sinking feeling about what her life might look like when she returned to a job she didn’t want, without the man she was going to spend the rest of her life with.

			While she was deep in thought, the flight attendant tapped her shoulder. “We’ll be serving a light snack soon. Here’s the menu. I’ll be right back to take your order.”

			“I’m fine. Don’t think I’ll be eating. I think I’ll sleep.”

			“If you decide you want something, just let me know.”

			Gracie smiled, glad that her father had booked her a first-class ticket. As the attendant moved on, she finally closed her eyes and slept.

			She woke up in a panic when she heard the captain speaking to all the passengers over the loudspeaker. “I know you’re all counting on a nonstop flight, but we’re diverting to Kennedy Airport. The entire area in our path is going to be extremely rough, and Chicago O’Hare has closed until tomorrow evening at the earliest. We are very sorry for the inconvenience. We’ll be back with more information as we receive it.”

			Gracie was
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