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The Big 5-OH!


“Sandra D. Bricker is an author who makes me laugh out loud. But finding the humor in turning The Big 5-Oh!? Only Bricker could make me look forward to the romance and humor of getting older. This is a fun, romantic read that you will devour, no matter what your age.”

—KRISTIN BILLERBECK, author of What a Girl Wants
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“Sandra D. Bricker writes with grace, humor and an obvious love for her characters, qualities that can be seen and felt on every page of The Big 5-Oh! Her words ring as clear as bells on Christmas morning and sound just as sweet in your ear. A great read!”

—JOYCE MAGNIN, award-winning author of The Prayers of Agnes Sparrow
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“Sandra D. Bricker has written a loveable heroine, a swoon-worthy hero, and enough quirky characters to keep everyone on their toes. Make a wish, blow out the candles, and dig in—The Big 5-Oh! is a total treat. I’d love to see this on film!”

—TRISH PERRY, author of Sunset Beach and The Guy I’m Not Dating

 

[image: image]

 

“I feel it only fair to warn anyone who isn’t already a rabid Sandra D. Bricker fan: you’re gonna be one after reading this sweetly romantic, slap-your-thigh-funny story of one woman's joyous triumph over heartache and loneliness!”

—LOREE LOUGH, author of 74 award-winning books, including the reader and reviewer favorite Love Finds You in North Pole, Alaska
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A big and special “thank you!” to Tamela Hancock
Murray for opening this lovely door.

 

An enthusiastic “high five” to my new editor,

Barbara Scott. I’m sure you have no idea what a

unique and special person you are.

 

And a group hug for my girls:

Marian, Jemelle, Debby, and Loree.

You make it such a great adventure!

 

For D: I like you deeply.

Not too much. Just enough.
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Prudence leaned over the edge of the pond and gazed at her reflection.

“What's happened to me?” she exclaimed. “I looked like a perfectly normal young donkey when I left home this morning.”

“The journey has taken its toll,” Horatio HootOwl replied. “But just one dip in the Enchanted Pond, and you’ll surely be revived.”

Prudence lifted her head and closed her eyes.

“Braaaaaaaay,” she whimpered. “Oh, me, oh, my. Braaaaaay.”

“No, no,” Horatio said, rubbing his feathered wing over the fold of Prudence's smooth ear. “One dunk in the water, and then a nap in the sun, and you’ll be good as new. You’ll be a new Prudence.”

She chuckled at that. “Do you promise?”

“I promise,” said her friend. “You’ll be a brand new Pru.”
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Liv dug the shovel into three inches of snow and pushed as hard as she could, then tossed it to the side of the driveway. Three more reps followed before the muscle down the back of her arm throbbed in response. It used to take much longer for her old body to react to physical labor in this way.

Time marches on, she thought. Whether we like it or not.

“Hey, neighbor!”

Liv looked across the white meadow between them and waved at her friend Hallie, who stood at the edge of her garage next door.

Three kids filed past Hallie, all of them bundled up in coats and boots, hats, scarves, and gloves. At thirteen, Jason was the oldest. He had reached the bottom of the driveway by the time Scotty, the ten-year-old, hurried past his mother. Katie, age six, scampered behind her brothers, then she turned and waved at Hallie.

“Later, Mommy.”

“Later, sweetie.”

“Hey, wait up, you guys,” the little girl called.

“Boys, wait for your sister and walk with her all the way to the bus stop, please.”

Jason didn’t so much as slow down, but Scotty came to a full stop until Katie reached him. The two of them skated along the patches of ice on the sidewalk.

Liv's heart pinched a little as she watched them. She’d had more than her share of obstacles over the years that had kept her and Robert from having children of their own. Hallie was blessed to have a houseful, and Liv envied her that.

“Coffee?” Hallie called out to Liv.

“Half an hour?”

“I’ll bring cake.”

The thought of cake cheered Liv right up, and she returned to the chore of shoveling a channel up the driveway so that Hallie could bring it safely to her.

A few minutes later, the snow started to fall again, and Liv leaned on the shovel, breathless, and watched the path she’d just created disappear under a layer of white.

“Ah, crud.”

Looking around at the colorless landscape of her suburban Ohio neighborhood, Liv realized there was a time when she had considered her hometown to be one of her greatest loves. Nestled into rolling green hills and bellied up right next to the Ohio River, it was such a beautiful and thriving town. Summers in Cincinnati were blue skies and picnics, and winters were powdered sugar-covered treetops and ice skating on Winton Lake. But all that had changed.

Five years had passed since Robert had died, but passing months on the calendar had a curious way of fogging up the glass through which she peered to try and find the time when she still had him with her. It made her head ache to work so hard at looking back for him, struggling to break through the wall of cancer that stood between present day and her beloved past.

Stage 3 Ovarian Cancer. The English language didn’t hold four more terrifying words, and, on the chilly morning of Olivia Wallace's forty-eighth birthday, those words were hurled at her like a dagger with four sharp blades. She remembered it like it was yesterday; this particular glass was as clean and clear to look into as a freshly hung window pane.

Two surgeries, six weeks of chemotherapy, and exactly twenty-seven radiation treatments—all of it as translucent and visible as a neon sign on a spring morning. And now, on the other side of the monster, nothing looked the same anymore. In fact, the first snow of winter had fallen overnight, and it seemed just as dreary and dull as everything else within Liv's recent frame of reference.

As she pulled Robert's old canvas fishing hat from her head and shook off the snow, Liv glanced at the mirror hanging over the cherry buffet in the dining room. It didn’t escape her notice that her tedious life and gloomy surroundings weren’t the only uninspiring things in the room. Her own reflection looked rather bleak as well.

In the six months since making its original escape, her red hair had finally begun to grow back. Lackluster though it was, and despite those silver streaks all through it, at least she had hair again. Her cheeks were drawn, her green eyes seemed slightly sunken and hazeled, and her fair, freckled skin had gone somewhat ashen. Although her energy levels had finally peaked again, she still looked just as tired and drained as she had felt throughout her recent past.

Liv pressed the button to open the garage, and then quickly latched the door before the outside wind had a chance to make its way through. As she counted out scoops of ground coffee, the thump-thump-thump of Hallie's boots on the garage floor signaled her friend's arrival.

“Buenos días,” Hallie called as she came through the door into the kitchen. Hallie was always learning something new. Spanish lessons on CD were the project of the moment.

“Morning,” Liv returned, setting two oversized cups and saucers on the kitchen table.

“I brought coffee cake.”

“What kind?” Liv hoped it didn’t have anything healthy attached to it, like fresh fruit. At the moment, she just wanted a pure confection of sugar and sweet.

“Cinnamon swirl.”

“Good girl.”

“Still warm.”

“Even better.”

Liv slid across the padded leather bench and settled into the corner of her kitchen booth as Hallie grabbed plates and flatware before she took the outside chair. Liv watched her as she tangled her fingers into her blonde hair and shook off the flakes of fresh snow and then poured two cups of coffee.

“The first snow of the season,” Hallie announced. “Isn’t it beautiful?”

Liv tilted into half a shrug, leaned onto both elbows, and propped her face up with her hands.

“Or not,” Hallie said, raising an eyebrow at her friend. “Feeling a little blue?”

“Blue and blah.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. Anything I can do?”

The funny thing was Liv knew Hallie meant it. If she thought it would raise Liv's spirits to do a little barefoot jig across the linoleum floor of her kitchen, Halleluiah Parish-Dupont would certainly oblige. Her friend was a true-blue cheerleader that way. And at forty-seven years old, it seemed almost wrong that all she needed were the pom-poms to actually look the part.

Liv gave her a smile and shook her head.

“Well. There's cake,” Hallie said with hope.

“There is that.”

Liv took a large bite and her eyes opened wide at Hallie, and then she smiled.

“This is sheeriously delishush,” she said through a full mouth. “Did you make thish?”

“No. Bender's Bakery on Compton.”

After swallowing a couple of times, Liv let her fork clank to the plate. “It's kind of sad that this is the best thing that's happened to me in days, don’t you think?”

“This isn’t like you,” Hallie observed.

“It's not, I know.”

“Can’t you tell me what's going on?”

Liv cringed and shook her head.

Suddenly, Hallie gasped and slid a hand over her mouth. “Oh, I get it,” she said deliberately, nodding her head. “It's the birthday thing, isn’t it? Next month is your birthday.”

“Afraid so.”

“Liv, you’ve got to give up the idea that your birthdays are cursed. You know that's not how our God works.”

Our God. Sometimes Liv wondered if she still knew Him. But Hallie sure did, and that was a comfort somehow.

“I know it up here,” she said, tapping her temple with her index finger. “But it doesn’t quite make it down here.” She smacked herself dead center in the chest several times.

“So what's the plan then? Just mope around and wait for a piano to drop on your head next month?”

Liv shrugged again, and then plopped forward into her folded arms. “Jimmy DiPlantis dumped me on my sixteenth.”

“You dated someone named Jimmy Durante?”

Liv raised her head and grimaced. “Not Jimmy Durante. Jimmy DiPlantis. He made out with Rachel Wagner at my Sweet 16 party.”

“Well, it's good to know you’re not still holding a grudge.”

“And on my twenty-first birthday, I slipped on the ice and fell down a flight of stairs. I had a cast on my leg and my arm for eight weeks.”

“That's awful,” Hallie said. “Really. That's terrible.”

“On my thirtieth birthday, I had pneumonia, and a fever so high that I lost several days and didn’t even realize I’d passed the thirty mark until my birthday the next year. When I finally discovered I was actually turning thirty-one instead of thirty, I was devastated.”

“Oh!” Hallie exclaimed and covered her grin with both hands. “Honey. That's … horrible.”

“I know. And then there was the big blizzard on my thirty-eighth—”

“Oh, no.”

“—thirty-ninth and fortieth.”

“All three years?”

“All three.”

“Oh, my.”

“And you were there for my forty-eighth.”

“Yes.”

“Ovarian Cancer. Stage 3. The worst day of my life.”

“But you’re healthy now.”

“Yep, I am. And here comes my fiftieth, Hallie. Like a locomotive chugging straight at me.” Liv leaned back down into her folded arms again, and the dishes on the table rattled when her head dropped. “I’m just too young to be this old.”

“You’ve got to do something drastic, Liv,” Hallie told her. “You’ve got to bust out of this prison you’re in. Gloomy weather, birthday blues, expectations of doom. It's just not healthy. You’re acting like Prudence, the lop-eared donkey from my mother's books.”

Liv raised her head and looked at Hallie curiously.

“She writes children's books, remember?”

“Yes, I remember.”

“Prudence only sees the dark clouds.”

“You’re comparing me to a donkey?”

“Prudence is more than a donkey, Liv.”

“Do tell.”

“That's not my point. I think you need a vacation.”

“So what are you suggesting? A trip to Club Med?”

“No. Not Club Med. But you do need a break.”

“No Club Med? That's disappointing.”

“But what better place to take a vacation than … Florida?”

“Huh?”

Hallie curled her hands into the sleeves of her blue cable-knit sweater and grinned from ear to ear. “Did I mention to you that my mom has been talking about coming to visit?”

Liv didn’t respond. She just stared at her friend with narrowed eyes and a furrowed brow, trying to catch up.

“She hasn’t seen the kids in a while, so Jim and I thought she should come for a couple of weeks.”

“That's nice. I guess. Since she hasn’t been here in a while.”

“Do you remember where my mom lives?”

“Florida.”

“Yep. Flor-i-da.”

“Okay. What are you get-ting at, Hal-lie?” she mimicked.

“While my mom comes to Cincinnati, her house on Sanibel Island will be completely empty.”

“Uh huh.” She still wasn’t getting it.

Hallie groaned, and then she leaned in toward Liv for emphasis.

“You could go there, Liv, and lie in the sun, get away from Ohio in winter, and celebrate your birthday at the beach.”

“Oh.”

“It's brilliant.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Liv.”

“Hal.”

“You have to do this.”

“No. I really don’t.”

“Wait. You’re right,” Hallie exclaimed. “You shouldn’t go lay by the pool and work on your tan and try to get back some of the strength and joy that all those months of cancer robbed from you. Instead, you should just go back to work in the O.R. Spend your time shoveling snow and getting your birthday sick on. Maybe try some pneumonia again. It's been a couple of decades.”

Liv's stomach stood up and fell down again at the mere thought of going back to work. She’d always loved her job. The operating room at Providence Hospital was a well-oiled machine, and she’d always been excited to be a part of it. But now, post cancer surgeries and medical reports of doom that she’d barely overcome, it just didn’t seem to be the right place for her anymore.

Becky from Human Resources had contacted her twice in the last week, her messages ripe with friendly enthusiasm. But the thought of returning to work, or even just returning Becky's calls, brought such an ominous feeling to Liv's heart that she hadn’t been able to bring herself to dial the phone.

Just that morning, she had lain in bed, her eyes clamped shut and the blanket pulled tight against her chin, and she’d done something she hadn’t done in a very long time. She prayed that God would guide her in what to do.

“I don’t want to go back to my old life,” she’d whispered. “But I can’t seem to muster up the desire to move forward either.”

Hallie reached across the table and squeezed Liv's hand, yanking her back to the moment. “This is the answer for you,” her friend stated, as if she’d been in on every moment's thought. “You haven’t had a vacation since the trip to Galveston with Robert six years back, Liv.”

The memory pinched her. “I can’t, Hallie.”

“Yes. You can.”
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Liv propped the phone on her shoulder with her chin and sighed. She’d forgotten where Hallie had gotten her cheerleaderness. Josie Parish was Hallie's mother. She was Hallie times two.

“Oh, of course, you can, Pumpkin. The house will just be sitting here with nothing to do but provide you a little nesting place.”

“Ms. Parish, honestly, I appreciate the offer. I really do.”

“Didn’t we establish when I was there visiting the last time that you were not going to call me that anymore?”

“Sorry. Josie.”

“Okay then. We’re on a first-name basis. As close as you are to my Halleluiah, my goodness, we’re nearly family. The least you can do is come and babysit my home for a couple of weeks. Oh, do you like dogs, Pumpkin?”

Liv shook her head briskly to make the leap with her.

“Dogs? Umm, yes. I like dogs.”

“Oh, that's so good, because my little baby has recently had surgery. She had a bit of a bad jump across the sofa. She's won’t be able to travel, that's for certain. You wouldn’t mind looking out for her while you’re here, would you, Pumpkin? It would really help me out.”

“Josie, really, I just can’t see my way clear to take a trip right now.”

“Of course, you can. In fact, from what my daughter tells me about everything you’ve suffered through in the last year or so, I’d say you really have no choice. Now, I’m going to make my flight arrangements, and I’ll tell Missy Boofer that you’ll be here the same day to look after her—”

Missy Boofer?

“—and I’m thinking of arriving on Wednesday. Would that work out all right for you?”

“Well, I—”

“Oh, good. Now I’m off to call Halleluiah and give her the good news. I’ll leave you all the information you’ll need on the dining room table, and the key to the house will be under the neon pink palm tree in the garden.”

Neon pink palm tree?

“Josie.”

“Olivia, I want you to know that I do appreciate this very much. If you weren’t going to be here to take care of Missy Boofer, there's no way I could come to see Halleluiah and her family before I get tied up with my next book deadline. You’re a little angel is what you are, and I know Jesus will take good care of you here on the island. I have a good feeling about it. I do. My insides tell me your whole outlook is going to change down here, Olivia. The Florida sun has a way of baking up fresh possibilities, you know. And that's all you really need, isn’t it? Some new possibilities?”

Liv tossed up her hands and dropped her chin to her chest.

“Okay. Why not?” she said in surrender. “Thanks, Josie. I’ll be there next Wednesday.”

“Oh, that's wonderful, Pumpkin. Boofer will see you then.”
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Prudence saw the rickety bridge stretched out before her.

She didn’t know if she had the courage to make the trek across. The ravine below was jagged and steep. She didn’t really want to get to what was on the other side anyway. And certainly not enough to go about it this way!

“I wish I’d just stayed in my meadow this morning,” she brayed. “Why, oh, why, did I leave the grasses of home to set out on this terrible journey?” 

“You know why,” Horatio hooted from his perch at the other end of the bridge. “Now come along and put one hoof in front of the other. Before you know it, you’ll have put the hardest part behind you.”
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Have you left your bags unattended at any time?”

“Umm, no.”

“Did you pack your luggage yourself, or did another party pack them for you?”

“I packed them.”

“Are you carrying anything sharp in your bags, such as tweezers, scissors, or other cutting instruments?”

“No.”

“All right, Ms. Wallace. Here's your boarding pass and your gate assignment. Have a pleasant flight.”

As she headed for the gate, Liv remembered the toenail clippers in her pedicure kit, and she wondered if she should have declared them.

“Please remove your shoes and place them in the bin with your purse and carry-on.”

Remove my shoes?

It had been a long time since Liv had flown, and she’d heard the stories, but this was far more elaborate than she had imagined. She slowly made her way through the security tower, setting off the buzzer as she did.

“Please step back and come through again.”

Groans from the line behind her set her pulse to pounding, but she did as she was told, and the buzzer sounded again.

“Step forward, please, ma’am. Stand here and raise your arms.”

The plump uniformed man smelled like tuna and onions. Liv tilted her head away from him and held her breath as she lifted her arms and focused on the business traveler in the line to the left unpacking his laptop from its case.

A louder alarm went off as the security wand floated near her hip, and Liv gasped.

“Oh! I’m sorry,” she said, and then she reached into her pocket and produced a jangling key ring. “I forgot I had them in my pocket.”

The guard took the keys from her and tossed them into one of her shoes.

“Please step over to the holding area, ma’am.”

Woman arrested at airport for carrying too many keys. Detained for two full weeks, entirely missing her Florida vacation. Film at 11.

But a few minutes later, Liv was on her way to the gate, with plenty of time to spare before departure. As she sat down in one of the rows of awkward leather chairs at the gate, she locked eyes with the man seated across from her.

His salt and pepper hair, deep-set brown eyes, and smooth, suntanned skin gave him a Richard Gere quality that made Liv's heartbeat flutter. His smile was as pearly-white as she’d ever seen outside of a commercial, and he gave her a friendly nod that she tried to return, but she was pretty sure it looked more like an odd little twitch. Before she could rectify it and try again, he’d glanced away, crossed one leg over the other, his pleated charcoal trousers draping perfectly as he did. He placed a pair of wire-rimmed glasses on his nose, and then he opened The Enquirer to the sports page.

Oh, great. He probably thinks I’m a special needs traveler. How wonderful that she's able to be so independent, the poor thing. I wonder what's with that strange twitch.
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Jared struggled to focus on the newspaper before he surrendered to the magnetic draw of the woman seated across from him and peered over the top of the paper. He took the opportunity to watch her fuss with something inside her large leather bag.

Green eyes and fire-red hair were a killer combination, and Jared had found himself attracted to her since the moment he’d seen her being frisked at the security gate. She obviously didn’t fly often because the whole process appeared to be one surprise after another to her.

Jared was fifty-five years old, and the only hints that the woman was anywhere near his age were the few random streaks of silver glistening in her hair and a remote shadow of … what? … weariness? … that he’d noticed in that one isolated moment when their eyes had met. He’d seen that shadow before in the eyes of some of his older patients, but Red seemed far too young to have reached that place of tired resolution.

Her loose, S-shaped curls and fringe of long bangs vibrantly framed her oval porcelain face, and a spattering of dark copper freckles dotted her small, upturned nose and pinkish cheeks.

She's just as cute as she can be.

He realized then that any woman over the age of thirty would more than likely object to being categorized as cute.

“Delta flight 1896 will now begin the general boarding process. If you’re seated in row fifteen or higher, please step up to the gate with your boarding pass and I.D. in hand.”

Jared took his time folding the newspaper, and then he tried not to be rude as he sidestepped an elderly couple so he could take his place in line behind the green-eyed beauty. As she dug through the contents of the satchel that was much too large for her to handle, he noticed a sweet citrus fragrance that he attributed to her shampoo.

“I’m sorry,” she said to the gate attendant. “I can’t seem to find my boarding pass.”

Jared debated for only a moment, and then reached forward and pulled the pass from the outside pocket of her bag and handed it to her.

“Oh.” She seemed to glare at him before her face melted into a pretty smile. She thanked him on a bouncing, nervous chuckle and then quickly turned away to walk down the ramp.

After boarding, he paused to help a twenty-something get her bag into the overhead compartment, and then found his place just a few rows behind and across the aisle from Red's seat by the window. The center and window seats of his own row were filled, and the woman next to him reeked of a too-sweet, flowery perfume. As the endless line of people filed in, he hoped no one would take the empty seat on the aisle next to Red.

A buff guy with a duffle headed toward them.

Don’t do it, buddy. Don’t sit next to her. No, no, no, no, no.

Jared smiled as Muscle Man stepped into the row ahead of hers.

Two more stragglers stumbled toward them, separating before they reached Red. The attendant made her walk down the aisle, checking tray tables and seatbelts, making sure each overhead compartment was clamped shut. Jared tried not to hold his breath until the jet finally left the gate and taxied down the runway.

The engines roared as they left the ground. The couple beside him chattered about seeing their grandchild for the first time in just a couple of hours, but Jared couldn’t seem to take his eyes off the lighted seatbelt sign. The instant it went dark, he flipped open the latch on his seatbelt and stood up.

“There's an open seat up the aisle,” he told the elderly couple beside him. “I’m going to take it and give you two some room.”

“How kind of you.”

Jared leaned into Red's row. When she looked up at him and their eyes met again, his breath momentarily caught in his throat.

“Would you mind if I sit here?” he asked her. “We were pretty jammed in back in my row.”

“Y-yes,” she said.

“You mind?”

“Yes. I m-mean, no. I-I don’t mind,” she stammered. And then she took a deep breath and grinned. “I mean, it's fine. Sit here. Please.”

“Great,” he replied, and he slipped into the aisle seat and loosely buckled his seatbelt. After a moment, he extended his hand toward her and said, “Jared Hunt.”

He was stunned by the strength of the handshake she returned, and her wide, toothy smile just about blew him back to his original row.

“Olivia Wallace.”

Olivia. Beautiful woman, beautiful name.

“Do you live in the Fort Myers area, Olivia?” he asked her.

“Oh, no. And you can call me Liv. I’m headed down to Florida for a vacation. Sort of. You?”

“Central Florida is home for me. And I’m looking forward to getting back before my son has to return to London. He teaches there and has been visiting for the Easter break. So you’re on a sort of vacation?”

“Well, it's more like forced R&R.” A fraction of a giggle followed, and Jared was enchanted. “My best friend decided I needed it to get over my birthday curse.”

“You’re cursed?” he asked her. “Maybe I didn’t want to sit next to you on an airplane after all.”

They shared a laugh, and Liv's deep green eyes sparkled like the Gulf of Mexico. Jared found his heart pounding a little harder than it should, realizing once again how electric the attraction was to this virtual stranger. He was no believer in love at first sight but, if he were, he might have taken this for what it would feel like.

“It seems like my birthday is always a conduit for disaster,” she told him. “And I have a pretty significant one creeping up on me. Aside from that, I’ve just managed to defy the odds with cancer, so I’m feeling a little anxious about what's around the next bend.”

“Cancer. I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Thank you. It was a long road that is, thankfully, finished.” She paused, and then tilted slightly toward him so that he got another whiff of that citrus shampoo. “Of course, with cancer, you never really know for absolute certain that it's fully behind you.”

“That's the sad truth,” Jared told her. “I lost my wife to breast cancer after several battles with it.”

The warmth in her eyes nearly burned a hole right through him. “I’m so sorry, Jared.”

“Thank you. It was a long time ago. But you never do forget it, do you?”

“I don’t think so. But I live in hope.”

Oh, Lord. This woman's eyes cut straight through me. What's going on here?

Out of nowhere, the plane jolted, and Liv's hand jerked toward him, and she grabbed his arm and dug in.

“Sorry, folks,” the pilot announced. “We’re running into some bad weather as we cross the border into Tennessee. I’m turning on the seatbelt sign and would like everyone to remain in their seats with their seatbelts securely fastened until we cross down into Georgia and find some blue skies.”

Jared placed his hand over hers and squeezed it. He didn’t know how many years it had been since he’d seen a woman over thirty blush, but Liv's cheeks were stained a light crimson.

“I’m sorry,” she said, as she pulled her hand away.

“For what? I appreciated having someone to hold on to.”

She laughed and, again, it was lyrical. Jared felt his insides twist.

You’re not a teenager anymore, man. Get hold of yourself.

“You know,” he said, working hard to summon up the verbiage to complete the thought, “I was wondering if you’d like to—”

The jet dropped and bounced, and Liv let out a scream and slapped her hands over her mouth. Closing her eyes, she pulled the seatbelt as snug as it would go, and then clamped down on the arms of her seat.

Even after the pilot let them know that they’d reached clearer skies, Liv remained glued to the armrests, her eyes closed, and her head tilted back. Her lightly frosted lips twitched slightly, and he thought she might be praying. Jared didn’t have the heart to intrude, so he put his suggestion that they have dinner on hold until they landed and headed in the direction of baggage claim. He knew she might be flying into Fort Myers and vacationing an hour or more up or down the coast, but he didn’t really care how far he would have to drive. He had the unsettling inclination that the possibility of one meal with this woman might have been worth riding a camel across the desert to reach her tent.

After they disembarked Jared stuck close to her as the current of people moved them along, but they were immediately separated by an electric cart and a stream of wayward passengers trying to get out of its way. A flight had just arrived at the gate across from theirs, and the influx of people only made it more difficult to keep his eyes on Liv as the tide dragged her farther away from him.

Jared pushed his way toward baggage claim and scanned the crowd. Not a hint of red hair in sight. The couple from his original row waved at him from the other side, and he tapped the rail in irritation as he waited for the luggage to arrive. His heart pounded out a mantra as he scanned the faces at the carousel.

Where is she? Where is she? Where IS she?

Boxes and suitcases began sliding down the metal ramp and making the rounds in front of the crowd. He moved into a clear spot and grabbed his garment bag as it passed by at knee level. Then he helped the woman next to him as she struggled with an overstuffed canvas duffle and a damaged Samsonite case held together with twine.

“I was afraid that might happen,” she told him. “Thanks for your help.”

“Any time.”

Jared stood back and inspected the throng of people still gathering their belongings. She’d said she was on vacation; certainly, she would have luggage to pick up. But where was she?

He glanced through the windows and noticed a blue Super Shuttle van slowing at the curb. A cop in an airport vest waved the van on after a moment, and the driver slapped the steering wheel before taking off. Jared looked back one more time in hopes of a glimpse of red hair, but she was nowhere in sight.

He slowly made his way to the automatic door, and then stood there blocking the flow of pedestrian traffic as he scanned each and every face within eyeshot. When the blue van came around again and hugged the curb, Jared sighed and reluctantly jogged toward it.

“Jared Hunt,” he told the driver as he boarded.

“I thought you were lost.”

“Not me,” he told him, tossing his bag into the rack. “Somebody else.”
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Prudence screeched to a stop and then stood there, planted.

Her eyes stung, and they ached from opening up so round and wide. Once again, she found herself wishing she’d never ventured away from home. She’d never seen a creature like this one in all her days in the valley.

It growled at her and snorted, and there seemed to be fire burning in its bright golden eyes. She tried to run away, she really did, but her legs just wouldn’t move from that spot. Surely this beast would tear her to pieces and have her as a midday snack!

“Oh, me, oh, my,” Prudence brayed. “What a horrible way to go.”
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Liv looped the airport three times before finding her way to the parkway. She tossed Hallie's handwritten directions to Josie's home up on the dash of her rental and settled back into the leather seat.

For the twentieth time since leaving the airport, she thought of Jared Hunt and wished she hadn’t stopped in the ladies’ room. Not that she could have helped it, of course. Nearly three hours on a plane without braving the turbulence to use the facilities, and she would have taken off for the ladies’ room at a full run if not for the possibility that he was watching.

The line was long, but she’d hurried through it, only to discover that the beautiful passenger with the toothpaste commercial smile was already gone and out the double doors into the greater Fort Myers area, never to be seen or heard from again. It was a shame, really. Liv had never met a man who could make her heart flutter and her palms sweat; not even Robert had elicited such a reaction. Frankly, she’d long suspected she had passed the age where palpitations and perspiration were still a possibility. It was kind of nice to know she still had it in her. Perhaps she wasn’t lost on a downward spiral to an old-age home after all. At least not quite yet.

Liv opened the window and let the balmy breeze caress her face as she followed a Lincoln Continental with a penchant for braking for no apparent reason. The sun was warm and the skies a vibrant blue, hardly a cloud anywhere in sight. Several strange white birds that looked like storks pecked at the ground at the side of the road.

“What in the world?”

As she drove by them, Liv let out a laugh. “We’re not in Kansas anymore,” she said. “Or Ohio either.”

Josie's house was larger than she’d expected, an L-shaped stucco ranch with palm trees and flowering pink shrubs in the front yard. Several orange-pink and green plastic palms were placed in the rock garden near the front door, and she groaned as she leaned over and picked them up, one at a time, in search of the house key until she found it.

A large glazed Mexican tile was cemented into the stucco over the front door. Enter and be blessed, it read.

“Gladly,” Liv muttered.

No sooner had she turned over the deadbolt than the sound of scampering paws and snarling growls drew closer. A matted, hairy thing that resembled a dog, wearing a large lampshade around its neck, barreled toward her, and Liv instinctively backed out the door again and yanked it shut.

The illustrious Missy Boofer, no doubt, she thought, her hand still on the knob.

As the animal threw itself at the front door several times, snorting and barking, she released her hold completely, stepped back even farther, and placed her hand on her hip as she groaned. “Now what?”

Deciding on a different plan of attack, Liv went back to the car and unloaded her luggage to the front porch. When silence indicated that the dog had taken a break, she quickly opened the door, tossed the larger bag inside, and slammed the door again just as Boofer started another tirade.

“Okay,” Liv said in as friendly a voice as she could muster, “I understand.”

Two more stabs at entering initiated a fury of snarls and barks. When the dog finally settled down, Liv sent a quick wish upward, opened the door, and stepped inside.

Boofer was a four-legged contradiction. Baring her teeth as she growled at Liv, the ball of coarse fur was wrapped in a pink doggie T-shirt with Princess in Training written across the back in glittering rhinestones. She ran toward Liv, her big old lampshade rocking from side to side, and she seemed to be spitting as she protested Liv's presence. Missy curled her upper lip at Liv.

Liv took a deep breath, extended her index finger, and, in the loudest voice she could muster, shouted, “Look!”

The dog stopped in its tracks, sliding the rest of the way toward her on its behind.

“I am not a robber. I’m a friend. I come in peace. Your crazy owner has asked me to come here and take care of you, and that's what I’m going to do. You are not going to bite me or growl at me anymore. Is that understood?”

Apparently not, because the dog snarled at her, but only once.

“Okay. Now I’m going to just walk through here, and you can either come with me or not. It's up to you. But you’re going to let me pass.”

When the dog did let her pass, Liv whispered, “Thank you, Jesus.”

Beautiful terrazzo tiles created a subtle pattern on the floor throughout the house, and thick, colorful area rugs gave the place a foundational personality that greeted her from room to room. The kitchen was a Tuscan paradise, with a center island and a magnificent hooded gas stove and grill. Beyond the sliding glass doors at one end of the sunroom was a sparkling blue pool encircled with terrazzo tiles and a free-standing hot tub, barbecue grill, and cushioned bamboo lounge chairs, all caged inside a large, screened lanai. A grassy, landscaped yard extended beyond the lanai, and a tall slatted fence allowed privacy from the view of those occupying the house on the other side.

Boofer remained right on her heels as Liv wandered down the hallway. The walls were dotted with framed photographs of Hallie, Jim, and the kids. She passed a bathroom and two small guest rooms before reaching a master suite that just about took her breath away. Moss green walls surrounded a wood-framed queen bed with striking barley-twisted posters, a headboard of framed panels, and a rosewood inlay with a carved rope molding that arched the design. A thick paisley comforter in greens, golds, and wines extended from a pile of enormous pillows, and the deep emerald green rug covering the tile floor was plush and inviting.

“Well, Boofer, I’d say you’ve got quite a little setup here in Florida.” Boofer flopped to a sitting position beside her. “What do you say you carry in my luggage while I take a nap, huh? Is that a deal?”

The dog just whined and scratched the lampshade with her back paw in an attempt to knock it off. When she wasn’t able to break free, she looked up at Liv and growled.

“Hey. What did I say about growling at me?”

Boofer seemed to consider the question, then just dropped to her side and rolled onto the lampshade with a whine.

“That's more like it.”
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A purple sticky note stuck to the television screen in the living room invited Liv to “turn it on and press play,” which she did. She hadn’t seen Josie Parish in a couple of years, but the sweet, silver-haired comedienne looked just the same.

“Hi, there, Olivia,” she said in her high-pitched Mrs. Butterworth voice as she wrinkled her nose from inside the television. “And welcome to sunny Florida. Isn’t it just beautiful? It's not always this pretty, like when we move into hurricane season a couple of times a year, but I predict it will be just lovely while you’re here. Oh, other than some afternoon showers that sometimes last about an hour or so, and then they go away and the sun comes out again.”

At the sound of Josie's voice, Boofer came running. She made an attempt at jumping on the sofa but missed and tumbled to the floor with a thud.

“Oh, dear!” Liv exclaimed, picking the dog up and placing her carefully on the cushion beside her. “Don’t do that again. I can help you if you need to get somewhere.”

Boofer laid her lampshade on Liv's knee and looked up at her gratefully.

“I’ve checked Granny Doogan's Almanac,” Josie continued, “and it looks like the weather will be in the low eighties for most of the time that you’ll be here on the island. If you want to make the pool water warmer, there's a thermostat on the wall above the barbecue grill. And if you want to make the air conditioning cooler, there's a keypad in the hall next to the guest bathroom.”
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