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Can a fake boyfriend save Maisey Duncan from embarrassment, or will it lead to something far more than she expected?
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Faced with another Christmas of being the only single family member, Maisey Duncan, a boutique manager floundering in her faith, makes a desperate decision to hire a fake boyfriend. But when her charming and enigmatic neighbor proposes a deal—he'll accompany her to England for two weeks in exchange for being his plus one at his mom's New Year's Eve party—she can't help but wonder if it will lead to something more. So long as they keep things strictly business, it should be fine. But what if pretending to be in love leads to real feelings? Can their holiday romance and her heart survive outside the realm of a cheesy Hallmark movie?

After being shot during an assassination attempt while serving as a Secret Service Protection Officer for the President, Kevin wrestles with the idea of seeking a less demanding career with fewer risks to his safety. As his medical leave nears an end after the near-death experience, he agrees to help his attractive neighbor in England during the holidays. He figures it's better than spending another family holiday alone. But there's something about this feisty brunette that has him captivated. Why does he feel such a strong connection to her? Is it time to consider sinking roots in his home state, and does this woman have any faith like what’s stirring inside him after God spared his life? 

Get your copy of this sweet, clean, Christian Contemporary Romance novella today! 
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Dedication
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***

For my beautiful niece, Jessica. Keep pursuing Jesus

and never lose your beautiful smile!
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Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding...

Proverbs 3:5, NIV

***
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“For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the Lord, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.”

Jeremiah 29:11, NIV

​

***
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“For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways,” declares the Lord.

Isaiah 55:8, NIV
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Chapter 1
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Christmas may not bring a single thing; still, it gives me a song to sing. 

—Charles Dickens, English novelist and social critic regarded 

as one of the greatest writers of the Victorian Era.

***
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Maisey Sophia Duncan hurried inside her two-story Colonial home from the garage, arms laden with bags of groceries, her cell phone ringing. She made it to the peninsula counter and deposited the items and her purse. She whipped the cell from the pocket of her coat, catching a brief glimpse of the caller’s name, Sophie Duncan, her mother. She managed to click on the call before it ended. 

“Hello?” Breathless, she paused before returning to the garage for the last bag. She hadn’t purchased too many items since she’d be leaving for England soon, but enough to help her through the coming two weeks before her departure.

“Hi Maisey. It’s Mom. Did I catch you at a bad time?” Her mom’s voice emanated with warmth and cheer.

Maisey, having stepped inside the two-car attached garage, opened the rear car door nearest her, and swiped the remaining groceries from the back seat. “Hey Mom. No, it’s fine. I’m just in the door from a quick grocery store run...”

“Oh, great. I won’t keep you long, but I’m calling to ask a favor. You know that fluffy scarf with the brown leopard print, the one you wore last year with your brown leather jacket?” 

“Yeah, I remember.” Maisey’s brow arched. Her mom hardly ever borrowed anything.

“Could I borrow it for our trip to England? I bought a long brown wool coat, and I found brown leather gloves to go with it, but I can’t seem to find the right scarf.”

“Sure.” Back inside the kitchen, she began putting cold items inside the fridge, starting with a carton of eggs, coffee creamer, and some eggnog. Then the lettuce, tomatoes, and cucumbers.

“Thanks, Maisey. I’m trying to think when I could come get it or pick it up from you.” Her mom paused. “I know this is your busy season at the boutique, and I haven’t seen you in ages at church, but will you be there for the children’s Christmas program? Not this Sunday morning, but next. You could give it to me then if you put it in your car now.”

She glanced at the calendar. Nothing on the schedule for that Sunday. “Good plan. I should be there for that.”  

She’d be ready for a few days off before they flew across the Atlantic by then, but half of her filled with dread at the thought of another holiday without a boyfriend at her family celebration. Everyone would ask why she wasn’t dating anyone and heckle her about getting married before life passed her by, but no matter what she thought about it, God didn’t seem to think she should be in any hurry. That is, if He’d even considered her dreams and plans. She’d considered hiring someone, but who? From where? A dating app? Surely not an escort service...but maybe. She’d reached that level of desperation.

“Did you reserve your plane ticket? I sent you an email with all of the details.” Her mother’s voice went in and out, but then it became clear again as the reception increased for their connection.

“Yes, Mom. You can check me off the list. I’m all set except for packing and maybe a little gift shopping.” Maisey bit her lower lip. And a fake boyfriend...

In fact, as for being prepared, she now waited for her annual bonus to arrive so she could use some of it for spending money on the journey and purchasing gifts. Was it outside in the mailbox yet? She stopped unpacking groceries and glanced out of the bay window near her kitchen table toward the mailbox near the end of her driveway. Such a cold and blustery winter day. The snow kept coming down. The whole sky looked white. Kind of eerie.

“Great. I talked to your Aunt Sarah this week.” Her mother continued, but this would likely lead to news about Cousin Riley, usually another topic she half-dreaded. 

“Oh.” Maisey was in no mood to sound enthusiastic. First of all, she was growing hot and uncomfortable with her coat still on. Secondly, Riley, Aunt Sarah and Uncle Jack’s daughter on her dad’s side of the family, did everything better than anyone else. She had her own Christian talk show on television called “Faith in Action” and a perfect life in sunny Florida. The last time she’d seen Riley in Scotland for a big family Christmas, she’d brought her fake boyfriend, Ashton, who had turned out to be kind of cute. He’d helped film some video footage of the castle her dad’s brother, Uncle Fergus, owned.

“She said Riley and Ashton recently got engaged. We can expect another wedding soon...but they haven’t set a date yet.” Mom’s voice seemed overly excited and cheerful.

Maisey looked up at the ceiling and closed her eyes. Just the news she needed to hear. She had to pretend to be happy for her cousin, and she was, but she was also terribly disappointed that true love and even dating had evaded her own life for so long. She opened her eyes and straightened her posture, glancing outside again. Was that her handsome neighbor guy, Kevin, salting his driveway next door? “I’m happy for them. Another wedding to attend will be nice.”

“You don’t sound very happy.” Mom’s voice was blunt and right to the point.

Leave it to her mom to always just know things.

Maisey sighed. No use pretending. “Let’s just say I’m ecstatic, and I am, but I’ll be much happier when I find my own Mr. Right.”

Her mother’s voice softened. “Aw, honey. Give it time. It’ll happen. You’ll meet the perfect guy someday and he’ll sweep you right off your feet.”

At least Mom knew when to apply comforting words. “Thank you, Mom. I’ll try to believe that.” She wasn’t trying to believe that anymore, but for her mother’s sake, she had to say that to avoid a long peptalk she didn’t have time or patience for. “Listen, I’ll bring that scarf and will see you Sunday after next, but I have groceries to put away and a whole bunch of stuff on my to-do list. My only day off for the next week. Can I call you later when I have some more time off and I’m caught up around here?”

“Sure. Try to stay off the roads tonight. They’re saying a storm is coming. We’ll catch up soon. Love you!” Mom blowing kisses over the phone came through unusually loud, making her chuckle and hold the cell at a distance.

“I’ll be careful. Staying in tonight.” It would just be her, the dog—Chewy, who currently followed her around the kitchen with one of her socks hanging from his mouth, getting under her feet at every turn—and her cat, Fifi. Maybe another movie night or early to bed with a good book to read. “Love you too, Mom.” She mimicked her mom’s kisses and then said bye, disconnecting the call. Tossing the phone into her purse, she released a sigh.

She may as well head outside to the mailbox while she still had her coat on. Then she could remove it to finish putting away the groceries and she’d be safe inside the house for the rest of the day, shielded from the weather. She’d nearly begun to sweat wearing the casual parka she usually wore for running errands in chilly winter weather.

At least she’d bought her own house before age twenty-seven. She could check that off her bucket list. Stepping outside through the front door, an icy cold wind blew a gust of leaves and snow out of the flower and shrub bed running the length of the covered porch. Mr. Handsome continued salting the sidewalk at the end of his drive as she hurried to her mailbox. Her yard was completely white now, covered in snowflakes. 

Reaching the mailbox, it was so cold, she reached in and snatched up the pile of letters without sifting through them. Her hair whipped around in the wind. Good thing she’d worn it up in a messy bun with a scrunchy. Turning to head back inside, her feet slid out from under her on an icy spot she hadn’t seen. In the next moment, she found herself flat on her back, staring up at the eerily white sky, an ominous sign of the incoming storm Mom had mentioned. The wind nearly knocked out of her, she gasped for air, shocked to be laying on the cold cement sidewalk.

Seconds later, her neighbor’s face loomed above, looking down at her as she lay flat on her back. What had her mom just said? Something about someone coming along someday and sweeping her off her feet...but she hadn’t imagined it would be quite like this.

***
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KEVIN GILBERT LANGSTON dropped the salt container and hurried over to help his pretty neighbor. She’d taken a hard fall from what he could tell. 

Rushing to her side, he knelt on one knee beside her. “Are you okay, Maisey?” Too bad he didn’t have a clue about her full name. A glance at the envelopes in her hand revealed the last name of Duncan. 

A nervous chuckle escaped her lips. “I think my coat gave me enough cushion to prevent injury, but I’m sure I’ll be a little sore in a few hours. I didn’t even see any ice.”

“There’s a snowstorm moving through...” He should have started salting earlier. He might have salted her sidewalk before her fall, but some neighbors acted funny about folks helping them with their property without permission, and he hadn’t finished salting his walkways yet. “There may be a lot more ice by tomorrow.”

She grasped his outstretched hand, allowing him to help her up. She dusted off a bit of snow and offered a weak smile. “Thanks, Kevin. I’m fine, just a little embarrassed. I haven’t fallen in years, but I guess I should have salted my walks and driveway too.”

“It happens to everyone at some point or another,” he’d said with a reassuring tone. “I’ll salt for you, but let me help you to the door first.” 

Could he set her at ease and appear friendly? He kept to himself, but it was nice to know his neighbors in the neighborhood, and this one was particularly...attractive. Yes, that’s the word he would use.

“Thank you.” She nodded, placing her hand on his arm, holding tightly to it as he navigated them to her front door. “They don’t make gentlemen like you anymore.”

He brushed her compliment aside with a slight wave of his other hand, but did he wear a stupid bashful look?

Reaching the porch, her face lit up. She turned to face him as she let go of his arm. “Say, Kevin, I’m supposed to be joining my family in London, England for two weeks at Christmas. We leave in about fourteen days. I’ve just purchased my plane ticket, but there were some empty seats on the plane. I just loathe the idea of showing up for another holiday without a date. You know, like a plus one kind of thing. I’d return the favor...but would you be interested in being my plus one date for the holiday?”

He chuckled, nodding. “I know exactly what you mean. I’m not looking forward to joining my parents for a trip to Seattle to celebrate with my sister and her husband. They’ll only ask me when I’m going to settle down and want to know all about my non-existent dating life.”

“Then you’d consider it?” Her blue eyes lit up and she flashed him one of her pretty smiles like the ones he usually saw on her face when she was walking her dog, and he was walking his. In fact, it’s how he’d met her. “I mean, no strings attached. Strictly as friends, of course. But it would help me dodge all of the questions about why I’m not married yet.”

“Sure. I get it. Two weeks in England with someone sweet and pretty as you are...it sounds fun actually, and a whole lot better than Seattle.” Did he sound too flirtatious? Too late to take it back if he did, but did she smile up at him. “I’ll let you know in a couple of days or about a week at the latest. I just need to think about it and make sure I don’t have any conflicts on the calendar.” 

Then he’d hurried away to finish salting both of their drives and walkways as if he’d seen a ghost, unsure of what else to say. Maybe it seemed kind of crazy and spontaneous, but he liked the idea a whole lot better than explaining why he was still single to his family. 
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