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  To be kept up-to-date with new releases, why not sign up to Lorelei's mailing list, and get Sugar & Spice: A Scottish Werebear Xmas absolutely free!




  




  Loyalties shift when love prevails




  In modern-day Scotland, shifters have been hiding in plain sight for generations. But now that old way of life has become unsustainable. Not only is the enemy closing in, internal tensions threaten the shifters’ safety.




  Against all the odds, a sense of hope and love hangs in the air. More and more bears break the rules to pair up with outsiders. Every single one plays their part in changing the world.




  Won’t you come along to see how it all ends?




  Continue your affair with the Scottish Werebears with the final three books in the series; A New Beginning, A Painful Dilemma and A Second Chance and experience more sizzling action, strong silent heroes with a heart of gold and warm fuzzy feels.




  A New Beginning


  Ever since his delusions about randomly turning into a bear began, Matt Argyle kept to himself. But when curvaceous beauty Leah Hudson moves in next door, his carefully orchestrated reclusive life changes. In order to get to know her, Matt must also learn some important truths about himself.




  A Painful Dilemma


  Good guy and ambitious Alliance agent Henry Weston always does the right thing. But when he is ordered to spy on his own people, he knows he must rebel. He finds the perfect partner in Gail McPherson when they connect in a way only true mates can. But, Henry already has a mate. What the hell?




  A Second Chance


  Journalist Charlie McAllister watches the New Alliance reveal itself on live TV and can’t believe her eyes; one of the shifters looks so familiar… Surely not James, her childhood neighbour and crush who disappeared on her after theri first and only kiss? The void he left behind still aches. Still, she vows to track him down for an exclusive interview…




  Reading order for the Scottish Werebears series: An Unexpected Affair, A Dangerous Business, A Forbidden Love, Sugar & Spice: A Scottish Werebear Xmas, A New Beginning, A Painful Dilemma and A Second Chance. Or Read them all together with Scottish Werebear: The Complete Collection!
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  Scottish Werebear: A New Beginning




  Prologue




  As they exited the dunes and reached the beach at Applecross Bay, Matty had to smile.




  His big brother, Jamie, had been right. Overnight, the sea had washed away their last attempt at building the most awesome sand castle anyone had ever seen. They'd have to start all over again.




  Rather than feel discouraged, he was excited. Some of the turrets hadn't turned out quite right yesterday. Today, he would build an even better castle. And Jamie had told him to do it all by himself, so he would try extra hard.




  He was only seven, but he didn't need anyone's help to build the best sand castle of the season.




  Without paying too much attention to where Jamie was going, Matty got to work. Filling buckets of damp sand, and turning them over into perfectly formed shapes.




  It was cloudy, a bit windy but not too cold. It was a perfect summer day.




  "That's a nice castle," a voice interrupted him.




  Matty looked up to find a tall man standing beside him, his hands on his hips and head cocked to the side as if he was inspecting Matty’s work in great detail. Next to the man stood a woman with pale gray eyes and equally gray hair.




  "Thanks. I'm not supposed to talk to strangers, though."




  The man smiled at him and nodded. "That's a good rule to have."




  Matty focused once more on his work, shoveling more sand into his bucket, excavating what was going to be the moat of the castle.




  "Listen, Matthew," the woman spoke softly.




  "You know my name?" Matty looked up again, focusing on her face this time.




  "I'm Molly. You've never met me before, but I know your parents very well. They've asked me to take care of you should anything happen to them."




  Matty frowned scratching his face, leaving streaks of damp sand behind on his cheek.




  "Where are my parents?" he asked.




  "I'm very sorry to be the one to tell you this, but..." the woman hesitated, glancing anxiously over at her male companion.




  "Your parents have met with an accident. They didn't make it," the man said in a matter-of-fact tone.




  Matty turned his head and looked across the empty beach, his heart racing. There was no sign of Jamie; no brotherly advice within reach.




  "But I just saw mom. She was just there, at our house!" Matty protested.




  "I know, darling. These things don't ever make sense," the woman said.




  They really didn't. How long had he been building this castle for? It felt like he'd only just arrived at the beach.




  "I don't believe you." Matty threw down his trowel and bucket and jumped up, ready to run home.




  The man had other ideas and stepped up to him, grabbing him by both his arms and keeping him firmly in place. "No you don't."




  "I want to go home! Let go of me!" Matty fought hard against the tears prickling in his eyes - big boys didn't cry after all, but the man's fingers tightened painfully around his arms.




  "We're sorry to tell you like this. But there's nothing there for you anymore."




  "Where's Jamie? Jamie!" Matty cried out.




  "Jamie has gone back to the house to take care of things now that your parents are no more. But he's only a boy himself; he can't take care of you as well," the woman explained.




  The man meanwhile loosened his grip on Matty's arms. "Be a good boy and don't make this any harder than it has to be. Wouldn't you want your parents to be proud of you?"




  Matty nodded, biting his bottom lip. He would be a good boy. For his mom and dad.




  With his head hanging low, he walked in between the two grown-ups across the beach, not up the path Jamie and he had taken earlier which led to their home, but another one that led to Applecross village.




  "Wait, my bucket!" Matty suddenly remembered.




  The man grabbed his arm again and shook his head. "You won't be needing that where we're going."




  Matty turned one last time, seeing his red bucket and spade abandoned in the pale sand, surrounded by turrets and walls that were going to make up the best sand castle of this season, if not ever. He didn't even get to finish it.




  Life was unfair.




  The rest of the walk was silent. Matty wondered if the two adults were communicating in their thoughts like his mom and dad were able to do. Every so often, when they did say something, they seemed to disagree a lot. Probably they couldn't hear each other unless they spoke.




  After the long walk through the dunes, the woman directed him into the back of a big silver car waiting in the village parking lot, while the man took a seat behind the wheel.




  From the back seat, Matty looked around the village; the shops were still closed, and there was no sign of anyone around. The roads were empty as well as they drove off. There was no one to wave goodbye to. No one to notice he was leaving.




  Matty didn't know where they were taking him, but he'd adjust somehow, for his parents and Jamie.




  He had to be a big boy now.
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  Chapter One




  It was an ordinary November morning in Gartcosh, a sleepy village near Glasgow. At least, Matt Argyle assumed it was, because, from the safety of his home, all mornings seemed quite similar. He had a deadline and was expecting some groceries to be delivered, but other than that, today was going to be no different than yesterday or the day before.




  Matt lived alone, ever since Molly, the woman who had raised him through most of his childhood, had left this house to him. He was glad to have it, because he couldn't imagine living anywhere else. The tall fences offered some measure of privacy, but, just in case, he never stepped out of the house until after nightfall.




  He hadn't left his property in years.




  Just as he turned on his laptop, Matt was interrupted by an unusual sound. A mechanical hum that seemed to creep ever closer. It wasn't any of the cars his neighbors drove. No, he'd recognize those. This was something bigger.




  Matt got up and peeked out the curtain. A large moving truck pulled into the road and stopped in front of the empty house next door. His heart started to beat a little faster when two men got out of the cabin and started to pile up boxes of stuff on the pavement.




  It had been nice, safe, knowing that the house adjoining his backyard was unoccupied. Now it looked like that was about to change.




  His anxiety grew when he started to speculate about who might be moving in there. What if it was a family with children who would inevitably drop a ball or some other toy over the fence and expect to come in and fetch it? What if the parents expected to be all sociable and get to know him?




  No way, he couldn't have that.




  Along with the tension of what might be, Matt felt an old feeling creep over him. This is what always happened when he least wanted it to. His skin started to itch a bit, and the muscles in his shoulders, arms, and legs seemed to throb and pulsate.




  Shit, not now!




  He closed his eyes and tried to will the odd sensation away. It was all in his head; he knew that. The itching, the funny feeling as if his body tried to outgrow his own skin. If he didn't get himself under control, the transformation would be complete, and he'd find himself unrecognizable.




  He'd turn into a bear.




  Obviously, that was impossible, but somehow his mind refused to accept the truth and continued to feed him these outlandish delusions.




  It always happened when he felt threatened or under pressure.




  As he opened his eyes again, he saw a modest little car pull into the road beside the truck. He held his breath for the moment of truth: the opening of the driver side door. Two shapely legs clad in denim stepped out first, then the rest of his new neighbor came into view.




  She was beautiful. Her shoulder length auburn hair framed a heart-shaped face with dark, mysterious eyes that Matt couldn't bear to look at for more than a second. She was curvaceous, feminine, mesmerizing.




  He only managed to catch a short glimpse before she rushed off to the backside of the truck, gesturing wildly, probably at the two men unloading her things.




  This changed things. He wasn't sure how exactly, but he could feel it in his bones.




  Wait a minute; he wasn't really considering meeting this woman, was he? That was simply ridiculous. He hadn't talked to any of his other neighbors in ages, not even the ones he'd known all his life.




  He didn't have time for this, not today. Matt shook his head, as if to rid himself of all these strange thoughts. He had a deadline to consider, a report to write.




  And anyway, it would be best for everyone involved if he stuck to his routine. What difference did it make anyway who moved in where? His house was his own; nobody could change that.




  Matt sighed and forced himself away from the window. With his laptop under his arm, he retreated to the farthest part of the house, the small room at the back where he'd spent most of his childhood. It didn't have any windows, and the loud hum from the truck up front only just managed to infiltrate it.




  So what if she was pretty? He was hardly relationship material.




  Matt plugged his headphones into the output of the laptop and cranked up the volume, drowning out the remainder of the noise coming from outside and got to work.
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  As soon as he hit 'send' on the report, many hours later, he sat back and crossed his arms. He'd finished the job, somehow, but the image of the new woman next door had never quite left him. It was maddening. How was he meant to function like this?




  Just with her presence, she'd upset the entire balance of everything. He'd skipped lunch as well as dinner, something he'd never done before, simply because he didn't think he could regain focus if he accidentally spied her through the kitchen window.




  He'd missed the delivery of groceries that he'd scheduled for the evening, because the music he'd been listening to had blocked out the doorbell.




  Still, he couldn't stay in the back room forever. He needed to blow off steam somehow.




  After preparing a quick bite, he noted with relief that there was no activity outside. Even the usual neighborhood kids playing ball in the street had gone home already, so he headed to the back of the house again and looked out at the unfinished project awaiting him.




  For a few nights now, he'd been working on building a patio with a barbecue pit in the backyard. The print-out with instructions he'd found online had said it would be spacious, and the barbecue could cater to 6-8 people. Not that he was planning on using it for entertaining, but he was rather fond of grilled meat and had a very healthy appetite himself.




  Of course, the new neighbor changed a few things. For one, he'd have to grow a hedge of some sort for extra privacy. Luckily, this was the right time of year to order the plants.




  He didn't mind the extra work, after all, he enjoyed having things to do at night when sleep was hard to come by. Gardening had proved a welcome outlet for his energy as well as creativity. But it would cut into his area a bit, leaving less space for the seasonal vegetables he wanted to plant in spring.




  But there was no point debating it. Matt picked up the instructions again and started collecting his materials. Everything he needed for the patio had already been delivered. The ground had been cleared and mostly leveled, so all he had to do was lay the stones tonight, and he'd still be right on schedule.




  So he got to work. He managed to carry a dozen stones across the yard and had just begun to lay them down when something roused his suspicion. It wasn't a sound as such, more of a vibe. A presence.




  He was being watched.




  Just as he was trying to convince himself he was being paranoid, he turned towards his new neighbor's house and was immediately greeted by a rustle and muffled curse. She was there.




  Shit, now what?




  It was too dark to see properly, but that didn't deter his brain from showing him fuzzy images of her stumbling backward behind the wooden fence. Like infra-red imagery captured by a hunting scope, except he wasn't seeing them with his eyes. Of course, that wasn't possible. His brain was playing tricks on him.




  Still, he couldn't take the risk, and he rushed inside. From the safety of his dark back room, he looked through the gap in the curtain while rubbing the cold out of his hands. In his eagerness to get the project done, he hadn't even realized how cold it was tonight.




  Her side of the fence wasn't lit up, so there was no way of knowing for sure whether she was still there, not scientifically anyway. But now that his mind had captured her presence, he seemed to be able to track her a little.




  That's impossible.




  He kept scanning the fence for a few minutes until his instincts told him she'd gone.




  This was too much to deal with. Even his safe haven, his personal backyard wasn't secure anymore. Something had to change.




  Matt took to the one outlet still open to him. The world-wide-web. The answer ought to be out there, hopefully.




  With a swiftness his fingers hadn't shown all day during his work, he typed out his experience - anonymously - aiming to publish it for the world to see on a discussion forum he often lurked in. For someone with delusions such as his, what else could he do? Where else could he go for help?




  He finished his piece with questions: Was there hope? Should he try harder to ignore her? Or was this a sign that the status quo simply wasn't sustainable anymore? Perhaps he should go with it, and give in to the irrational desire to watch her, admire her, perhaps try to reach out to her even?




  He didn't know right from wrong anymore. Either way, he definitely was in trouble.




  And for a change, others shared in it.




  In the past, he'd mostly held back, reading other people's posts instead of writing his own. He'd come to recognize some of the names of regulars who liked to comment. There was the cheerleader who supported everything and everyone, no matter how ridiculous. Next came the troll and the pessimist, each leaving their standard comments. Go for it. Ignore her; there's no hope. Etcetera.




  The more helpful members were less prolific in their responses, but he waited for them anyway.




  After an hour of waiting a few comments had come in that didn't offer much other than sympathy. Oh well, maybe later...
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  Chapter Two




  "Be careful with that, please!" Leah blurted out as she noticed the two movers unloading the truck containing her belongings a bit more enthusiastically as she would have liked.




  They barely took notice and continued their work at the same pace, one all but flinging each box out of the back of the vehicle, for the other to catch and set down on the pavement.




  What's the point of labeling things as fragile if they're intent on throwing them around?




  Leah took a deep breath and headed for the door, clutching the key to what was going to be her new home tightly in her fist. If anything's broken, I swear to God I'll give them an ear full and demand damages.




  Money wasn't the issue as such; Leah was most concerned about the supplies she needed to make a living from now on. Homemade candles and bath products can't just be replaced instantly by throwing money at the issue. These things take time and effort to recreate.




  Her heart still hammered away in her chest as she looked around the empty hall, living area and open plan kitchen. It was a nice little bungalow, in a nice little village. Picturesque was the word. A far cry from the flat she'd called home ever since moving out on her own after her dad’s death.




  As she came back out, the truck was mostly unloaded, with only the larger pieces of furniture remaining inside. She bit her tongue and let the two men do their job as they saw fit, noting that despite shifting everything inside of the house at record speed, they hadn't scuffed a single wall or door frame.




  The curtain-less windows facing the modest front yard revealed that the sun was out. Odd not just for the time of year – mid-November - but also for the area. It wasn't for nothing that Scotland had the reputation of being cloudy and wet most of the year. Some stereotypes were true. But today was a perfectly bright, icy day.




  Leah felt chills run down her spine and remembered that she should probably switch on the central heating. The house had sat empty for a while the rental agent had told her. Although everything looked in good condition, you could never be certain that everything would work as expected.




  Luckily, everything seemed to switch on as it should, and soon she could hear the hot water stream into the large radiator below the living room window.




  Leah halfheartedly told the movers where to put all her belongings, though they had pretty much done everything on auto pilot based solely on the meticulous labeling system Leah had stuck to while packing. Kitchen boxes in the kitchen and so on. Obviously.




  Though she did do a few spot checks to make sure the contents were all intact, she couldn't find anything amiss. Soon after, the older one of the two movers presented her with a clipboard containing a form for her to sign. Then they were off, and she was left alone in her newly rented bungalow, surrounded by boxes and wrapped up furniture.




  Unpacking would be a thankless task. One Leah didn't have the energy for just yet. Anyway, it wasn't like she had a job to go to come nightfall; she'd quit her night shift position at the call center a month ago.




  And so the only two boxes she did open up properly were the ones containing the electric kettle and mugs, and of course, her bedding so that she could catch some rest later. Thanks to the groceries she'd picked up on her way, she soon had a steamy cup of tea in her hands as she sat down on her still wrapped up sofa.




  Made it.




  It was hard not to feel just a little bit nervous about the big step Leah had taken today. She'd been ready for a change. Ready to slow down and live life somewhere quieter, on her own terms. But was this the right decision? Or the right time?




  Her homemade bath supply company was just starting to pick up steam, and the internet was a fickle place to do business. What if her orders dried up suddenly? What if her savings ran out before she was able to make things work?




  She took a deep breath, and then a big sip of her hot drink and tried to suppress all those doubts and worries that were attempting to claw their way to the surface.




  Everything will be fine.




  She closed her eyes and forced her nerves to calm, when the doorbell rang and made her spring into action yet again.




  "Yes?" Leah asked, while opening the light wood front door.




  "Hi!" a woman sporting a wide smile and larger than life platinum blond curls greeted her on the other side. "I'm Caroline- but everyone calls me Carrie. I noticed you moving in and thought I'd say hello and welcome you to the neighborhood!"




  Leah reluctantly met the woman's outstretched hand, who warmly shook it while continuing to flash her teeth at her.




  "Thank you so much. I'm Leah."




  "It's nice seeing this old house in use again. It's been empty for so long..." Carrie's voice trailed off towards the end of the sentence, as if there was something she was thinking that she didn't want to share.




  "It seems to be a nice area. I've been meaning to get out of the city for some time," Leah responded.




  "Mhmm. It certainly is. Very good for families. Do you have children?"




  Leah shook her head.




  "Oh well. Maybe later, aye?"




  "Right."




  Carrie hadn't taken her eyes off Leah throughout the short exchange, except to inspect the as yet barren hallway behind her. She was clearly curious what this house looked like on the inside, but Leah was in no mood to invite her in. Nobody was going to come in until everything was set just how Leah wanted it.




  "Anyway, I live just next door. If you ever need anything." Carrie pointed to the neatly kept house towards the right of Leah's bungalow. "I'm sure you'll meet the rest of the neighborhood shortly."




  "I'm sure." Leah smiled. "So, who lives there?" Leah pointed at the other house next door to her towards the left. Its exterior was equally polished, but the windows were dark almost as if they were boarded up from the inside.




  "Oh... I suppose him you probably won't meet. Matthew Argyle," Carrie's voice suddenly didn't seem so upbeat anymore. "He doesn't tend to mingle."




  "Oh yeah? How come?" Leah tried not to sound too suspicious but was having a hard time to disguise the concern that she'd been tricked into putting down a rather sizable deposit on a house right next door to a difficult neighbor. Or worse, a pervert.




  "It's not that he's not a nice guy; he's fine enough. Grew up with him. He just doesn't really socialize. Not sure what happened to him, but ever since old Mrs. Argyle passed and left him the house, he's been really withdrawn. It's a shame."




  "I suppose the death of a parent can do that to a person." Although Leah was still a little suspicious, she did feel bad to have judged her new neighbor so harshly before even finding out the first thing about him. She'd had a difficult time when she'd just lost her dad years ago, so she could sympathize.




  Eight years in a bad part of the city had clearly taken their toll and hardened her up. That was part of why she'd moved here, to get out of the hustle and bustle and allow herself to smell the roses more. If there was one thing she didn't want - despite herself - it was to start off on the wrong foot with her new neighbors.




  "Well, thanks anyway and lovely to meet you. I'm sure we'll see each other around," Leah said her goodbyes to Carrie, who shot her one last bright smile before turning on her heel and heading back home.




  Leah glanced to the left once more at the dark windows of Matthew Argyle's house before wrapping herself up tighter in her sweater in an attempt to ward off the persistent chill in the air. Perhaps she ought to make the first move. It must be a lonely existence, living all on your own in your mother's house after she had passed away.




  Yes, that was exactly what she should do: go over there and introduce herself. In time. Perhaps in the morning.
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  The first night in her new home was oddly surreal.




  After unpacking only the bare essentials, Leah had ordered a pizza and soon after crept into bed. She'd been tired, exhausted actually, but sleep still didn't find her.




  Leah lay awake, staring at the ceiling for hours when a faraway noise had attracted her attention. Her flat in the city was right next to a railway line on one side and a busy road on the other, so silence was a luxury she had not been able to afford before.




  This new place was exactly the opposite. The silence was deafening, making Leah take notice of every little creak and rustle that did manage to infiltrate her bedroom.




  In the end, it was a click and squeak that roused her. The sound hadn't come from inside the house, but it was still too close to ignore. Leah grabbed a throw from the foot end of the bed and wrapped around herself and crept up to the window to see what was going on.




  Next door, the light in the back yard was on, and she could make out a shadowy movement through the gaps in the wooden fence separating her garden from Matthew Argyle's. As night had set in, it had apparently brought a mild fog with it, giving the entire scene a mysterious glow.




  Why the hell would anyone be out in their garden at crazy o'clock at night? And in the freezing cold too!




  Leah held her breath as she opened the window as quietly as she possibly could. The previously muffled sounds became clearer, and she could hear not just his footsteps, but also the occasional thump of heavy objects being set down on the soil, as well as metallic scratches. Is he digging a hole?




  She remembered her earlier suspicions about the man, and simply couldn't stand not knowing what he was up to, barely ten feet away from her on the other side of that fence.




  I can't sleep anyway; perhaps the fresh air will do me good...




  Leah slipped on a pair of sneakers and exited through the back door. She again tried her best to be stealthy, walking on the grass instead of the pathway to dampen her steps. Within moments, she reached the same bit of fence visible from her bedroom window.




  The activity on the other side had moved further away, but she could still hear Matthew pacing about.




  Just a little peek...




  Leah stepped up to the fence, her shoes sinking into the soft soil of the flower bed and looked through one of the many gaps between the wooden slats.




  Although he had his back towards her, Leah felt validated in her nosiness already. As soon as she'd found out about her reclusive neighbor, a mental image had started to form. Her assumptions couldn't have been more wrong.




  His broad shoulders, as well as deliberate movements with which he lifted one of the heavy paving slabs and carried it across his lawn didn't fit her expectations at all. He was strong to the extent that he made the hard labor look effortless.




  In the dim light, as well as disguised by fog, Leah couldn't properly judge his wardrobe, but at least she could tell he wasn't wearing rags. His hair was closely cropped and thus looked neat enough. So he wasn't the unkempt spend-the-day-in-a-bathrobe type recluse at least.




  And then he turned around.




  Leah forgot to breathe and stumbled backward onto the lawn.




  His strong jaw matched the rest of his physique. Handsome didn't quite describe him. And those eyes... A warm almost fiery amber, kind and yet infinitely sad.




  That was the reason she'd stumbled in the first place. He seemed to be able to peek right into her soul, even though there was no reasonable way for him to even see her behind the fence. Was there?




  As soon as she'd regained her composure, a confusing few seconds later, she was back at the fence, but her new neighbor was nowhere to be seen anymore.




  Shame... Leah would have loved to catch another glimpse of him before heading back inside.




  Despite everything, especially the mystery of why Matthew Argyle thought it appropriate to do a bit of landscaping in the middle of the night, her decision was final now. She was definitely going to make the first move and introduce herself the first chance she got.
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  Chapter Three




  The next day, Matt's doorbell rang, but he ignored it, instead keeping his head down and eyes locked onto the laptop screen. He never bothered with callers, unless he was expecting a delivery, so this wasn't unusual.




  What was unusual was that for a change he knew exactly who stood there at the other side of his front door. It was the woman. He could feel her presence, just like last night. And that simple fact still didn't make any sense to him.




  But then again, a lot of things in Matt's world didn't make sense. Like why the majority of the people on the discussion forum he'd posted on at night thought he should just be honest with her. What did they know?




  He rubbed his eyes, but the alphabets on his screen continued to dance around in front of him. There was no way he could concentrate.




  "I'm sorry to disturb. I'm new in the neighborhood and just wanted to say hello," she said. He could just about hear her muffled voice even though he was as far back inside the house as he possibly could be.




  That was nice of her, but he couldn't risk it. Just the sound of her was putting him on edge. The hairs on his arms and legs were already standing up straight, readying themselves to grow.




  "Anyway, perhaps you're busy, so I'm just going to leave this here," she continued.




  Wait, leave what where? He got up and walked out of his office heading towards the entrance hall, then stopped in his tracks. What was he doing? If he got any closer, she'd see him and know he was avoiding her!




  He waited, holding his breath until finally he heard footsteps move away from the door and down the steps of his porch. Another five minutes later, he finally dared to open the curtain of the porch window just enough to see outside. There was a basket on his foot mat. Of course, he couldn't tell what was inside from here.




  It was still light out, and he had no way of knowing whether he was being watched, so he closed the curtain again and turned around to get back to work. But knowing that there was something out there, something she was trying to give him... He had to know what it was.




  Barely an hour later, he'd again tried and failed to finish the article he'd begun writing that morning. Instead, he'd been reading and re-reading the reactions to his post on the discussion forum.




  

    'If she's worthy, she'll accept you.' Rubbish.


  




  

    'Wouldn't it be worse to always wonder what if?' Ugh!


  




  The worst part was they were probably right in their own way. And he couldn't ignore that basket any longer without losing his mind completely, so he gave in to temptation. He returned to the front door, making sure through the curtain that nobody was around, and retrieved it.




  A sweet sort of scent hung about it, and it wasn't just from the food he knew to be inside. Inside, he found a piece of heavy paper the size of a business card, a bar of soap that smelled of Christmas and a stack of carefully wrapped butter shortbread with a red ribbon tied around it.




  

    'Hello.'


  




  Matt turned the card over in his hand, hoping for something more, but that's all it said. Weird.




  Seriously? You're the one who didn't even open the door for her, and you think this is weird?




  It was still nice of her, though. Matt untied the ribbon holding the shortbread together and took a bite. Amazing.




  Only then did he take a closer look at the rustically shaped soap. It didn't seem shop bought and along with the cinnamon and hints of orange peel, there was a strong scent of something else in there as well. Her. No, it can't be, can it?




  The material of the label was identical to the very concise card, which should have been the first thing for him to notice if he hadn't been so distracted.




  On the sticker on the back, there was a website and a phone number.




  When he pulled up the website on his laptop, he had to smile. This was actually quite clever. On the face of it, she'd just packed together a couple of things, little gifts. But between the lines, there was so much to learn. He couldn't help but assume that she'd done it this way deliberately.




  As the site loaded, her picture greeted him from the right-hand column. She looked even more beautiful in it than he could have guessed from the short glimpse he'd caught of her yesterday. So she made soaps. That explained a lot.




  He'd always had a keen sense of smell, as well as a whole other host of instincts that often overwhelmed. One of them was a tendency to see mysteries and secrets everywhere. Why had she even tried to make contact? Why give him anything in the first place?




  Last night had been fairly easy to explain away: he was out making noise in the middle of the night, and she came to the fence to investigate. Simple. But this was something entirely different. Perhaps his strange night time activities had made her curious to find out more. She must be wondering what sort of a person she's ended up living next to; that was only natural.




  Still...




  Matt's brain wouldn't stop speculating.




  He pushed the basket and its contents to the side and focused on his laptop once more. What if these people were right? Maybe he should just get over himself already.




  Her website was still open in the background. Her smile was radiant and inviting. He hovered over the speech bubble labeled 'get in touch' underneath her picture for a moment and found that he'd clicked it without consciously deciding so.




  What to write? Seeing as she'd kept things very simple, he ought to do the same.




  

    'Hello & Thanks.'


  




  A rush of excitement passed through him as he hit 'send.' What if she doesn't realize who it was from? Again, a stupid thought... If it reached her, she would know.




  That last thought was what allowed him to go back to his original plan for the day: the articles he was supposed to submit the next day. It was just as well that a reply wasn't forthcoming.
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  Ever since Leah saw the short message in her inbox from a certain "M. A.", she couldn't help feeling some sense of accomplishment. She didn't know the man, obviously, but somehow she could tell that simply sending her a 'hello' back was a big step. She wasn't even sure why she cared, considering she had moved there in search for a simpler life, not a more complicated one.




  Trying to strike up a conversation with a reclusive, yet rather attractive neighbor definitely counted as complicated.




  Still, she couldn't help feeling pleased. He had responded, so the lines were now open, sort of. Unless he was just trying to be polite...




  Despite thinking about what to do or say next for most of the day, there was plenty of work to be getting on with. An engineer turned up to connect her TV, phone and broadband which took up the better part of the morning.




  She was glad to no longer to have to rely on the rather patchy mobile signal. There was no network in her bedroom, bathroom, or most of the lounge; she'd learned that pretty quickly. Only along the front windows and in her kitchen did her mobile work properly.




  Once the telecoms guy had gone, she had to start working through a couple of orders, necessitating a trip to the nearby post office. And then there were the boxes... the never-ending boxes that needed to be unpacked.




  Only by the evening did she have the time as well as peace of mind to reply.




  

    'I'm Leah. Nice to "meet' you.'




    Send.


  




  She was about to put her phone down on the coffee table and settle into the freshly fluffed up cushions on her couch to watch some TV when it dinged. That was fast! Almost as if he'd been waiting...




  

    'Matt, likewise. I saw you move in.'


  




  It wasn't much of a response, but it was something. Had he been watching her? Oh crap, what if he asked about her peeping through the fence at night? That would be so awkward! Perhaps it would be best to face that particular topic head-on...




  Leah typed out her next response with trembling fingers. Fingers crossed he won't take offense!




  

    'So I guess you like gardening? I'm more indoorsy, a city girl.'


  




  Did that sound stupid? Too late now... Leah sent the email and waited, holding her breath.





  

    'You seemed pretty outdoorsy last night...'


  




  They say it's hard to catch the intent behind written words, but Leah was sure she could sense the dry humor in his observation. Oh hell, if you want to play it like that!




  

    'It was short-lived. I changed my mind once my toes started to turn blue.'


  




  Although she thought herself quite witty upon sending the mail, she wasn't so sure when nothing happened for a few minutes. Why wasn't he responding? She placed the phone next to her on the sofa and switched the TV on. Perhaps she'd missed the point of his message completely and turned him off.




  While flipping through the channels, her phone finally lit up again with a notification. She bit her lip as she opened it.




  

    'Check the same spot.'


  




  What the hell? What was he talking about?




  Leah crossed her lounge and headed straight to the bedroom window overlooking the place where she'd stumbled at night. Sure enough... the same basket she'd left on his doorstep was waiting there, a string attached to its handle.




  She put on a coat - dusk was setting, and she'd only been half joking about the blue toes - and went out. Inside the basket was a stem of fragrant flowers; they looked somewhat like the orchids you can buy at the supermarket, but somehow more elegant. Underneath it awaited a bottle of red wine.




  Leah stepped up closer to the boundary and looked through the gaps in the wood like she'd done the previous night, but there was no sign of movement on the other side. He must not be looking for an in-person chat.




  Okay then... Clutching her prize in one hand, she also retreated and upon returning inside she picked up her phone again.




  

    'Cheers :)'


  




  She was about to send just that, then changed her mind.




  

    '... Do you have Whatsapp? It seems odd chatting via email.'


  




  Now she sent it. Again it took a little while for a response to arrive, giving Leah the chance to open one of the boxes waiting in the kitchen and take out a wine glass. This time, she wasn't worried anymore. Her new neighbor had turned out a lot more agreeable than she'd expected.




  Sure enough, the next message was a positive one:




  

    'Now I do :)'


  




  Leah wasn't sure whether it was the wine or just the thrill of having broken the ice, but from then on conversation flowed a lot more freely. She learned that Matt was a freelance writer, which enabled him to work exclusively from home. In turn, she shared some of her work history, how she'd slogged through years at a call center in the city while dreaming of becoming her own boss.




  It was nice to talk to someone in a similar position; after all, freelancing wasn't all that different from selling stuff online, not if you looked at the basics. You might set your own hours, but you're still dependent on clients ordering stuff, no matter if it's an article or a scented candle. And in both lines of work, word of mouth was everything.




  Time flew as they continued to talk. Before she knew it, the gifted bottle was mostly empty, and the clock showed 3 am. She hadn't even realized that the muted TV in front of her had been showing infomercials, probably for hours.




  By the time they said good night, the former stranger next door had started to feel a lot like a friend.
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  Chapter Four




  When Matt awoke, a little later than normal, it was with a smile on his face. He'd taken a chance, responded to Leah's little gift package, and as a result, spent the better part of the night talking to a real actual human being. Sure, it had been via email and chat, but this wasn't some anonymous person on a forum, but someone who was right there across the fence in the house next door.




  And yeah, if he was being totally honest with himself, he could have talked to real people otherwise also. There were the neighbors he'd grown up with, who probably would be happy to have a chat with him, but this was different. They knew the old him. They had expectations he wasn't able to live up to anymore.




  Leah hadn't known him before. She only knew what he'd told her. And for some reason he couldn't quite fathom, she hadn't told him to go away and leave her alone. She'd interacted with him like normal people did with each other. Except in writing.




  He'd never had any use for chat apps, but installed one on his phone at her request, and he was glad to have done so. It was a lot easier to carry a phone around the house than his laptop.




  Looking at it now, lying on the table beside his bed, he was tempted to pick it up and wish her good morning. Did people do that? Would that be weird?




  He resisted for now, getting up and making himself a cup of coffee instead.




  Outside, life was going on as normal. Kids were leaving their homes and grouping together in the street with their bicycles, ready to head to school. The garbage truck was making its usual round through the neighborhood.




  And next door, a familiar silhouette was walking to her car carrying half a dozen little parcels. Leah.




  He leaned across the kitchen counter and lifted the curtain aside to get a better look. She must have gotten a few more orders overnight. Good. He hoped for her business to work out. She seemed like a smart, ambitious woman who deserved a break after years in a crappy job.




  Funny. Only yesterday he dreaded seeing her around because it would just lead to him obsessing about her, but overnight she had become a welcome, even familiar sight. He couldn't look away if he wanted to.




  The way the wind tussled her hair made him smile again. She tried her best to brush one particularly stubborn lock behind her ear using just her upper arm but was unsuccessful and dropped a couple of parcels in the process.




  He should go out there and help her out.




  Of course, he didn't, but he ought to. In his place, someone else came up to Leah and picked up the fallen packets. Permed blond hair and tightly fitted velvet tracksuit: Carrie, who had lived two doors down from Matt pretty much forever.




  If only he could overhear the conversation taking place outside.




  It wasn't that he disliked Carrie; it was just that the woman she had grown into was nothing like the little girl he'd played tag with in the past. She'd followed in her mother's footsteps and had become the main source of gossip in the neighborhood.




  Matt didn't appreciate gossip, especially since he expected to be the topic of it more often than not. Nothing ever happened in Gartcosh that was worth talking about, so why not discuss the crazy guy who never left home?




  The two women glanced over in Matt's direction, Leah with what looked like the subtlest of smiles on her face while Carrie's expression was hard with suspicion. Were they talking about him?




  Leah finished loading her things into the backseat of her little car, while Carrie kept loitering around. Matt breathed a sigh of relief when Leah finally sat in the driver's seat and left.




  He should remember to tell her to be cautious around Carrie. Whatever she told her would be shared with the whole village soon after. That woman had no sense of boundaries.




  Carrie glanced over at him one last time then turned around to head back home. Matt also let go of the curtain and prepared himself for a productive day ahead. Hopefully, come nightfall, there'd be more conversation to look forward to. He'd be ready just in case.
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  It had only been a couple of days since the move, but Leah was starting to feel at home already. The place was perfect, just big enough to be able to house all her supplies as well as stock, yet small enough to be cozy for just one person.




  Leah turned the key with a smile on her face and admired her new living room. Everything was set up just how she wanted it. All the boxes were unpacked, all the paintings hung and framed pictures lined up on the mantle. If her dad could see the place right now, he'd be proud.




  She glanced down at the phone in her hand. She'd been carrying the thing around all day obsessively, hoping for a message from Matt. A bit needy perhaps?




  Still, she hadn't imagined the two nights in a row that they'd spent exchanging stories and random thoughts. It was nothing like her previous relationship, which had been with a man who had the emotional maturity of a clam. Matt was different.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
BOOKS 4-6

LORELEI MGONE





OEBPS/Images/del.png





