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Tuesday, January 3​
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Alison

ALISON SLIPPED HER final love letter into its acrylic holder and set it on the pink display table near the front of Happily Ever After Books. This one—addressed to Mr. Darcy—was her favorite, highlighting his quiet generosity and devotion. 

A dozen letters were scattered throughout the shop, each numbered for her customers to guess the intended recipient. It was Alison’s first promotional event of the year, and the winner of her “Yours Truly” contest would earn a gift certificate. 

Bella, her black-and-white Shih Tzu, impatiently whined at her feet.

“Okay, Bella Baby, time to go.”

Alison gathered her purse, snapped on Bella’s leash, and switched off the fairy lights twinkling across the shelves. Beyond the windows, the lights of Huntsville, Alabama glowed in the winter’s early darkness.

By 7 pm, Lowe Mill had gone still, its hallways hushed but for Alison and Bella’s footsteps. A flash of fur—a mill cat—vanished into the shadows. Bella bristled but stayed at her side. The stairwell reeked of ammonia from the bats hidden in the rafters, and Alison breathed a sigh of relief when they stepped into the crisp January night.

She opened the backseat door with a “Hup!” and Bella bounded inside. Alison buckled in and started the car. 

Then, her phone pinged.


Quinn: Ali, how have you been?

Alison: Fine. What do you want?

Quinn: Don’t be that way. You’ve been on my mind lately. Thought we might catch up. Coffee tonight? Bart’s & Global?

Alison: Seriously? You want me to drink coffee at a chain bookstore? Do you not remember how I make my living?

Quinn: Sorry. Just trying to find somewhere close to you. How about City Cafe, 8:30?



Alison stared at the screen, lips pressed thin. Months without a word, and suddenly she was on his mind? Please. With a sigh, she typed her reply.


Alison: OK

Quinn: Can’t wait



She hadn’t forgotten who he was—or what he’d done.

Her mother’s voice echoed in her head: Once a cheater, always a cheater. 

So why go? Curiosity, nothing more. Alison had no desire to rekindle anything. What she wanted was groveling—his apology, his regret—so she could shove it back in his smug face. She pictured Quinn with his stupid, handsome eyes brimming with tears, begging. The image filled her with enough satisfaction to make her almost buoyant as she drove Bella home past the restaurant she and Quinn had once frequented and through her quiet neighborhood lined with tidy cottages.

At her mailbox, she retrieved the day’s envelopes, checked her Little Free Library, and headed back inside. Determined to look stunning when she rejected Quinn Walton, Alison brushed out her long brown hair and tied it back to show off the highlights. She freshened her makeup and dabbed on her favorite perfume, then admired her new glasses with a smile as she pushed them back into place.

Tonight, he’d remember exactly what he’d lost.​
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Alison

ALISON PURPOSELY ARRIVED at the City Cafe ten minutes late, only to find that Quinn still hadn’t shown.

So much for him spotting me the moment I walked in.

She slid into a booth with red vinyl benches and ordered a slice of cake to take home for breakfast. Annoyed by Quinn’s habitual disregard for her time, she added a coffee and told the server she was waiting for someone. 

By the time Quinn strolled in—another ten minutes later—Alison had rehearsed several ways of ignoring him.

Unfortunately, he’d already caught her watching the door and answered with a dazzling grin.

Of course, he did.

Quinn moved with the same casual confidence as always, as if the world had laid out a welcome mat just for him. His dark, wavy hair fell in perfect disarray, his jaw shaded with two days’ stubble. He shrugged off his expensive leather jacket and tossed it into the booth before sliding in across from her.

“Ali,” he said, voice smooth as hot chocolate. “It’s been too long.”

Says you.

The young waiter hurried over, eager to pour Quinn’s coffee, eager to impress. Alison pitied him.

Sweet child, don’t waste your time. It would only end in tears.

“What do you want, Quinn?” she asked flatly.

His expression faltered, eyes wide and pleading. “I told you—I’ve been thinking a lot about you lately. I wanted to catch up. Why is that so hard to believe?”

Alison tipped sugar and two creamers into her cup and stirred hard enough to slosh coffee onto the saucer. “You didn’t think about me when we lived in the same house. Why now?”

He tilted his gaze toward the ceiling and softened his voice for maximum effect. “My grandmother. She loved books, just like you. Treasured them.”

“Mhm.” Alison stacked her empty creamer cups, bracing herself.

“And she would have wanted her treasures to stay in the family,” Quinn continued.

“Then you shouldn’t have cheated on the person you gave her treasure to.” She tapped the little cups against the table instead of throwing them at his infuriating face.

“I didn’t know we’d be breaking up,” he said.

She raised an eyebrow. “You assumed I’d stay after finding out you were sleeping with someone else?”

He ignored the question. “Anyway, to honor her memory, I should keep her special edition of Pride and Prejudice in the family.”

“That ship’s already sailed.” Alison flagged down the waiter for her cake.

“Please, Alison,” Quinn pressed. “My mother’s upset that I let you keep Grandma’s Peacock Edition. I need it back.”

“Your mother was there when you gave it to me, and she was thrilled. The book is mine, Quinn—no matter how much you’ve since learned it’s worth.”

Alison slid out of the booth and pulled on her jacket.

“Wait—there was something else.” His eyes softened into another puppy-dog plea. It was nauseating to admit she had ever believed a word he said.

“What?” The word came out sounding more like a demand than a question. She buttoned her coat while she waited for the cake.

“I wanted to tell you before you heard from someone else.” A pause, then: “I’m getting married.”

For a moment, her hands stilled on her buttons as the words shattered her. She had wasted three years of her life with Quinn. He had hinted at marriage for the last six months of it, right up until she’d uncovered his cheating. 

She no longer wanted Quinn. Of that, she was certain.

So why did her chest ache? Why did the question slip in uninvited? 

Why wasn’t I good enough?

“Congratulations,” Alison said briskly. “I hope you don’t cheat on her, too.”

She grabbed her purse as the waiter reappeared with a slice of cake so large it nearly split the clamshell container. Alison took it in a shaking hand, left Quinn with the bill, and walked out before her tears betrayed her.

“I’ll stop by the shop on Saturday to pick up the book,” Quinn called after her.

She ignored him as she pushed into the chilly night.

Quinn Walton and his charming smile could go take a flying leap at the moon.​
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Alison

ALISON SHUSHED BELLA’S bark as she opened her cottage door, balancing the cake container.

“Baby Bella! Why are you such a noisy thing? I told you to be good while I was gone.”

The Shih Tzu launched her stocky little body toward Alison in greeting, tail streaming.

“One more walk before bed?”

Bella answered with a playful growl and plopped down beneath the leash hook.

“All right, you.” Alison set the cake on the entry table beside her purse and clipped Bella’s pink leash onto her matching collar. “You’re more trouble than you’re worth.”

Every moment with Bella was a balm to her bruised heart.

The wind had picked up outside, sharp despite the temperature lingering above freezing. Alison tugged her coat tighter. The dog pranced ahead, taking time to greet neighboring dogs on the way.

Back inside, Alison’s glasses fogged in the warmth. Bitterness followed close behind, and she sighed as she dropped her keys on the entry table. 

She pulled her beloved vintage edition of Pride and Prejudice from the shelf and curled up on the couch. She lingered over the teal leather cover with its gilded peacock design and admired the illustrations.

Quinn had given it to her on Valentine’s Day. At the time, it had meant everything. Now he wanted it back, to gift to his fiancée, maybe, or to sell for wedding money. Either way, returning it would make her prized possession a wedding present for her cheating ex. His fiancée could have him, but Alison had earned the book by surviving the heartache he caused.

Alison set the book down and reached for the cake instead. 

Just one bite. 

Caramel, peanuts, frosting—bite after delicious bite disappeared. The sweet comfort did little to quiet the question looping through her mind: keep the book and punish Quinn, or give it back and never see his phony smile again?

Unable to decide, she reached for another distraction—her phone. Tuesday nights always brought her least favorite ritual: hate-reading Jack Morrison’s Love Is a Scam column.

With each forkful of cake, she read his tirade against Valentine’s Day. She polished off both the Snickers cake and the column, chasing them with a glass of milk.

She set her fork aside, stomach heavy with regret.

Valentine’s Day is six weeks away, for Pete’s sake. I wish I could make my living complaining about holidays.

​
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THE QUEEN OF ENGLAND
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Saturday, January 7​
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Alison

ALISON TIED A PINK bow onto Bella’s collar, readying her for the launch of Happily Ever After Books’s “Yours Truly” promotion. Bella trotted behind her like a fluffy metronome, tail curled over her back, likely planning the best spots to become an instant tripping hazard.

Alison adjusted displays, taping down vases to keep the fresh flowers from toppling at the first brush of a purse. Their fragrance mingled with the new-book scent, filling the shop with an atmosphere something close to heaven. Later, she’d corral Bella into her makeshift office—just a desk and worktable fenced off with white bookcases and a swinging baby gate.

Her gaze kept snagging on the teal and gold spine of Pride and Prejudice. She’d placed it with the stack of online orders and “Blind Date with a Book” packages. No matter how busy she got, her eyes found it. Should she keep her treasure or surrender it to Quinn for peace of mind?

After tying on a vintage apron, she dumped a pile of golf pencils into a chipped butter dish beside stacks of contest entry forms. Morning light softened her pink walls to warm peach. She watered her philodendrons, emptied the extra water into Bella’s dish, and shut the gate.

All the love letters stood aligned on their display tables. By 11 am, Lowe Mill was open. Alison dragged a heavy wooden sandwich board into the hall to catch cafe traffic, then returned to packing online orders in the quiet stretch before customers trickled in.

Bella’s nails scrabbled against the gate, tail wagging at the sound of footsteps. Alison poked her head around a bookcase. A man wandered the store, coffee in hand, eyes sliding across her love letter displays with less interest than Bella gave them.

“I’ll be right there!” she called.

“No hurry,” he drawled.

Alison stepped around her dog and squeezed through the baby gate. The sight that met her was underwhelming: a tight smile that didn’t reach golden-brown eyes, brown curls sticking out at odd angles, a jaw shadowed with sleepless stubble over skin so pale it probably hadn’t seen daylight in months.

“Are you browsing for yourself today, or picking up a gift for someone special?” His rumpled shirt looked slept-in, as did his pants.

He scoffed, pulling a card from his pocket. “I’m looking for Alison Hughes.”

She glanced down. The card read: JACK MORRISON, JOURNALIST, ALABAMA ONLINE.

Her pulse jumped. Jack Morrison? Love Is a Scam Jack Morrison? You call yourself a journalist?

“I’m Alison Hughes.” She gave him her sweetest smile, feigning a second look at the card. “Jack, is it? What can I do for you?”​
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Alison

“ALABAMA ONLINE WOULD like to do a Valentine’s Day profile on you and your...business.” Jack said business like it had air quotes around it.

“How exciting,” Alison gushed, masking the tension pulling at her shoulders. She could only imagine what Mr. Love Is a Scam would write about a romance bookstore. “Why don’t you come back into my office where we can sit and talk? You’re okay with dogs?”

I’ll bet he hates animals, too.

“Dogs are fine. Friendly, right?” He eyed Bella as if she might lunge at his chinos.

“I wouldn’t have her here otherwise. Try not to let her out.”

As Alison stepped through the gate, Bella bolted past, bouncing up to greet her new “best friend.” Jack bent instinctively to pet her.

So, at least he doesn’t hate animals. Not pure evil.

“Bella, sit!” The dog ignored her and circled Jack, tail wagging like a feather duster gone rogue.

“She’s more tail than dog,” Jack muttered, setting his coffee down.

You’re as funny in person as you are in your column.

Alison gave a bright, practiced laugh. “She adores the attention of being groomed. If she didn’t, I’d keep her tail trimmed short. You can pet her, but I’ll send her to her bed if you’d prefer.”

“No, I’ll say hi.” Jack offered his hand. Bella sniffed, licked, and then rolled belly-up, demanding more.

“Don’t fall for it,” Alison warned.

His eyes met Alison’s as his hand recoiled a few inches. “Why? Will she attack?”

“Nothing like that. But once you start, she’ll expect belly rubs for the rest of the day.”

Jack chuckled under his breath before his gaze drifted to the Peacock Edition sitting on the table. “You sell used books too?”

“That one isn’t for sale. It’s mine.” Alison moved it further from the edge. “So, this profile. What does it involve?”

“The usual. I interview you, take some photos, then do a writeup. How long will the mystery letters stay up?”

“Just this week. You can play along, if you like.”

As if you’d know anything about romance.

“Ha. No thanks. They’re not bad, though. AI can do impressive work these days.”

“AI?” Alison’s pulse spiked. “You think my letters were written by a bot?” Heat rushed to her cheeks. “Is that how you crank out the same whining drivel every week? Let an algorithm spew carbon while you sit back and sneer at people with hearts?”

Jack’s eyes narrowed. “I knew you recognized my name. You read every word I write, don’t you?”

“Every word you tell AI to write,” Alison shot back.

“I do not use AI. My columns make more sense than the drivel you peddle to lonely, deluded women. If anything deserves a feature in Love Is a Scam, it’s a romance bookstore.”

Her eye twitched. “If you’ve already decided what to write, you don’t need me. You’re welcome to leave.”

“Gladly. I didn’t want to waste my time on your silly pink shop and frilly grandma aprons anyway.”

He shoved to his feet, jostling the table. His coffee tipped, spilling across Alison’s precious book.

She froze as the stain spread like a wound across the pages.​

––––––––

[image: ]


Alison

“NO!” ALISON SNATCHED the book from the table to blot the coffee away. The paper towel she grabbed was useless against the spreading stain. Tears stung her eyes. “You ruined it! This book survived 125 years, and you destroyed it in one careless moment.”

“I’m sorry.” Jack exhaled, hurried and shallow. “Let me pay you. What was it, seventy-five dollars?”

Her jaw dropped. “Seventy-five? Before you ruined it, this 1894 illustrated Peacock Edition of Pride and Prejudice was worth twenty-two hundred dollars. You’re an idiot, Jack Morrison.”

His eyes widened, then narrowed as his jaw clenched until a vein stood out at his temple. “You’re inflating the price to milk me. That book can’t be worth—”

Alison pulled the appraisal certificate from the book, coffee-stained at the edges but still legible. “Not everyone’s out to rip you off. You just destroyed my favorite thing in the world...outside of Bella. Pay up.”

Jack paled as he scanned the paper. His shoulders slumped. “I don’t have the money,” he mumbled.

“What? What?” Alison’s head throbbed. 

Now I can’t have the book, and I couldn’t return it to Quinn if I wanted to.

He cleared his throat as his eyes looked everywhere but at her. “I don’t have twenty-two hundred dollars, Alison. I’m sorry. Could I pay installments? A hundred a month?”

People buy cars on shorter installment plans.

She slammed the book shut and flinched when the pages met with a wet slap. “No! I needed the book, or the money to replace it, not a trickle for the next two years.”

“I’m broke,” Jack said. “Is there anything else I can do to make it up to you?”

Alison looked out into the empty hallway of Lowe Mill and sighed. She swallowed her tears. “Fine. Here’s what we’ll do. Valentine’s Day is in six weeks. I’ve scheduled a promotion each week leading up to it. If you help me run every event and top it off with a glowing profile of Happily Ever After Books, maybe the store will earn enough extra to cover the loss. Fail, and I’ll see you in small claims court.”

“You’re threatening me?”

“I’m offering you a deal,” she snapped. “Don’t try to scam me, Jack.”

“I don’t take advantage of people,” he shot back. 

Right.

He huffed. “What do you want me to do first?”

“Next weekend is our couple’s book club. You’ll submit blurbs to the local event calendars and assist me in hosting Friday’s event.”

Jack shifted uncomfortably, glancing around at the pink walls. “Couple’s book club? I’m not the first man to walk in here?”

Alison arched a brow. “Hardly, so suck it up, Buttercup. Until Valentine’s Day, I’m your boss. Now go. I’m still too angry to look at you.”

“Fine.” His voice cut sharp, but he bent to scratch Bella behind the ears, anyway. She rolled happily onto her back, tail thumping. “See you later, Rag Mop.”

“It’s Bella,” Alison barked. “I’ll see you a week from Friday. And those blurbs had better be good—no AI nonsense.”

“I don’t use AI,” Jack called over his shoulder with a dismissive wave. “I’m a journalist.”

Alison glared at the ruined book in her hands. 

And I’m the Queen of England.​
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Alison

ALISON DABBED PAGE after page with paper towels, fighting to salvage her ruined book. Each stained leaf felt like a fresh insult. At least Jack’s coffee had been black. Cream and sugar would have been worse. Still, the coffee stains clung, impossible to erase.

Jack Morrison had decided the matter for her. The book was no longer fit to return to Quinn. Even knowing the spill was an accident, Alison couldn’t shake her resentment.

I’ll never forgive him. Why would I?

Finally, she set the book aside and forced her attention back to the store. Customers clustered around the “Yours Truly” displays, phones out as they scoured the Internet for answers. Alison smirked at their fruitless searches—she’d made sure the letters offered clues while giving nothing away.

At three o’clock, Monique Willis arrived with her typical confident stride, and relief washed over Alison. Monique’s steady presence was the anchor her weekends needed. Most of Alison’s part-timers were college students; energetic but inconsistent. 

Monique, at forty-seven, brought maturity, patience, and two years of loyal service. The job funded Monique’s growing romance collection, but to Alison, Monique provided something rarer: stability.

Spotting the ruined book drying on the desk, Monique winced. “Did you do that? I’d be sick.”

Alison sighed. “Jack Morrison did. The columnist.” She told Monique about the previous night.

“Quinn didn’t deserve that book back anyway,” Monique muttered.

“I wasn’t giving it back because he deserved it,” Alison said. “It would’ve bought me peace.”

“You should’ve kept it as compensation for pain and suffering.”

“I considered it. Now it’s ruined, and I’m sad either way.” Alison straightened pencils, then fussed with the display table as they spoke. “How was work last night?”

“Same as always. Lonely. Boring. Productive. Nobody grows up dreaming of dispatching trucks at 3 am.” Monique’s fingers trailed over the spines, looking for misplaced titles. “This weekend’s promotion should be fun. Anyone guessed all twelve recipients yet?”

“Someone got nine.”

Monique’s brows arched. “Impressive.”

“I thought so.” Alison took a long sip from her massive travel mug, then froze, shoulders tight. “Ugh. Look who’s coming.”

Quinn swept in, crisp shirt and tie under his expensive leather jacket, flashing Monique a dazzling smile. She answered with a smirk as dry as dust.

“Ali, how are you today?” Quinn leaned against the bookcase Alison was dusting, striking a practiced pose.

“Fine. What can I do for you?”

“I’m here for Pride and Prejudice.” His smile never faded.

“We have five different editions,” Monique offered.

“Ali knows which one I want.”

“Too bad. You’re not getting it.” Alison’s feather duster never paused.

“Why would you want something that reminds you of your old boyfriend?”

“It doesn’t remind me of you. It reminds me of your grandmother.”

“You never even met my grandmother.” His scowl deepened.

“That’s why I like her more than you.” Alison adjusted her glasses, tone even. “If you want a copy so badly, buy one online. This one’s mine.”

His eyes narrowed to steel. “I’ll keep asking until you give it back.”

“Go ahead, waste your time. Though I wonder—does your fiancée know how much time you spend chasing your ex? She might think you’re cheating again.”

Quinn’s mouth opened, but more customers bustled in before he could speak. Alison slipped past him to greet them, wiping dust from her glasses with her apron.

Monique, still shelving, chirped brightly, “They’re right here! You’d be supporting your local indie bookstore.”

Quinn shot Alison a sharp side-eye, then stalked out, footsteps as crisp as his scowl.
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THE BELLY OF THE BEAST
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Saturday, January 7​
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Jack

JACK PULLED UP TO THE access box at the wooden and steel gate to his apartment complex. The heavy gate rolled open with a low groan after he inserted his key card, revealing several single-story apartment buildings, their fresh coat of paint doing little to hide their past as married housing for the nearby Redstone Arsenal. He parked in front of the only refurbished two-story building. 

The clang of his footsteps echoed as he jogged up the metal staircase to his apartment. With a tap of the key code, he readjusted his laptop bag, then opened the orange door to greet a giant marmalade Maine Coon cat, who sat up on his haunches, waiting for him.

The rumbling of Mac’s purr filled the room as Jack said, “Mac! How you doing, Buddy?” The cat rubbed against his legs, forcing Jack to sidestep the fur ball to keep from tripping as he entered. Jack let his heavy bag fall onto the worn miniature kitchen table that functioned as his desk, watching the cheap furniture wobble under its impact. Then, he tossed his coat onto the hook near the door and kicked off his shoes.

“Dude, I hope your day was better than mine,” he sighed, running a hand over the tabby’s soft fur as Mac answered him with a chirp. “Yeah, Guy. I could use some cheese, too.”

Jack pulled a package of snack cheese from the fridge, which was almost empty, save for soda and condiments. He grabbed a can of Dr. Pepper and slammed the door shut, then used his teeth to tear open the plastic cheese package and offered Mac a small piece. The eighteen-pound cat responded with an eager bite that almost took his finger off.

“Hey! Easy, there. Did you run out of food while I was gone, or something?” He shoved the rest of the cheese in his mouth, then grabbed his soda and glanced at Mac’s still-full kibble bowl. “You’re making me feel bad for no reason,” he said, his voice muffled by a mouthful of cheddar.

“Okay, Mac,” he said, collapsing onto the worn sectional sofa that filled most of his living room. It groaned under his weight as he opened his soda with a sharp hiss. “Let’s do some serious begging.”

He dialed his editor’s number, his anxiety increasing with each ring.

“Jack, what’s up?” Isaac said. His distorted voice was a mix of his speech and the rumble of his car’s engine.

“I stopped by Happily Ever After Books today, and I think I’m the wrong guy to be doing this profile. Can’t you ask someone else to write it?” Jack slouched on the giant beige couch, absently rubbing the worn velour fabric. His feet rested on the scratched glass and metal coffee table as he searched for his TV remote.

“You are literally in the neighborhood, Jack. A business profile is not that hard to do. Happily Ever After Books is on-theme for Valentine’s Day, and it has excellent reviews online. It will be a nice Huntsville story. Don’t you need the money?”

Jack surveyed his small apartment’s living area. The couch sagged, and even Mac’s cat tree looked tattered and faded from years of use. “Uh...”

“What’s the problem?” Isaac asked.

“The store is pink,” Jack began, searching for reasons, “and the woman who runs it — Alison Hughes — wanders around in a frilly apron and librarian glasses with her little dust mop dog, pretending to be Snow White in a bad mood.” 
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