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      For those who believe in love that stands the test of time.

      For the ones who find their way back to each other.

      For the kind of love that isn’t just for now—but for always.

    

  


  
    
      Some loves are fleeting. Others last a lifetime. And then there are the ones that never end.
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      The clinking of the spoon on a wine glass caught the attention of the guests, beginning to quiet the combined murmur of laughter, discussions, debates, and excited squeals.

      Oh no, here it is—time for speeches. I silently cringed as I knew one of my favorite people in the world was about to share with the room full of people the history behind the story of Joe and me.

      Amanda held her wine glass above her head as she gathered the kind of attention she was used to in a crowded room. It didn’t take much for her to silence the family and friends who had joined us to celebrate what was soon to be the rest of Joe's and my lives together.

      “The last time I stood up the front of a room full of people, giving a toast to Emily and her fiancé, I have to admit, was not the highlight of their relationship for me—it was the breakup.”

      The room remained silent aside from a quiet snort from a few in the back, whom I’m sure by this point in the evening were mostly alcohol-induced giggles. The rest remained quiet, unsure of where this unusual story was going.

      “I knew fate had other plans for my Emily, and as much as it pained me to see the tears she had shed back then, I also knew this resilient, gorgeous, and brave young woman would be sitting up here once again, with the true love of her life.”

      Amanda turned to face me, and I could see the look of true happiness beaming back at me from her hazel eyes, her red hair glowing from the warm ambient lighting of the room around us. Amanda never, ever failed to make me feel the love of a best friend like she did, and even though we didn’t live as close now, the friendship never distanced.

      If smiles had sound, Amanda had just turned the room into a crescendo as she continued on.

      “I’m not sure I would have managed to pull Emily back to Charleston had it not been for that time. Getting out of New York for the weekend had seemed exactly what Emily needed, even though I had to drag her kicking and screaming. Little did we both know, that weekend is exactly what led us to this very moment right now.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief that Amanda hadn’t gone into any details. I wasn’t proud of how I had been back then, but one thing was for sure—I owed this very moment right now to her.

      Amanda wove a tale of enemies to lovers beautifully, leaving out the finer details that had long been forgotten, forgiven, and buried in the past we no longer chose to visit. The Joe I knew now—the one whose hand was gently curled around mine as he sat beside me—was everything I ever needed, and every time I looked up into his kind grey eyes, I was only ever filled with love and gratitude.

      “I love you, Emily, and I could not be any more proud of who you are, the woman you have become, and the woman you are with Joe. And of course, Joe, I really just have to say how grateful I am that you have stepped into Emily’s life and shown her the love that she deserves, and I love you for that.”

      I couldn’t help but smile back at Amanda with the tears threatening to spill from my eyes, because every single thing she had said was true, and without her, I absolutely would not be sitting here today.

      Amanda raised her glass once again, turning to the room before her. “To Emily and Joe.”

      The room applauded and cheered as glasses clinked and conversation erupted once again before she turned the mic over.

      “Ah, high school reunions, huh?” Joe stood beside me and gave me a cheeky wink as he began his own speech. “Emily couldn’t have been happier that I never showed up. If there was one person out of our entire graduating class that she wanted to avoid, it was me.”

      I could feel myself blushing as laughter came from the crowd, but they intently listened, with most not really knowing about the past Joe and I shared.

      “Emily also wasn’t too happy when she ended up stuck sitting next to me on the train ride home either,” he continued. “However, from the moment she sat down, I knew this wasn’t going to be the last I saw of this beautiful young lady sitting next to me, and I can’t wait for our many more journeys to come.”

      Joe turned to me and grabbed my hand, pulling me up from my chair to meet him.

      “Emily, you have turned my world around in a way I could have never imagined. You saw the love in me and brought it out, to make the world a shining place for me again, and I cannot express how truly grateful I am that you came into my life at a time when neither of us believed that love like ours was possible. I love you, Emily. Forever and always.”

      He pulled me close and kissed me deep as the room erupted once again. Joe’s arm wrapped behind my back as he gently swept his cheek across mine before whispering in my ear, “My Em, my everything.”

      It was hard to imagine I could ever be here. This felt somewhat of a dream come true. Amanda was right when she said the highlight of my last relationship was the breakup. Had I known it was going to lead to this, there would have been no kicking and screaming required.

      The speeches remained short, and soon enough we were mingling about the room, where everyone who hadn’t managed to congratulate us on our engagement already were eager to get their chance.

      “Have you set a date yet?” “What venue have you chosen?” “How is the planning going?” were among the common questions being thrown at us—and the ones we commonly couldn’t answer.

      “Emily deserves only the best, the grandest fairytale of a wedding, like every woman dreams of as a little girl,” Joe would respond while guests continued their own interrogations of our wedding planning. I mostly listened, interested in Joe’s ideals, and I began to wonder what Joe believed was every girl’s fairytale wedding.

      “It appears we have our work cut out for us,” Joe laughed as he looked at me once we managed to pull ourselves away for a mere few minutes.

      “But doesn’t it just make you so much more excited? This is the biggest day of our lives together. Joe, my husband.” I giggled like a giddy schoolgirl, my heart so full of love, and the thoughts of marrying Joe made me want to never stop thinking about it.

      “I am beyond excited.”

      “Are you two having a nice evening?” Victoria interrupted.

      “We are. Emily and I were just discussing how much we need to do to get that ball rolling on the big day,” Joe said.

      “Victoria, I can’t thank you enough for this.” I gestured to the party around us. “The trouble you’ve gone to to arrange this engagement party for us—we really are grateful.”

      “Trouble?” Victoria laughed. “Oh no, Emily, I love this. It’s no trouble at all. Besides, this is just a practice run. Sounds like you two are going to need all the help you can get if we want to get this wedding planned.”

      “Mom’s specialty—party planning and decorating. You won’t need to lift a finger if you don’t want to.”

      “But I do want to. I can’t wait to be walking down that aisle, seeing everything we have planned together.”

      “And so we will.” I spied a wink to his mom as he pulled me gently into his side.

      “I imagine the reception to be similar to this, only larger, so just keep in mind that if you need my help—which I’m sure you will—what I can do for you. You don’t know how much you’re in for until you start.”

      I looked around us as Victoria spoke—the huge room filled with twinkling lights, grand centrepieces, table settings fit for royalty, and what must have been a cargo shipment of fresh flowers. It certainly was a grand affair, and I imagined this is what Joe may think is every girl’s fairytale. But it wasn’t mine. Was it his?

      The room looked gorgeous, luxurious, and regal, but I had always imagined my wedding as small, rustic, and intimate. I’d never made it to the planning stage of my last engagement, but I had always thought about it.

      I want my wedding to Joe to be a blend of us. Both of our ideals come to life.

      “You have done an amazing job here, Victoria. Honestly, this place looks unreal, but I think Joe and I will be good at this too.” I smiled at Joe, excited to see what we could create.

      “Emily’s right, Mom. This really is incredible, but I’m excited for this. Besides, you’ve done this before. This time is my turn.”

      “Your mom planned your wedding to Izzy?” I asked, surprised.

      “Most of it. We got married so quickly, back then we were glad she could take it off our hands. But looking back, there was so much about it that wasn’t quite us. I think we’ll be good at it too. Our wedding, our plans,” Joe replied.

      That was exactly what I had needed to hear. Joe and I had never really planned anything together. When I moved in, his house was already built, already decorated, already arranged. This was our first big decision together, and I knew this was going to be something that was going to bring us closer.

      I really did appreciate Victoria planning tonight, but planning our wedding was an entirely different situation. It’s important to me that Joe and I do this together, and given the reservations that Victoria had about us in the first place, even though I don’t blame his mom for being protective, it still sits somewhere in the back of my mind somehow. I guess I just want this to be our thing—it is, after all, our wedding.

      “You, my honey, are glowing. I am so happy to see you like this.” Mom held my hand as she spoke.

      Mom and Dad had been my rock since I’d moved back to Charleston. It had been a big year with all its changes—seeing me moving to Charleston to be with Joe and then the engagement. So much had changed, and all of it for the better. While I had sworn I would never move back, now, there is no place I’d rather be, and I loved being close to Mom and Dad.

      “Thanks, Mom. Who would have thought, huh?” I never thought about the times before Joe when I had been miserable, but I knew when Amanda said fate had other plans for me, all those things reminded me that nothing is ever as it seems.

      “We always believed you’d find your happily ever after.”

      Dad, who was not one for soppy, pulled me in for a hug before patting Joe on the shoulder.

      “You know those famous words a dad always says when his little girl brings a boy home? The way you look at Emily tells me I have nothing to worry about.”

      Joe laughed. “Thanks, David. She’s one special lady.”

      “Oh God, you guys, stop. This isn’t even the wedding, and I’m starting to clam up the tear ducts.”

      “Maybe that’s the wine?” Joe joked. “And since we’ve all had one or two, maybe now I’m about ready to practice that first dance?” Joe held his hand out to me, gesturing to take it before leading me into the crowd that had formed on the dance floor in the corner of the room.

      “What do you think we should do for our first dance?” I asked.

      “Definitely an 80s banger.”

      “Seriously?” I wasn’t sure how serious he was being.

      “Why not? I got the moves to some ‘Thriller’.”

      “You’ve got the moves, alright, but I’m not sure about on the dance floor.”

      “Oh come on, Em, check me out.” Joe spun me around and pushed me out before pulling me back into him. If I’d worn higher heels, I’m not sure I would have stayed on two feet.

      “I think we may need a little more practice if we plan on pulling off some fancy dance moves for our first dance.” We both laughed.

      “I think all the moves we need won’t be on the dance floor with everyone watching.” Joe chuckled.

      I looked around at the friends and family dancing around us, laughing and singing along to the music. I imagined the two of us dancing together just as we were, with the company surrounding us like right now. Nothing could be more perfect in my mind. How hard was planning this wedding going to be with Joe and I so in sync?
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      The morning sun cast rays over the kitchen counter where I sat with my coffee in hand watching the glorious sight before me: my fiancé. Shirtless in the kitchen, his golden tan glowing against the sunrise that hit his smooth chest and rippling stomach as he went between the hob and the cooktop dishing us up a breakfast of champions. The smell of bacon filled the house and my mouth was watering.

      I couldn’t help but think about last weekend and our engagement party. All the talk of wedding planning had me feeling excited and nervous, but also worried. Victorias offers to help were appreciated but concerning all the same. It wasn’t that I didn’t want her help, I was more concerned that our wedding would turn into some big grand lavish affair, and any ideas’s we brought to the table would be lost. This wouldn’t be our wedding at all, it would be hers.

      “Mmm, this looks amazing.” I smiled at Joe as he slid my plate toward me across the counter. Bacon, eggs, sausage, spinach and mushrooms all piled high on my plate in front of me.

      “So, where do we start?” Joe said as he took the stool next to me.

      “A date would probably be a good place to start.” I said, before filling my mouth with a forkful of egg.

      “A fall wedding. It’s our favourite season after all.” Joe said.

      “I think that’s perfect. So, a Saturday in fall… either October or November?…” I spoke as I scrolled though my calendar on my phone. “Oh” I gasped. “What about November 11th?”

      “November 11th it is.” Joe gave me a knowing smile. 11/11. It couldn’t be a more perfect date.

      “Yay.” I clapped excitedly. “See, look at us planning. Who said this was going to be hard?”

      I know so far we had only set the date, but I couldn’t see Joe and me having too much of a hard time planning. And so far we seemed to be on the same page, I knew I had nothing to worry about.

      “Right, so what’s next?” Joe said as he returned from clearing up the breakfast dishes.

      I was already scribbling down all the things I could think of that we had to plan in the wedding planner I had picked up several weeks ago with the intention of having already started this process. But Joe and I had both been so busy with work we’d barely had time to enjoy breakfast together like we had this morning, let alone any wedding planning. I knew though this was also something we needed to really start to get serious about, we weren’t exactly going to be any less busy any time soon, but if we wanted to get married, which of course we couldn’t wait to do, we had to get moving.

      “We need a venue, food, photographer, guest list, flowers, dress, suits, theme, celebrant, licence…”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Okay. Slow down there, one thing at a time.” Joe laughed. “So venue then, what about Magnolia’s? Mom pulled off a great night there last week. Im sure they’d love to have us again?”

      “And that was beautiful Joe, but don’t you think that maybe Magnolias is a bit, I dunno, more your moms style than ours?”

      “We have a style?”

      “You know, we are just a little more, I don’t know, it’s just…” How could I explain to Joe that I thought Victoria’s taste and ideas would blow a budget off a scale I could ever imagine spending on a wedding. “She has very expensive taste, an entire wedding done Magnolia style would cost a fortune.”

      “Em, I just want you to have the wedding you dream of, there’s no price on that.”

      “I could marry you in a hay barn with the pigs wandering around and it would still be the wedding of my dreams, marrying you is all that matters to me.”

      “I really don’t like pigs.” Joe screwed up his face and smirked. “Shall we just go to Vegas? Like two runaway lovers and get married by Elvis in the little white chapel.” Joe stood quickly as his voice rose, his arms flailed above him.

      I laughed at his dramatics. “Don’t even tempt me.”

      “So let’s come back to venues. What’s next?”

      “Theme?”

      “Theme? You want to have a theme? Like what? Shakespeare?”

      “Not that kind of theme.” I knew Joe was only playing. “You know, like the aesthetic. Rustic, modern, beach vibes, vintage?”

      “Doesn’t that all depend on the venue? Don’t they have wedding planners who sort all of this stuff for people? Looking at that list in your notebook there, this is a lot to think about.”

      “That’s why we are sitting here now, trying to think about it.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want mom to help us out with this? Or at least a wedding planner?”

      “We don’t need a wedding planner Joe. This is our wedding, don’t you want it to feel like ours?”

      “Of course, but do you really think we can pull all of this off just the two of us? Why not take the stress off?”

      “You know how everyone says how little girls dream of this day their whole life? I have dreamed about this day my whole life! I know it seems overwhelming but this is our day, yours and mine. Let’s make it yours and mine.”

      Joe nodded. “You really dreamed about this your whole life? You must really be excited.”

      “I’ve never been more excited about anything more in my life.” I leant forward and kissed Joe as I lay my arms over his shoulders clasping my hands together. As my arms fell behind his back he pulled me closer tipping my stool toward him.

      Our lips departed slightly “Me too.” Joe whispered as his lips softly brushed against mine, before claiming my mouth once again, pulling us away from the task at hand. Breaking away again he said “Let’s come back to this later, I need to shower and get ready.”

      I watched as Joe chugged back the last of his coffee, before heading up the stairs. I looked back at the planner in front of me. We hadn’t gotten very far, but I guess at least we had a date.

      I continued scrolling through my phone for suitable venues, and locations. The options seemed endless, Charleston had so many places that would be beautiful to get married. Did we want our ceremony one place and reception another, or an all in one venue? Did we want it catered? A Bar? Or did we supply our own?

      The more I looked the more overwhelming it all seemed. I didn’t want overwhelm to lead to procrastination, and I was now beginning to see how much work this was going to be, but I still felt confident Joe and I could do this.

      After and endless amount of scrolling and scribbling I had filled three pages with ceremony locations, reception venues and combined. Choosing would be another chore in itself, but I felt satisfied through a process of elimination this would be huge step toward the big day.

      I closed my notebook, the rest would have to wait. I was headed to New York this week to meet with my agent - Martha to discuss my upcoming book launch. Between my writing and Joe’s cases it’s no wonder all this wedding stuff had been on the back burner, but that’s where it would have to stay until I got back.

      I thought once more about Victorias offer to plan it for us, and wondered if maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea after all. Before I had a chance to even savour the thought I shook it out as quickly as it came. No. I knew exactly what the outcome would be if I let that happen. I imagined myself walking down the aisle of a grand hall, filled with sparkling chandeliers, mountains of silk draping the walls, flowers filling giant urns and lining every row, barely able to walk in hundred of pounds of lace and silk, struggling to breathe from the designer corset, heels as high as a strippers, and hundreds of onlookers of distant family and friends, half of whom I didn’t even know.

      It wasn’t anything I had in mind. When I said I’d dreamed about my wedding my entire life, I wasn’t joking, but it wasn’t in the way most girls dreamed. For me it wasn’t about all the glitz and the glamour, for me it was about the love. Being married, to me, meant I had found my person, my soul mate, the one who loved me most, the one who I loved most, the one that everything made perfect sense with, all the things I had found in Joe.

      I wasn’t interested in the showcase of something big and shiny. I wanted, intimate, something where our closest friends and family were there for us, not some big party. Something down to earth, sweet, simple, rustic but modern, something in nature.

      I got up from the table knowing the next time Joe and I could sit down together to plan some more, that maybe that was exactly where we needed to start and I sure hoped we were able to find common ground.
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      “I don’t want to move,” I said, still half asleep in Joe’s arms as I hit the snooze button on my alarm.

      “Let’s just stay here all day,” he replied, pulling me in and gently kissing my forehead.

      “I wish.” Joe was dropping me off at the airport this morning, where I was flying to New York for three days—three days that would feel like three weeks away from him. I shuddered to think back at what it was like when we were living long distance, and while it wasn’t the first time since we’d lived together that one of us had to go away for work, it never got any easier.

      “Fine,” I grunted as I threw the covers off. “The sooner I go, the sooner I get back.”

      But before I had a chance to move, Joe wrapped his arm around my waist, pulling me back into him.

      “You’re not going anywhere yet,” he said, and he began nibbling at my shoulder, making his way up my neck as I moulded my back into his front. He curled around me, fitting me perfectly against his body.

      I could feel his hardness grow, and the tingling sensation within me was strong. “Hell no, I’m not.”
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        * * *

      

      I grabbed the wedding planner off the counter and threw it into my carry-on. Maybe I would get a chance to make some more lists while I was away—maybe.

      Joe made his way down the stairs, almost ready for work, looking breathtaking as usual in his navy suit. His white collar was open under his jacket, open enough to see his golden chest and the definition of his pecs barely visible. I watched as he swung his tie around his neck before buttoning the last of his collar and seamlessly creating the knot of his tie, sliding it up into place.

      He noticed me watching him and smiled at me with the same sense of love that was in my eyes for him. As he inched closer to me, I pulled the base of his tie gently, bringing his face closer to mine before pressing my lips to his. I was missing him already.

      “I wish you could come with me,” my eyes pleading with Joe.

      “I wish I could too.”

      “Hopefully we can both get some time off together soon—maybe take a break away somewhere before the wedding, you know?” I was hopeful, but I knew how busy Joe’s work was, and I had three books to finish before the series launch, which was coming up. I knew a break away might be pushing it, but I remained hopeful we may even get one long weekend together away from it all.

      “I don’t know what I’m going to be able to swing until this case is over, but I promise you, we will have more time soon.”

      The timing of Joe’s move to civil litigation had admittedly been somewhat frustrating. He’d landed a big case that had propelled him into the career advancement he had wanted for years—right after I moved to Charleston. He was now gaining some high-level recognition in the commercial sector. Joe wasn’t just good at what he did—he was all in and committed, which made him unstoppable. But it was his dedication and commitment to his job that were both admired by me so much, and the thing that I found the hardest when it came to our time together.

      But through it all, Joe was committed to his career and his family, of course. This was exactly the way he had been brought up—to strive for greatness, support, and provide for your family. Another thing I admired. I knew it was the hard yards now that would all pay off for us in the end. Joe was also supporting me and my career for now, and for that, I was grateful.

      Every time I found myself thinking about how I wished Joe and I had more time together, it was always easy to talk myself around. Joe may have come home later some nights, and there were weekends when we were both caught up in catching up on work, but the time when we were together meant everything. When it was just us, nothing else in the world existed. It was how I knew how much Joe loved and cared about me—because when we were together, he gave me all of himself.

      “Let’s go.” I picked up my handbag, and Joe carried my suitcase to the car. I’d be home to him in a few days, and I couldn’t wait to get back to planning the wedding.

      If we couldn’t get away, then at least I could try to swindle an extra-long honeymoon, I thought to myself. My mind drifted to daydreams of tropical islands, cocktails and beaches, swimsuits and tans, and, of course, endless entanglements amongst the sheets. I couldn’t get enough of him this morning, sending us running behind, and now Joe was weaving through traffic as we neared the airport. My mind still lost in thoughts of us, tempting all my sensations that I soon had to bury as I departed for New York.

      I placed my hand on Joe’s thigh as he continued driving, hoping to arouse some of the thoughts I had in my own mind, simply to enhance the eagerness of my return.

      He looked down at my hand and then across at me, a knowing smile on his lips. “You’re only making it harder on yourself,” he teased.

      “As long as it’s hard enough when I get back.” I smirked.

      “The things you do to me, Em. I might not let you leave in a minute.” He let out a small grunt, and I could sense the growth in his pants I imagined he was trying to will away.

      I giggled. “The two of you are going to be thinking about me all day now,” I said, looking down at the bulge in his pants.

      “As if we weren’t already.”

      We pulled into the airport drop zone, and Joe carried my bag to me, covering his front with it from the loads of people all around us. I took the bag, and he wrapped me in his arms, kissing my neck.

      “I’ll see you Friday. Good luck. Text me when you land. I love you.”

      “I love you too.” Joe pulled away from our departing kiss quickly and waved as he quickly made his way back inside the car and hurried off to work—another thing our morning antics had made him late for.

      Walking into the terminal, I felt a rush of déjà vu. When I’d dropped Amanda off the weekend of the reunion, I swore I had seen Joe. I had forgotten all about it, and to this day still had never known if it was him or not. Back then, I had hoped I hadn’t seen the man that had been haunting my weekend. A sharp pain shot through my hand like a ghostly reminder.

      We had come so far since then. It was hard to think about that time and all the emotions I had been feeling leading up to that weekend—but that weekend had changed everything. I felt as if I had had a complete reset on my life, and through all the heartache, I had found Joe, found love, found forgiveness, found trust, and now I had found eternity.

      Looking at the journey from then until now, it was the journey I was most proud of—the journey that had been some of the easiest and hardest things I have gone through. But of all of it, the things I am most grateful for—and none of it I would take back.

      I heard the boarding call sound, pulling me from my thoughts.

      New York, here I come. Another step forward, and I was excited for what was next.
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      Platinum Publishing was on the 31st floor and overlooked the bustling streets of New York City below. Yellow cabs weaving as they delivered hurried passengers, pedestrians darting across intersections, sirens muffled to a faint buzz. From this height, the world outside was muted, and the silence carried across the river, which glinted in the distance. The sound of the wind through the leaves of the trees was absent, and all that surrounded me was the sound of fingers tapping on keyboards, phones ringing, the sound of laughter and high-pitched hellos as I sat in the reception of the publishing house, waiting for Marcia to arrive before our meeting.

      My palms were sweating. This was the first time I was getting to meet with the publishers, and I knew they had big expectations for the launch. Marcia had originally said they wanted a three-book series, releasing one book a year—now they wanted all three books ready by the launch of book one, followed by three-month releases consecutively. It had all been so much to take in, and with all the pressure, I wasn’t sure I’d do it. But with book one and two ready and book three in its final polish, I was feeling confident that soon I’d be able to take a breath and get to enjoy the rewards I’d worked so hard for. I had always imagined a writing career to be a lot more chilled out and peaceful than what this had all turned out to be.

      “Emily.” Marcia was heading toward me, her heels clinking rapidly on the tiles as she entered the foyer, her long legs visible in her A-line skirt. She walked with her head up, eyes glistening, and a confident smile. She reminded me so much of Amanda—the way she carried herself—it was hard not to feel small around her large field of energy.

      “Marcia, hi.” I stood to greet her with a warm hug.

      “You ready for this?” she asked.

      “I’m not going to lie, I’m pretty nervous.”

      “Go in there with your head held high, shoulders back, and own it. They love your books, Emily. Now they want to meet the person behind the words.”

      I nodded in agreement and took a big breath in.

      “This is a big deal, Emily. Your job is not over yet. The marketing and launch that comes with the author business is more than just writing the books. That’s what they’re looking for today—they want someone that is confident representing themselves the way their publishing company will be represented by your books.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of. I feel like I have a major case of imposter syndrome.”

      “Who doesn’t? You and I wouldn’t be sitting here if you couldn’t write, Emily. So now you have to own it. Don’t be afraid of being judged—just listen and take in everything they want and expect from you. They just want to know that once your books are out there, you aren’t going to just be some invisible author hiding in the shadows.”

      Before I had a chance to think any more about it, an older gentleman approached. “Marcia.” His voice was deep and sharp.

      We stood to meet him.

      “You must be Emily.” He reached out a hand to shake. Releasing it quickly, he turned without any chance to respond. “Come through with me.”

      I couldn’t tell who he was yet—he hadn’t even introduced himself—and his demeanour was hard to read. So far, my impression was he wasn’t very forthcoming. If I was nervous before, now I was downright scared. How was I supposed to act confident now?

      He led us into a large boardroom, where two other people sat. Another man, younger than the first, followed us with his gaze as we made our way to the chairs opposite. A woman—I couldn’t tell much about her, as she kept her head down, scribbling on a notebook in front of her. Marcia and I took the seats facing the three of them. The woman put her pen down and looked up at us and smiled. It was a warm smile, and one that put me slightly at ease. This was Kara Ellison—she was the editor. I recognised her now from their website, though now she was wearing glasses. I had looked her up after I had seen her name on some of the email chains between Marcia and me. She would forward me any information of relevance she had received from the publishers.

      “Emily. Marcia.” She nodded to each of us as she spoke. “I’m so glad you could make the trip to New York to meet with us, Emily. It’s so lovely to meet you in person.”

      “Thank you, and you too.” I was clamming up, my voice catching in my throat. I cleared it, remembering what Marcia had said about being confident. “I’ve been really looking forward to meeting you all. It’s a very exciting time for me.”

      “I’m sure Marcia has told you who it is you would be meeting today, but I’d like to personally introduce myself. I am Kara, one of the editors here at Platinum Publishing. I’ve been here for 27 years, and romance is my specialty—and I have to say, as a debut novelist, Emily, I was very impressed.”

      Relief. So far, so good.

      “This is Nathan Hayes, our Marketing Manager,” she said, gesturing to the older gentleman who walked us in, “and Greg Whitaker, our PR Manager,” she added, nodding to the younger of the two men. Both men smiled and nodded.

      Kara took over the meeting while I scribbled notes furiously—tips and feedback she had about the work I’d done on the novels I’d written. So much for catching a breath—book two sounded as if it almost needed a whole rewrite. Book three had taken a whole new direction from its original plotline, right when I thought I was almost done.

      I didn’t need to worry about sounding confident anymore, because I don’t think I could have if I’d tried—not to mention getting a word in edgewise. While Kara had certainly knocked me down a few pegs, it was hard not to like her. Her words came with enthusiasm and passion, and it was clear she was thoughtful and detail-oriented. I knew she only wanted to get me off on the right foot first and make sure her reputation stayed on top too. I had been so wrapped up in my little bubble at home, where reading and writing were the extent of my little business, that I had now realised I had no idea what I was doing. Journalism hadn’t even prepared me for this—and I had been working with editors for years.

      “So now we need to talk marketing,” Nathan spoke up. “I know this is likely the part of this meeting you have been itching to get to—your book covers.”

      This was exactly the part I was looking forward to: getting to see exactly what my book was going to look like. Nathan stood from his chair and was animatedly describing the current trends and author branding.

      “I’m not a romantic myself, but I do know marketing.”

      Nathan had come out of his shell, and the man who greeted us was far from the man that was now pacing about, gesturing with his hands as he spoke. Nathan had a flair for big-picture strategies, and his creative genius shone through as he showed us some successful marketing campaigns he had delivered for some very impressive names in the industry.

      It was all becoming very real—what all this could mean for me, having this firm publish my books. And while I had been apprehensive to let go of having the control of designing my book covers, I was now completely at ease with what I now knew these guys would come up with.

      “Now that I have talked my head off and demonstrated the direction I see for your books, Emily, I would like to now show you exactly what that is going to look like.”

      The slideshow switched, and there on the large screen, one at a time, the screen showcased my covers from book one to three.

      There they were—my book covers on display.

      I hated them.
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      I don’t know where my confidence went, because once they started talking, it seemed to run—out the door, down the hall, and into the streets of New York, where I was now making my way to my hotel. I couldn’t even bring myself to stand up for myself in the meeting, leaving the publisher with the impression I had loved it all and we were all on the same page.

      Once we walked out of the meeting, Marcia could tell I was taken aback and upset. She told me to call her tomorrow to discuss things, as she had another meeting to get to, but before she left, she simply stated that was the publishing industry—cutthroat and savage.

      I called Joe in a blubbering mess once I got to the safety of my hotel room, where I could let all my emotions go. The covers were nothing like how I had envisioned them. I hated the photos. They looked nothing like the characters I had created in my head, and the colors—argh. How was this what was ‘trending’? And where was I going to find the time to rewrite book two? I didn’t even know if I liked the ideas they wanted me to add, and some of the stuff they wanted me to cut—I loved.

      And book three? Well, I could see exactly where they wanted me to go with it, but it seemed like a whole lot of extra work I hadn’t anticipated.

      I hadn’t been prepared for any of this. I felt as if I had poured my heart and soul into these books, and now I wasn’t sure how mine they even felt.

      “Aw, Em, it’s all going to be fine. They know what they are doing,” he said.

      “I thought I might have had more say over things.”

      “But you didn’t say anything.”

      He had a point.

      “It wasn’t like it was easy. What was I supposed to say? It was like four against one—and they’re the professionals, right?”

      “Right. So you have to trust them. This is what they do.”

      I sighed. I really didn’t know how I felt about it all now.

      “Oh, Em, I’m sorry you’ve come out feeling like this.” Joe softened his voice. “Look, I’m sure once you’ve talked to Marcia tomorrow, you’ll have your mind put at ease. She’s looked out for you up until now—just tell her your concerns, and I’m sure it will all be fixed.”

      I wasn’t sure how right Joe would be, but he did manage to make me feel a little better, since he usually was always right. I was sure none of the designs were final yet, and I definitely felt more comfortable talking to Marcia on her own.

      Once I’d finished crying to Joe and talked about his day, I pulled myself together to meet Amanda for dinner. I should have been feeling excited with everything going on. I had a major book deal, I was getting married, and I was back in New York about to celebrate all of that with my best friend.
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      I take a slow sip of my wine, staring out over the New York skyline from Amanda’s apartment balcony. The city never sleeps, but tonight, I wish it would. My mind is already running in overdrive, replaying every word from the meeting, every moment of frustration and self-doubt.

      Amanda leans against the railing beside me, studying me with quiet intensity. “Alright, spill it. You’ve been brooding since you walked in.”

      I exhale, placing my glass down with more force than necessary. “I hate the covers. I hate the changes they want me to make. And I hate that I sat there and said nothing.”

      Amanda winces. “Oof. That bad?”

      I nod. “It’s like… I thought this was my dream, you know? And now, it feels like it’s slipping away from me. I don’t even recognize my own work.”

      Amanda reaches for the bottle, topping off my glass before filling her own. “Alright. First of all, you need to remember that you wrote those books. You made this happen. They might be trying to shape it into something more marketable, but that doesn’t mean you don’t have a say. You’re the damn author.”

      “I just froze. I should have fought for what I wanted.”

      Amanda smirks. “Then fight now. Call Marcia tomorrow and tell her what’s not working for you. Don’t let them bulldoze you.”

      I nod, feeling a flicker of resolve. “Yeah. Yeah, you’re right.”

      Amanda lifts her glass. “Damn right, I am. Now, let’s talk about something else before you spiral.”

      I chuckle, raising my glass to clink against Amanda’s. “Like what?”

      “Your wedding, duh.” Amanda grins. “Tell me you’ve actually made some decisions.”

      I groan. “Oh God. That’s another thing I need to focus on. There’s just so much to figure out.”

      Amanda rolls her eyes. “Then don’t let it overwhelm you. One step at a time. What’s the next big thing on your list?”

      I hesitate. “Venue. I need to lock one in.”

      “Perfect. Start there. Have you and Joe gone to look at any?”

      I shake my head. “Not yet. But that’s the plan when I get back.”

      Amanda nods approvingly. “Good. Start with that and build from there. And if you need me to fly back and whip people into shape, I will.”

      I smile, appreciating her support. But as I stare out at the city lights, a nagging worry settles deep in my chest. Because what if I try to pull everything together, and it still doesn’t fall into place?

      “Also,” I add, “I think you know that of course I was going to ask you, but… will you be my maid of honour?”

      Amanda gasps, clutching her chest dramatically before breaking into a grin. “Are you serious? Of course I will! Who else is going to make sure you don’t run off in a blind panic before walking down the aisle?”

      I laugh, feeling a weight lift. “I knew I could count on you.”

      Amanda hesitates for a moment, glancing down at her hands. Then, with a deep breath, she looks back up at me. “Actually… there’s something I need to tell you, too.”

      I tilt my head. “What is it?”

      She bites her lip before exhaling sharply. “I’m pregnant.”

      The words hang between us, thick with emotion. My heart stutters before launching into overdrive. “Oh my God, Amanda!” I grab her hands, my excitement bubbling over. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner? This is huge!”

      She laughs, but there’s a touch of nervousness behind it. “I wanted to, but… I don’t know. It’s still sinking in.”

      I squeeze her hands tighter. “This is amazing. We're going to plan a wedding and a baby shower. You’re going to be the most radiant, badass maid of honour and mom-to-be.”

      Amanda snorts. “Fat bridesmaid, you mean.”

      I shake my head, laughing. “You’re going to be stunning. And you know it.”

      She exhales, shaking her head. “Honestly? A little terrified. But mostly happy.”

      I grin, my heart swelling for my best friend. “You’re going to be an amazing mom.”

    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/heading-gradient-rule-screen.png






