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				For my husband, Chris

				the love of my life

	
				Chapter One

				Her stomach knotted with the day’s growing frustration.

				“Where is that wire?” Livi yelled into her assistant’s office. “The money was supposed to be here two hours ago!” The young attorney walked out of her office and plopped down in the small leather office chair across from her assistant’s desk. “Are we sure the fax went through? Did they get our signatures?”

				“Yes. Calm down,” her assistant Nadine said as she turned away from her computer to face her irritated boss. “They received our signatures, the contract is fully executed, and they have our correct wire instructions. Accounting simply hasn’t received the money yet. Don’t worry. It’ll get here.” 

				“I know the money will get here eventually, but I told Robert the deal would close today,” Livi said, as if Nadine did not know that fact already. 

				Her assistant’s calmness did nothing to improve Livi’s mood. Last night’s blind date fiasco had reminded Livi once again that her monogram’s initials were not going to change anytime soon and thus she had started this morning off in a bad mood only to have the day plummet downhill from there. It had taken a year to negotiate this fifty million dollar deal and now it came down to a silly computer dictating when Hampton Steel’s money would be received. Livi was not handling the delay well. 

				As Assistant General Counsel, Livi Miller had closed more deals for Hampton Steel Incorporated than she cared to remember and waiting for the other company to wire the money into her company’s account had always been the most aggravating part of these transactions. In this age of technology, Livi did not understand why the wire could not be here with a simple press of a button. However, transferring money from one multi-million dollar corporation to another was not easy, and the layers of approvals between corporations and banks had gotten thicker in recent years thanks to Wall Street’s ethical shortcomings.

				In her head, David Bowie and Freddie Mercury were loudly and repeatedly singing “Under Pressure.” She needed this deal to close today. While her job did not depend on it, she wanted everything to run smoothly right now. With her boss, Robert, retiring soon, Livi was next in line to take his place as general counsel. It was not official but Robert had implied Livi’s succession so many times that the entire company assumed she would get the job. 

				Despite her boss’s implications, however, Livi still questioned the absolute certainty of her promotion. Robert’s drinking had reached a point where his legal opinions bordered on malpractice thus intensifying Hampton Steel’s need for his retirement to occur sooner rather than later. While Livi could usually cover for her boss and his alcohol-influenced legal opinions, her promotion was entirely in his hands. Having her deal close today would reinforce Livi’s ability as the company’s top lawyer and hopefully cement her succession in the sometimes cloudy mind of her boss.

				Thinking of this deal’s impact on her promotion prompted Livi to grab a hefty handful of M&Ms from the crystal bowl sitting on the corner of Nadine’s desk. 

				“Are you that worried?” her assistant asked. 

				“No.” Livi smiled. “But I appreciate you keeping this stash for me.” Chocolate had always been her “go-to” vice whenever she was anxious.

				Livi had known Nadine since high school. They had not been best friends at Millersville High — Nadine had been the social butterfly while Livi stuck with her boyfriend and the school library. But when Livi was hired by Hampton Steel a few years ago, she was pleasantly surprised to find Nadine’s familiar face in the assistant’s chair outside her new office, and they had worked together as a team ever since. Livi appreciated having an old high school acquaintance around and was always careful to call Nadine her “assistant” and not “secretary”. She knew how valuable Nadine was to her and did not want to point out the obvious working hierarchy between them.

				“Would you please call accounting and check again?” Livi sighed as she walked back into her office while finishing off her M&Ms and gulping her third Diet Coke of the afternoon. She did not care that the caffeine could intensify her soon-to-be-here migraine. She just knew it made her feel better now. She would worry about the migraine once it got here tonight.

				Livi sat down at her desk and stared out her office window, irritated with both her failed blind date and the delay in today’s deal closing. She knew she loved her job, but stressful times like these caused Livi to question why she had not just married right out of high school and taken a simpler and more traditional path for her life as most of her friends had. However, Livi had been anything but traditional growing up and this nonconformity allowed her to discover her life’s goal in the law as early as junior high school. 

				She had just completed seventh grade and was volunteering as a summer tour guide for Millersville’s historic courthouse. While other kids her age were riding bikes along rural trails or swimming the cool waters of the local lake and river, Livi intently watched Millersville’s petty legal dramas unfold from the back row of the courtroom. The law excited the geek in her and she absorbed it with the intensity of someone twice her age.

				As she grew older, nothing could extinguish her excitement, so it was a natural progression for Livi to eventually leave her hometown of Millersville for college and law school. The University of Virginia had not been easy. Its reputation had been right on the mark. But while she questioned her chosen career path at times, she never regretted it, despite the constant reminders of what she was missing in her social life.

				“Liv,” Nadine called from her outer office. “Your dad is on line one.” 

				Livi immediately realized she had forgotten tonight’s birthday dinner for her sister. “Hey, Dad,” Livi tried to sound nonchalant over the phone. “What time is dinner?” 

				“You know darn well dinner’s at six o’clock. That time hasn’t changed since I left you all those messages on your cell, and at home, and at work,” her dad sweetly bristled. “Don’t ask me what time dinner is and don’t be late. Elizabeth is looking forward to spending time with you and I know you can stop working long enough to celebrate her birthday.” 

				Livi sighed. “Don’t worry. I just have one more thing to close out and I’ll be there with bells on.” 

				“Well, I don’t care what you’re wearing. Just make sure you bring your undivided attention. And Livi … ” Her dad paused. 

				“Yes, Dad,” she said, anxious to get off the phone. 

				“I love you.”

				“I know, Dad. Love you too.” Livi hung up the phone. “Nadine!” Livi called into her assistant’s office. “What did accounting say?” 

				Nadine was already standing in Livi’s doorway, her arms crossed and eyebrows raised in an I-told-you-so fashion. “You forgot your sister’s birthday dinner, didn’t you?” she said, ignoring Livi’s question. 

				“Yes,” Livi rolled her eyes. 

				“Well, today must be your lucky day,” Nadine smiled. “Accounting just received the wire so the deal has officially closed. You now have time to go downtown and get your sister something she actually wants — not whatever you can grab on the way like you usually do. So why don’t you get out of here?”

				With her multi-million dollar deal closed, Livi took a deep breath and finally relaxed. “Shopping is my thing.” She beamed with an immediate mood change as she began packing up her briefcase. “Call me on my cell if anything comes up,” she yelled to Nadine who had already retreated back to her office. 

				“I always do,” said Nadine as she sat down in front of her computer again. “I’m just shocked you’re actually leaving the office on time.” 

				“Chalk it up to family guilt,” Livi joked as she headed out the door.

• • •

Livi parked near her favorite store but decided to walk around downtown Millersville before hitting her beloved antique shop. A fall breeze helped push her along as she strolled, and while most of the trees had not yet reached their full color potential, Livi was already keyed up for the season to come. Fall was her favorite time of year, and she especially loved a Millersville fall. Set in the mountains of Virginia, Millersville was founded in the late 1800s by Livi’s great-great grandfather, James Bradford Miller. 

				The town began as the only railway stop for miles, but GranPa Miller, as he was known, had positioned the town on the map when he established the first department store in the area. Even though any money her ancestors had was long gone, and Miller’s Department Store closed in the 1960s, the Miller name was still prevalent throughout the area as evidenced by the faded paint on several downtown buildings. The Miller and Sons Dry Goods building now housed the local pub and Miller First National Bank had been remodeled into Nell’s, Livi’s favorite antique store. 

				In more recent years, a downtown resurgence had produced new, unique shops and restaurants, once again positioning Millersville as the place to be in the region. The town spent thousands of dollars on new sidewalks, lighting and landscaping in the downtown area, and today’s busy streets were evidence of a successful investment. Tax breaks were granted to businesses that moved into town, and, thus, Hampton Steel, Livi’s employer, made the astute decision to relocate its headquarters in Millersville. 

				These tax breaks, combined with the local non-union workforce, had helped the company become Millersville’s primary employer as well as one of the top steel fabricating plants in the country. Hampton Steel’s move also provided Livi the opportunity to practice what her father called “big city” corporate law while maintaining her hometown roots.

				Olivia Grace “Livi” Miller was born and raised in Millersville and she loved everything about it. Familiarity of sidewalk smells and the knowledge that she recognized almost everyone in town gave her a comfort level living here on her own. Livi was fascinated with her hometown’s history, and she had recently lucked into buying a home in the older, established section of town just blocks from where she was now walking. The home was not large, but it was not a cottage either and had enough room for her and her large mutt, Gatsby, to have their own space when needed. It had been built by some long-forgotten ancestor of Livi’s and, overall, was still in fairly good shape. She was slowly filling it with the English antiques she loved and hoped to have her dining room complete in time to host her family’s Christmas dinner. 

				After browsing a few of the other downtown stores, Livi finally found herself at Nell’s. With her limited free time spent decorating, the antique store had become her new home away from home. She took a deep breath as she walked into the store and immediately began to forget today’s stresses. She knew she would leave Nell’s with more shopping bags than she needed, filled with more items for herself than for her sister. 

				The bank building’s smell still permeated the shop’s plastered walls and the dark hardwood floors creaked with history. Bank teller windows had been uniquely converted to display cases showcasing Nell’s latest acquisitions from her contacts in the antiques world, and upon a quick review of today’s displays, Livi immediately saw something she wanted for herself. There, propped up in the center teller window, was the most gorgeous Imari platter she had ever seen. The blue and orange details intricately woven on the large porcelain oval popped out at her screaming, Take me home — or so Livi envisioned until a little voice from the back of her head whispered, Remember your sister. 

				With one quick look at the price tag and a small choke as she realized her checkbook would not allow her this luxury right now, Livi began browsing for her sister’s gift. The antique platter’s perfect spot on her dining room wall would remain empty for now.

				“I saw your heart flutter at that one.” Nell Cooper Harris laughed as she came out of the back storeroom wiping sweat off her brow and hair out of her eyes with hands gloved in a workman’s dirty suede. “I just got that in from Atlanta.” 

				“Well, my heart may be fluttering but if I don’t get Elizabeth’s birthday present before six o’clock tonight, my butt will be burning with my dad’s boot print. By the way, you look a mess,” Livi joked as she headed to the next display case. 

				“Inventory.” Nell sighed and smiled. “Did you have anything in mind?”

				“No. You know Elizabeth. She’s hard to buy for. She flits from one interest to another so it’s hard to know what this week’s passion is.” Livi loved her younger sister but her own Type A personality never understood Elizabeth’s artsy side. 

				Nell walked over to Livi and gave her the usual welcoming hug. “I think I might have just the thing for our Elizabeth,” she said, motioning for Livi to follow her. 

				Like Livi, Nell had grown up in Millersville and moved away for college, but after graduating with a degree in art history, she and her college sweetheart had settled back into her familiar Millersville life. Nell’s husband, Richard, was an entry-level bookkeeper at Hampton Steel, so Livi saw at least one of them almost every day and considered the couple two of her closest friends. Nell appeared to effectively balance her sole proprietor image with that of soccer mom to her three children, and, at times, Livi envied her. Nell had succeeded with the two-sided life Livi envisioned for herself, maintaining a career on one side and a family on the other. But being raised Baptist in a small southern town meant that before Livi could check “having children” off her Life List, she needed to check off “find true love and get married.” So, while she had maintained control of the career side of her life, Livi had been unable to find the socially acceptable order of her life’s personal side. Nevertheless, whenever she felt her envy of Nell creeping back in, Livi rationalized to herself that Nell was a few years older and had had more time to develop her perfect life. Livi liked to believe she still had a few more years for her Life List to establish its own proper order. 

				“What about this?” Nell said, holding up an antique brooch enameled in candy-apple red — an appropriate gift for an elementary school teacher. 

				“Perfect.” Livi smiled.

				As Nell wrapped the gift at the front counter, Livi’s eyes glanced at the framed photo hanging over the cash register. It never failed. Every time she stood at that counter, her heart beat faster as she tried not to look at his green eyes. The photo showed Nell’s younger brother, Jake, dressed in his desert camouflage posing with his friend, Ben, both grinning from ear to ear despite their obvious surroundings. The dust on Jake’s face made the green of his eyes more intense and, although the photo appeared to be somewhat recent, Livi thought Jake’s eyes looked just as they did in high school. 

				The military and rugged sands of Iraq had not dimmed the sparkle and mischief radiating from those eyes, and they still revealed an old soul that held a special place in Livi’s heart. Today especially, with the barrage of reminders of what Livi’s life lacked, these green eyes attacked Livi’s heart more than usual and she allowed herself to wander through her minefield of memories while she waited on Elizabeth’s gift to be wrapped. 

				By all accounts, Jake Cooper was Livi’s first love, and except for a mistaken stint with a fellow law student that truly did not count, Livi probably considered Jake her only love. All of Livi’s other beaus had been measured by her “Jake” standard and, unfortunately for them, none had ever reached Jake’s level in Livi’s heart. They began dating at the end of their sophomore year of high school, and the following summer taught Livi the joys of young, carefree love with a boy who admired her as much as he adored her. They spent that summer swimming in the lake, hiking the local hills and learning how to hold hands in a way that made Livi’s heart take precedence over her mind’s legal ambitions. Over time, Jake taught her to fly-fish and she taught him which fork to use with shrimp at her graduation dinner. For their senior prom, they even learned to dance the shag together just like Livi’s parents used to dance on the Myrtle Beach boardwalk in their younger days.

				The two teenagers made a beautiful couple. Livi had long, dark hair and “girl-next-door” looks. Jake was ruggedly handsome with his green eyes and tall, broad build. His obvious strength contrasted with the sweetness he showered on Livi, and her blue eyes melted whenever he gave her that special look. Their relationship was the envy of the high school gossip mill, for they met the clichéd definition of opposites attract. He was star player of the football team. She was star member of the debate team. While Jake spent his afternoons in the gym, Livi spent her time in the library. However, for whatever reason, when they were together it was as if heaven had thrown a star around the two of them and each one glowed brighter than when they were apart. The laughter they accumulated over the two and a half years they dated was immeasurable, and Livi’s memories of their time together had become more romanticized in recent years, pushing aside the realities of why their time together had ended.

				When all was said and done, Livi blamed herself for their break up. The summer after their high school graduation had been a confusing mix of plans and memories. Both fully intended to stay together but each knew that fall was closing in on them. As summer ended and Livi packed her bags for Charlottesville, she and Jake told each other that distance would not affect what they had. 

				However, time had different intentions and, while they tried to keep in touch, the calls and visits became fewer and fewer. Livi worked to maintain her grades and Jake searched for his lot in life assuming Livi was quickly leaving him behind. By the time her exams were over that first semester and she returned home for Christmas, Jake had already left for California with Ben. He had told her that he had a line on a great job but that he had to be out west before the first of December. Thus, Livi came home to an empty holiday realizing she and Jake had broken up without either really saying the words.

				Deciding to ask the question that had never been asked in all her time spent in Nell’s store, Livi’s remembrances forced her to blurt out, “So, how’s Jake?”

				Nell stopped wrapping the gift and looked up with a grin that competed with the Cheshire Cat’s. “Do you have ESP or something?” she said. 

				“No.” Livi was confused. 

				“Then why don’t you ask him yourself?” Nell loudly called out, “Jake!”

				And with that one word, Livi turned to see her past rounding the corner out of the back storeroom and looking better than anything she had seen in quite a while.

	
				Chapter Two

				Livi braced herself against the front counter, instinctively sucking in her stomach and wishing she had not eaten that last handful of M&Ms at the office. She had not seen Jake in over ten years and her self-conscious vanity suddenly exploded to the surface. Why did I not wear my black pantsuit today? Livi thought as she manipulated her jacket around in order to cover her waistline. 

				“Hey, Liv.” Jake strode toward her and gave her a quick-release hug. 

				His strong arms felt good around her and their bodies briefly pressed together without intention. Could he actually feel her nauseous stomach turning somersaults? “Hey, stranger. Long time no see. I had no idea you were back in town.” Just act natural, Livi thought as she reached behind her back for the much-needed counter again.

				“Yeah. Just got back in town a few days ago. Nell’s kept me under wraps and pretty busy. You would think she was paying me with the hours I’ve been working.”

				“I’ve fed you, haven’t I?” Nell retorted from behind the counter.

				“Yep, that’s me. Will work for food.” Jake still had his mischievous grin.

				“So how have you been?” Livi was trying to be cordial even if her stomach was now beyond nauseous and tying itself in knots again. She noticed Nell place the wrapped gift on the counter and discretely slide into the back storeroom. Please don’t leave me alone with him, she thought as she watched the storeroom door close.

				“I’ve been good.” Jake smiled. “Got out of the service last spring and have been traveling around ever since. I finally decided I needed some time at home so Millersville is my latest stop. How about you? Still working the long hours at Hampton Steel?”

				“Unfortunately, yes. Those student loans won’t go away on their own. But since most of the town seems to work there, I still get to see some old friends every now and then. Do you remember Nadine Wilcox?” Livi’s head was now officially spinning and she clutched the counter even tighter.

				“Sure. Blonde, very social?” Jake’s eyes were smiling.

				“Yeah. That’s her. She’s my administrative assistant now. Hasn’t changed much. Still the social butterfly. But she makes the office fun.” Livi loved looking into his green eyes. Keep it together, she thought to herself as she nervously continued, “Uh, … Nell has kept me up on your parents. I know they’re glad you’re home.”

				“Yeah, they’re great. Dad still gets up at the crack of dawn and Mom spends her time helping with Nell’s kids. They’re enjoying being grandparents. Mom’s been cooking up a storm since I got home. Between her and Nell, I’ve probably gained ten pounds in the past few days.” Jake patted his obviously still hard stomach. “So, how’s your dad?”

				Livi had to forcibly avert her eyes away from Jake’s abs as she answered, “He’s fine. Still set in his ways. Elizabeth moved back to town so he has both of us to bug now. He’s retired and spends most of his time on the river fly-fishing. I’m on my way to his house tonight for Elizabeth’s birthday dinner.” Livi glanced at the gift on the counter. Is he going to admit this is awkward or are they really going to continue with this question and answer period normally reserved for game show hosts and their guests?

				“Please tell her I said happy birthday. I still think of her as the little kid that used to sneak up on us while we were making out on your parents’ couch.”

				And there it was. With that one comment, the memories of his kisses combined with the somersaulting M&Ms in her knotted stomach, and Livi thought she would throw up all over Jake’s plaid flannel shirt. “Well … I better get going. I promised Dad I would be on time for once. It was so good seeing you. How … uh … how long are you in town?” Livi was trying to be polite but she just had to get out of there. She grabbed the gift and started backing toward the door as she felt her stomach tighten even more. 

				“I’m not on a schedule so far. I promised my dad I would help fix up the guest house and bring it into the twenty-first century so I may be here for a while,” Jake said in an obvious attempt to be funny, but Livi could not think of anything but getting out of there.

				“Well, uh … take care. It was good seeing you. Please thank Nell for her help with Elizabeth’s gift,” Livi said as she turned to rush out the door. 

• • •

Jake watched her walk out with that same sway she had in high school. With Livi’s notorious work schedule, Jake had not expected to run into her while he was in town, but seeing her sway as she walked to her car conjured up unexpected memories that made him thankful for their impromptu meeting. He stood there a long time looking out the store window until she was finally in her car and driving off. He smiled a little, experiencing a faint but familiar warm feeling inside, then he headed back to the storeroom.

• • •

Livi could not get her car door open fast enough. Under her breath, she chastised herself for parking directly in front of the store. She knew Jake could see her every move as she got into her car and prayed it would start quickly. Her old BMW had been stalling lately, and she really needed it to work this time if she were to make her grand exit. Luckily, the ignition did not disappoint her, and Livi drove off making sure the store disappeared quickly in her rearview mirror. 

				Her body was still in shock from Jake’s hug, her mind was reeling from looking into his eyes. Her old beau had not changed. Maybe he had a few more lines around his eyes, but he did not look older, just wiser. A few chest hairs now peeked through the top of his flannel shirt but his body still moved like a teenager. Man, he looked good, she thought as memories continued to flood her brain like a tsunami.

				With her thoughts swirling, Livi was fortunate her destination was familiar, and her car seemed to drive itself to her father’s subdivision. Mr. Miller still lived in the home where she grew up and nothing about the neighborhood had changed in thirty years. It was established before the historical fixer-upper fad of the 1990s, when Knots Landing subdivisions were en vogue. 

				The neighborhood had been the hot place for the middle class to settle down in Millersville, where a budding architect could keep his wife and two daughters safe and conventional. Their life had been comfortable but not opulent, simple but not boring, and their neighbors’ lives had been identical. The entire subdivision and its inhabitants had grown old together with routines that did not change despite the town’s growth. Livi experienced déjà-vu as she drove through the neighborhood entrance while still feeling Jake’s arms around her. It was as if she were back in high school. 

				As she neared her father’s house, Livi spotted her sister’s Jeep already parked in the driveway and she decided not to mention seeing Jake to her family. They had all loved Jake and she knew they secretly blamed Livi’s ambition for his departure from their lives. She parked behind the Jeep and sat in her car until her stomach calmed down and she once again felt in control. Livi then left her car’s quietness and carried Elizabeth’s gift along the well-known brick path to her father’s front door. She entered without knocking as she always did, still rightfully feeling this was her home. 

				Being in her childhood home immediately calmed Livi even more and the stress of her day was left on the front doorstep as she felt her mother’s warmth envelop her through the home’s old paint and furnishings. Livi’s mother had been an antique lover also and the home still exuded Mrs. Miller’s well-known charm. Her maternal presence in the home was still evident despite the fact Mrs. Miller had not physically lived there for many years and Livi was grateful her father had no plans to redecorate.

				Smelling the pungent garlic and tomato aroma of her dad’s spaghetti, she heard her father and sister back in the kitchen bantering over basil amounts. Livi continued to compose herself as she walked down the hall to the kitchen. She then took a deep breath and rounded the corner with her arms in the air and shouted, “Ta-duh!”

				“Livi! I knew you’d make it!” Elizabeth squealed as she ran to Livi whose arms dropped down to give the birthday girl a hug as only a big sister could.

				“Well, will wonders never cease? There she is without her briefcase. What happened? Did you get fired?” Mr. Miller teased.

				“Funny, Dad,” Livi placed the gift on the kitchen counter. “What can I do to help?”

				“Tell Dad the sauce needs more basil,” Elizabeth remarked as she went to the stove and stirred the pot.

				“You should know by now that Dad’s sauce is perfect every time. I wouldn’t mess with his recipe if my life depended on it,” Livi said as she kissed her father’s cheek and began setting the kitchen table. Although it had been years, it was still hard for Livi to skip over her mother’s chair at these family dinners. The car wreck had been ruled an accident but its result was so immediate that Livi never had a chance to say good-bye. Mrs. Miller’s death had left a hole in Livi’s heart that would never be filled but, in the end, the tragedy had helped her become a better lawyer. 

				Losing Jake in college and her mother’s sudden death during law school had boosted Livi’s work ethic. Work became something she could usually control. She had thrown herself in the law and pushed her sadness to the back of her heart, concreting her workaholic reputation.

				“Dinner’s ready but we’ll wait on Todd to eat,” Mr. Miller said as he grabbed a Coors Light from the refrigerator while Elizabeth opened a bottle of Beaulieu Pinot Noir. Knowing Todd, Elizabeth’s boyfriend, would have a beer with her father, Livi only grabbed two wine glasses from the cabinet, for herself and her sister. 

				“Cheers,” Elizabeth said after she halfway filled the two glasses. “So how is work?”

				“Fine.” Livi’s standard answer to the standard question. She did not have anything else going on in her life so that was all people knew to ask. Before they each could take their second sip of wine, Todd, bounded in the back door.

				“There’s my birthday girl!” Todd grabbed Elizabeth with a hug and twirled her around. They had only been dating for four months, but Todd was a Millersville child also and had known their family forever. He was younger than Livi but older than Elizabeth and had graduated from the same high school. 

				“Now we can finally eat,” said Mr. Miller as he started mounding the spaghetti on the plates. Elizabeth grabbed a beer for Todd and they all took their pre-appointed seats at the table. Even Todd knew not to sit in Mrs. Miller’s chair. It always remained empty at these family functions and was a reminder she was missed. 

				“Todd, why don’t you say the blessing,” Mr. Miller said, establishing the dinner’s proper order, and they all bowed their heads. Livi loved these traditional mementos of why the world turned round. Todd’s prayer ended with an “Amen” in unison.

				“So, Livi, what’s up in the big corporate world?” Todd’s version of the standard question.

				“Not much. I’d rather hear about your job,” Livi intentionally changed the subject. “Did you put anyone we know in jail this week?” Todd was a deputy for the local sheriff’s department and always had stories of someone they knew participating in Millersville’s weekly Saturday night scuffles.

				“Not this week. Last Friday’s football game was interesting with a few teenagers marking their territory — but no big deal,” Todd responded as he lovingly looked over at Elizabeth and smiled. They were a cute, young, happy couple who did not appear to have a care in the world. Elizabeth’s teaching schedule and his schedule as deputy allowed them to spend a lot of time together, and a marriage proposal was assumed in the near future. Both Livi and her father liked them together and were glad Elizabeth had finally picked someone worthy of her. 

				The young couple complimented each other with Todd grounding her flighty side and Elizabeth lessening his serious side. Already Todd acted and felt like a member of the Miller family and had no problem taking a long swig of beer at Mr. Miller’s dinner table. “Hey, you’ll never guess who I saw this morning at the bagel shop,” Todd said, setting his beer back down on the table.

				“Who?” Mr. Miller said as he passed the bread basket to Livi.

				“Jake Cooper. He’s back in town for a while staying with his parents.”

				As if on cue, Livi accidentally dropped the bread basket and its contents on the floor. She had really wanted to avoid this topic of conversation. Mr. Miller and Elizabeth gave each other a knowing look and they both started laughing.

				“Obviously news to Livi,” Elizabeth said as she rolled her eyes toward the bread basket on the floor.

				“Actually, no, it’s not news to me. I ran into Jake this afternoon at Nell’s.” Picking up the bread off the floor, Livi regained her composure. “He’s just in town for a visit.”

				“Did he ask you out?” Elizabeth jumped the gun.

				“No. What are you talking about? We haven’t seen each other in years but you automatically assume we still have the hots for each other.” Suddenly Livi was on the defensive.
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