
  
    [image: Promise Me November]
  


  
    
      PROMISE ME NOVEMBER

      A NOVEL

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        L. B. JOYCE

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2018 by L. B. Joyce

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, without prior written permission.

      

        

      
        Publisher’s Note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Locales and public names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is completely coincidental.

      

        

      
        Promise Me November ~ 1st edition

        Print ISBN: 978-0-9600311-0-8

        Ebook ISBN: 9781393930211

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Also by L. B. Joyce

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Clam Chowder, anyone?

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY L. B. JOYCE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This book is the fourth in the series,

        Twelve Months, Twelve Love Stories:

        A Million Decembers

        For the Love of July

        February’s Angel

        Promise Me November

        An Unexpected June

        A January to Remember

        September’s Moonlight Serenade

        Goodbye Heartbreak, Hello May

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Holidays in White Oaks Valley:

        A Grand Slam Kind of Christmas

      

      

    

  


  
    
      I can’t believe this is already the fourth book of the series! I’ve had so much fun writing each one, getting to know the characters and watching them grow. It’s been said a romance novel is a story of two people who fall in love, with always an optimistic and satisfying ending. I can only hope, as you turn each page, you’ll find this to be true.
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        Nobody said it would be easy.

        They just promised it would be worth it.

        ~ Anonymous
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        When two people are meant for each other,

        no time is too long, no distance too far.

        And no one can ever tear them apart.

        ~ Anonymous

      

      

      
        
        Why don’t we take a trip back in time … let’s say about eight months ago …

      

      

      Carrie Mazzori looked up from her computer to see she had a visitor.

      She smiled.

      It was Sam. He had a bakery bag in one hand and a container of coffee in the other.

      After she hit save for the interior design proposal she was working on, she leaned back in her chair, waving him towards the chair in front of her desk.

      Still smiling, she studied him.

      Sam Bridges restored homes for a living. But not ordinary homes. No, he had chosen to specialize in homes that not only claimed the age of one hundred and fifty years or older, but also those housing a wealth of historical secrets and information. With his flair for design, he had an eye for knowing what was needed to bring, what could be a house doomed for destruction, back to its former glory days. Each job he accepted received his complete attention, down to even the smallest detail.

      Let’s just say he was very good at his job.

      Five years older than Carrie, he had the rugged good looks of a football player, having earned the title of all-star quarterback during his high school years. He then went on to surprise everyone by giving up the sport entirely when he went to college to major in architecture. Once he earned his degree, he made the decision to specialize only in the restoration of historical properties.

      He had come into Carrie’s life about year ago when they’d worked together on the same project, a restoration of a mansion in Shaker Heights. They’d immediately hit it off, at least as far as their interest in design was concerned. And since then, they’d collaborated on a few other projects.

      He was witty, always in a good mood and quick with a smile.

      He was also very single.

      Over the past month or so, he’d been showing up more often at her office, sometimes only just to talk. Or he would bring her a coffee and scone from the coffee shop they met at occasionally.

      This made Carrie wonder if he was looking for something more than just a business partnership. She was flattered by this, but as much as she liked him and the fact they had so much in common, he wasn’t the man for her.

      She valued his friendship, but she knew this is what he would always only be … a great friend.

      She watched as he set the cup and bag on the desk. He followed this with a big sigh of relief as he plopped down into the chair.

      After she took a sip of coffee, she peeked into the bakery bag. She was smiling when she looked over at him. “Blueberry?”

      He nodded. “Yep, I got the last one. The lady next in line tried to wheel and deal it out of me, but I stood firm, knowing how much you like them.”

      He chuckled, shaking his head. “The things I do for you.”

      She laughed before she peeked in the bag again, giving a big sigh of pleasure. “Oh my gosh, Sam … you don’t know how much I appreciate this. Because the way things are going, it looks like I won’t even be able to take time for lunch. So, this is absolutely perfect.”

      When he merely nodded, she studied him more closely.

      A big smile on his face, he looked like he was about ready to burst, eager to share some exciting news.

      Caught up in his enthusiasm, she grinned at him. “So, what’s up? You look like a cat who’s swallowed a canary. I take it you’ve got some news you’d like to share?”

      Typical of Sam, a teasing glint came into his eyes. “Hmm … a cat who swallowed a canary?” He shook his head. “You and your little phrases. I don’t know where you get them from.”

      She was too busy eyeing the bag to comment on this. Something he understood. After all, it was her favorite. He chuckled. “Go ahead, I know you want to dig in. You can eat and listen at the same time.”

      He watched her remove the scone, knife and packet of butter out of  the bag as he spoke. “And you’re right. I do have good news. Along with a proposition for you, a big one. So, keep those lips sealed and hear me out until the end.”

      After she nodded, he spoke, his excitement coming through in his voice. “I’ve just received a job offer, this one of all places, coming out of Quebec.”

      Observing her raised eyebrows, he nodded “Yes, Quebec. The very Quebec we know as being all the way over in Canada. This particular project involves the restoration of an early nineteenth century mansion once owned by one of the up-standing and wealthier families in the area. From the photos I’ve seen, even though the structural part of the estate seems to be in good shape, the interior is in dire need of a complete overhaul. And this is now going to be possible with the huge grant the city’s historical society finally received. I guess they’ve been lobbying for this grant for quite a long time.”

      Here he had flashed that boyish grin of his at her. “I was told after going through a long list of possible candidates and viewing everyone’s work, the society board members have come to the unanimous decision I’m the man for the job.”

      When she opened her mouth to comment, he held up his hand, his grin becoming even bigger. “Hold your applause, lady. Remember, lips sealed. Let me finish.”

      After she rolled her eyes, he watched as she buttered another piece of the scone before he continued. “But you can imagine the complexity of this project. If I decide to take it on, I’m going to need help. A lot of help. With a time-line of less than six months, this is far too big for me to tackle on my own.”

      He leaned forward in his seat. “And this is where you come in, Carrie. I want you to be my partner for this job. With my knowledge of restoration and your flair for design I know, together, we’ll make this mansion shine as it had in the height of its glory days.”

      An earnest expression came over his face. “Carrie, this is such a great opportunity. For the both of us. Just think, we’ll be able to show everyone the work we’re capable of, not only here in the states, but maybe even in other parts of the world as well. Why, the possibilities are endless.”

      He sat back in his seat, an expectant expression on his face. “So, what do you think?”

      Completely overwhelmed by his proposal, at first Carrie had no idea what to say. Which was ridiculous. An opportunity like this didn’t come along very often, if ever. Especially to someone as young as she was and so new to the business.

      Come on, you know you’d be crazy to pass up a chance like this. Tell him yes.

      But at the same time, a part of her wasn’t willing to make this move. She’d be out of the country for six months, probably even longer. She knew how these projects always tended to run longer than planned. Delays were inevitable. And then there was Chris …

      Chris?

      Yes, Chris Gardner… the man who knocked you off your feet and sent you into a place you now have no idea of how to deal with. A man who also said he was going to call. Over two weeks ago, he promised this.

      Yeah, but he hasn’t. At least not yet, he hasn’t.

      But she was refusing to give up hope.

      Because, again … he promised. And she was pretty sure he wasn’t the type of guy who would break his promise.

      A girl could dream, couldn’t she?

      

      “Carrie?”

      She blinked to find Sam waving his hand at her, a curious expression on his face. “Are you still with me?”

      Embarrassed, she shook her head. “I’m sorry. I was thinking ... well, I guess …. Wow.”

      She sent him a bright smile. “I feel so honored you thought of me. It sounds like a wonderful opportunity and I know it would be amazing to work with you on such an interesting project.”

      “Can I have a little time to think this over? I need to check my calendar, too. I have to make sure taking on such a big project won’t mess up any of the other jobs I’ve got going on right now.”

      She hesitated before she went on to add. “And there’s something else I have to work out. A personal thing. I’m sorry to leave you hanging, but this is the best I can give you right now.”

      He stood, a disappointed smile on his face. “Sure, but don’t take too long. If we do this, we’ll need to start making plans.”

      Then he smiled his usual smile. “How about dinner tonight? I promise not to utter a single word about business.” Here he hesitated, his eyes searching her face intently before he spoke. “No, this will be all pleasure. Two close friends sharing a glass of wine and a great meal.”

      At the hopeful expression on his face, she was tempted.  But she shook her head. “Oh Sam, I’m sorry. I’m afraid I can’t. I have this client consultation later this afternoon and I have a feeling it will probably go into the evening hours. This woman can’t make up her mind for the life of her. Even a simple decision about doorknobs sends her into a tizzy.”

      She checked her calendar. “Maybe later on this week? Thursday?”

      “Sure, I’m going to hold you to that. By then, I hope you’ll have your answer on Quebec, oui?”

      He chuckled. “And that, my dear, is about the extent of my grasp of anything French.”

      He suddenly looked worried. “I hope this won’t be a problem. We will be working with people who also speak English, right?”

      She laughed as she walked him to the door. “I’m sure it will be fine. In the meantime, it couldn’t hurt to brush up on your French. You can’t rely on ‘oui’ as your answer for everything. This could very easily get you into trouble.”

      She patted him on that arm as she reached up to give him a kiss on his cheek. “I’ll call you soon. Very soon, I promise. And thanks again for the coffee and scone.”

      After giving her a thumbs-up, he left.

      She made it back to her desk just as her phone rang. It was a call she’d been waiting for all morning and demanded her complete attention. Tucking Sam’s proposal in the back of her mind, she made a vow to herself she’d make her decision by the end of the day.

      Maybe, just maybe, something would happen by then.

      Like a long-awaited phone call, perhaps?

      

      Carrie made the turn out of her office parking lot.

      She was exhausted.

      It had been a day filled with a million and one problems. Problems you can’t seem to fix. One after another, they just keep coming right at you.

      All day long.

      Almost eight hours had passed since Sam had stopped by her office. And now it was already dark.outside. It was also pouring. As she drove, she could barely see, her windshield wipers going at full speed against the heavy rain.

      When she finally turned into her driveway, she gave a big sigh of relief. Never before had her little house looked more welcoming.

      On her longer than usual commute due to the weather, she’d had plenty of time to think about how she was going to spend her evening. First things first, she would change into her pajamas. Then she’d definitely have a glass of wine with dinner. Only after this would she go over her notes of today’s meetings and enter all of the data into her computer. Hopefully, then it would all come together.

      By the time she sprinted from the garage to the house, she was soaked. After she flipped a switch, flooding the kitchen with light, she dropped her computer case and purse on the island countertop. She shrugged out of her coat and hung it, dripping wet, on the hook by the door.

      Once she’d turned on the lamps in the main living area and started up a fire in the fireplace, she wrapped her arms around herself, rubbing her arms to get warm.

      She slowly gazed around the room, giving a long, contented sigh.

      She loved her little house.

      She liked to think she’d adopted it, saving it from it from destruction to bring it back to happier times. And now it was almost impossible to remember back to when she first saw it, abandoned and almost swallowed up from view in the waist-high weeds.

      When she’d first contemplated making an offer on the house, everyone had warned she was making a huge mistake. It would be crazy to tackle such a huge project by herself, they told her. Why not buy something new and ready to move right in?

      Vacant for at least a dozen years, or maybe more, everything had needed to be replaced or redone. The roof was leaking and most of the windows were either broken or completely non-existent and boarded up. Both the kitchen and the one teeny, tiny bathroom were unsalvageable.

      They also discovered a very active and rapidly expanding family of mice living in the basement. Along with a pair of very unfriendly raccoons camping out in the rafters of the attic.

      But, trusting her intuition, she had decided to go for it. Her offer was accepted and just like that, she was a home owner.

      And now?

      She had what she believed was the perfect house.

      It wasn’t a large space, but more than big enough for her. Because of the limited space, she’d kept the décor very simple. The kitchen had white shaker style cabinets, the butcher block counters and hardwood floors were a natural maple. The walls were a cheerful, but subtle yellow. Early Sunshine was the name of the paint color.

      She had chosen this shade for a reason. With how the kitchen was situated, it was the first room the sun made its debut every morning

      For the rest of the first floor, she went all out.

      She knocked down walls to give the area an open look, making the fireplace, with the original, hand carved oak and marble mantel, the focal point of main room. She painted this white to match the woodwork and crown molding and the shade she chose for the walls was a light blue-green color called Ocean Breeze. She had decided on the same natural maple hardwood floors that were in the kitchen, these continuing up the stairs and throughout the second floor.

      She was happy with her decision to add the floor-to-ceiling arched windows, one on each side of the fireplace. Before the room had been so dark, the screened-in porch blocking the incoming light. But after removing the porch, adding new windows and refreshing the color of the walls, room was now bright and filled with light.

      The sofa and side chairs arranged in front of the fireplace were upholstered in a white chenille-like fabric. While a collection of throw pillows picked up the vibrant splash of colors of the area rug.

      And the finishing touch, what she considered her one big extravagance?

      This was a large arrangement of fresh flowers on the glass coffee table. The random blooms, in all the colors of the rainbow, were something she faithfully replaced every week.

      If you ever get married, something that’s looking like a long shot right now, this is the kind of bouquet you want to have for the wedding.

      But back to her house …

      There was one last thing she needed to do. This was to find something to put over the mantel. She was having a hard time with this. Whatever she finally chose, she wanted it to be perfect.

      Oh … and let’s not forget the front door.

      Original to the house, she had spent hours removing the many layers of paint applied over the years. Now all sanded and prepped, it was waiting for a fresh coat of paint. Her plan was to have this done before the holidays.

      If only she could decide on a color.  Right now, she was leaning towards a  warm red.

      With a loud purr, Jingles began weaving her way around Carrie’s feet, her tail wrapping around her legs.

      After she picked up the snow white long-haired cat and, hugging her close, carried her across the room where she pressed a small pad on the wall.

      Josh Groban’s voice flowed through the room.

      She had splurged on this option to have music piped throughout the house. That she was able to change the music to fit her mood with just a simple touch of a button felt like such a luxury to her. She had even talked her brother Chester into installing the same feature when she did the interior decorating for his condo.

      A long meow erupted from Jingles, a sign she was getting impatient and more than ready for her dinner.

      This prompted Carrie to start up the stairs, the cat in her arms. Pressing a kiss to the top of her head, she smiled down at her.  “Jingles, I know you’re hungry. Let me change and then we’ll have dinner. I don’t know about you, but, it’s been a long day. And just like you, I’m starving.”

      

      After the last of her dinner dishes were loaded in the dishwasher, Carrie sat down at the island and turned on her computer.

      She glanced over to see Jingles had curled up on one of the chairs by the fireplace. Her hunger appeased and her grooming completed, she was now keeping watch over Carrie with hooded eyes.

      While she waited for the client page she needed to come up on the screen, Carrie sat back in her seat, her thoughts going to Sam and the conversation they had.

      She knew she was being foolish. She should call him right this very minute and tell him yes, she was in. The fact she hadn’t already done this was absolutely insane.

      You’re basing your decision on a man, for all you know, may have already forgotten you even exist.

      And once again, here she was, getting caught up in her memories of Chris. But, for the life of her, she couldn’t talk herself into forgetting him.

      This was because when she and Chris first met, even though it started out with him dumping his entire drink down the front of her dress, something out of the ordinary had happened.

      Or as she liked to think, someone or something had suddenly come out of the blue to wave a magic wand over them.

      And with that one simple action, everything had changed. Almost as though the universe had slowed down just enough for both of them to come together in the same place and at the same time.

      Just like that …

      Maybe a match made in heaven?

      You’d like to think so.

      That he was a complete stranger and she knew so little about him, none of this mattered in the least.

      It was just so, so right.

      After he’d gone back to New York, she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about him. He’d become a permanent fixture in her mind, all of the feelings he’d stirred up inside of her, still there and going strong.

      And this frightens you … because, come on, how could one unexpected and totally random meeting, with a complete stranger, make you feel this way?

      Giving a frustrated sigh, she glanced over at the calendar hanging next to the refrigerator.

      It had now been two weeks and four days since she and Chris met at Abby and Kevin’s wedding.

      And yes … she’d been counting the days.

      During this time, the only contact she had from him were the three texts he had sent. These were in the two days after the wedding.

      The texts had been very casual texts. The kind of text a friend would send. They were to let her know he’d made it back safely to New York, he would always remember how they first met and he would be calling her.

      But maybe when she’d responded to the last text, the one informing her he’d be calling her, she should’ve asked him to be more specific?

      Like, exactly when was he planning to call? Would this be soon? In a few days? Weeks? Or maybe just sometime in their lifetime?

      Yes, this would’ve been nice to know. Since, as of that last text, she hadn’t heard another peep from him.

      Nope.

      No text.

      No call.

      No email.

      Absolutely nothing.

      Which is a good indication it’s over and you won’t be hearing from him at all.

      So, the smart thing for her to do would be to forget about him.

      But she couldn’t.

      She wanted one more chance. She wanted this so badly, it was all she could think about. She wanted to find out if she still felt the same heart-stopping-breathless-this-is-it-feeling she experienced during the time they spent together, as short as it was.

      She was pretty sure he had also been rocked by the instant chemistry that flared up between them. Leaving them to stutter their way through their first few minutes together.

      Yep, she’d bet the whole carton of rocky road ice cream she had in the freezer on this.

      So, why do you think he never called?

      And therein lies the real problem. Because as much as she didn’t want to admit this, she always came to the same conclusion.

      It was really very simple … he’d merely changed his mind.

      

      Chris had swooped into her life as her hero, in what was to become their own little fairy tale.

      At least this is what you’d like to think happened.

      Now granted, spilling his drink on her wasn’t a prince-like thing to do. Nor was it the best of beginnings. And she didn’t even want to  even think about what happened after that, when he showed up just in time to rescue her from the unwanted advances of Doug, her poor choice of date for the evening. Because after that, the evening had only gone on to get better with every passing second.

      Yes, their time together had been magical—a Cinderella-goes-to-the-ball kind of night.

      A night every woman should be so lucky to experience at least once in her lifetime.

      She and Chris had gone on to dance every dance until the band played their last song. After taking the shuttle to the hotel where he’d reserved a room for the wedding, they’d settled on the sofa in front of the fireplace in the lobby. It was there they shared their thoughts, their dreams and even a few secrets until the early light of dawn began to filter in through the skylights of the lobby. And the fire in the fireplace had been reduced to a pile of faintly glowing embers

      He’d insisted on sharing her taxi ride home, to make sure she arrived safely. The good-bye kiss he gave her was touched with a hint of uncertainty about what was to come next. Yet at the same time, it was a kiss that held the promise of so much more.

      She liked to think, for him, it was a kiss telling her he’d give anything to stay. While for her, it was a kiss letting him know she didn’t want him to leave.

      She closed her eyes, the vision of how he sprinted to the waiting taxi, so clear her mind. She could still see the crooked smile he gave her, the words he called out engraved in her memory.

      “I’ll call you … honest, I promise.”

      And, now here she was, still waiting for his call.

      

      She blinked.

      She was a fool.

      Now, sitting here in her kitchen, she came to the decision this was the only explanation. What she’d believed was a beginning, in reality, it had been the end.

      She shook her head. Yeah, you believed it was real. Even more pathetically, you believed him.

      She gave a frustrated groan and slapped the cover of her computer shut, the loud snapping noise slicing through the stillness of the room.

      This brought an incensed meow from Jingles as she came flying off the chair. After she stopped for a moment to glare over at Carrie, she gave an irritated jerk of her head and went shooting up the stairs. Carrie knew she would later find her, all curled up on her bed and sound asleep.

      Crossing her arms tightly across her chest, she stared angrily into the flames flickering in the fireplace.

      I’ll call you … honest, I promise.

      She blinked away the beginning of angry tears.

      What in the world had she been thinking? If anyone should know not to believe any promise coming from a man, it would be her. Why, judging from just about every kind of behavior she’d experienced in the past, it was obvious the word promise shouldn’t even be a part of a man’s vocabulary.

      With an irritated sigh, she picked up her wineglass and after tossing what wine remained in the sink, she put the glass in the dishwasher. She plugged her phone into the charger, turned off the gas flame in the fireplace and turned out the lights.

      She was going to bed.

      Again, it had been a really long day.

      

      The bright morning sunshine, coming across the bed and shining in her face, was what woke Carrie the next morning. She squinted over at her alarm clock to see she’d overslept.

      Sitting on the edge of the bed, she groggily ran her hands through her hair. In a perfect world, she’d already be in her car and driving to her office right now.

      She hadn’t slept well.

      She’d gone from one dream to the next and in each dream, she was always chasing that elusive man. You know the one, not ready to settle down, let alone take the time to even listen to what you had to say.

      Dragging herself out of bed, she showered and dressed before she headed down to the kitchen. Her first order of business, to call her assistant Marion and let her know she would be later than usual, she picked up her phone from where it was charging on the counter.

      Her heart almost coming to a standstill, she briefly closed her eyes. She looked at the phone again. She must be hallucinating.

      Nope, there it was, staring her right in the face. The message there was a call from Chris.

      He’d finally called?

      According to what showed on her phone, he’d called last night at 9:31 p.m.

      Puzzled, she glanced up from the phone and staring into space, she tried to think back to the events of last night.

      How did you miss this?

      This had to have happened when she was upstairs getting ready for bed.

      So … after she’d almost convinced herself it was over, he wasn’t to be trusted, he was just like every other man out there and the best thing she could do was forget all about him …

      Then he calls?

      And you missed it? Didn’t this figure.

      She checked again to see if he’d left a voice mail.

      He had.

      Her heart beating a mile a minute, she hit voicemail and turned on the speaker. As his voice filled the room, she sank down on one of the stools at the kitchen island.

      
        
        
        “Carrie, it’s Chris. I’m so sorry I

        haven’t called you. I can’t even begin

        to tell you sorry I am about this. I’ve

        been out of town and it’s been non-stop

        hectic. Crazy. Yes, I know. I have no

        excuse. I should’ve called like I

        promised. But to tell you the truth, I

        didn’t want to call and then have to

        hang up because of another call.

        Again, I know this sounds like I’m

        once I hear your voice again, I won’t

        want to hang up at all.”

      

      

      

      There was a silence, bringing Carrie to lean even closer to the phone. She closed her eyes, giving a sigh of relief when his voice once again traveled throughout the silent room.

      
        
        
        “Carrie, I want to see you again. I’ve

        been thinking about you. No, this is

        an understatement. It’s more like I

        can’t get you out of my mind. There

        was something between us, something

        I think we really need to pursue. If

        this works for you, I could come to

        Cleveland this coming weekend. I’ll

        book a hotel room for myself and we’ll

        just take things as they come. Maybe

        you can show me the sites or whatever

        you’d like to do. I don’t care. As long

        as I’m with you, I know I’ll be happy.

        So, call me when you can. Call me

        anytime. Night… day, I don’t care.

        Just call me.”

      

      

      

      There was another pause. As she began to wonder if this time he was finally gone for good, he spoke.

      
        
        
        “Promise you’ll save all of your kisses

        for me. Umm… okay, then. After that

        I think I better hang up. God knows

        what I might say next. Again, call

        me … soon.”

      

      

      

      She stared down at the phone, a huge smile on her face.

      She listened to the message again.

      And then, she played it again.

      She checked the time. It was 9:44 a.m. Not too early to call him back. She took a deep breath, picked up her phone and hit call.

      She waited.

      A woman answered. “Hello?”

      Uh oh … this is not at all what you were expecting.

      Her mouth suddenly dry, she tried to speak, but nothing came out.

      The woman spoke again, an irritated tone creeping into her voice. “Hello? Who Is this? Hello?”

      Carrie cleared her throat, her voice finally coming out in a husky whisper. “Hi. I’m calling for Chris.”

      “Chris is not here. Who is this calling?” The woman’s reply was sharp. She had the kind of voice demanding an immediate answer.

      “I … it’s Carrie. I mean …” She cleared her throat again. “I met Chris a few weeks ago, at a wedding in Cleveland. He called me last night and left a message, so I’m returning his call.”

      Do you really need to give this woman all of this information? Who is she? And why is she answering Chris’s phone? Did she work with him?

      But she couldn’t seem to shut up. For some reason she was filled with this sudden need to defend her reason for calling. Taking a deep breath, she spoke in what she felt was a more confident tone of voice. “He … Chris, that is, wanted to let me know he was planning on coming to Cleveland this weekend. And well, I wanted to let him know this would be fine. It would be great, actually. Yes, I’d really like this.”

      She realized she was smiling, more like grinning, as she waited for a response, but there was only silence.

      This prompted her to say more. “I’m sorry. I don’t even know who I’m speaking with. Do you work with Chris? Or can you tell me the best time to reach him?”

      There was another long silence, this finally followed by an answer that had Carrie almost dropping the phone.

      “This is Lauren Fisher. And, no … I don’t work with him. I’m his fiancée.”

      Carrie closed her eyes as she tightened her grip on her phone, her heart plummeting down to the pit of her stomach.

      She felt like she was going to be sick.

      His fiancée?

      Oh my god … what’s one supposed to say in a situation such as this? Should you just hang up?

      Fortunately, Lauren took this decision right out of her hands. “I don’t know who you are, or what Chris told you. Or maybe it’s highly possible you may have misunderstood him? Because, as far as I know, he’s not planning on making a trip to Cleveland this weekend. Or for that matter, even in the near future. As you can imagine, since we’ve been engaged, our weekends are completely booked. So, whoever you are, it would be best if you didn’t call again.”

      After a brief silence, she delivered her final words. “I’m sure you understand. Goodbye.” This was followed by a dead silence.

      Carrie didn’t know how long she remained where she was, the phone pressed to her ear and in a state of disbelief. She finally blinked, and almost in slow motion, set the phone down on the counter.

      She gazed around the kitchen, trying to calm the confusion swirling inside of her. She was surprised to see the bright sunshine coming in through the windows, casting a cheerful glow over the room.

      How could this be, when inside she felt like everything she had been daring to hope had now gone up in smoke?

      I’m sure you understand.

      Her gaze went to her phone.

      Yes, you do. You understand completely.

      Almost in a trance, she picked up the phone. She found the number she needed and hit send

      After two rings, Sam’s deep and familiar voice came in her ear. “Hey Carrie, good morning. What’s up? I hope you have good news?”

      She didn’t even realize she had begun to cry.

      Frantically wiping the tears from her face with the back of her hand, she took a deep, gulping breath. Even so, she was barely able to answer him. “Hi Sam, good morning to you, too.”

      She took in another deep breath. “I’m calling to see if your offer still stands. If it does, I accept.”

      “Yes, of course the offer still stands.” She could hear the smile in his voice. “Carrie, this is fantastic news. You’ve made my day. I promise this will be something you won’t regret.”

      The tone of his voice changed, becoming serious. “But what about you? Are you okay? Because you don’t sound like you are. You had mentioned there was a personal issue you needed to deal with?”

      She closed her eyes, shaking her head.

      No, it’s nothing personal. At least not anymore. Turns out what you’ve been dreaming about, has turned out to be just that … a silly dream.

      She swallowed. “I think I might have a cold coming on. But don’t worry, Everything is fine. I’ll be ready to go as soon as you need me.”

      “That’s good to hear. Again, I can’t tell you how thrilled I am about this. I happen to be on the computer right now, going through some of the details I’ve received from the historical society. I’m thinking, what we need to do first, is  …”

      As he began talking, she tried to keep up with what he said, but between the tears that refused to stop and the dull ache that had settled deep in her heart, she found it hard to concentrate.

      After they ended the call, she deleted all of the texts from Chris.

      But she couldn’t bring herself to delete his voice mail.

      

      The dark and threatening morning sky couldn’t even begin to compare with how Lauren Fisher was feeling about what just happened.

      After she ended the call from this … this … Carrie, or whoever this woman was, she slapped Chris’s phone down on the countertop.

      You never should have answered it.

      But, for some strange reason, the caller i.d. had sent a warning flashing in her head. Carrie Mazzori …  with a Cleveland area code. Who could that be?

      For a few moments she glared down at the phone.Then she sent a furtive glance towards the steps leading downstairs to where Chris was still getting ready for work. At the sound of the hairdryer, she picked up the phone again. After deleting the call, she threw it down, watching as it went sliding across the counter.

      She didn’t want it anywhere near her.

      Yes, when it came to Chris’s phone, the further away it was, the better. She was already walking on thin ice as far as this was concerned.

      Only yesterday he’d found her going through his emails. She could still see the skeptical look he gave her when she’d mumbled some lame excuse about how she was only checking to see if he’d received an email she’d sent him.

      Which she hadn’t … sent him an email, that is.

      No, she was only checking to see if her intuition, telling her he’d met someone else, could actually be valid.

      And then this phone call happens. So, now she was beyond furious.

      Closing her eyes, she gripped the edge of the counter, fighting the urge to grab his phone and throw it in the trash. She needed to calm down. She certainly didn’t want to give him any reason to think she may have done something wrong.

      She picked up her cup of coffee and walked over to the French doors leading to the backyard. The cup cradled in her hands, she gazed out at the enclosed patio area. It looked like it was going to be one of those typical early spring days in the city, the rain coming down in a heavy drizzle.

      For a few moments she stared at absolutely nothing, still trying to deal with what just happened.

      There was only one good thing about all this. At least she now had an explanation for the sudden change in Chris’s behavior. Her suspicion had been right all along. This was why he gave her the ‘this just isn’t working out’ and ‘I think it’s best we start seeing other people’ speech the night he returned from the wedding in Cleveland.

      All because of this Carrie, or whatever her name was.

      Her name wasn’t important.

      She gave a frustrated sigh. As much as she didn’t want to come right out and admit this, things had begun to get a little rocky between her and Chris before that weekend. And yes, she’d grudgingly acknowledge their relationship had begun to cool a bit even weeks before that.

      What she was having a hard time dealing with, was how Chris had called this woman, already making plans to visit her this coming weekend.

      It hadn’t taken him much time to move on, had it?

      If only you could’ve persuaded him to take you to that wedding. This would be happening right now.

      She closed her eyes, her short conversation with this woman still playing in her head. She knew this was silly, but the sound of her voice alone set her nerves on edge.

      With that husky and seductive voice of hers, she sounded like some kind of sex kitten. Or one of those scantily clad women on late night TV advertising a good time. She could only imagine what kind of promises this woman had made to lure Chris back to Cleveland.

      She gave a frustrated sigh.

      Chris belongs with you. The two of you are perfect together.

      Hadn’t all of their friends agreed with her on this? They’d also been quick to assure her this latest uncertainty in their relationship was only a temporary blip. With a little more time and effort from both of them, they’d be able to make it work.

      This was why she’d come up with the brilliant idea to ask him if she could stay at his place while the floors were being refinished in her apartment. And up until now, she’d cautiously begun to hope they were falling back into the same camaraderie they shared before he’d gone to Cleveland for the wedding.

      But now?

      Her confidence had been shattered, leaving her unsure.

      She wasn’t blind to how most women reacted to Chris. He was a charmer, she had to give him that. If you added up his engaging smile, his outgoing personality, along with the subtle sexiness brought on by his confident demeanor, you had a man who was a real catch.

      Then add in the fact he was a successful New York real estate developer, and you’ve hit the jackpot. So, she could easily imagine what went on in this Carrie’s little head when she met Chris at the wedding. No doubt she saw him as her ticket out of Cleveland.

      Well, the fairy tale happy ending this woman was dreaming about wasn’t going to be happening with Chris. She was going to make sure of this.

      She was going to win this one, hands down.

      

      Chris was taking much longer than usual to get ready for work. His hope was, when he finally went up to grab a quick breakfast, Lauren would already be gone. The theater group she worked for had a zero-tolerance policy for late arrivals, so she always made it a point to be on time.

      After all, there were hundreds of girls just waiting for a chance to take her place as a dancer in the highly rated show she was in. Wasn’t she always quick to remind him of this?

      For a few moments he stared into the mirror. He shook his head, giving a big sigh before he adjusted his tie. After he pulled the knot firmly up to his collar, he studied the finished look.

      Not bad … you’ll do.

      He was feeling very optimistic this morning. This was even though Carrie still hadn’t returned his call of last night.

      But he certainly couldn’t blame her for not getting back to him right away. After all, when you promise someone you’re going to call, but then let two weeks pass by before you finally follow through? Even he knew this was not acceptable.

      And this is exactly what he’d done.

      If anything, you shouldn’t be surprised if she doesn’t call you at all.

      But he wasn’t even going to go there. Nope, as far as he was concerned, this was going to happen.

      They were meant to be. It was fate. Or whatever the hell you wanted to call it. It didn’t matter how long it took, or what he had to do.

      He was going to convince her of the same.

      

      So, it was a chipper and whistling Chris who came bounding up the steps and into the room.

      Still standing by the French doors, gazing out onto the patio, Lauren made a desperate attempt to push her anger aside before she turned to him. The last thing she wanted, was say something she’d regret.

      You mean something like, who is this Carrie? And why is she calling you?

      Immediately noting the tenseness in her posture and the stiff smile on her face, Chris’s whistling came to an abrupt halt.

      Damn … you know that look. Something’s up …

      Cautiously making his way over to the counter, he popped two slices of bread in the toaster. It was only after he poured out a cup of coffee and had taken a big gulp, a foolish move that almost had him burning his mouth, he glanced over at her again.

      She didn’t say a word. But her expression pretty much said it all. She was mad about something. And it probably had to do with him.

      And this is proof of why you decided to end it. The more time you’ve spent together, the more everything about you, seems to make her mad.

      But this morning? He’d be damned if he was going to let her drag him into whatever scenario she had brewing in her mind.

      He took a more cautious drink of this coffee before he finally spoke, one eyebrow raised. “Well … good morning. I thought you’d be gone by now. Late rehearsal today?”

      She merely shrugged. She was studying him very intently, as if there was something she wanted to say. This brought on that familiar feeling of anxiety to settle over him, one she always managed to stir up inside him as of late. The feeling he wasn’t doing enough.

      And you’d be the first to admit you probably aren’t. But it’s all you’re able to give her right now. Since you’ve already made your feelings known, what more can you do?

      She remained silent as she walked over to the island and with a deliberate slowness, set her coffee cup on the counter She then began, just as slowly, loading items into her purse.

      It was only when she saw he was watching her, she gave a sharp nod to where his phone was on the counter. “Your phone is right there in case you were looking for it. It didn’t ring or anything. So, if you were expecting a call?”

      She shrugged. “Not to worry.”

      After she said this, she looked over at him, the searching expression still on her face.

      He gave her a puzzled look. Since when was she so worried about him missing calls? If anything, she was more apt to complain he was always on his phone in order to avoid talking to her.

      When she starts acting like this, maybe you are.

      The sudden ping of the toast popping up out of the toaster made him jump. Relieved at the distraction, he quickly moved to get the butter out of the refrigerator. At this point, he’d come to the decision it would be best if he acted as though nothing was amiss.

      The last thing he wanted this morning was a confrontation of any kind.

      No, he wanted to hang on to this good mood he had going on.

      Busily spreading butter on his toast, he glanced over at her, sending her a smile. “That’s good to hear … I guess? Speaking of calls, have you heard from the contractors on when you can move back into your apartment? I’d think the floors would be done by now.”

      He didn’t want to be mean, but he felt it would be best if she went back to her own apartment. She’d already been here much longer than she’d originally told him she would be.

      She shook her head, avoiding his gaze. This was because she wasn’t being completely truthful. Only yesterday she’d received a call to let her know the work on her the floors was finished and she could move back in at any time.

      She’d been staying in Chris’s apartment for over a week. Since they weren’t considered a couple anymore, she knew he’d been very reluctant to let her do this.

      She, on the other hand, had hoped to use this opportunity to change his mind about them.

      But this hadn’t happened. And now you know why.

      She closed her eyes in an attempt to fight the anger bubbling inside of her. Again, she needed to stay calm. Only then would she be able to think clearly about how she was going to handle this. If she made even one wrong move, it could finally be the end of them.

      Something you don’t even want to think about.

      She picked up her cup to load in the dishwasher, the perfect excuse to keep her back to him as she answered. For some reason, he could always sense when she wasn’t being truthful. “There was some kind of problem with the final coat not setting properly because of all the rain we’ve been getting. I was told I would need to keep the windows open for ventilation. Because of the strong fumes.”

      She paused, turning to give him a somewhat provocative look. “And you know how I hate to be cold.”

      When he merely nodded before taking a bite of toast, she began to feel desperate. “But hey, it shouldn’t be much longer. In the meantime, I’d like to show my gratitude to you for letting me stay here. And giving up your bed for me.”

      She frowned over at the rumpled blanket and pillow on the sofa. This is where Chris had been spending his nights while she was here. Even more of a reminder their relationship was far from perfect.

      Another thing you’ve been refusing to think about.

      She moved closer to him, giving him a coy smile. “I thought maybe we could do dinner and a show this weekend? It will be my treat. It’s my first weekend off in a long time.”

      He hesitated slightly, before slowly shaking his head. “Gee, I’m afraid I can’t. There’s a possibility I may be going out of town. To visit a friend in Cleveland.”

      For a few moments she studied him. She didn’t know what made her angrier, his answer or the look of what she read as pity on his face.

      Any attempt at remaining calm no longer possible, she lost it. To his complete surprise, she spun on her heel and after snatching her purse from the counter, she went marching over to grab her coat from the closet. After she struggled to put it on, she turned to him, her expression bordering between anger and despair. “Fine. Go to Cleveland. Just don’t come crying to me when nothing works out for you.”

      She turned to leave, but then swung around to face him again. “Just remember, things aren’t always what they seem.”

      With this, she went storming out the door, slamming it hard behind her.

      Leaving him with a mouthful of toast.

      And, as usual, in a total state of confusion.
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        * * *

      

      What you’ve just finished reading is a flashback to the series of events that brought this story to life.

      Since that time, Carrie has completely ignored the other four calls Chris made to her in the weeks following her conversation with Lauren. But she is still hanging on to his voicemail, unable to bring herself to erase it.

      
        
        Promise you’ll save all of your kisses for me.

      

      

      She tells herself she’s only keeping it as a reminder not to be so trusting in the future. But deep down in her heart, she knows it’s because she isn’t ready to let him go.

      And Chris? Even though he knows its way more than a long shot, he’s still hoping Carrie will eventually return his calls.

      
        
        So, as promised, here comes November.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2
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      On this cold and rainy Saturday morning, Carrie pulled up her hood to shield her face from the freezing rain.

      Was it her imagination, or had it now turned to sleet?

      She held out her hand and, sure enough, she watched the frozen pellets bounce off her mittens.

      Hello, November.

      Huddling even deeper into her coat, she sighed. She couldn’t believe the year was almost over. This was also a sad reminder she would be turning twenty-seven in just a few weeks.

      Yes, she would be turning twenty-seven on the twenty-seventh of November. A day she should be celebrating with the one she loved.  

      Don’t even start thinking about this … it’s not going to happen.

      Thank goodness this wasn’t a hundred years ago. During that time, a woman her age and not married would’ve been considered an old maid. Pressured into marrying whoever asked her. Whether or not she loved them, or even if she didn’t want to get married at all.

      Or, in her case, with her brother Chester and his wife Sophie about to have their first child at the end of this month, she’d take on the role as the spinster aunt.

      Well, it could be a lot worse. If anything, she should be counting her lucky stars this was the twenty-first century. And with the good news she was finally able to share, she had proof she was more than capable of taking care of herself.

      With your record of failed relationships at an all-time high, this is probably a good thing. Seriously …

      She shivered as a drop of rain rolled down the back of her neck. Shaking her coat collar, which sent even more water trickling down her back, she glanced down at the little dog she was walking. His nose pressed intently to the ground, he appeared completely oblivious to the miserable weather conditions.

      She shook the leash in an attempt to get his attention. “Come on, Mr. Pickles. Aren’t you ready to go back inside where it’s warm? And nice and dry? I bet there might even be a treat or two waiting for you.”

      It was only when a truck went flying by, sending a wave of water right at them, the little dog looked up. And with what she’d swear was an almost irritated look on his face, he gave a vigorous shake. Then he turned around and took off in a fast trot, pulling Carrie with him. As he appeared to know where he was going, she let him lead the way.

      She gazed up at the sky, the clouds dark and threatening. She hoped this gloomy weather wasn’t an indication of what was to come. As if in answer to this, it began to sleet harder. She sighed, quickening her pace.

      A hot cup of tea was sounding really good to her right now.

      
      Carrie was settled at her kitchen island, a blueberry muffin and a cup of tea in front of her.

      She picked up her phone to see if she had any messages. She’d missed a text from Chester.

      
        
          
            
              
        Just landed. Be home in about 20 min. Bring Mr. P back anytime.

      

      

      

      

      

      He had been out of town for the past three days participating in a team sponsored golf outing in Arizona. All of the proceeds going to charity, it was an event he’d committed to over a year ago.

      He’d asked her to take care of his dog Mr. Pickles while he was gone. He thought this would make things easier on Sophie since she was so far along with her pregnancy.

      Carrie had also offered to take Sophie’s two dogs, Snowball and Popcorn, but Sophie said no. Mr. Pickles was the problem, she said. He still hadn’t quite accepted the other two dogs and lately, he seemed to be causing more trouble than usual.

      Sophie and Chester had many an argument over him making this trip. He’d wanted to cancel, while she insisted he’d already committed to attend and certainly couldn’t go back on his word. They finally compromised with him shortening his stay from five days to three.

      This was only after Sophie assured him the doctor told her the birth wouldn’t be happening anytime soon. At least not in the next two weeks.

      Carrie shook her head.

      She couldn’t believe how Chester had just about lost it with this pregnancy. He was a nervous wreck. There was no doubt in her mind Sophie had to be relieved he’d be gone for a few days. He watched her like a hawk, concerned about every move she made or any discomfort she experienced. His eyes were clouded with a constant look of worry.

      She sighed. How deeply in love her big brother had fallen. She could only hope one day she’d find a love like Sophie and he shared.  

      A few months ago, you thought maybe you had. But it certainly didn’t work out that way, did it?

      With another sigh, she pushed herself away from the counter to get more hot water for her tea After she was settled once again at the counter, she glanced over to where Mr. Pickles was curled up in his dog bed.

      He was dreaming.

      Resting her chin on her hand, she watched as his back feet began moving at a frantic pace, giving out little grunts and growls.

      She wondered what he could possibly be dreaming about… chasing squirrels? Running with other dogs? Or maybe chasing Popcorn and Snowball, trying to show them he was the boss?

      It was a dream, she was sure, a lot less complicated than any human would have.

      Her gaze dropping back to her phone, she saw her mailbox was almost full. She began scrolling down through the voice mails, deleting those she knew were no longer important. This brought her right to the voicemail she’d saved from Chris.

      She stared down at the phone, her finger hovering over the delete button.

      Then she did what she knew she shouldn’t. She tapped the phone to listen to his voicemail, waiting for the one sentence she couldn’t forget, no matter how she tried.  

      Promise you’ll save all of your kisses for me.

      She stared off into space, wondering for what had to be about the millionth time, what kind of man would say this to a woman when he was already engaged to another

      Who does this?

      She smiled, thinking of what Sam’s answer had been to this.

      During the time they worked on the project in Quebec, she and Sam had become very close, spending almost all of their time together.

      One night, following a long stressful day on the job and after two glasses of wine, an amount way over Carrie’s usual limit, she was giggling about something he said.

      His expression suddenly becoming serious, he leaned forward and after taking her hands in his, he cleared his throat. “Carrie, I have to say something. I don’t know if this is the right time, or even the right place, but I have to get it out.”

      He glanced down at their hands for a moment before he looked up and into her eyes. “I’ve come to care for you. And the more time we spend together, I keep hoping you might be feeling the same.”

      He paused to take a
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