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Chapter 1
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My life was perfect. In most ways. Most of the time. Usually. Who am I kidding?

Well, my life with Kevin started out perfect. The proximity of our apartments made romance easy. Everything else, well, that was sometimes a pain. His biggest issue with me was that I spent most of my time preoccupied with the building, even in the evenings when tenants knew not to bother me. Even when the work phone stopped ringing, I couldn’t stop obsessing over problems in the building, technicians that had failed to show to check the fire alarms, flooring guys that were a no-show after me scheduling my entire day around their vague appointment time, and worst of all, the growing animosity between two tenants, which had resulted in constant complaint calls from each of them about the other. Every day, one would submit complaints about loud noise at night from the other, loud music, verbal assaults, and it was getting to the point that I was beginning to feel more like a teacher at a kindergarten than a building manager. 

“Let it go,” Kevin told me frequently whenever I’d mumble something about the situation between the tenants. “We’re watching a movie.” Maybe I shouldn’t have been trying to talk about work during our movie nights, but it was mainly the only time we had together. 

“When else can I talk to you about it?” I asked. “We work all day and then you’re busy on your phone or laptop until we watch a movie and go to bed. If I don’t watch a movie with you, you watch one with headphones on, and I can’t even talk to you anyway!”

“I have a month of this streaming service for free and I may as well make the most of it before it runs out,” he insisted. Kevin wasn’t normally a TV or movie fanatic, but he also was the most frugal person I knew. He never let anything go to waste. He would even eat my cooking when it was terrible because he refused to throw anything out. 

“You don’t have to tell me about your job,” he said. “I don’t constantly talk about my job when we’re trying to relax.” 

“Your job is programming,” I said. “Even if you did talk about it, I wouldn’t understand it. My job is different. It is my life! I live here! It’s not like I can get these people to just behave themselves when I’m off duty.”

“Why do you have to get them to do anything?” Kevin asked simply, and I had no good answer. “They’re all adults. It’s not a playground. Whether they get along or not, it’s not your problem. You get paid to clean the building and manage it. I don’t see why they should be coming to you anyway unless something needs to be fixed.”

“I’ve tried to tell them that,” I said.

“Put your foot down,” he said. “Because you don’t even have a life. You need to sort out your priorities.”

“You’re one to talk,” I said. I hated to point out his faults, but since he’d had no problem voicing his unhappiness with me at the moment, it was a prime time to revisit my biggest issue with him. “We’ve been dating for a year, and you still haven’t moved in with me.”

“What are you talking about?” he asked in surprise. “I practically live here! I’m here every night. I never sleep at my place.”

“Right, but you only practically live here, you don’t actually live here,” I said. “I just wish I knew why you won’t give up your apartment and move in here with me permanently.” My real secret fear was that he wasn’t as committed to this relationship as I was. His apartment above me, filled with all his belongings except his regular clothes and stuff he needed for work, literally hung over my head and gave me a sense of insecurity that made me hesitate to fully participate in an argument, even when he started it. It flew in the face of his known frugality. Why pay for an apartment that sat unused?

“Zoey, if you want the truth, I’ll tell you,” he said. 

“Of course, I want the truth,” I said, but with nowhere near the conviction with which I’d claimed I wanted to know. I added a shrug, kind of trying to prepare myself to appear like I wasn’t heartbroken if his reason turned out to be that he didn’t love me as much as he’d thought he had. 

“Zoey, you got this apartment because you’re the building manager,” he pointed out the obvious. “It’s free for you. You don’t have to pay rent, electric, or even cable.”

“So?” I asked. So far, he was making no sense. “What does that have to do with anything?”

“Well, I feel guilty about taking advantage of that,” he said. “I feel like I’m living in the building, and I’m not doing anything to work in the building, so I don’t think I should be getting a free ride, that’s all. It eases my guilt that I’m at least paying for my apartment and utilities.” 

I was surprised. I hadn’t expected his reason would be something so reasonable. I figured it was something else. Maybe he was ashamed of me or something. 

“I don’t see why it makes a difference,” I said. 

“It does to me,” he said. “Look, I’m with you, all the way, but until we move out of this building, it just doesn’t feel right to me to move into this apartment.”

“Well, I can’t move into yours,” I said. “It’s only one bedroom, and I use my spare as an office.”

“Besides, everything here is hooked up in the owners’ names,” he pointed out. It felt like he was trying to look for reasons for me not to move into his apartment, even though I’d already said I wouldn’t. 

“So, I can’t leave this apartment, and you can’t move in,” I reiterated. “So, what do we do?” 

“Well, I’m glad you asked,” he said, letting out a long breath which made me nervous. “I’ve been trying to wait until I knew for sure, but this is as good a time as any.”

“What?” I asked with trepidation. “What?”

“It’s not for sure yet,” Kevin said. “But I should find out in a few days. I applied for a promotion at work.”

“That’s great,” I said slowly, still uneasy with the way he seemed to be beating around the bush. “So?” 

“Well, here’s the thing,” he said, twisting his mouth to one side as if that would prevent the words from coming out, as if they had a mind of their own. “If I get it, and that’s a big if, we’d have to move to California.”

“California?” I repeated in shock. “I can’t move away!” 

“It would be good for us, Zo,” he said.

“No, no it wouldn’t,” I argued. “I can’t leave here!”

“Why not?” he looked completely baffled as if completely uprooting my entire life wouldn’t be a problem at all. 

“Because,” I said slowly, scrambling for a good reason. I couldn’t remind him that I had a fear of flying because he’d just act like I was being childish and that wouldn’t be a good reason to turn down such a good opportunity. “What about the building?”

“It’s your job, Zo, not your life,” he said. “Besides, you never leave the building at all. That’s not healthy.”

“That’s not true,” I retorted instantly, but it kinda was.

“Okay, when was the last time you left the building?” he asked, folding his arms because he was that sure of himself. 

“Not that long ago,” I said. “I went out for groceries just a few weeks ago.”

“No, Zoey, that was August,” he said, leaning his head to one side, obviously trying to make me feel like a child. “This is November. It’s been two-and-a-half months since you set foot outside the building. Zo, that’s not healthy.”

“Who says?” I asked. “What am I missing out on? You have to go out every day anyway, so it’s not like it’s hurting you to pick up the groceries. It’s not like I sit in my apartment all day and twiddle my thumbs. I leave the house and go to work every day, just like you do. I can’t help it if my job is in the same location as I live. Think of the building like an indoor city.”

“But it’s not,” he said, shaking his head. “You need fresh air, sunshine. Heck, a coffee in an actual coffee shop.”

“It’s not unhealthy as long as I’m happy,” I insisted. 

“Well, if I get this promotion, we’ll move out west and you’ll be able to get some sunshine,” he said. “We can spend time on the beach and enjoy life more. Plus, I’ll be making more money.”

“What about me?” I asked. “What will I do?”

“Get a job if you want to,” he said. “You won’t need to, because as I said, I’ll be making a ton of money, but if you need to do something, then just get a job.”

“It’s not that easy,” I said. “There are very few things that I actually like doing.” That, and the fact that I’ve quit every job I’ve ever had, so I knew I wouldn’t get a good job reference.

“We’ll work it out,” he insisted. 

“And you know I hate flying,” I reminded him. I figured I may as well say it. “I told you; I’m never flying again.” 

“Zoey, just because you know someone who was in one plane crash, it doesn’t mean all planes are going to crash!” he said. “You really need to grow up. Maybe a move will do you good. Besides you can’t even call what happened a crash.”

“It was all over the news, Kevin,” I reminded him. “It was a crash! The reporters used the word ‘crash’!”

“Oh my god, Zoey!” Kevin said. “Headlines are meant to grab attention! That plane was only two feet off the ground! You can’t hide away here in this building forever. A change will do you good!”

“No, it won’t,” I insisted. All I could do now was hope that he didn’t actually get the promotion. 

Unfortunately, the following day, Kevin called before lunch. 

“Pack your bags, baby,” he said, and I could hear the broad smile in his voice. “We’re going west!”

I was silent. I had no words. There was no way I wanted to fly. I also wasn’t fond of giving up the first job that I actually enjoyed that I could do well. 

“Tonight, we dine out!” he said, completely ignoring my silence. 

“Okay,” I said, but it came out in a monotone. It was clear I wasn’t as happy about this as he was. 

“You’re seriously not happy for me?” he asked. His voice was flat. “This is a huge promotion! I beat out seven other people for this opportunity!”

“Of course, I’m happy for you,” I said. “I am! I just wish it didn’t involve moving all the way across the country.”

I sat like a zombie after we hung up. What will I do?

“Something got ya down, buttercup?” It was Steve, who was still doing maintenance and repairs for the building and enjoying a cut in his rent.

“Yeah, I might have to move,” I said. 

“Oh?” he looked like he cared. “What happened?”

“Kevin got a promotion, and it means we have to move out west,” I said. 

“And you’re not happy about your boyfriend’s promotion?” he asked with raised eyebrows as he pulled over a chair and sat down. 

“I’m not happy about having to move,” I admitted. “I just don’t see why he would’ve even put in for this promotion without even telling me about it.”

“I see,” Steve said slowly, nodding with his mischievous grin. “Looks like Old Romeo isn’t as considerate as you thought.”

I glared at him. The last thing I needed right now was his teasing. Normally, I found it playful and maybe even a tad charming, but not now. 

“Just sayin’,” he said with a mischievous grin. “I mean, I’m the kinda guy that let his wife change our wedding date because she’s superstitious. I’d never make important decisions without consulting Julie.”

“That’s nice,” I said, still glaring at him and clearly not meaning my compliment. “By the way, happy almost-anniversary.”

“Yup, eleven-eleven!” he said. “Julie’s lucky numbers. I’m taking her out and letting her pick the restaurant. See, that’s the kinda guy I am. You could’ve had me, but no, you picked Old Romeo.”

“Steve, stop,” I said. “Maybe you should’ve let me know I could’ve picked you.” 

“Well, maybe I wanted to,” he said. “But you were all caught up in your mad romance with Kevin.” 

“You were already engaged to Julie when you moved into the building,” I reminded him. “And there was nothing between us.” 

“Engaged isn’t married,” Steve said with a boyish grin and a twinkle in his eye. “Engagements can be broken. Now, I’m off the market.” 

“Well, maybe you should’ve said something before you were taken off the market,” I said, continuing his little banter. 

“Maybe I should’ve,” he said, raising his eyebrows and shoulders at the same time. “We’ll never know.” 

It wasn’t like we hadn’t teased each other before, but this was the first time it bordered on—if not overstepping—flirtation. Our eyes met momentarily, and I felt a tingle go down my back. 

“Well,” he said, abruptly standing up. “I just stopped in to let you know I finished changing the filters in the air exchanger this morning.”

“Oh, okay,” I said, forcing myself back into reality as well. “Thanks, I’ll make a note of it.” I busied myself in my planner and allowed him to walk out of the office silently so that we both saved face.
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It wasn’t until I stepped out of Kevin’s car at the restaurant that I realized it was true what he’d said about me not getting out enough. The chilly November air was a shock to my skin, and I pulled my wool coat tighter. 

“You should’ve told me it was so cold,” I said as Kevin closed my door and offered his arm. 

“You should’ve gotten out more,” he said with a lopsided grin. 

“Fair enough,” I said. “You were right.” I’d give him this one, but I was still debating as to how committed I was to moving. Everything in me was fighting the idea. Somehow, I knew deep down that I wouldn’t go. I just knew it. Or at least, I wanted that with all my heart.

It wasn’t until we were halfway through the main course that I noticed Steve and Julie across the dining room. They’d been blocked by a family who’d just left. 

“What?” Kevin asked, and I realized that I must have a shocked look on my face.

“Nothing,” I said, and he turned so he could see what I’d seen. “It’s just Steve and Julie.”

Steve and Julie seemed to be oblivious to our presence, and I decided that was maybe a good thing. 

“What a coincidence,” Kevin said. “The one time I get you out of the building, and you bring the building with you.”

I knew it was a joke, but there was something about Steve’s presence, even if it was on the other side of the dining room, that made me feel comfortable. I was secretly glad he was there. Especially because I’d worked all afternoon on planning how I would word my refusal to move away with Kevin. 

I figured I’d wait until after dinner but before dessert to break the news to him. That way, I wouldn’t deprive him of his celebratory dinner, plus he would still have dessert to soothe his ruffled feathers. 

As soon as the waiter took our dessert order and left, my heart pounded in my chest because I wasn’t a hundred percent sure I had the guts I needed to break Kevin’s heart. “Kevin,” I forced his name out in a breathless word, and it took me a second to realize he’d said my name at the same time. 

“Zoey,” Kevin said, my name sounding rushed and far too loud for the space we were in. The next thing happened at lightning speed and in slow motion all at once. He was down on one knee beside me and had somehow produced a ring from somewhere in a tiny velvet box. He thrust the ring toward me, and I could see his hand was shaking. “Zoey, will you marry me?” 

Because he’d spoken so loudly, and moved so swiftly, it caught the attention of every other diner in the restaurant. I was instantly aware of all the eyes on me and Kevin’s look of sheer terror as he waited for what felt like an eternity before I could form any words in my mind. 

“Zoey?” he asked in the way he might have if I’d fallen into a deep coma. “Zoey, will you marry me?” His words had turned into a hiss. He was now probably afraid he’d made a fool of himself by assuming my response. I felt myself nodding as my eyes briefly met Steve’s. 

I’d done it now. I’d nodded. It was too late. “Yes,” I whispered just loud enough for Kevin to hear it. 

“Whew,” he whispered and slipped the ring on my left hand before awkwardly climbing back into his seat amid a round of applause from the other patrons. “You had me scared for a minute there. Are you sure you thought about it long enough?” 

“Sorry,” I said. “I was in shock.”

“I could tell,” he said. He looked significantly more relieved though. “Were you about to say something?”

“What?” I asked. “No.”

“You’d said my name,” he said. “Just when I’d said yours.”

“Oh, oh, I don’t remember now,” I lied. “It was nothing important.”

How could I possibly tell him now that I didn’t want to move? I wasn’t going to embarrass him like that now in front of the entire restaurant. 

I ate my lemon meringue pie in silence, daring every now and then to glance in Steve’s direction. It turned out that dessert was noneffective in soothing ruffled feathers. Every time I glanced at Steve, his eyes darted to mine and then back to his wife. Whatever was going on between him and I, it was probably a good idea for me to move away after all. There was no way I was going to break up someone else’s marriage. What if he’d been serious about wanting to be with me? Sure, he’d jokingly criticized Kevin to me for the past entire year, but I’d only ever taken it as teasing just to get me riled up. We’d developed a regular banter that was like old friends and nothing more. But what if Steve really did have some kind of feelings for me? I wasn’t going to stick around to find out. I felt a mortifying sense of guilt even looking at Steve while he was dining out with his wife on their six-month-anniversary! Smarten up, Zoey! I told myself.

“Zoey?” Kevin asked. “Are you okay?” 

“Yeah,” I said, hastily pushing my empty pie plate away. “I was just thinking how I didn’t really need all those calories.” 

We finished before Steve and Julie, and I could feel—or imagine I felt—Steve’s eyes on me as I walked away, wondering what he thought of my newly engaged status. Not that it matters! What is wrong with me?

As I was mopping the first-floor hallway the following morning, Wanda, an annoying middle-aged tenant that always had a problem with something, approached me. 

“Zoey, you’ve gotta talk to Pat!” Wanda insisted. “She’s going to come to you and tell you that I attacked her outside! I didn’t! All I said was she better stop talking about me behind my back because it gets back to me! If she says anything else about me, it’s a lie! She’s been causing trouble for me since she moved in! You need to talk to her and tell her to leave me alone!”

I leaned on the mop and allowed her to finish her rant, and then maybe it was because I hadn’t slept well the night before, or maybe it was because I was probably going to be leaving anyway, or the fact that I was tired of hearing constant complaints from the two tenants that were at odds with each other, but I’d had enough.

“Listen, Wanda,” I said firmly. “This is not an elementary school. You guys are all adults here. Get along, don’t get along, whatever, but don’t bring any soap opera drama to me. If you can’t get along, stay away from each other. If someone assaults you, call the police.”

There was a little satisfaction in watching her mouth drop. It only took a few seconds for her to regain her composure. “Well, you need to tell that to her!” Wanda shouted and stormed off into her apartment. 

“I will!” I called after her. 

The frustration fueled my speed for the rest of that hallway, but when I turned the corner, there was Pat.

“Zoey, you need to do something about Wanda!” Pat insisted. “Every time I go outside to have a smoke, she attacks me!”

“Look, Pat,” I said evenly, having practiced on Wanda just moments before. “I’m going to tell you what I told Wanda. This isn’t an elementary school. Get along, don’t get along, but don’t bring any soap opera drama to me! If you can’t get along, stay away from each other. If someone assaults you, call the police.”

“Well, I never!” Pat said haughtily and stomped into her apartment and slammed the door. 

“You sure told her!” Steve said with a grin as he sauntered around the corner. “Remind me not to get on your bad side.” 

“I’m tired of all the drama,” I said. 

“’bout time!” he said. “I’ve seen how they run you ragged with all their playground tattling. You’re too kind.” 

Our eyes met, and I looked away and focused on mopping the floor again. 

“Saw you and Romeo at dinner last night,” he said with a coy grin. “Guess I owe you a congratulations.” 

I nodded silently. 

“So, I guess you’ll be moving away, getting your nice little house with a picket fence and two-point-five children,” he teased as I mopped away from him, and he followed.

“Guess so,” I said.

“Now, why don’t you sound happy about that?” he asked. “An engagement is supposed to be something to be happy about!”

“I don’t know,” I said honestly. “I don’t know what to do. I hate flying, for starters.”

“You have a car, don’t you?” he asked.

“Right,” I said. “I could drive.”

“See? Some problems are so easy to solve,” he said. I nodded and our eyes met. His grin disappeared. “And some, not so much,” he said softly. “Listen, I better get going. The flooring guy is supposed to show up.” 

“Yeah,” I said. “And I’ve gotta hurry up and get this hallway done and get back to the office.” 

The turmoil in my mind that had Steve’s name all over it plagued me for the rest of the day. We somehow managed to not see each other again, and I was thankful when I returned to my apartment and locked the door. 

“Tough day?” Kevin asked. “I ordered dinner for us.” 

“Thanks,” I said. “I’m exhausted. It’s been one thing after another today.”

“Better than all at once,” Kevin said, stopping me in my tracks with his hands on my shoulders. “Have I told you today how much I love you?” 

“It’s been such a crazy day, I don’t even remember,” I said, not ready to change my mood without getting all my frustration out of my system.

“Well, I do,” he said. “I love you.” He pulled me to him and kissed me, slowly and deeply. I honestly wanted to be lulled into this safe comforting space, but all the turmoil of the day was still bubbling up inside my brain. 

“I’m exhausted,” I repeated as I pulled away. “I need to eat.” 

“The food should be here any minute,” he said. “Did you talk to Rob today?” 

“No, why?” I asked. “I usually don’t hear from the owners unless they are coming down to pick up the rent or something.”

“No, I mean about you leaving,” he said. “Have you told them yet?” 

“No, I didn’t think about it,” I said.

“What do you mean, you didn’t think about it?” he demanded. “I start my new position on the second of January, which means you need to give them enough notice to find someone before we leave!”

“About that,” I said. “I’m not flying.”

“What?” he shrieked. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, I’m not flying,” I said. “We can drive.”

“Drive?” he asked, his voice going even higher. “Do you know how long it would take to drive all the way to California?” 

I shrugged. I clearly didn’t. 

“A long time!” he said. “At least a week!” 

“Well, we’ll have to leave a week early,” I said. 

“I’ve signed a lease on an apartment for the fifteenth of December!” he shrieked. 

“So?” I said. “It’s not like you have to move in on the fifteenth!”

“Zoey, this is my career we’re talking about here,” he said.

“And this is mine!” I retorted. “You are expecting me to give up mine completely, and you’re upset about moving in a few days late?”

“Oh, this isn’t a real career,” he said. “You mop floors and collect rent. I wouldn’t call that a career.” 

My jaw dropped as I tried to think of something just as awful to say back but my mind was blank.

“I suppose if we leave on December tenth, that will give us enough time to get out there,” he continued. “But that is only giving your boss a few weeks’ notice; I hope he’ll have time to replace you.”
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