
  
    [image: Galena Getaway]
  


  
    
      GALENA GETAWAY

      A ROMANTIC GALENA ANTHOLOGY

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        GINGER RING

        TINA SUSEDIK

        SAVANA JADE

        JANE YUNKER

        AUBREY WYNNE

        HALEY RHOADES

        VIA MARI

        JESSA AARONS

        EVELINE ROSE

        NICOLE CRAIG

        ANGELA RUSH

      

    

    
      MAPLE LANE PUBLISHING

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 Galena Getaway

      © 2025 Ginger Ring, Mr. Right Can Write

      © 2025 Tina Susedik, Buried Ghostly Secrets

      © 2025 Savana Jade, Accidental Love in Galena

      © 2025 Jane Yunker, Through the Fog

      © 2025 Aubrey Wynne, Sammi’s Serenade

      © 2025 Haley Rhoades, Wrath Unhinged

      © 2025 Via Mari, Making Her Mine

      © 2025 Jessa Aarons., The Wright Stuff

      © 2025 Evaline Rose, Reunited

      © 2025 Nicole Craig, Closing Time

      © 2025 Angela Rush, Unexpected: An Invictus Securities Novella

      All rights reserved.

      Cover Models: Robert Kelly, Caroline Cochava

      Cover Design: Dar Albert

      Photographer: Jean Marie Woodfin

      Formatter: Twisted Teacup Publishing

      This is a non-AI work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, business establishments, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, artificial intelligence, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior consent of the author. The only exception is brief quotations in printed reviews.

      The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the author is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials.

      Your support of these authors’ rights is appreciated.

      Published in the United States of America

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Mr. Right Can Write

          Ginger Ring

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

      
        
          Buried Ghostly Secrets

          Tina Susedik

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

      
        
          Accidental Love in Galena

          Savana Jade

        

        
          
            Prologue

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

      
        
          Through the Fog

          Jane Yunker

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

      
        
          Sammi’s Serenade

          Aubrey Wynne

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Author’s Note

          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

      
        
          Wrath Unhinged

          Haley Rhoades

        

        
          
            1. Gift of Good Neighbors

          

          
            2. Unopened Truths

          

          
            3. Ghosts, Parades, and Promises

          

          
            4. Shadows and Spirits

          

          
            5. The Spirit's Message

          

          
            6. The Promise of Tomorrow

          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

      
        
          Making Her Mine

          Via Mari

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Afterword

          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

      
        
          The Wright Stuff

          Jessa Aarons

        

        
          
            Prologue

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

      
        
          Reunited

          Eveline Rose

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            One Year Later

          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

      
        
          Closing Time

          Nicole Craig

        

        
          
            1. Wednesday 8:30 p.m

          

          
            2. 11:45 p.m.

          

          
            3. October 1982

          

          
            4. Wednesday, Midnight

          

          
            5. 1:00 AM

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            7. 2:30 AM

          

          
            8. 2:40 AM

          

          
            9. 3:00 AM

          

          
            10. Wednesday Night

          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

      
        
          Unexpected: An Invictus Securities Novella

          Angela Rush

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE ANTHOLOGY

          

        

      

    

    
      Eleven award-winning and best-selling authors have once again joined forces and their writing skills to create the next compilation of stories set in Galena, Illinois.

      Welcome to “Galena Getaway,” the fourth volume of Romantic Galena Reads Anthology.

      As with the previous anthologies, the authors were given the idea to use for their stories. This year it is using a Galena Getaway weekend. It could be a girl’s weekend, someone (man or woman) arriving to find a new life, or trying to find ancestors.

      The authors could use any time frame and any genre, giving this anthology a nice mix of historical, contemporary, time travel, or whatever our authors’ came up with.

      Arranged from sweet to sexy, there is something for everyone including historical, contemporary, and paranormal.

      We hope you enjoy our stories.

      

      Mr. Right Can Write by Ginger Ring: Tyler didn’t feel like an overnight success but sales of his book and his first book signing in the town of Galena had him thinking otherwise. It was a new beginning for him; he just needed someone to share in the success. Kind of a recluse, meeting a beautiful woman of similar tastes was on the level of hitting the best seller’s list. The only problem was his new crush just caught him a lie.

      Ashley couldn’t wait to meet her favorite writer, Taylor Mason. Reading Taylor’s words brought happiness and encouraged Ashley to step out of her comfort zone. So much so, Ashley reached out to the women’s agent and invited her to join their book club event while she was in town for Romantic Galena Reads. 

      For once in her life, things seemed to be on the right track. Her coffee shop and book store were busy, and she just met a nice guy who shared her love of books. Unfortunately, he was just passing through town during Ladies Getaway Weekend and he just might not be who he says he is.

      Buried Ghostly Secrets by Tina Susedik: Old buried secrets. Murder. Strange letters. A curse and ancestral ghosts. A chance meeting in Galena’s Old City Cemetery.

      Can Geneva Stangwell help Tanner Gunderson find the secret behind lost letters and the curse said to keep anyone in Tanner’s family from ever finding true love while finding true love themselves?

      Accidental Love in Galena by Savannah Jade: Kiera was only looking for a break—a cozy girls’ getaway in the charming town of Galena, Illinois, filled with antique shopping, wine tastings, and laughter with her best friends. But fate has other plans when, on her first morning, she literally crashes into Mike—a ruggedly handsome handyman.

      As Kiera and her friends explore Galena’s cobblestone streets and hidden gems, she runs into Mike again. Sparks fly and walls begin to crumble as the days pass. Is it just vacation magic, or could this unexpected collision be the beginning of something real

      Through the Fog by Jane Yunker: Lennie McKinney reluctantly agrees to a girls’ getaway weekend in Galena with her friends. There, they meet a mysterious fortune teller who says: “Do not be afraid of the fog. Jonathan waits for you inside the fog.”

      Walking alone the next morning, she is engulfed in a sudden fog, trips, and falls. When she wakes, it’s 1856 and she is staring into the eyes of the handsome Jonathan O’Donal.

      Reunited by Eveline Rose: Things aren’t always what they seem… Amber ~ When my life fell apart, I had no choice but to move back to the small town I grew up in. My goal? Get my life back together and move back to Miami. And avoid Morgan at all costs.

      Morgan ~ After the love of my life ripped my heart out, I poured my heart and soul into college and work. But never love. How could I?

      Nine years ago, a series of text messages tore Amber and Morgan apart. Now, circumstances have thrown them back together. To heal the past, they need to do something they haven’t done in a decade—talk to each other.

      Sammi’s Serenade by Aubrey Wynne: Jessica Montgomery never gave up hope on her dream of finishing veterinary school or of finding love. While working in her best friend’s animal clinic, an emergency disrupts her day—a dog hit by a car. The sweet canine patient begins a chain of events that will change her life.

      Ben Marshall is looking forward to his new job as ranger in the Galena territory. On the way, he stumbles across a runaway hunting dog. Sammi, according to the name on her collar, won’t be his next champion field trial dog because she’s gun shy. But she may introduce him to the woman of his dreams.

      Adorable pups, a spunky great-aunt, and an unexpected, sweet romance set in the romantic and beautiful Galena Territory.

      Wrath Unhinged by Haley Rhoades: When culinary arts student Olivia Green is brutally assaulted while visiting Kansas City, she wakes up with amnesia that has erased three years, including all memories of her fiancé, architect Elliot Kincaid. Believing it’s still 2020, she thinks she’s dating her high school boyfriend Christian, while her estranged aunt keeps silent about the life Olivia has forgotten.

      Desperate to find his vanished fiancée, Elliot hires a private investigator and discovers not only her whereabouts but that she’s pregnant, with no way of knowing if the child is his or her attacker’s. Through twice-weekly handwritten letters sharing their lost memories, Elliot fights to make Olivia fall in love with him all over again. As she slowly opens her heart to this devoted stranger, Olivia must choose between the familiar past she remembers and a passionate future she’s forgotten.

      Making Her Mine by Via Mari: Maxwell Price: When I decide to get away from the office and the pressures of the city for my best friend’s wedding, the last thing I expect is her. A beautiful little hellcat, with a sharp-edged tongue who has her claws out the minute we meet.

      As CEO of one of the wealthiest corporations around the globe, I am used to getting what I want, when I want it. But Bella has trust issues, especially of those from out of town. That won’t stop me, though. I’ll break down every wall she’s ever put up in order to make her mine.

      The Wright Stuff by Jessa Aarons: Alyssa - Nobody in their right mind asks to be cheated on and fired in the same day. I know I sure didn’t.

      With no family to rely on, I call my best friend and finally take her up on her offer to visit,

      as well as help with whatever she needs as her wedding day approaches.

      What I didn’t expect was to become instant roommates with her

      way-too-handsome older brother and his adorable four-year-old daughter.

      But crazy enough . . . I fall in love with both of them, and fast.

      Bode - Being a single dad isn’t an easy job, but my little girl is my world.

      Hazel is my princess and I’m more than okay with it being just the two of us,

      or at least I thought I was until a drop-dead-gorgeous blonde appears at my front door.

      My sister’s best friend shows up out of the blue and turns my world upside down.

      Is it too soon? Are we moving too fast? I realize I don’t care. I want her . . .

      She needs a family, and I have the perfect one just for her.

      Unexpected: An Invictus Securities Novella by Angela Rush: Rising author Cheri Winters arrives at her first ever signing event as a published author. She’s been writing for a few years, but her career is finally taking off. She’s a year out from her divorce and is living the life she’s always dreamed of having. She has a great career and the freedom to be who she is without being made to feel guilty about her friendly personality.

      Branch Robertson isn’t looking for love. He’s here to do a job. Protect the asset. Then he meets the woman whose photo alone has haunted his dreams since he first saw it. Now, meeting her in person, he is falling hard and fast—something he never thought would happen. His desire for her must be kept in check. Keeping her safe from those who would harm her is, or should be, his priority, but her sassy mouth and independent streak are major distractions.

      When she’s taken from the hotel at gun point, Branch is determined to save her. Can he reach her in time? Or will the forces of evil tear them apart before they have a chance to find their happily ever after? Find out in Unexpected: An Invictus Securities Novella.

      Closing Time by Nicole Craig: Sheriff Carter Hamilton gets the call to come to a disturbance at Uncle Charlie’s, the local baseball bar, only to find that the new bartender, Baylen, has already dealt with the problem. She’s an out-of-towner, probably just passing through, and that means that she’s not worth his time. However, he claims he’s keeping a close eye on her to prevent trouble. Truth is, the only one who’s in trouble is the sheriff himself. Baylen checks every one of his boxes, but will the big city woman stay in Galena and pursue a future with him? Or will she pass on through and take his heart with her when she goes?

      *This short story will be a prequel to her retired Marine Raiders series slated for 2026-2027.
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      Tyler

      A black and white cat strolled into the place as if he owed it. An employee spotted the feline, reached for a treat behind the counter, and bent to offer it. The feline rubbed its head on the girl’s shin before taking the offering then trotting out the door. They say you don’t choose cats; they choose you. He’d always wanted a cat. Hopefully, once things settled down, he’d be able to welcome one into his home.

      Tyler relaxed in his seat and surveyed the surroundings. Is it the same with books, coffee, and friends? What about spouses? Friends? What about where you live? Do you choose it, or does it choose you? Ty glanced around the Galena coffee shop as he sipped his coffee named Galena Dark Reads. The barista was spot on when she recommended it. The roast was dark, rich, and full of flavor. He was used to rising early but the long drive last night had left him groggy.

      Romance With Coffee was crowded. He’d spied the sign while driving by and was the first through the door when they opened. In addition to coffee for sale, the shelves were lined with books—romance books.

      As he enjoyed the best cream cheese croissant of his life, Ty revisited the cat theme. Did he choose to stop here or was it the sign, or a sign from above, which drew him to this very spot? Who knew, and did it really matter?

      Tyler inhaled the collective perfume of java, bakery goods, and paper. As a lover of books and brew, it was the perfect combo. The past couple of years had been an upheaval for sure. A ten-year, going nowhere relationship ending, quitting his high stress tech job, and putting his house up for sale. Not only that, but he still hadn’t decided where to move. Time was running out. But, luckily, most of his things were in storage or already donated.

      He opened his laptop to check emails and do a little work. No longer finding any books Which spoke to him, he decided to create something himself. He was a published author. Luckily, the book had taken off and he now had an upcoming book tour. His agent encouraged him to attend Romantic Galena Reads to get a taste of what these events were like. It was a smaller book signing which gave readers more time to chat with each author and vice versa. Was romance his first choice for genre or event? No, but every book out there had romance in it. Love, and a happily ever after were in every movie, book, and life story out there. It would be exciting to feel the enthusiasm and be among those who appreciated authors and novels as much as he did.

      An hour passed, and the background noise soon drew his attention from the screen. The place was packed. He needed to grab more joe before they ran out. Ty grabbed a book off the shelf and set it in front of the other chair at this table. Hopefully leaving his empty mug would be enough to let someone know the table was occupied as he wasn’t leaving his computer unattended for anything.

      With laptop in hand, Ty got in line. His latest project and life’s blood was on there. A friend also recommended Galena as possible place to relocate. It had small-town atmosphere, with plenty to do in the area.

      A good ten minutes later, Ty wove his way among the crowd back to his table. His mouth watered thinking about the omelet coming his way. At the last moment, he decided on a heartier breakfast. At his table stood a slender woman with red, wavy hair. He hurried, half expecting another woman or two to join her. Tomorrow was the first day of Ladies Getaway Weekend, and the sleepy little Hallmark-like town would soon be overflowing with women.

      “Hi, sorry this table is taken. I just needed to order something to eat.” He set his computer on the table and took a seat.

      “Oh, that’s okay. I wasn’t sure if someone was sitting here or not. I love this book and was looking forward to chatting with whomever about it.” She turned the novel around. The front cover listed the title, “Finding Me” by best-selling author Taylor Mason. “Sorry, it’s probably not your vibe.” She hugged the book to her chest. “But I’m obsessed.”

      “Not my vibe?” Ty arched his eyebrow. Who was she to tell him what was or wasn’t his choice of reading material?

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean anything by my comment. It seems men tend to enjoy mysteries, crime drama, and things like that.” Her pretty face flushed as she took the seat opposite him.

      He didn’t recall inviting her to sit, either. At least she had the nerve to blush.

      “This book really spoke to me.” She placed a hand over her heart and sighed. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be bothering you.” She started to rise.

      “No. Please sit. Now, you’ve spiked my interest. I have to hear what you feel is so special about it.” He motioned toward the novel lying on the table between them.

      “Well, if you insist.” Her laugh made him smile. It was infectious, He grinned in response. “I’m Ashley.” She offered her hand. Her touch was soft and warm.

      “Tyler, nice to meet you.”

      “Are you here with one of the ladies?” Ashley rested her elbows on the table.

      “Ladies?” He arched his brow.

      “You know, ’ladies’ getaway’. There are a lot of women here for the event and book signing. I figured you might be getting some quiet time.”

      “No, I’m, ah, just taking in the sites. I did hear there are some great museums in town.”

      “Here you are, sir.” A server set his meal in front of him. The hearty scent of eggs, bacon, and onions had made him eager to pick up a fork.

      “Thank you. It looks great. Ashley is there something I can get for you? I don’t feel right eating in front of you.” Tyler asked.

      “I’ll have a Galena Dark Reads and a cream cheese croissant.”

      Tyler reached for his wallet, but she stopped him.

      “That’s not necessary. Thanks Kendall.” The server nodded and left.

      “First name basis with the help. You must eat here a lot.” He picked up his mug.

      “It’s a small town. I know most everyone living here.” Ashley crossed her legs and glanced at the counter.

      “Are you waiting for anyone?” The place had to be near capacity, but he hoped she wasn’t searching for anyone special. Something about her intrigued him.

      “No, I was seeing how busy it is. Mornings can be crazy.”

      “This place is definitely busy.” As soon as one group left, another entered.

      “Yeah, I guess you could say that about most coffee shops.” She shrugged.

      “True. So, you mentioned some places I should check out.” He turned his attention back to his table guest.

      “Yes. We have the Grant Museum and the Grant home to visit. If this is your first time, I highly recommend taking a trolley tour to get your bearings of the place and where to start first.” Her eyes were a vivid blue matching the bright sky.

      “I will.” He nudged the novel sitting between them. “Again, what fascinates you so much about this book?”

      “I guess it was the main character’s struggle to overcome so much and come out ahead. It’s like the author experienced it, too. I can’t wait to meet her. She’s going to be at the event.”

      “Who?” Was she talking about the book’s author?

      “The author, Taylor Mason. I’m so excited. I’ll probably be the first person through the door. You know, at the signing. It’s at the DeSoto House Hotel.” Her enthusiasm was contiguous, and he couldn’t help feeling eager for the event as well. Still . . .

      Tyler raised an eyebrow. “So, have you met Taylor before?”

      “No. I’ve never seen her. I don’t know how old she is even, but I feel like she’s lived life to the fullest and has a lot of experience to draw inspiration from for her stories. I don’t picture her as someone in their twenties, but you never know.” Ashley shrugged. “Sorry, I’m rambling on, but books are my passion.”

      Kendall returned with Ashley’s order and placed it in front of her.

      “Thanks so much.” She took a drink and smiled. “Ahh, she knows exactly how I love it. Lots of cream and sugar.” Ashley licked the whip foam from her lips.

      Tyler cleared his throat. “I’m staying here.”

      “Where?”

      “The DeSoto,” he added between bites of his food.

      “It’s such a cool place and the oldest operating hotel in the state. So, there’s one historical site to check off your list. The book signing starts at ten so maybe I’ll see you there.”

      “Have you ever read any books by male writers?”

      “Some mysteries.” Ashley took a bite of her croissant and moaned. “This is my favorite.”

      She definitely was enthusiastic about food, books, and coffee. Same as he.

      “So, no romance books written by male writers?” He wasn’t sure why it mattered but she’d captured his attention.

      “Not really. I don’t know how they could capture what women go through in life and how and who they love.” She dabbed at the corner of her mouth where a drop of yellow cream cheese had decided to linger.

      “Sounds a bit discriminating. We often go through the same experiences in life. Falling in love, having heartbreak.”

      “Of course, but, I don’t know. I simply don’t see male writers writing romance.” Ashley peeked up from her plate.

      Her gorgeous eyes drew him in. “Maybe you haven’t read the right one?”

      “Maybe.”
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      Ashley

      How weird. It figures. Finally a handsome man catches her eye and boom, he’s gone faster than she can say mocha latte with soy milk. He was good looking, tall, down to earth, and seemed to enjoy the same things she did. After she mentioned how men couldn’t write romance as well as women, Tyler became quiet, took a final sip of his coffee, and excused himself. End of the story before it even started.

      Men didn’t realize how much women loved romance. In life and in what they read. It was only a few years ago when a visit to the Romantic Galena Reads book signing changed her life. She’d recently broken up with her boyfriend and needed a break. Ashley fell in love with Galena at first sight. She’d connected with authors and local readers. After several more visits, she’d made the move here.  It wasn’t long before Ashley organized a book club and after much soul searching and hand wringing, her shop, Romance With Coffee was open. Now, business was booming.

      Many of the authors she’d met had returned to do book launches and signings. It was always a thrill to meet new authors and follow their careers. Taylor was a new writer, and it was one of the many reasons she was so excited to meet her. Ashley felt it in her bones. Taylor was on her way to hitting every best-selling author list there was. She’d been on pins and needles ever since she’d sent an e-mail to Taylor’s agent this morning asking for her to attend her book club.

      “How’s it going boss?” Kendall set a mug on Ashley’s desk. The scent of peppermint tickled her nose.

      “You’re an angel. Thanks, so much.” She took a sip and let the warm goodness heat her from the inside out. “This is just what I needed.”

      “I was going to get you one earlier, but it’s been crazy. Looks like Ladies Getaway Weekend will be the best one yet.” Kendall took a seat in front of Ashley’s desk.

      “Well, with so many wonderful restaurants and shops in town, it makes sense. It’s hard to see everything in a day.” Ashley still hadn’t been to every restaurant in town.

      “So, who was the guy you were sitting with this morning?” Kendall twirled a lock of hair between her fingers.

      “Just some guy. He seemed nice but we didn’t click.”

      “Huh, you were talking up a storm every time I walked by. He seemed pretty into you.”

      “Ha, why do you say that?” Was he?

      “Only the way he couldn’t keep his eyes from you.”  Kendall smirked.

      “Oh, please.” Ashley rolled her eyes. “I probably had food on my face.” Heat rose to her cheeks thinking about his smile and the little crinkles at the corners of his eyes when he did. Dating when you were in your ’almost forties’ wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. “Besides he’s simply passing through. I wish there were some single guys to meet around here.”

      “I’m sure there are but they’re probably saying the same thing about us. The grass is always greener somewhere else.”  Kendall had taken a year off from college to save money and figure out if the major she chose was what she wanted to do.

      “True.” Since moving here, she’d been so busy with her business, her only boyfriends had been the book kind.

      “I have everything ordered and all set for tomorrow night’s book club. Have you decided what the topic is?”

      Sometimes they discussed a popular novel they’d all read but other times, the group got together to drink wine and gush over their latest favorite book boyfriend or read.

      “I’m hoping for a surprise guest.” Ashley held up both hands with the fingers crossed.

      Eyes wide, Kendall wiggled in her seat like a little child waiting for a special treat. “Who is it? Or can’t you tell yet?”

      “Taylor Mason.”

      “Get out? Everyone will be so excited. She’s been kind of a recluse. Romantic Galena Reads will be her first signing. The first she’s been seen anywhere.”

      “I know. Right?” Ashley let out a squeal.

      “She’s been like an overnight success.”

      “I know. People don’t get it.” Kendall put a hand over her heart. “Even if you’ve been married for years, reading romance brings back all the cozy feelings you felt when you met your true love for the first time.”

      “Okay, how do you know that? You’re like twelve. How do you possibly know what’s it’s like to be my age?”

      “I don’t, but I do enjoy falling in love with a different hero every week. Sometimes it’s a broody vampire, sometimes a cowboy, or maybe even a famous quarterback. Variety is the spice of life as they say.”

      “True. I only want someone who shares my love of reading and wants to settle down in my beautiful little town.” If only..

      “I want it for you, too. Well, I better get back to work or my boss will kill me. She likes to crack the whip.” With a grin, Kendall rose.

      “Yes, she does.” Ashley smirked. “Oh, and Ken, thanks.” What a blessing to have such a wonderful and hard-working staff.

      Ashley sunk into her chair, but her focus was off. She grabbed her coffee, her phone, a weathered copy of her favorite book, let her staff know she was taking a break, and left.  The sun warmed her face. It may be September but it was still nice out. In fact, it was perfect. Not too cold and not too hot. Ashley paused and waved as one of the red trolleys filled with tourists passed. The bus driver’s voice could be heard over the speaker as he shared the town’s history.

      She crossed the street and over the bridge to Grant Park. In the park there was a favorite bench of hers. Just sitting there always brought her peace, especially when she was stressed or thinking about the horrible break up years ago. The burn so deep, she’d not wanted to risk the flame of love again, outside of books, of course. Until the book Taylor wrote. She hugged the novel to her chest as she wandered through the park. Visitors were everywhere today. With all the women already there, the weekend would be crazy.

      Her steps slowed as she neared her special bench. It was taken. She stopped, puffed out her cheeks, and frowned. Maybe they would leave soon, or she’d have to take a different one. Actually, all the benches were taken, except for that one, each held several people. Maybe the person seated alone wouldn’t mind sharing.

      Ashley glanced at her watch, she couldn’t be gone too long, but she needed some space. She rushed to her spot eager for a few moments of reflection.

      “Is this seat taken?” She placed a hand on the back of the seat.

      “Depends. Are you stalking me?”

      That voice. Those deep, brown eyes. Tyler.

      “I… Uh… What?” Her cheeks heated.

      “I’m teasing. Help yourself.” He placed the book sitting beside him on his lap.

      She bit her lip and sat, still holding hers in front of her.

      “I needed a break from work. I like to read here.” Ashley took a seat. The metal was warm and inviting.

      “It’s a beautiful spot. I tried a couple other benches, but this one felt right.”

      “It’s the best view of the town. I sometimes come here in the evenings to watch the sun set over the hill. It’s truly lovely.”

      “You’re lucky to live in such a beautiful town.” He frowned. “I’m sorry, I assumed you live here since you said you worked here.”

      “I do. I mean, I do live in town and work at the coffee shop you visited earlier.”

      “Really? You must get a lot of breaks.” His voice held a teasing tone.

      “Ha. You could say that.” He obviously didn’t realize she owned the place. “Are you in town with your family?” She rolled her eyes. “I’m sorry, I think I asked you that before.”

      “No. Only me.” He winked. “It’s a business trip so to speak. I’m single in case that’s what you were really asking.”

      “Noted. But I wasn’t, ah, asking. So to speak.” But it was good to know. “I’m sorry if I said something before insulting your choice in books or authors.”

      “No. Not at all. It was getting busy in the shop, and I wanted to make room for others.”

      “That was nice of you, but people are always invited to stay as long as they want.” The longer they stayed, the more they bought.

      “Like I said, you’re lucky to live in a small town.”

      “Not everyone thinks like you. I was in a pretty steady relationship. Actually way too long. We had had issues but tried to make it work. One weekend I came here hoping to clear my head. I fell in love with Galena the first time I visited. I felt alive here. Like I found my forever home. In a last-minute ditch to give the relationship one last shot, I suggested we move here. He didn’t want to and there was no way I was going to live in Chicago any longer. Nothing against Chicago, but it’s too big for me.” All big cities in fact.

      “And he didn’t love it here?”

      “He visited once but he was a lawyer on the way up the corporate ladder. The lack of high-speed internet anytime he wanted drove him nuts. Not to mention cell service. He didn’t last a weekend. Believe me, I dodged a bullet with him.”

      “I can understand, but I think more people need to take a break from technology and social media.”

      “Agreed, but some get bored and complain about not having enough to do around here.” With a book in your hand, how could anyone ever get bored?

      “Seriously, from the few hours I’ve been here, I noticed so many great restaurants to choose from and from want I saw on the way in, lots of beautiful countryside and places to explore. How could a person be bored?”

      “Exactly but, a lot of places close around five. You can’t call an uber at two in the morning to get your favorite meal from some all-night diner.”

      “Sounds perfect. I find the hassle and bustle weighs down my creativity. I think that’s why I was attracted to this spot. I’ve recently sold my house and need to find a place to relocate soon. Not to mention the cost of renting is almost as high as buying.”

      “You live in an apartment?” He seemed a bit old to still be renting a place.

      “No, but I have to vacate my place soon.. I’ve got my eye on an apartment if I have to but I really want to find my place.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.”

      “No worries. My ex sounds similar to yours. She got anxious if we weren’t doing a hundred things at one time. Not to mention she hated to read.” He shook his head and did a mock shiver.

      “What?” Ashley’s mouth dropped open, and she placed a hand over her mouth. “How scandalous!”

      “Not to mention uninspiring. We parted ways, and I decided to focus on a new line of work. Something I loved, enjoyed, and didn’t dread going to every day. Unfortunately, I haven’t had a lot of time to find a new place to live.”

      “Are you able to work from home?” That would make things easier.

      “Hopefully, if everything goes well. I have a lot riding on some things coming up in the next month.”

      It was on the tip of her tongue to ask what that was, but she’d already intruded too much.

      “Well, I wish you good luck and I hope it goes well.” She paused. “So, I have to ask, what are you reading? I noticed you have a book.”

      He slowly picked up the book beside him and showed her the cover. It was the same one she held in her hands. Her heart nearly burst.

      “That makes me so happy. I’m so glad you decided to read it. I love sharing great books.  You should come to the book club tomorrow night. We will be discussing this book.” Ashely crossed her fingers.

      “Thanks. Maybe, I will.”
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      Tyler

      ’Maybe, I will’. What was he thinking? He should have told her the truth right then and there. Ashley was beautiful, smart, and full of life. She embodied every positive female characteristic he’d ever admired and written about. They’d spent another hour talking and getting to know each other.

      Except for her few years at a Chicago college followed by several years with the ex-boyfriend, Ashley’s lived her entire live in a rural town in Wisconsin. It didn’t surprise him a bit that she’d studied literature. Ashley admitted her goal had been to become a teacher, but her phobia of public speaking made that impossible. She’d stayed in the windy city working at a coffee shop and trying to figure out what to do with her life. After falling out of love with the lawyer and in love with Galena, she’d made the move.

      Not only did Ashley work at the coffee shop, but she owned it. It made sense for someone who loved books as much as she did to want to be surrounded by them. He certainly did.

      It was on the tip of his tongue to ask her to dinner but as everything about him since they’d first met had been a lie, there was no need to complicate things further. He wandered down Galena’s main street before dining on some delicious sauerbraten and red cabbage at Fritz and Frites. Afterward, he took a long walk on the river levee before turning in for the night.

      The next morning, he rose early and enjoyed a breakfast at Otto’s Place. It was across the river.  The last thing he wanted to do was to run into Ashley again. Not that he didn’t want to see her pretty face, he had some thinking to do. How was he going to explain why he’d lied about who he really was? Actually, he hadn’t lied, he just hadn’t been truthful.

      Tyler drove to Horseshoe Mound lookout. The sky was blue with fluffy clouds. The surrounding greenery was still vibrant and inspiring. He pulled his backpack and folding lawn chair out of the vehicle and found a nice place in the shade to sit and write. The view of the valleys and hills below was stunning. Based on all the others visiting here, it was inspiring for them as well.

      There were several photographers. One was doing what appeared to be a high school senior shoot. He recognized one of the others as the book event photographer working with some of the attending cover models.

      His phone buzzed and his agent number crossed the scene. “Hey, Lauren.”

      “Hi Tyler. How’s Galena treating you?” Her voice was always raspy as if she had a cold or smoked too much. He’d yet to figure out which one was correct.

      “It’s very nice. If I stay much longer, it’ll feel like home.” Funny how in such a short time, he could picture himself living there.

      “Well, you are looking for a new place. Maybe this will be it.”

      “Maybe.” Tyler glanced over at the photographer who was instructing two models to pose romantically against a tree.

      “Hey, you don’t sound too excited. Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah, just nervous about tonight.” His stomach was a bundle of nerves.

      “Don’t be. Your book is doing amazing. Have you seen the rankings? It’s climbing the bestselling lists like it’s on fire.”

      “No. I haven’t, but that’s fantastic.” It really was great news.

      “You don’t seem enthused. I thought this is what you wanted.”

      “It is.” He let out a deep breath.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “What if people don’t accept the fact that the book wasn’t written by a woman?” It really hadn’t mattered to him until now.

      “Okay, I know we didn’t announce it was written by a man, but we didn’t want the initial release to sway readers either way. There are many successful male romance writers. Look at Nichalos Sparks.”

      “I hope some readers don’t feel like they’ve been dupped.”

      “Your pen name can go either way. If they prejudged your gender, that’s on them. Okay?”

      She had a point. “Yeah, I guess so.”  Except for that he hadn’t confessed it to Ashley. “I guess I’m a bit nervous about this evening.”

      “It will be a great, low-pressure way to get to know a few of your readers in a small setting. It will be great experience for the book signing tomorrow. I’m sorry I can’t make it tonight, but you know I’ll be beside you in the morning.”

      “Okay, I look forward to seeing you there.” Lauren had organized everything, and the pre-orders had been delivered to the hotel today. There were a ton. Even with the boxes he brought with, he hoped there’d be enough.  She predicted huge sales.

      “So, how soon before the next book is done?”

      Tyler pictured her tapping a pen on her desk. The sound came through loud and clear. She was a bit irritated. “I’m actually working on the last couple chapters right now.” Tyler patted his laptop.

      “Good, I just got off the phone with the publisher and they’re excited. Already planning a huge launch for the sequel.”

      “About that, how much travel will be involved? I need to find a new place and move before too long.” The piles of boxes already lining his wall, flashed before his eyes.

      “Don’t worry. You’ll be fine. We can go over it tomorrow.”

      He eased back in the chair. As much as he liked to escape to new places, he wasn’t a big traveler. Sitting or waiting in airport lines was not high on the list of his favorite things. Although he appreciated everything Lauren did for him, it wasn’t lost on him how she tended to stretch the truth sometimes.

      “Thanks, I appreciate that.”

      “Hey, I work for you. If you’re happy, I’m happy.”

      He met Lauren at a bookstore. She was doing a presentation on how to break into the publishing business. After her talk, Tyler introduced himself and asked for her card. He’d submitted his story to her and the rest had been a whirlwind. Lauren was officially his agent, he had a three-book deal with a major publisher, and if the sales were true – soon a big check on the way.

      Things had happened so fast; it still didn’t seem real.

      “Are you happy Tyler?” Lauren asked and Ashley’s face flashed before his eyes.

      “We’ll see how tonight goes,” He chuckled as his heart skipped a beat imagining the shock in the book club host’s eyes.

      “It will be fine. I sent some swag to the hotel with a courier for you to hand out. I have to go, see you in the morning.”

      “Yeah, see you then. Drive safe.” Tyler ended the call and put the phone in his pocket. He opened his laptop out and got to work. No one liked working on a deadline, but he’d known for years how this story was going to end. Even in high school, he knew he wanted to be a writer.  Then, he was dabbling in action and suspense but then life happened.

      He spent the next few hours working. It was obviously a popular spot for artists of all kinds. He spied a couple working with paintbrushes at their three-legged easels. One photographer left and another arrived. This one more intent on wildflowers and landscapes.

      A little before five, Tyler typed every writer’s favorite words, The End. He stood, stretched, and put away his work. It was time to get ready for the evening.

      It was a good thing he hadn’t brought too many clothes as he’d changed outfits several times already. He finally settled on a red button-up shirt and a pair of tan dress pants. It was best to look business casual than come off as a slob.

      Tyler took one more look in the mirror and headed out the door of his hotel room. He shuffled down the stairs of the DeSoto’s famous staircase and stopped at the front desk for the package Lauren had sent.

      “Here you go.” The clerk pulled a large purple bag on wheels with the name Hulken on the side. He’d seen them used by readers at book events to tote their purchases around.

      “Ah, thanks.” Tyler dragged it out the door and down the front step. At least there was only a couple. It followed behind him like a dog as he strolled to the bookstore. He’d looked up the hours so knew the coffee shop closed at five.

      In no time at all he’d arrived at the dark blue store front. The door was unlocked, and he pulled the purple bag of goodies inside.

      “Sorry we’re closed.” It was the girl who waited on him the day before.

      “Hi, I have some items to drop off for the book club tonight.” He swiveled the bag in front of him.

      “Oh cool. I’m Kendall. Nice to meet you. Where should we put them?”

      “Where is your event happening?” Tyler relaxed seeing Ashley wasn’t there.

      “Right here. It’s just a small group. We only invited those who have attended every book club meeting. This is kind of a special thing for our most devoted readers.”

      “Dang, and here I was hoping to stay.” He teased.

      “Well since you brought the goodies, I think we can make an exception.” She winked.

      Kendall had him unpack the swag packages while she finished getting the snacks and drinks ready. Lauren had outdone herself. Decorative bags were filled with the special edition hard cover books he remembered signing the last time he was in her office. The books were nicely tied with blue and teal ribbons. Inside the bags were also gourmet chocolates, fancy bookmarks, and sturdy coffee mugs that said, ’don’t bother me, I’m reading’.

      “Hi Tyler. I see Kendall put you to work.” Ashley strolled in and then quickly retreated to the back counter. The bell rang above the door before he could respond.

      Even before he was done packing, the guests arrived and began to take their seats. Kendall greeted everyone and took orders for their drinks. He soon followed her to where Ashley stood.

      “Everything looks amazing, Ken and Tyler, I’m so glad you decided to join us.” Her hands shook.

      “Ah, thanks. Is everything okay? You look nervous.”

      “I hate speaking at these things. I know there’s only a few people here, but I have a phobia of speaking in front of people. Please take a seat. The sooner I get it over with the better.” She bit her lip and her gaze darted to the door. Ashely walked with him to the group. Tyler sat in the only empty chair. “Thanks for coming everyone. We’re so happy to have you here. We have some wonderful gifts that Taylor’s agent sent. Unfortunately, she isn’t here yet.”

      Tyler raised his hand.

      “It’s okay Ty. I’m sure she’ll be here soon.” Ashley smiled.

      “No. That’s not it.” He rose and wandered over to stand next to her. “I’m Taylor Mason.”
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      Ashley

      She pouted not sure if she should be angry or impressed. Tyler was Taylor or should she say, Taylor was Tyler. Either way, he should have said something sooner. Like the first time she’d bared her heart about his novel and how important it was to her. How it’d helped her through a dark time.

      Ashely downed the rest of her cappuccino. Rarely did she drink coffee after one or two but with ladies’ day festivities continuing tomorrow, she’d have a late-night restocking everything.

      “I have to say I was surprised to learn you’re a man. I thought for sure this was written by a woman.” Ashely’s ears perked up when one of the attendees asked the question she’d been wondering about.

      Tyler turned it around. “Let me ask you this question? Do you think only women suffer and overcome heartbreak?”

      “No, I didn’t mean that. It’s just the way you wrote the female character with so much heart and soul. I was just swept away. Great job, Mr. Mason.”

      “Thank you. I think as writers we put a lot of our own experiences into our writing. Sure, we can’t experience everything. Just as if I wrote murder mysteries, you wouldn’t want me to actually kill someone, but we can use our skills as storytellers to add what we can imagine each character to have lived.”

      “That makes sense.” Several people nodded and smiled. He definitely had the ladies eating out of his hand so to speak.

      “However, I would be lying if I’d said I never had my heart ripped from my chest. I think we all have at some point.” Tyler added.

      “Based on the story, does that mean you found your happy ever after?” A reader asked.

      “Me? No. I guess you could say I’m still in the ’finding myself’ stage my character went through but I’m hopeful I’ll meet my soulmate.”

      Tyler’s gaze met hers and Ashley’s heart raced. It had to be the caffeine, right? Kendall coughed. Ashley turned her way to see her wink and smirk.

      “How romantic. Mr. Mason, I hope when we see you next year for Romantic Galena Reads, some lucky women will be by your side.” The reader with the silver hair blushed.

      “Thank you. That would be nice.” Tyler smiled and took a few more questions.

      The hour with the author flew by and before she knew it, it was dark outside. It was time to get things finished up. Ashley rose and clapped her hands together.

      “Thank you all so much everyone for coming and thank you Taylor for the lively discussion.”

      “It was my pleasure. All the books are signed but if you want them personalized, I’d be more than happy to do that for you. Also, whoever has the gold star on the back of their book wins the Hulken bag.” A young woman screamed with glee when she found the star.

      The six women immediately slid their novels in front of him. After he signed each, he posed for pictures. It was a good bet he’d be trending on social media in less than five minutes.

      “Thanks for having us.” “See you at the signing.” “Can’t wait for next month’s book club,” members tossed out as they gathered their goods, hugged Ashley, and hurried out the door.

      “Why don’t you walk Mr. Mason back to his hotel? I can get everything cleaned up and put away.” Kendall suggested.

      “Are you sure?” Ashley toyed with a strand of her hair.

      “That would be nice. Thanks Kendall and please call me Tyler.” Tyler waved toward Kendall while holding the door open for Ashley.

      They walked the first half block in silence.

      “Do your employees always encourage you to take evening walks with strange men? If so, I might need to talk to her about that.”

      “Ha, no. I’m not sure what she was trying to do but I’m glad you came to the meeting. I have to say I was a bit surprised.” Kendall was obviously playing matchmaker.

      Tyler shoved his hands into his pockets. “I’m sorry about that. I’m still a bit nervous about the whole writer thing. I never expected the book to do so well. It’s been a lot all at once.”

      “Plus, trying to find a place to live,” she added.

      “That too, I don’t know if I’m coming or going some days. It was nice to just be Tyler with you yesterday. I appreciate it.”

      “It was my pleasure.” It was nice to get to know him without the added pressure of knowing who he was. She’d probably be tongue tied, or he might think she only was interested in him because of his fame.

      Was she interested? They ended up strolling past his hotel, down the street, and up to the levee. The evening was warm with stars littering the sky. She’d learned he was a cat person, enjoyed action movies, and had a sweet tooth. They enjoyed many of the same books and an interest in history.

      They paused at the end of the levee path. Tyler glanced down at her. “Thanks for joining me but I better walk you home. We both have a long day tomorrow.”

      She shook her head. “It’s a safe place, I’m not worried.”

      “I’m sure it is but it’s the right thing to do. Plus, I wouldn’t mind spending more time with you.”

      “Really? I mean, sure. That would be nice.” Ashley led the way down the levee stairs and onto the street. “I live up on Bench Street, so it’s not far.”

      “There sure are a lot of stairs in town.” Tyler joked and took her arm as they crossed the street. Being a Friday night, it was busy.

      “I love to walk and it keeps me fit. It also helps clear my head.”

      “Me, too. If I struggle with a storyline, it’s usually figured out by the time I return from a stroll.” They climbed the stairs to Bench Street.

      “I’m over there. The one with the rod iron railing surrounding the porch.” She loved the old home. It was worth every penny she’d saved and continued to pay for

      “Wow, what a great house. If only those walls could talk.” He took a step back to admire the two-story brick building with black shutters and flower boxes of yellow flowers in front.

      “Yes, it’s seen the town change a lot over the years.” They slowed as if not wanting the night to end.

      “It was a pleasure meeting and getting to know you, Ashley. Will you be at the signing tomorrow?” He let go of her arm and she mourned the loss.

      “I wouldn’t miss it.” She’d be tired but there.

      “Come early, tell them you’re with me. I can get you in before the crowd.” Tyler took a step back.

      “I’ll try and get there as soon as I can, but it will be a busy morning for us, too.”

      “I’m sorry, I forgot. Maybe I’ll come visit you first.”

      Ashely tipped her head to the side. “And why would you do that?”

      He grinned. “For a cup of your fabulous coffee.”

      Her heart dropped and her face probably had also.

      “And to see you of course.” He winked and her heart raced.

      “That would be nice. See you in the morning.” Ashley hurried up the stairs, unlocked her door, and glanced over her shoulder. Tyler stood on the sidewalk as if waiting to make sure she got in safely. He waved, and she shut the door. Ashley leaned her back against the door, a mixture of emotions circling in her brain. She dropped her keys on an entry table. The clunk echoed in the empty room. What was she doing? Tyler, or should she say, Taylor was a huge author. He was about to take off and maybe even get a movie deal if she’d heard the rumors right in the online book chat rooms.

      Reading the posts, it was apparent they didn’t know he was a man yet. A very handsome man. As soon as the ladies got a look at him, she’d only be a drop on the radar of time. Most were super excited about going to the signing tomorrow to get books, photos, and autographs. Well, so was she.

      She set her alarm and plugged in her phone. Morning would come fast. Ashley took a quick shower and set aside what she’d wear tomorrow. Her nerves were on fire so sleep wouldn’t come easy.

      Way too soon her alarmed buzzed. Ashely groaned. It was only four but when you owned and operated a coffee shop with fresh baked goods one had to be an early bird. At least until she could afford to pay more staff, she had to be at the store a lot. Kendall was great but this was one of the busiest weekends of the year, so it was all hands-on deck.

      “Morning.” Ashley called from the sidewalk as she spied Kendall looking way too put together for the ungodly hour.

      “Hey. Ready for the rush?” Kendall beat her to unlock the door.

      “You bet, I want to get as much done as possible so I can sneak out to the book signing.” Ashley was glad she put extra people on the schedule today.

      “What time does it start?”

      “Ten, but Ty said I could come early.”

      Kendall smirked. “So, it’s Ty, now. I’m glad to see you on a first name basis. Actually, a real name basis.”

      “Yeah, it’s probably wishful thinking but we seemed to hit it off really well. Even before I knew he was my favorite author.”

      “I think he’s into you, too. He couldn’t stop looking at you last night.”

      “Ugh.” Ashley hid her face with her hand. “I wish I wasn’t such a scaredy cat about speaking. I feel like such a fool. I practically hid in the corner the whole time.”

      “Well, some people don’t need words to get the point across. Everyone knows how much you put into the business and how much you love books. Tyler could tell. You guys would be perfect together.” Kendall put her things away and grabbed an apron.

      “Oh, shush. He doesn’t live here and will start a tour soon.” Ashley turned the ovens on to preheat.

      “Well, you know there are things called phones and the internet. Those tools are great for communicating.” Kendall put the coffee on. “Seriously, we have extra help here today. Don’t worry about it if you decide to stay longer at the signing.”

      “Thanks, I’ll think about it.”
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      Tyler

      As if he wasn’t nervous enough, thinking about seeing Ashley again had his palms sweating. He’d love to visit her shop, but he hadn’t had time to get a coffee or breakfast. There was a lot to set up and readers were already lined up both ways around the courtyard.

      Lauren was running late due to a major accident shutting down the interstate so he had to do everything himself. There were tons of pre-orders stacked up behind and beside him and he really needed her help. With only thirty minutes to spare before the doors opened, Tyler spent the time familiarizing himself with all the orders and introducing himself to the authors on each side of him.

      “Good morning.” The sweet voice brought a smile to his lips.

      Ashley stood in front of his table. “Good morning to you too.” He stood and gave her a quick hug. His new favorite scents of vanilla, cinnamon, and coffee greeted his nose. “You look great.”

      “Oh, please. I’m pretty sure I have bags under my eyes. I didn’t get much sleep last night.”

      “I hope that wasn’t on my account.” He motioned to the chair next to his. “Please take a seat.”

      “Well, I did enjoy talking to you so it was more than worth it. I think I was just really excited about today.” She motioned to all the activity going on in the room.

      “It’s going to get a lot busier in a few minutes.” He tugged at the collar of his shirt. How was he going to do it all himself?

      “Do you have help?”

      “I did but my agent is running late. I didn’t even have a chance to grab a coffee or something to eat.”

      “Good thing, I brought this.” She handled him a coffee and a cream cheese croissant.

      “You are a lifesaver!” Tyler took a sip and sunk into his chair. It was Dark Reads. “This is heaven. Thank you so much.”

      “Of course. So, you have no help? Look at all these books.” She motioned to the piles. “How are you going to handle all these orders?”

      “Not sure. I thought about asking if anyone could share their Pas.”

      “I could help you.” Ashley volunteered.

      “Seriously? But your shop.”

      “Kendall said she could handle it, but I will call to make sure.” Ashley placed the call and smiled. “I’m good for as long as you need me.”

      “I owe you a lot of time. My agent wasn’t sure when she’d get here but hopefully it’s soon.”

      The doors opened and readers flooded in.
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      Ashley

      The book signing was hopping. They could barely keep up with all the business. Many readers had pre-orders, but many did not. Ashley took payments, searched for books, and took photos of Tyler and his fans. A few had been surprised to learn he was a man, but just as many were not. All were eager to learn more about him and ask for a photo. Some mistook her for his wife or girlfriend, but he didn’t seem to mind, and neither did she. Before long, it was noon, and they finally had a short break.

      “I’ll be right back.” Tyler excused himself, which gave her a few minutes to shop at t the neighboring tables.

      In less than five minutes, he was back holding a steaming and delicious Potato and Bacon Pinsa from Bread & Vine. It was like a flatbread pizza only better. How did he know it was one of her favorites?

      “I thought you might be hungry. I know I am.” Tyler set it on the table between them and handed her a napkin. “I hope you like it.”

      With her first bite, flavor burst in her mouth. “This is delicious.”

      “It is. I ordered it ahead of time and ran over to grab it.”

      Ashely shook her head. “I could have picked it up for you.” She argued.

      “You’ve helped me so much. I don’t know what I’d have done without you.” Tyler grinned.

      “It was my pleasure.” Being surrounded by authors, books, and him? What wasn’t to love?

      “I know we didn’t get off on a totally honest footing but I’m glad we met. I’m not sure where I’ll be traveling to for the next few months, but I’d like to keep in touch.” His smile seemed hopeful.

      “Yeah. Me, too.” It warmed her heart thinking about getting to know him better.

      “There you are. I thought I would never get here.” A tall, glamourous, blonde woman approached their table holding a large coffee in one hand and her phone in the other. She was stylishly dressed in a lime green sheath, high heels, with her hair up in French twist.

      A twinge of envy spiked through Ashely. If only she could get her hair to behave as nicely.

      “Ah, Lauren. I’m glad you finally made it. Here. Take my seat.” Tyler stood but she waved him away.

      “All I’ve been doing is sitting for the past seven hours. It was terrible.” She rubbed the back of her hand over her forehead.

      “Ashley, this is my agent, Lauren.”

      “It’s very nice to meet you.” Ashley offered her hand, but Lauren only nodded.

      “You as well.” The comment lacked sincerity.

      “Ashley’s been kind enough to help me. I don’t know what I’d have done without her.”

      “Thanks. But I’m here now so you can leave.” Lauren tossed her large designer handbag on the table and narrowed her eyes at Ashley.

      “Ah sure. I’d better get back to the store.” Ashley rose, grabbed her purse and the books she’d bought.

      Tyler came around to her side of the table. “Ashley, you don’t have to rush off, but I understand if you need to check on your business. Really, you don’t have to go. I don’t want you to go.” He added.

      But behind him Lauren was giving her the evil eye. Did she like him as more than a client?

      “It’s okay. I do need to give Kendall a break.”

      Tyler touched her arm. “I really appreciate everything. Please let me take you to dinner later?”

      “Yeah. Sure. That would be nice.” Ashley said her goodbyes and headed back to work. Meeting his agent had definitely soured the otherwise great day.

      “Hey, Ash. How was the signing?” Kendall greeted her at the door where she was wiping down a table.

      “It was great.” She held up her new treasure trove of books.

      “You don’t look too happy about it.”

      She slumped her shoulders and tossed her bag behind the counter. “Everything was great until his agent showed up.”

      “Why? What happened?” Kendall folded her arms in across her chest.

      “Oh, everything. She was dismissive, bossy, and way too beautiful. She practically has high maintenance tattooed on her forehead.”

      “Sounds wonderful.” Kendall rolled her eyes.

      “She wasn’t.” There were a few people in line at the counter. Otherwise, everything seemed to be under control “What can I do to help?”

      “The morning and noon hour were very busy, but then it calmed down.”

      “Why don’t you take a break, and I’ll get to work.”

      “Sure.” Kendall walked with her to the back where Ashley tied on an apron and began processing orders.

      The next few hours went fast. A quick glance at the wall clock and she knew the book signing was over. What was Tyler doing now? Her phone chimed in her pocket. It was him.

      Thanks again for today. I have reservations for us at Fried Green Tomatoes for seven if you care to join me.

      I would love to. Ashley’s heart soared. She would be spending more time with Tyler.

      

      “Excuse me.” Lauren knocked her knuckles on the glass counter.

      Ugh. What was her problem? “I’m sorry. What can I get for you?” Ashley tucked her phone in her pocket and placed a fake smile on her face.

      “A word please.” She motioned with a finger for Ashley to follow.

      “Ah, sure.” Ashley stepped around the corner of the counter and followed her to a table. “What can I help you with?”

      “Firstly, I’d like to thank you for helping Taylor this morning. He mentioned how valuable you were since I wasn’t able to get there in time.”

      It didn’t go unnoticed how she’d addressed him as Taylor and not Tyler.

      “It was my pleasure.”

      “And that’s the second reason I’m here. This place,” Lauren waved her hand around the air. “It’s obvious you love books and their authors.”

      “Of course. Reading is a passion of mine.”

      “Which may influence why Taylor is getting your attention. You’re simply fangirling him. And you’re much too old for it.

      “Excuse me?” Ashley widened her eyes. Was this woman for real?

      “If you care anything about him and his writing career, you’ll not see him again. He’s on the verge of stardom. The last thing he needs is some fan holding him back.” Lauren narrowed her eyes.

      “What? I would never do such a thing. And I’m not fangirling.” Her cheeks heated at the nerve of this chick. How dare she!

      “Then prove it! I was hired to manage his career. I don’t need you ending it before it gets off the road. Like I said, end it. Put his happiness before yours. Now. “Lauren stood and straightened her skirt. “If you don’t. I will.” Her heels echoed on the tile as she stomped off.

      “What a bitch!” Kendall slapped her hands to her waist. “Who does she think she is?”

      “Someone looking out for his best interests.” Ashley sighed.

      Kendall jaws flexed. A sure sign she was angry. Her friend always had her back. “Or expecting to ride on his shirttails.”

      “I don’t know. It was too good to be true.” At least she would always remember the brief time they had together.

      “What? No.” Kendall took the seat across from her. “You guys are perfect for each other.”

      “Maybe, but the last thing I want is to put myself ahead of his career.”

      A group of ladies entered the store, sending them both back to work.

      They stayed busy until close and after such a busy day it took longer than usual to clean up. Ashley glanced at the text again. What should she do? Her late father used to say, if it was meant to be, it would be. Unfortunately, it wasn’t meant to be right now.
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      Tyler

      I’m sorry. Long day. I can’t make it, but it was nice to meet you. Good luck with your career, Ashley.

      Something didn’t seem right. They’d hit it off so well and he had hopes for more.

      “Hi Taylor. Do you mind if I join you?” Lauren took seat at the restaurant table where he’d been waiting for Ashley.

      “Ah, sure. How did you know where to find me?” After the event, he’d told her he was tired and headed to his room to get ready for his date.

      “I overheard you ask at the front desk where a great place to eat was.”

      “Yeah, Ashley was supposed to join me but had to cancel,” he admitted.

      “Well, that’s too bad.”

      Why did her Cheshire smile say otherwise? Before he could ask her what she wanted, a waitress approached.

      “Good evening. Can you get you two something to drink?” The waitress asked.

      “I’ll have a glass of red please,” Lauren answered but Tyler declined. “I wanted to talk to you about something important. You’re famous now and, unfortunately, there will be a lot of people who want to ride your fame. A bookstore owner and a famous author? Please! She’s probably only thinking of all the business you could bring her.”

      “It’s not like that.” At least he hadn’t gotten that vibe from her. But then what did he know? He’d only talked with her a few times. He’d also not been the best one for relationship advice.

      “Be that as it may, you have a busy schedule lined up.” She pulled a file from her handbag and started to go through it with him.

      The next few months would be exhausting. They spent the next couple of hours eating and going over what was expected of him. He’d be leaving early in the morning. Too early. It looked like all of his belongings would need to be put in storage as he needed to be out of his home so the new owners could move in. His first stop was a book event in Chicago. Then it was off to a variety of venues across the country. Maybe this would help him decide where he wanted to put down roots.

      He checked his phone several times through the night but there was nothing from Ashley. Nada. His relationship with Ashley was over before it even started. The thought broke his heart.

      At four the next morning, he was packed and ready to go. After checking out and packing his vehicle, he took a brief walk around town and Grant Park. He’d miss it. The quiet, the history, and a certain shy, redhead from Romance With Coffee.

      His steps lead him to the door of the coffee shop. It was now five and someone was already inside getting things organized for the day. He tried the door, but it was locked. He knocked and waved when he spied Kendall. She wiped her hands on a towel and headed his way to open the door.

      “Good morning, Kendall.”

      “Hi, I’m sorry but we aren’t open yet.”

      “I know but I have to head out, and I was hoping to see Ashley one more time before I go. Is she here?”

      “She’s not feeling well and won’t be in this morning.”

      “Oh, no. I hope it’s not anything serious.” Tyler stuffed his hands in his pockets. “Is there is anything I can do?”

      “I’m afraid not. I think she’s a bit worn out from the weekend. It was nice to meet you. Stop in anytime.” A buzzer rang in the background. Kendall briefly turned away.

      “I hope to, but I have a nonstop tour lined up for the next month.” Funny how he should be excited but wasn’t.

      Kendall lifted an eyebrow. “You don’t sound so happy about it.”

      “It’s a lot all at once. And I was looking forward to spending more time with Ashley.”

      Ashley glanced over her shoulder then back at him. “I know she’d like that.”

      “You think so?” The buzzer rang again. “I’m sorry. I better get out of your hair.”

      “Wait one second.” Kendall rushed back to the kitchen and returned with a coffee and paper bag. “For the road. I put our card in there. You know, in case you need anything. Good luck, Tyler.”

      He nodded. “Thanks. It was nice meeting you Kendall.”

      She smiled and locked the door behind him.

      Tyler looked at the sign above the door one last time and started back for the DeSoto parking garage. He took a sip of the Dark Reads coffee made exactly the way he liked it. The cream cheese croissant was an added gift.  It was another thing he’d miss from Galena.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      A month later

      “How many more of these do we have to do?” Tyler shouldn’t complain but he was tired. He’d lived out of a suitcase for weeks which was getting old. The one thing not getting old was meeting new readers at each event. He missed Galena. He missed Dark Reads coffee. But most of all, he missed Ashley.

      Inside the bag Kendall gave him was a card with Ashley’s phone number on it. Tyler had phoned a few times but she never answered. He’d sent a text daily. She’d not responded to them either but he knew she was reading the messages. Her store followed him on social media and liked every post. Whenever any new swag came out for his promos, he sent a boxful to the store. Kendall always responded with thanks, but not Ashley.

      What had happened? Had she found someone else? It was a month since he’d seen her and yet she’d followed every one of his live feeds and read all his texts, but for some reason she never responded to his private ones.

      He couldn’t take it anymore and finally reached out to Kendall at the store. The store security video she sent him of Lauren telling Ashley if she really cared, she needed to give him up was heartbreaking. It also filled him with anger at Lauren and love for Ashley as she’d sacrificed so much for him. As soon as this last event in Chicago was over, he was driving straight to Galena. His bags were packed and ready to go. The text he sent last night told her so.

      He’d hashed it out with Lauren as soon as he met with her this morning. The minute their contract expired, they were done and it couldn’t come fast enough.

      “Are you ready for the event?” Throughout the tour Lauren stayed by his side, but their relationship was strictly business. He wasn’t sure he would ever be able to forgive her for meddling in his love life, and he’d made it perfectly clear to her. Her main goal in life was ambition. The woman had no romantic interest in him, but didn’t want a romance to interfere with his writing and her income. Unfortunately, without inspiration, he had nothing to write about.

      Tyler recently did a podcast where he’d been asked if he believed in love at first sight and what true love really was. Tyler believed in it but expressed his opinion on how true love lasted beyond that first meeting. True love was sacrifice. Sometimes one person followed and supported the other person and the next time it was the opposite. Most of the time the couple walked through life side by side. At times, it was about stepping out of your comfort zone to prove your love. It was good times and bad and most of all, enjoying simple things in life, like sharing a coffee on a bench talking about books, or simply enjoying each other’s company. His response had gone viral. Some even speculated about a secret love. He did and he hoped like hell, Ashley heard him.

      Tyler frowned at the bookstore coffee. It wasn’t close to Dark Reads and the pastry was bland. When no one was looking, he tossed it in the garbage.

      “It’s time to go.” Lauren nodded at the crowd already seated, copies of his book in their laps or clutched to their chests. After he was announced and he took his place at the table up front, they clapped. The question-and-answer session was for thirty minutes then he would take time to sign books. He was well acquainted with the drill by now.

      It was the same type of questions he usually got – When did he first start writing? Where did he get his inspiration? When will his next book be out? He answered them all. As he answered the last one, something, or someone, in the back caught his eye. A woman with red hair came down the aisle and stopped at the microphone wringing her hands with every step. It was Ashley. Her face was pale. Why was she here? She hated speaking in front of people.

      “Hi, Mr. Shannon. I’ve adored your book ever since I first read it. It touched me. I mean it. Sorry, I’m really nervous.” She giggled and took a deep breath. “I heard your podcast about love at first sight. It happened to me, too. I met someone about a month ago. I didn’t know who he was at first, but we had a connection. I wanted to speak with him more, get to know him better because his words spoke to me, both on paper and in person.” She placed her hands over her heart. “Someone told me that if I really cared, I would let him go. I did. It was hard, but I cared more about his success than my happiness. I might be selfish but I can’t give him up any longer. I choose him. I choose you. Do you choose me?”

      His heart pounded like a herd of elephants was charging through him, Tyler stood, rounded the table, and started down the aisle taking in her beautiful face.

      She sniffled and wiped tears from her eyes

      Tyler rushed forward and pulled her into his arms. In a hug so big, it picked her up off the ground.  The crowd rose to their feet and cheered but he only saw and heard her.

      When the applause finally calmed down, he spoke so everyone could hear him. “I think everyone can guess what my answer to her question will be. Yes, Yes, and yes.” His next kiss sent a collective sigh through the room. He took her hand and led her back to the front of the table. With a snarl at Lauren, she gave up her chair so Ashley could remain by his side for the rest of the event.

      After the crowd dispersed, Kendall joined them. “I take it I don’t have to wait to give Ashley a ride home?” A smirk crossed her lips and there was a twinkle in their matchmaker’s eyes.

      “I would be honored and very happy to give Ashley a ride back home.” Tyler took her hand in his.

      “My home or your home?”

      “Our home. I’m moving to Galena.” Tyler decided on the spot.

      “You’re so sure we’ll work out? Are you my Mr. Right?” Her gaze was hopeful.

      Ashley had put her happiness before his and came here to publicly share her feelings for him. She stepped out of her comfort zone for him. It was like something out of a book. One with a beginning, a middle of misery, and a happy ending. She was the muse he searched for.  Their story was just beginning.

      Tyler’s thoughts returned to his first day in the coffee shop where he pondered where his destiny lay. It felt right. Like it was where he belonged. Ashley had sacrificed by staying away, all while he was determined to win her back. Despite it all, they found their way together again.

      “Do I think we will work out? Yes, I do because this story, our story, we’re writing it together.” He kissed her again and hugged her tight. “Now, let’s go home to Galena.”
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      “Tanner Gunderson, I told you to go into the attic and go through the junk up there, or I’ll send you into the dark, musty basement.”

      Ugh. The basement? Even at the age of twenty-eight, his mother’s voice meant, ’obey me now or else.’ Going to the basement filled with spiders, mice, and who knew what else wasn’t a good option. “All right. I’m going.” Geez. Just because she made him feel like a ten-year-old didn’t mean he had to sound like one.

      “Make sure you take a fan with you. It’ll be hotter than blazes up there.”

      He loved his mother dearly, but sometimes, when she stated the obvious, he wanted to throw a sarcastic comment back at her, but it wasn’t worth the fallout. Of course it would be hot up there. It was mid-July, and the temperatures in southern Wisconsin had been hovering in the nineties all week. Why couldn’t the family have waited until it cooled off to go through the old family farmhouse so it could be put on the market?

      With the fan in one hand and a bottle of water in the other, he plodded up the back stairs to the attic. The heat rose to staggering heights with each step. By the time he reached the attic door, sweat poured down his face. His deodorant had quit working at step eight. His shirt was soaked by step eleven. But it was still better than being sent to the basement. Poor Jonas. His younger brother was probably sneezing and wheezing from dust, dirt, and mouse droppings. The last he knew, there were no bats up here, so sniffing guano shouldn’t be an issue.

      

      After ducking beneath the angled rafters, he located an outlet, plugged in the fan, and opened the small window at the peak of the roof. Maybe, there would be a breeze. Even a hot breeze would be welcome.

      Tanner stood in the center of the room where he wouldn’t crack his head open and took in the contents. If he had ever been up here, it had been a long, long time ago. But what a place it was for a child to play. A wooden hobby horse, probably a hundred years old, sat next to a rocking chair, both covered in dust. A rack held what looked like generations of clothes, from long, dark dresses to tops and short skirts made of polyester. A pair of cracked white go-go boots peeked out from a long paisley dress. Bedframes, an old dresser, and metal shelves filled with both men’s and women’s old shoes and hats. A treadle sewing machine. Boxes upon unmarked boxes stacked along the short walls beneath the eaves. Two steamer trunks beneath the window.

      How was he going to decide what was a treasure and what wasn’t? He certainly didn’t want the responsibility of throwing away something valuable. Maybe he should haul it all downstairs and let the family decide. At least it would be cooler. The steamer trunks would be too heavy to carry, so he’d go through those first and take down the items individually. How had someone hauled them upstairs to begin with?

      The first order of business was to carry the boxes downstairs. He would have to get Jonas or their dad to help with the furniture. In his dreams, his dad would have stories of some of the items. After all, he’d grown up in the farmhouse. Apart from the money they could bring in, the man didn’t care about old items.

      Once all the boxes were safe in a dining room containing a table large enough to seat sixteen, something his mother called a curio cabinet, and a spacious buffet his grandmother said was her mother’s, he ate lunch while listening to his brother complain about the mess in the basement, and his dad grumbling about how slow he thought his mother was working.

      “C’mon, Tan. Trade with me.” Jonas’ whine was typical. “My lungs are killing me. Do you know how much mold and mildew I’m sucking in?”

      “Aren’t you wearing the special mask Dad got for you?”

      “Well. Yeah. But…”

      “But nothing. At least you get to go outside once in a while. I’m sweltering in the attic, breathing in dust without a mask.”

      Their dad slapped a fist on the table. “Enough. Quit acting like a couple of kids or I’ll send you both out to the barn to clean out dried-up manure. We all have our crosses to bear while cleaning this place up.”

      Even though he’d served in the military for ten years, spent time in Afghanistan, and had a Purple Heart, his father treated him like he was eight. With the orders he gave, it was like being in the service all over again with a sergeant barking orders in his face. Once he decided what to do with the rest of his life, he was out of there and away from his family. With his interest in history, against his father’s demands, he’d earned a degree in teaching and history. Now he needed to get a job. Make history more interesting than his past teachers had.

      Tanner drank down the rest of his water. “I’m getting back upstairs. I’ll need help later to haul down the furniture. Especially a couple of steamer trunks.” Said trunks, seeming to call his name to explore.
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