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        I would like to dedicate this book to all my readers,

        as you are what inspires me to keep writing.

        May you always have romance in your life,

        and love in your hearts.
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        If I knew I would be falling in love with an angel, I would have searched for you harder and found you sooner.

        ~ Anonymous
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        You have the power to say,

        “This is not how my story will end.”

        ~ Anonymous

      

      

      Sophie liked to tell people she could see the Eiffel Tower from the window of her third-floor walk-up. Now, maybe this was stretching the truth a bit. Since there were quite a few different factors involved for this to happen.

      First of all, you had to smash almost the whole side of your face against the glass to get the right angle. It also had to be a relatively cloudless day. 

      And finally? 

      You had to squint really, really hard.

      But there it was, the Eiffel Tower. Or, as any proud Parisian would quickly inform you, La Tour Eiffel. In all its glory.

      Okay… so maybe only the top of the tower was visible.

      But most people were impressed by this. In fact, she’d found that living in Paris was enough for most people to be in awe of whatever she had to say. Even if she embellished the truth a bit. She could claim she had almost climbed to the top of the Eiffel Tower. Or she had made a visit to the Champs-Élysées Fountain of Love to throw in a coin and make a wish.

      This, by the way, was something she actually did. And had her wish come true? 

      Not yet. But she was pretty sure there was no time frame for one of these wishes.

      So you can still hope…

      Yep, there was something about starting out a conversation with “Since I’ve been living in Paris…” that was enough to have boosted her reputation to not only a person of interest, but one who was also quite knowledgeable as well.

      At least back home in Cleveland, she found this held true.

      And you want to be that person. If only in someone else’s eyes. Someone special.

      This was why she was now standing at her window, searching the faces in the evening crowds below, hoping to see a familiar face.

      Julian’s face…

      Julian was an artist, a very contemporary, abstract kind of artist. His paintings were easily recognized by his signature use of big splashes and broad brushstrokes of color. She had met him when she first arrived in Paris, and liked to think they were very good friends.

      This was why she was hoping, at this very minute, he might be on his way to her apartment. He’d changed his mind and would be more than happy to accompany her to Cleveland for Abby and Kevin’s wedding. Even though she knew this wasn’t an option, since he’d already committed to a showing of his work at a gallery the same weekend.

      But this was okay… she got it. Right now, his career came first. At the mercy of the followers of the who’s-who-in-the-art-world, he had put everything else in his life on hold. Determined to break through to the top and get the recognition he deserved, it appeared he was finally close to reaching this goal. 

      But, and he was always so quick to remind her of this, if he slacked off even the least bit, he could very well become invisible once again.

      And, as he dramatically informed her, his life would be over. 

      Since his paintings were gaining in popularity, she wasn’t worried. Even though she still hadn't figured out what message he was attempting to send with his work. So many times she’d tried to match the title to the painting in front of her. But as of yet, she couldn’t find the connection. 

      Not for a single one of his paintings.

      Sort of like she wasn't able to connect with him.

      Nothing clicked.

      She absentmindedly fingered the locket he gave her only last week. He had insisted he wanted to give her something to show how he felt about her. But since she so adamantly told him she didn’t want a ring, this necklace was what he chose. He had designed the locket himself, inserting photos of them inside. He also had it engraved on the back, with only one word.

      Forever.

      But as much as she hated to admit this, forever was not a word she associated with Julian.

      So, why was she so desperately wishing he would change his mind about this trip? Maybe because she was in need of a friend? Someone to show up with, sending out the message the events of last summer? Well, that was now old news. It didn’t matter anymore. She had moved on.

      And it frightens you to know how far from the truth this is.

      She turned away from the window. She needed to stop thinking and start packing. Staring blindly at the clothes hanging in her closet, she finally chose her one reliable black dress and her favorite blue dress. All the while, she made it a point to ignore the royal blue evening gown hanging there. It was the dress she had worn when she went to the Children's Hospital Benefit with Chester Mazzori last July. The first of the two times she’d spent with him. 

      And it had been wonderful.

      Unfortunately, the second time they were together had gone in the opposite direction, turning her life upside down. She’d compare it to being yanked out of a beautiful dream, to then be thrown right back into her ordinary life. 

      Raking her hand through her hair, she gave an irritated sigh. She couldn’t start thinking about that. This would only lead to thinking about him. 

      But after she tossed the dresses in her suitcase, she sank down on the bed and closed her eyes. 

      Why can’t you let it go? 

      You’d think her mind would have said enough already, it was time to move on. If only to let her live in peace. But this hadn’t happened.

      Abruptly leaving the bed, she returned to her closet. Grabbing a couple of sweaters and shirts, her two favorite pairs of jeans, and her leggings from the top shelf, she tossed them in her suitcase. Since her plan was only to be gone for a week, she didn't need to pack much. And if she stopped to think about it, who did she need to impress?

      No one… absolutely no one.

      Almost angrily zipping up the suitcase, she set it by the door. 

      She checked her phone to see her flight had been delayed again, this time by almost another hour. After she changed the time for her taxi, she curled up in the chair by the window, a sadness creeping through her.

      She hated these sudden moods taking hold of her. They left her feeling unsettled, a nagging uncertainty hanging over her. This wasn’t like her. She had never been a gloomy, why-did-this-happen-to-me kind of person. But here she was, exactly that.

      She knew this was because she wasn’t sure what to expect when she was finally back in Cleveland.

      You know you are going to see him again. But what happens next is what worries you.

      Chester Mazzori… 

      He had never left your mind.

      And she was beginning to believe he never would.
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      After Chester brought her home from the benefit on that July night, she had been too excited to even think about going to bed.

      Because, honestly?

      Look at how much her life had changed over the past few days. How was it, through such a random encounter, she would end up attending a formal event with a man she met on the street?

      A celebrity, of sorts.

      Professional major league baseball players would fall under the category of being famous, wouldn’t they? Even more so if they were rated as one of the top players in the league?

      And there was no doubt about it, Chester Mazzori was good at what he did. He was also, unarguably, the most attractive man she had ever met. Even now, thinking about him, a shiver traveled through her, all the way from her head to her toes.

      She had taken a big chance on that hot and humid July afternoon when she made such an impulsive stop on the busy highway. To then run into oncoming traffic to rescue the puppy. But there was no way she would have let the poor little thing get run over. No, she was too much of an animal lover to let that happen.

      And how did she and Chester meet?

      This had happened when he’d been forced to slam on his brakes in order to avoid running into the back of her stopped car. When he first got out of his car, she could tell by his expression, he wasn’t very happy with her.

      Definitely not the best of starts.

      But then everything began to change. At the risk of sounding crazy, it was as though some unknown power suddenly swooped down and poof… there was this instant connection between them.

      So, as you can see, this was no ordinary encounter.

      No, they had fallen into the midst of a life-changing experience, one she knew she couldn’t let slip away. And she did this the best way she knew how. She began chattering away, about everything and anything.

      When they finally parted, he left her with the promise of baseball tickets. And how had she responded? By suggesting he should seriously think of shaving off his beard and trimming the overgrown mop of hair he had going on.

      What were you thinking? Baseball tickets versus personal hygiene advice? This certainly didn’t seem like a fair exchange, did it?

      Call it women’s intuition, or whatever, but she got the distinct feeling he was using all of that hair as a shield. And as attractive as she already found him, she couldn’t even imagine how handsome he would be without it.

      If there was anyone knowledgeable about the life-changing power of a makeover, it would be her. She had sat through umpteen classes and lectures on the importance of putting your best foot forward. Be it hair, makeup, and/or clothing. 

      She knew her stuff.

      To say she was thrilled when he called the next day to ask if she would be his date for the Children’s Hospital Benefit would be an understatement. And, when he arrived at her door the night of the event, he about took her breath away. Because gone were the unruly hair and beard. And just as she had predicted, he was even more devastatingly handsome than before. 

      In fact, she had been almost speechless, a trait for her, one that rarely ever happened.

      The evening had gone on to be magical in every sense of the word. Until she had gone and made a mess of everything. She asked him to kiss her.

      Who does something like this? Certainly not the type of women he was used to dating.

      But the gentleman he is, he didn’t let her down. Granted, it was a very casual kiss. But it was enough for her to know this was another thing he was good at.

      Maybe even better than baseball.

      So, she told him this… blurted it right out loud.

      Again, not one of your better moves, judging by his amused chuckle.

      Totally embarrassed, she had practically thrown herself out of his SUV. Unfortunately, she was barefoot. She had kicked off her shoes as soon as they got in the car. Since Chester was so tall, she really had no choice but to wear the highest heels she could manage, and her feet had been begging for mercy.

      He had tried to persuade her to put on the shoes on for the short walk to her door, but she’d childishly refused. So, he picked her up and carried her to the door.

      Now beyond flustered, she invited him in. But he declined. Taking this as an indication she should write off the whole evening and give him the chance to make his escape, she bid him a quick goodnight and slipped inside.

      But proof miracles really do happen, he’d knocked on the door. He told her he wanted to see her again, but he wanted to take it slow. Because what they had was too special to hurry.

      Yes, these had been his exact words.

      And this was when she knew…

      Chester Mazzori was the man she was going to marry.

      

      She should have known this had been too good to be true.

      Proof of this was the next morning when her life suddenly took a turn in a whole new direction. Beginning with her phone ringing at the ridiculous hour of seven-thirty in the morning.

      It was her Aunt Louise. She needed Sophie at the boutique right away. There was something very exciting they needed to discuss.

      And no, it couldn’t wait.

      When she had arrived at The Chic Boutique, the designer clothing store she managed with her aunt, she found her aunt in a panic. She had received a call from a business associate in Paris. A shop was available on the fashionable Avenue des Champs-Élysées, and if she moved fast, the shop would be hers.

      It had always been her aunt’s dream to open a boutique in Paris. This is where she had studied design and also where she met her husband, Paul. Swedish born, he had been in Paris studying architecture. After a whirlwind courtship, they had married.

      But when Sophie’s parents divorced and her mother passed away shortly afterward, her aunt and uncle found themselves as the appointed guardians to Sophie and her younger twin sister and brother, Hannah and Brian.

      So, they moved back to Cleveland. Louise opened The Chic Boutique and Paul set up his architectural firm.

      It was because of her aunt’s influence, Sophie had chosen a career in fashion. So, it was assumed once she graduated from college, she would join her aunt at the boutique.

      And now there was this new venture in Paris.

      But there was a slight problem. Paul was scheduled to undergo back surgery. With the long recovery period to follow, Louise didn’t feel comfortable leaving him. This, she told Sophie, was where she came in. She would be the one to go to Paris.

      Not only would she undertake the grand opening of the boutique, but she would also stay on permanently as the manager.

      It was the opportunity of a lifetime. And who knew? Maybe while in Paris, she would meet someone and fall in love. Exactly like she had fallen in love with her Paul all those years ago.

      After all, wasn’t Paris known as the city of love?

      Sophie was trying to take this all in.

      At the same time, she was in denial.

      You don’t need Paris. And falling in love? You’re pretty sure the man you want is right here. Less than twenty minutes away.

      In her excitement, her aunt hadn’t even noticed Sophie didn’t seem to share her enthusiasm. She chattered on about how great this would be for their business. It would fly through the roof when their customers found out about the boutique in Paris. This was an opportunity that would take them to the next level. It would label them as a fashion icon here in Cleveland.

      She got the chills just thinking about this.

      She has also been told there was a furnished apartment available. It was a third-floor walk-up, conveniently located  in the same building housing the boutique.

      She had also checked on flights. If they got to work right away, set up a plan and ordered merchandise to be sent directly to Paris, Sophie could leave as early as the end of the week.

      Everything was in their favor. Including the interior of the boutique, recently painted and ready to be stocked with new merchandise. This would include a line of vintage clothing and accessories, something she knew was Sophie’s passion.

      Of course, there would also be a new name on the store front.

      
        
        Sophie’s.

      

      

      This was the name she had chosen for the boutique. It was the perfect name. Sophisticated, yet whimsical. Even Paul had agreed. 

      And this is what drove it all home. When Sophie knew she couldn’t let her aunt down. She owed her too much.

      But, seriously? Why did this have to happen now? 

      A week, or even a few days ago, you would’ve been thrilled.

      But now there was Chester.

      Yes, Chester. The man you have already decided you’re going to marry.

      If, by chance, he did call, how was she going to be able to explain? But there was also a good possibility she would never hear from him again. Either way, the outcome wouldn’t be good.

      Suddenly feeling both anxious and irritated, she’d glanced over to see her aunt had finished her call. A frantic expression on her face, she was mumbling to herself as she checked off items from a buyer’s catalog.

      She shoved Chester into the far corner of her mind and went over to help her aunt.

      Yeah, as you can imagine, this was easier said than done…

      

      Between working on the plans for the new store, and dealing with the handful of customers who wandered into the boutique, it was late afternoon before Sophie finally had a few minutes to herself. Her aunt was out running errands, so she had the place to herself.

      Though she wasn’t really alone. For the last two hours, a woman had gone back and forth between the dressing room and the large mirror set up in the corner of the shop at least a dozen times. She had now narrowed her selection down to two dresses. But she wasn’t sure if her choice would pass her daughter’s approval.

      Sophie watched her disappear into the dressing room again, an even more anxious expression on her face. This was exactly why she had convinced her aunt it would be a bad idea to carry wedding dresses in the boutique.

      During her internship in a bridal shop, Sophie had witnessed how the high expectations of shopping for a wedding dress could so quickly turn into an episode of drama and tears. To the extent the final profit from the sale hadn’t even come close to covering the time and stress involved.

      This was also when she’d decided if she ever got married, she didn’t want a big wedding. Nope, her plan involved get married on a beach somewhere. With the setting sun as the background. And her family and close friends as the only guests.

      The groom would have no choice but to go along with this.

      But it’s beginning to look like this is never going to happen, doesn’t it?

      With a sigh, she had picked up her phone to check her messages.

      And there it was … a voice message from Chester.

      Her heart beating a mile a minute, she had leaned back against the counter to listen to his message. The deep, velvety tone of his voice flowed through her, the tension and frustration she’d been carrying around all day slowly fading away.

      
        
        “Hey angel, it’s Chester. I’d like to take you out to dinner on Thursday. I wish it could be sooner, but we have a game both today and tomorrow. Let me know if this will work for you. I can pick you up at seven.”

      

      

      A few moments of silence passed before he spoke again.

      
        
        I’ve been thinking about you… a lot. So, call me. Until Thursday, then.

      

      

      She stared down at the phone, when what she wanted to do was put her head down on the counter and cry.

      Even go as far to start sobbing.

      But she really wasn’t one to cry. She wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was because her sister Hannah cried enough for the both of them? Something had to go extremely and horribly wrong for her to break down in tears.

      You should be happy. He called. And this is what you had hoped would happen, right?

      Yes… and then, no.

      She’d listened to the message again.

      Thursday…

      Since there was a chance they might forfeit the Paris space if they waited too long, her aunt had already suggested Sophie schedule her flight for Friday. She wanted her in Paris as soon as possible. 

      So, Sophie had a decision to make.

      A small part of her, the logical part, knew she should tell him she was leaving, maybe even permanently. And she would understand if he wanted to cancel. She’d be fine with this.

      What a big lie this was.

      But the rest of her wanted to see him again. If only as a test. After all, this time could be different, the connection no longer between them. Then she would be able to fly off to Paris, knowing she was leaving nothing behind.

      And this was even a bigger lie.

      For a few minutes, she did nothing. Then, picking up her phone, she hit his number. When she was switched over to his voice mail, she left her message.

      
        
        “Chester, this is Sophie. Hi, Thursday would be fine. I have some unexpected news to share with you. I confess I’ve been thinking of you, too. Umm... I'll see you then.”

      

      

      Dropping the phone in her lap, she had leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes.

      Auuugghhhhhh…

      I confess I’ve been thinking of you, too? How in the world did you come up with that choice of words? So prim and proper.

      At the sound of someone tentatively clearing their throat, she had opened her eyes. The woman who had been agonizing over her dress choice was standing in front of her.

      Her voice firm, she had laid a dress on the counter. “This is the dress. With a few minor alterations, it will be perfect. My daughter will just have to accept my decision.”

      She sent a glance over at Sophie’s left hand. “I see you’re not married. When you do decide to get married, promise me you’ll be nice to your mother. We aren’t all that bad, you know.”

      Shaking her head, Sophie had taken the dress from her. “I doubt I’ll ever get married since I don’t seem to do well at relationships. Something always happens to put an end to them before they even begin. I’m beginning to think I’m one of those women destined to be the bridesmaid, never the bride.”

      For some odd reason, she had then gone on to tell the woman all about the boutique in Paris. And her date with Chester.

      The woman, who Sophie learned was Helen Peters, was excited.

      “I live right next door to Chester’s aunt. Evelyn is her name. She is so proud of him and talks about him all the time. He comes for one of her home-cooked dinners at least once or twice a month. I understand, since her lasagna is to die for.”

      She frowned. “Evelyn once told me Chester was married when he was younger. But the marriage only lasted for about a year. His wife ran off with another man. Supposedly, he had been madly in love with her and took the breakup really hard.”

      Her forehead creased in thought. "I think his parents passed away when he was a teenager and since then, Evelyn has been like a surrogate mother to him and his three sisters. His youngest sister is the only one still living in the area, Carrie. She’s a beautiful girl. An interior designer, I believe.”

      This information is not what Sophie had wanted to hear. From what Helen Peters had told her, it sounded like Chester had more than his share of being left behind.  

      And now she would be doing the same. 

      Even though this was the last thing you want to do.

      The dress paid for and an appointment set for the fitting, Helen Peters left the boutique. 

      Glancing around at the silent shop, Sophie dropped her head on her arms and gave a long, frustrated sigh 

      It just wasn’t fair.
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        Once in a lifetime,

        you meet someone who changes everything.

        ~ Unknown

      

      

      At the sound of someone banging on her Paris apartment door, an unwelcome interruption of her daydreams, Sophie nearly d out of the chair.

      She opened the door, thinking it was the taxi driver.

      It was Julian.

      He immediately wrapped her in a big hug. “Ma chérie! I am so glad to see you have not left yet! I wanted to see you one last time, just to let you know how much I’m going to miss you.”

      Claiming her mouth with his, he gave her a long, passionate kiss. Then his eyes slowly roaming over her face, his voice was husky with desire. “Come on, SO-pheee. Let me show you how much I love you. This way I will always be on your mind while you are gone.”

      They were doing a dance with their hands, his trying to bring her closer, hers trying to push him away. His kisses becoming more urgent, he moved them over to the bed, stretching out beside her.

      Now as much as she loved how he said her name, SO-pheee, and that he called her ma chérie, she didn’t want to have to fight him on this again.

      It just wasn’t right.

      He wasn’t right.

      Is it possible you feel this way because he interrupted your dreams about Chester?

      Maybe?

      She closed her eyes, giving a frustrated sigh. Okay, so maybe it was because of Chester. But no matter how hard she tried to feel differently, Julian wasn’t—nor ever would be—Chester.

      There’s no anticipation, no eager flutter in your stomach at the thought of his kiss. Nor does your heart start beating in a frenzy when you see him, almost as if it wanted to leap right out of your chest.

      Nope.

      There was no spark.

      No desire.

      God, no… if Chester was on the bed with you right now, there is no way you would be able to resist him. Not in a million years.

      Her sigh had Julian pause his onslaught of kisses. He gazed down at her, an inquiring expression on his face.

      She scooted out from under him and, sitting on the edge of the bed, she reached out to touch his cheek. “Julian, please… I told you before, I’m not ready for this. And I don’t know if I ever will be.”

      He gave a huge groan and, rolling over onto his back, he dramatically threw his arm across his forehead. Then he slowly lifted his head, peering sharply at her.

      “From what you’re saying, I’m beginning to wonder if there is another man in your life. A man you haven’t told me about, ma chérie. Could this be true?”

      His expression went from thoughtful to determined. “Because if there is, I am sure I can prove I’m the more charming of the two of us. And I can definitely be the better lover. You only need to let me prove this.”

      He reached for her, rolling them back onto the bed. Swooping in to give her a kiss, he frowned when she turned away, her lips tightly pressed together.

      With a sharp intake of breath, he abruptly left the bed. Dragging his hands through his hair, his look was one of disbelief. “There is someone else, isn’t there? How could this be? And more importantly, why did you start something with me if you are already in another relationship?”

      She left the bed, taking his hands in hers. “Julian, there is really no one else. There might have been, but nothing came of it before I left for Paris. And now, I can’t stop wondering what might have happened if I had stayed. If the outcome would have been different.”

      She shrugged. “Once I’m back home, maybe I’ll be able to see things more clearly. I don’t know, I really don’t. I only know I’m so confused.” She slowly shook her head. “Please try to understand.”

      He took her into his arms and, after a long, drawn-out sigh, he rested his cheek to the top of her head. He wasn’t worried, at least not yet. He would let her go home where he truly believed she would come to her senses.

      She had to realize he was the one for her. How could she not? Together, they were a perfect fit.

      He gazed down at her. “Okay, I will try to be patient. But you do realize I can’t wait forever.” He frowned. “Don’t make me regret I didn’t go with you. Instead, I want you to come back, all of this hesitation gone from your mind so you can belong to me. Then we will take Paris by a storm.”

      Abruptly letting her go, he headed for the door. He was still talking. “And now, I must go. I didn’t tell anyone I was leaving, and the gallery is in such a disarray. I don’t even want to think about how much work there is to be done before the show.”

      She followed him to the door, where he turned to frame her face with his hands, his voice a husky whisper. “Tu es l’amour de ma vie.”

      Since her French was still somewhat limited, she wasn’t quite sure what he said. But judging by the tone of his voice, it had to be something romantic. So, she tried to lose herself in the kiss he gave her, hoping she’d feel something.

      But again, there was nothing.

      Nope… nothing.

      Not at all like when Chester kissed you.

      If anything, Julian’s kiss left her feeling frustrated. As though something was missing, leaving her with a yearning for so much more. There was no breathless hitch of her heart. Or the feeling she was falling into a moment in time she never wanted to leave.

      She went to stand at the window, waiting for him to come out of the building. Once he appeared, moving in his usual quick Julian fashion, he paused to gaze up in her direction. When he saw her, he smiled and after blowing her a kiss, he went sprinting down the sidewalk. Only after he was out of sight, did she finally turn away.

      Her hands going to her throat, she fingered the locket.

      Why can’t you like him as much as he seems to care for him?

      Evidently, there was something majorly wrong with her, because most women would kill for a man like Julian. He was successful, extremely handsome, and so incredibly sexy. His voice alone, with the bonus of his French accent, was enough to make a woman want to follow him anywhere.

      But for you? Again, nothing clicks.

      Her taxi now due to arrive at any minute, she decided to go downstairs to wait. She slipped into her coat and, picking up her suitcase, she closed the door behind her. Suddenly tempted to turn around and slip right back inside, she quickly began making her way down the stairs, dragging her suitcase behind her.

      She never thought going home would make her feel this way, filled with such conflicting emotions.

      On the one hand, she was excited about Abby and Kevin’s wedding and seeing her friends and family. After all, she hadn’t been back since she left for Paris back in July.

      On the other hand, she was terrified of what might happen when she saw Chester again. Her only hope was she didn’t make a complete fool of herself.

      If she did, all the stories in the world wouldn’t make her any more interesting.
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      Absentmindedly fingering the baseball he held in his hand, Chester watched another gust of snow whip past his window.

      What had started out as a few random flakes only a short time ago had now developed into a full-blown blizzard. He hoped the latest prediction this new wave of snow would be long gone before Kevin and Abby’s rehearsal dinner on Friday was on the mark.

      Today was Wednesday. So, a lot could happen between now and then.

      He smiled, shaking his head. Everyone who lived in Cleveland knew how unpredictable the weather could be. And they all blamed it on the lake effect. He wasn’t quite sure he went along with this, but knew he was tired of snow. It had started up right after Christmas, and he’d swear it hadn’t let up since.

      If anything, he was feeling pretty pleased with his decision pick up his tuxedo earlier. He’d actually picked up all the tuxes, seven total. This covered the wedding party, along with Abby and Kevin’s fathers. As the best man, it seemed like the logical thing to do, since he and Kevin were the only two in town right now. 

      No doubt Kevin had plenty of things to keep him busy. Abby would make sure of this.

      Yeah, you’re a real Mr. Nice Guy. But then, what else do you have going on right now?

      Sadly, not a damn thing…

      Sobered by this thought, he set the baseball down and pushed away from his desk. His hands shoved in his pockets, he strolled over to the window just in time to watch the snowplow rumble past.

      This had him wondering … was it snowing in Paris now? Glancing at his watch, he saw it was a little after four. This meant it was a little past ten in the evening there.

      Sophie…

      A familiar feeling of loss coming over him, he closed his eyes.

      He could see her so clearly in his mind. Unfortunately, the expression of bewilderment and pain on her face was what he remembered the most. But he had only himself to blame for this.

      You’re such a damn idiot.

      Jamming his hands further in his pockets, he stared unseeingly out at the slowly moving traffic.

      He wondered... Was she alone in her apartment? Like he was right now? Possibly thinking about him?

      Yeah, right.

      He gave a short laugh. More likely, she was out on a date with this French guy. Julius or Jude, whatever the hell his name was. Abby had let this information slip the other day when he’d helped her and Kevin move into their new condo. From what she said, this guy was crazy about Sophie.

      He frowned.

      Stupid name for a guy, no matter who he was. Abby said he was an artist. This made it even worse. How did he think he was going to make a living, painting pictures? Let alone support someone?

      Sophie deserved the best. And if he could somehow convince her he was the one for her, he would give her everything.

      Anything. Everything. He would give her it all.

      But this was all hopeful thinking on his part. Sophie wasn’t his. And it was beginning to look like a sure bet she never would be. Hadn’t she made it clear her career was more important than he was? 

      So maybe she and this French guy were a better fit after all.

      If only he could persuade his heart to go along with this. Then maybe he’d be able to move on. But after the last kiss they shared, he knew this was probably never going to happen.

      Nope, the kiss had changed everything.

      Sinking down into his chair, he leaned back and closed his eyes. 

      And once again, he was right back with Sophie on that fateful night in July.
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        Sometimes, love works.

        But sometimes, it hurts more.

        ~ Anonymously Yours

      

      

      After Chester had listened to Sophie’s voice message accepting his dinner invitation, he hadn't been able to stop thinking about this ‘news’ she’d said she wanted to share.

      What did she mean? Was it good news? Or bad news? Did it involve him? Them?

      By the time he’d arrived at her townhouse the night of their dinner date, he’d prepared himself for the worst. 

      But his worry had all but disappeared when she opened the door. 

      Wearing a blue sundress that brought out the blue of her eyes, once again he fell right under her spell. 

      When she gazed up at him, their eyes meeting, he had been hit by such a strong wave of desire, it took everything he had not to pull her into his arms. 

      So he could kiss her. Maybe even until she begged him to stop.

      Instead, he’d somehow managed to place a casual kiss on her cheek before he mumbled some inane remark about the color blue. It was her color, he told her. Making her eyes even a more beautiful shade of blue. The color of bluebells, he would have to say.

      When she only continued to gaze up at him, her expression puzzled, he then had to go on and explain how bluebells were flowers his Aunt Evelyn always insisted on in her garden because of their beautiful coloring.

      If he were to be honest, he wasn’t sure if he’d ever seen one. And if he had, he probably hadn’t paid much attention. But with the way his aunt carried on about them, they had to be pretty spectacular.

      Almost as spectacular as the beautiful blue eyes he was now gazing into, unable to look away for the life of him.

      Thank goodness, his explanation seemed to have gone over well. In fact, everything continued to go well during the drive to the restaurant, all the way up until they finished their entrées. 

      They had talked about everything. Their families, the always safe topic of the weather and, of course, baseball. He told her things about himself he had never shared with anyone else. He'd swear she had a way of bringing the words right out of him.

      But not once did she bring up the news she told him she’d wanted to share. In fact, she seemed to avoid any talk at all about what she did. Except for her vague comment, she helped manage a women's clothing store with her aunt. Or as she’d referred to it, a boutique. Not much into fashion, he assumed this had to mean fancy. Or more likely, expensive.

      Now, Chester is not the brooding type. Or should we say, he's not a pessimistic kind of guy. No, he liked to think of himself as a very positive person. A go-getter. A take-charge kind of person. To succeed at what he did for a living, he needed to be almost overconfident. This was what usually brought out the best results on the field.

      His theory on this? No one had ever hit a home run if they hadn't been convinced they were capable of doing so.

      But for some reason, he’d begun to feel very apprehensive about how the rest of the evening would go. There was a cautiousness about Sophie he couldn’t quite figure out. As if she was keeping something from him.

      So, he could only wait.

      

      The waitress had cleared their table and poured Sophie’s coffee. 

      Lounging back in his chair, Chester stirred his Scotch and amaretto. Content to watch Sophie as she studied the dessert menu, he smiled at the seriousness of her expression as she mulled over her choices.

      She had finally glanced over at him, her smile shy. “If I order something, will you share it with me?”

      Honest, and he would swear by this, he had no idea he would say what he did.

      It just came out. “Angel, I’ll share anything with you. For as long as you want me to.”

      And this, unfortunately, was when everything started to go downhill. He could only watch as her eyes seemed to grow bigger and brighter as they searched his face. Then, after staring down at the menu, slowly she’d closed it. Clasping her hands together in front of her, he could see they had started to shake. 

      This wasn't what one would call an encouraging sign.

      Her words had come out in a whisper. “Chester, I’m leaving.”

      At first, he didn't understand. Or maybe it was more like he didn’t want to understand.

      She was leaving? When? Now? Where was she going? And why?

      His first instinct to stop her hands from shaking, he’d reached over to grasp them firmly in his. “I don’t understand. You’re leaving? Where are you going?”

      She’d refused to look at him. Her gaze focused on their hands, her voice was so low he had to lean in closer to hear her. “Paris… I’m going to Paris, France. My aunt is opening a boutique in one of the more fashionable areas of the city. This is something that has always been a dream of hers. Since my uncle is scheduled to have surgery, she wants me to go in her place. I couldn’t say no. I owe her so much. She has done so much for me, Hannah and Brian. I have to go. I…” Her voice trailing off, she had still refused to meet his gaze. 

      For a few moments, he was silent, not sure if he understood what she was trying to tell him.

      See? You were right in thinking something like this would happen. Why did you think, for just this once, things would finally work out in your favor?

      Then, giving her hands a gentle squeeze, he responded. “We can still see each other until you have to leave. And we'll keep in touch until you come back. Do you know how long you will be gone?"

      Shaking her head, she’d pulled away. “No, no, no… I can’t do this to you. It’s not fair. Because I think… I…”

      She’d paused, taking a deep breath. This should have been a warning, what she had to say next wasn’t going to be what he wanted to hear. But again, he was clueless.

      Averting her gaze, her words were barely audible. “This may turn out to be permanent, and my flight leaves tomorrow morning. I know I should have told you this, but we didn’t make the flight reservation until late this afternoon. And I wanted… I… I should have called you right then to tell you and I know it was wrong of me not to, but I… I didn’t want…”

      Her words trailing into silence, the silence that followed had been unbearable, as almost in shock, he’d waited for her to say something else… anything. Or at least give him a reasonable explanation for why she hadn’t let him know about this from the beginning.

      But she did no such thing. Instead, she had remained silent, still refusing to meet his eyes.

      He was finally the one to make the first move. Reaching up to run his hand through his hair, he slowly leaned back in his chair.

      What the hell? Why did she wait to tell you this?

      A slow anger began to fill him.

      This showed in the frustration filling his voice. “I can’t believe this. And I don’t understand why you waited until now to tell me this. God, Sophie… I would’ve tried to find time… no, I would have made time to see you over the past few days if I knew you were leaving. The hell with the games.”

      When she didn’t say anything, he’d persisted, something now he wished he wouldn’t have done. But he was having such a hard time, all of these emotions slamming into him and he couldn’t even think straight.

      “And here I thought we were on the same track. That there was something between us. Something special.” He slowly shook his head. “I thought you felt this, too. But evidently, I was wrong.”

      Again, he’d waited for her to say something. Again, there was only silence. And damn if he didn’t go and make things even worse. “Is this what you have to do? Or is it something you’re doing because you feel the need to prove yourself?”

      Her head had shot up, her eyes finally meeting his. And this was when he realized he’d gone too far.

      But it was too late. Now she was the angry one. Glaring at him angry, her expression one he hoped to never again experience. At least not when it was because of something he did.

      If there was even the chance of an ever again.

      Her voice had been firm, almost clipped. “Yes, it’s something I both want and have to do. And I assure you, I am not trying to prove anything. Not to you or anyone else. I’ve worked really hard to get to this point, and this is a great step in my career. You can’t tell me you don’t understand, because I’m sure you’ve also made sacrifices to further your career.”

      She’d shrugged. “Plus, I can’t just quit on a whim. I have bills to pay.”

      He could only stare at her.

      On a whim?

      This is what she considered him? A passing fancy?

      He’d opened his mouth to say something, but then just as quickly closed it. He’d wanted to tell her, whim or not, he’d gladly pay all of her bills if she decided not to go to Paris. She wouldn’t even have to work. God knows he made more than enough money for the both of them. He’d buy her a store or what was it she called it again? 

      A boutique? Yeah, he’d buy her a dozen of those.

      Thank God, you hadn’t blurted this out.

      He could only imagine what she would’ve said if he had.

      Afraid of what else could come out of his mouth, he’d remained completely silent. She’d followed his lead, not uttering another word.

      After he’d paid the bill and they left the restaurant, the time spent in his SUV for the drive to her townhouse was complete torture. He’d wanted to say something, anything… but he didn’t know what he could say to make things better. A few times, he’d almost reached over to hold her hand. If only to let her know, even if he wasn’t sure what to say, he was there for her.

      But he did none of this. No, instead he let his own conflicting emotions take over.

      She, in turn, kept her face turned toward the passenger window, while nervously clasping and unclasping her hands in her lap.

      Of course, now that he’d had the time to think about everything, he knew exactly what he should’ve said.

      Starting out by telling her he understood.

      Even though, at the time, you hadn’t.  

      He would’ve convinced her they could make it work. Planes flew back and forth between Paris and Ohio every day.

      Okay, maybe not every day. But enough that they would be able to see each other often. After all, they weren’t living in the horse and buggy era.

      There were a lot of options available out there.

      He also would’ve assured her that he knew the situation wasn’t ideal. And it wouldn’t be easy. But they could do it. Because he believed, even with the short time they had known each other, they had a future together.

      Finally, you would have told her, if there was the one thing you knew for sure, it was you weren’t ready to let her go.

      

      Before Chester had even turned off the ignition, Sophie was out of the SUV and running up the sidewalk. After breaking into a sprint to catch up with her, he watched as she struggled with the lock. Concerned that her hands had started to shake, he took the keys from her and unlocked the door.

      To his dismay, without uttering a single word, she pushed open the door to go inside.

      Filled with a quiet desperation, he  knew he couldn’t leave her this way. Turning  her to face him, and pressing a soft kiss to her forehead, her name had come from him in a frustrated sigh.

      “Sophie…

      She’d responded by leaning into him, and closing her eyes, she gave the softest of sighs.

      And he was gone. A groan coming from low and deep in his throat, he’d pulled her up against him, covering her mouth with his. When she reached up to wrap her arms around his neck, he’d deepened the kiss. Exploring her mouth with a passion unbeknownst to him ever before, he’d put everything he had into that kiss.

      Yes, it had been some kiss, unforgettable in so many ways. Taken to a place he’d never been before, it was a place he never wanted to leave.

      He only knew he didn’t want it to end, certain she’d felt the same.

      No, you know she’d felt the same. You could feel this in the way she responded.

      But then, what did he do? He’d opened his mouth again.

      A bad move. A really, really bad move.

      Placing his hands on her shoulders, he’d waited until she opened her eyes. His gaze searching, his voice had been rough. “If you still feel the need to leave? Then go. Because I don’t know how else to prove to you how I feel.”

      He turned and walked away.

      Unfortunately, the stunned expression on her face was one he would never forget, ingrained in his memory forever
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      Chester’s phone rang. This had him falling right back into the present. Almost in a daze, he picked it up to see it was Kelly.

      He groaned.

      You can only blame yourself for this. It was a big mistake asking her to be your date for the Winter Snowball Charity Dance.

      Why had he let everyone talk him into doing such a stupid thing? Because ever since then, she hadn’t stopped calling. Sometimes two or three times a day.

      And this had been going on now for how long? Over two weeks?

      Yeah, she was beautiful. If you like the fake, beauty queen kind of look. But her personality had much to be desired. This had become obvious within minutes after he’d arrived at her townhouse to pick her up for the dance.

      And talk about high maintenance. They had spent almost the entire night arguing, if only because he was so put off by her constant demands for his attention, along with just about everyone else in the room.

      But even after an evening that could only be classified as a total disaster, she still kept calling him.

      He sighed, running his hand over his face. He knew she was probably still hoping he would ask her to be his date for Kevin and Abby’s wedding. Even after he’d told her he wasn’t planning on taking a date.

      He had made this very clear. Twice, maybe even three times. He had also told
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