





[image: image]












Praise for Fight or Flight


“A delightfully flirty read full of banter and heat, Fight or Flight also captivated me with the depth of its emotional intuition…. I was left at the end hugging my copy, both satisfied with the fantastic read and bereft that it was over.”


—New York Times, USA Today, and #1 international bestselling author Christina Lauren


“[Young’s] books have it all—gorgeous writing, sexy characters, heartbreak—I’m addicted.”


—#1 New York Times bestselling author Vi Keeland


“Funny, witty, sexy, and a little heartbreaking, [Young’s] outdone herself with Fight or Flight, and that’s saying a lot.”


—USA Today bestselling author Penny Reid


“Utterly delicious and addictive, Fight or Flight is Samantha Young at her best. I could not put it down.”


—New York Times bestselling author Kristen Callihan


“This romance is a knockout…. Passionate, pure, and a perfect addition to the genre; a romance with real heart.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Young makes the temperature rise in this sexy new novel, which blurs the line between friends and friends with benefits…. Readers will finish the novel craving more.”


—Booklist









Praise for New York Times
bestselling author Samantha Young


“Young pens a wonderful romance with lovable, multifaceted characters who want what everyone wants—someone to love them, no matter what.”


—RT Book Reviews


“Full of tenderness, fire, sexiness, and intrigue, Every Little Thing is everything I hope to find in a romance.”


—Vilma’s Book Blog


“Ms. Young delivers a character-driven storyline that is gripping from the get-go, injecting a beloved enemies-to-lovers trope with intense angst and eroticism.”


—Natasha is a Book Junkie


“A really sexy book…. Highly recommend this one.”


—USA Today


“Humor, heartbreak, drama, and passion.”


—The Reading Cafe


“Young writes stories that stay with you long after you flip that last page.”


—Under the Covers


“Charismatic characters, witty dialogue, blazing-hot sex scenes, and real-life issues make this book an easy one to devour.”


—Fresh Fiction









Samantha Young is the New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of the On Dublin Street series, the Hart’s Boardwalk series and the standalone novels Hero and Fight or Flight. She resides in Scotland.


Visit Samantha Young online:


www.authorsamanthayoung.com


@AuthorSamYoung


Instagram & Facebook @AuthorSamanthaYoung









ALSO BY SAMANTHA YOUNG


Fight or Flight


Hero


The On Dublin Street Series


On Dublin Street


Down London Road


Before Jamaica Lane


Fall from India Place


Echoes of Scotland Street


Moonlight on Nightingale Way


Castle Hill (novella)


Until Fountain Bridge (novella)


One King’s Way (novella)


On Hart’s Boardwalk (novella)


The Hart’s Boardwalk Series


The One Real Thing


Every Little Thing


Things We Never Said


The Truest Thing









[image: image]









Copyright


Published by Piatkus


ISBN: 978-0-349-42923-6


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © Samantha Young, 2021


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


Readers Guide copyright © Samantha Young, 2021


Excerpt from Fight or Flight copyright © Samantha Young, 2018


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, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Piatkus


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk









I do love nothing in the world so well as you.


—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE,


MUCH ADO ABOUT NOTHING









One


Chicago


I had not gone on a date in two years.


That would explain the riot of butterflies in my stomach and the overwhelming and panic-inducing sensation building up in my gut. My foot tapped nervously against the floor.


I took another sip of the water the waiter had brought me and tried to look like I didn’t care that my date was fifteen minutes late.


It didn’t make sense.


Aaron and I had been talking for four weeks, but it felt longer. We met on a dating site, and when we realized how much we had in common (a thirst for travel, an obsession with cooking and renovation shows, a true appreciation for Shakespeare, a love for quiet nights in and the occasional nonquiet night out …), we’d graduated to sending each other Snapchats.


Four weeks of daily snaps.


My cheeks burned with the heat of rejection, and I flicked my fingertips across my phone screen to open the app. I’d saved huge chunks of conversation between us because the banter was so great, and I liked to reread them.


I looked at our snaps from last night.




AARON T


So what are you like in the mornings?


ME


Useless without that first coffee.


AARON T


Note to self—priorities: bring Evie coffee in bed first thing in the morning. I need her useful there.


ME


[image: image]


ME


Why do I need to be useful? Surely
your priority in the morning is to be useful to me. [image: image]


AARON T


Okay, here’s the plan of action. I’m useful to you first.


Then I get you a coffee. This will be followed by you returning the favor of usefulness.


AARON T


You know “useful” is a euphemism for going downtown, right?


ME


*snort* I did but thank you for clarifying so charmingly.


AARON T


Oh that was me being a gentleman about it.





Frowning, I turned my phone over on the restaurant table and eyeballed the entrance again. At first our flirtation had been sweet, but as Aaron and I got to know each other, things had heated up. For me, it was a weird mix of feeling reckless and safe flirting with him since I’d never met him, but he’d been so up-front with me. I had rules against dating younger men because I’d attempted it a few times and those relationships always failed due to the men’s immaturity. Aaron was twenty-eight—five years younger than me. However, within the first week, I lost all concerns about his maturity because he was so open, confiding in me about how awful his ex made him feel about himself. He’d quit law school because he was miserable and instead started over again, studying to be a vet. I loved animals, so I loved that about him. But his ex never supported him. Then when he started missing gym visits because he was studying so much, and not eating great, she’d crushed his confidence with her pointed comments about his body.


He’d sent me snaps of himself, and Aaron was not fat. He just wasn’t built like a cover model. Who cared? He seemed like a great guy. Aaron was the two h’s: honest and handsome.


Dating was not my favorite thing, especially online dating, and I had walls up for miles. However, because Aaron had been so forthcoming, I told him that for the last five years I’d had one bad date after another. How on my thirty-first birthday I’d declared I was taking some time out from dating. Most of my friends tried to be supportive, but you could see the worry in their eyes.


Poor Evie. She’s in her thirties and still single. Shouldn’t she be working harder to find a man, not taking a break?


Only my best friend and soul mate, Greer, genuinely supported this decision. Until I’d turned thirty-three a few months ago, and she’d said it was time I got back on that horse. Two years without sex was unimaginable to her.


Meh.


Honestly, my vibrator was a hundred percent more effective than seven of the eight guys I’d had sex with.


My schedule and Aaron’s did not seem to want to align themselves, and tonight was the first either of us could make work. By the fourth week, it felt like we’d been talking forever, and Aaron had begun to show me his very flirty side.


I felt like I could talk to Aaron in a way I hadn’t connected with a guy in a long time. In my desperate hope that perhaps I’d finally found someone, I’d been far too open with a man I’d never even met.


A man who hadn’t shown up for our date.


I opened my phone again and scrolled through my saved snaps.




AARON T


Tell me your favorite thing about yourself.


ME


I have many flaws … but I think I’m kind. I try to be kind.


AARON T


Kindness is underrated. You ARE kind. I can tell.


It’s one of my favorite things about you too.


ME
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ME


What’s your favorite thing about yourself?


AARON T


My self-awareness. I know when I’m being a dick. I either try to stop myself or I apologize right away.


ME


Self-awareness is also underrated. I like that you’re self-aware.


AARON T


But not that I can be a dick, right?


ME


No one’s perfect. We all have dick days.


AARON T


So what don’t you like about yourself?


ME


If I’m being honest, I have physical insecurities.


I’ve gotten more confident over the years, but I still have days I don’t feel great about myself.


AARON T


Why do you have insecurities? You’re fucking gorgeous.


ME


Thanks. But I’m tall and I’m not skinny. Far from it.


I’ve gotten a lot of “you’re big for a woman” comments on first dates, followed by them never calling me again.





It was true. At five foot ten, I was tall. In my four-inch heels, that put me at six foot two. But I didn’t think that was what bothered some guys. I had plentiful boobs, an ass, hips, and although I had a waist, it wasn’t super trim. Neither was my belly. Either guys loved my tall voluptuousness, or they labeled me fat. I hated that word. It made me physically flinch. But there were days, usually around my period, where I felt overweight and wondered how anyone could be attracted to me.


Most days I was content enough with myself, even had days where I felt sexy. However, maybe I’d feel confident every day if I were a few inches shorter and a dress size or two smaller. Who knew? Didn’t we all sometimes wish we were the opposite of what we were? I gave myself a break when I had those kinds of thoughts because on most days I liked myself, inside and out.


The trick was to guard against allowing other people to dictate how I felt about my physical appearance. However, I noticed a correlation between periods of high self-worth and low self-esteem and when I was online dating. Shallowness in men was a huge turnoff for me, yet that didn’t mean those who rejected me based on my appearance hadn’t had a subconscious effect on me.




AARON T


So you said you’re an editor. Where? What? Tell me more.


ME


I’m an editorial assistant at Reel Film, the film magazine.


AARON T


That’s cool. What does that mean exactly?


Do you write reviews and stuff?


ME


No, I’m assistant to an editor. I started out in an administrative position but over the last few years


I’ve helped my editor, editing the journalists’ articles.


ME


My editor is retiring, and his position is open.


It’s likely I’ll get it.


AARON T


That’s awesome. Maybe I can take you out to celebrate?


ME


Maybe [image: image] What’s your idea of celebrating?


AARON T


Whatever you want it to be. I aim to please [image: image]





I sighed heavily, trying to alleviate the churning in my stomach. I’d been working at Reel Film for ten years, had been passed over many times for an editor’s job, but finally my long wait was over. I was excited about it, but I was also distracted by my interactions with Aaron. He’d stolen my focus and we hadn’t even met. There was something addictive about our conversations—they made me feel young in a way I hadn’t in a long time.


And now … now was he standing me up?


I looked at the very last snap sent last night.




ME


Can’t wait to see you tomorrow.





I could see he’d opened it only a few hours ago.


My fingers hovered over the keyboard. Glancing at the time on the phone, noting he was now twenty minutes late, I quickly sent a snap.




ME


I’m at the restaurant. Are you running late?





A few anxious minutes passed, and then I saw he’d opened it.


Relief filled me.


But as a minute turned into five and there was no sign of a reply, a sick feeling rose within me. Five minutes turned into ten.


What an idiot I’d been.


Yet, even as I sat there, I did that thing people do when they turn over all the other possibilities in their head.


Someone had stolen his phone and it wasn’t him opening the messages.


Maybe he’d been in an accident.


He was already in love with me and it was all just a little overwhelming.


I gave a bark of laughter at that one and ignored the bemused look the couple at the next table gave me.


It was then I sensed the hovering waiter. I glanced to my left and gave him a forced smile. “You need the table back, don’t you?”


He shook his head. “No, you’re fine. I just wondered if you wanted to order anything?”


“Do you have an alternate-reality special on the menu? You know, the kind where I don’t get stood up?”


The waiter gave me a sympathetic smile. “Sorry, we don’t. If it makes you feel better, a lot of people would order it if we did.”


I laughed. “Yeah? See a lot of this, do you? I wonder what his excuse will be. If he offers an excuse, that is.”


“Maybe his dog died.”


“Or his dog ate his goldfish and he had to do the Heimlich maneuver.”


The waiter chuckled. “I once got stood up and he texted me to tell me that his visa had expired, and he’d left the country that day. I saw him in Andersonville two weeks later.”


“No way.”


“Yes way.”


Feeling a little better at the reminder I wasn’t the only person to have ever been stood up, I told the friendly waiter I was going to head home, and he offered me a bolstering smile as I left the restaurant.


Despite joking around about it, I felt stupid for making myself vulnerable to someone who would stand me up.


As I strode toward the L, I kept checking my phone to see if Aaron had replied, but nothing. I tried to figure out how the guy I’d spent hours talking to for four weeks could do this. If he’d changed his mind, why hadn’t he just said so? He’d seemed like the kind of guy who would just be brutally honest with me.


Not a coward.


Not a dick.


I winced.


Well, he had warned me he could be a dick.


But I’d thought it was real of him to admit that. I didn’t think beyond our cute banter and the fact that he loved Shakespeare just as much as I did. We’d discussed our favorite Shakespearean tragedies and argued over which of Shakespeare’s comedies were best. He said Two Gentlemen of Verona; I said Twelfth Night. I’d been pretty excited to find someone who enjoyed my favorite playwright so much in this day and age. On top of everything else, he really had seemed too good to be true.


It all was too good to be true, apparently.


Or … what if Aaron had shown, saw me, and decided I was too fat or too tall or too—


Evie, shut up! I yelled at myself.


I would not let him do this to me.


Enraged, I pulled out my phone.




ME


You at least could have had the decency to say you were no longer interested in meeting me.





My heart raced and my palms were clammy as I saw he immediately opened it.


But no reply was forthcoming.


What the hell?


Hurt, sad, angry, confused, all of it mingled as I jumped on the Blue Line to get to my tiny studio apartment in Wicker Park. All that emotion I’d kept buried at the restaurant started to flood up out of me. By the time I got into the apartment, tears were streaming down my face. I brushed them away with frustration, cursing myself not only for letting Aaron upset me but for how much of myself I’d put out there to someone I hadn’t met in person.


What a naive moron! I knew better than that.


No. I shook my head. I couldn’t do that to myself. He wasn’t worth my tears. And he didn’t get to make me feel like I’d done something wrong.


Maybe he was just another boring, judgmental jerk that was looking for the kind of woman who didn’t exist outside of movies and airbrushed magazines.


Did that sound bitter?


“That sounded bitter,” I murmured to myself.


Okay. So maybe I was a little bitter.


But this was why I avoided dating, because even in my thirties it could reduce me to feeling like a rejected sixteen-year-old.


My phone buzzed in my purse, making my heart jump into my throat. There was a text on the screen from my best friend, Greer. Disappointment filled me and then I felt instantly horrible about it. I tapped to open the message.




How did the date go? Or is it still going? [image: image]





I snorted, my lips trembling as I bit back more tears and quickly texted back. He never showed. I messaged him, he opened them, but he never replied.




That rat bastard! Do you need me to come over?





She would too. I smiled through my tears but shook my head as I texted, I’m fine. He’s a dick. It’s done. I’m just going to bed. I have a big day ahead of me tomorrow.


My phone buzzed again in my hand, but this time Greer was calling. Not really in the mood to pretend I was fine during the call, I hesitated a second. But then I picked up. This was Greer. I knew she was probably worried about me.


“Hey.”


“First off,” she said, “he is a dick. Forget about him. Any guy who claims to be a Shakespeare fan but hates Romeo and Juliet isn’t worth shit. Second, yay for tomorrow! You have to call me as soon as they give you that freaking editor’s office.”


I hated that Aaron’s mixed signals had dampened what was an important time in my life. “I will.”


“And third … so okay, I was going to wait to meet face-to-face to tell you this, but I think you need something to cheer you up right now.”


“Okay.”


“Evie, babe … you’re going to be an aunt!”


Trying to make the words make sense, I shook my head. “Uh … how … what? I don’t have …” I was an only child. Greer knew that.


“Oh my God, you’re slow tonight. I’m pregnant, Evie! Yay!”


I blinked in confusion. “Are you joking? To cheer me up?” Because Greer had told me more than once that she didn’t want kids. Or to get married. She’d been dating Andre for two years, but it was a very relaxed relationship.


“No!” Greer giggled. “Andre and I have been talking about it for a while and I’m thirty-four, I’m not getting any younger, and well … we decided to try. And I’m pregnant!”


Holy Mother of God.


Greer and I were two of six friends who had met at Northwestern and stayed in Chicago after college. Over the years, my friends had dropped like flies. First marriage, then kids, until the only times we saw one another were at their kids’ christenings and birthday parties, and once every couple of months for dinner when they found a babysitter.


The knowledge that Greer never wanted to settle down and have kids had made me think we wanted the same things and I wasn’t alone.


Now, my last friend standing was going down with the baby ship.


“That’s great!” I forced a happy tone and cursed myself for my utter selfishness. “What a surprise!”


“I was going to tell you at lunch on Saturday, but I thought you needed this news now.”


“I’m so happy for you!” Those words weren’t a lie. I wanted only happiness for Greer. But I felt conflicted about her news. “Well, I’m gonna hit the hay. I’ll let you know about tomorrow. And we’ll still do Saturday lunch, right? To celebrate your news. Tell Andre I said congrats.”


“I will, babe. And yes, Saturday, definitely. To celebrate both our news.”


We hung up.


Striding over to my bed, I flopped down on my back and stared up at my cracked ceiling. I could hear the murmur of my upstairs neighbor’s TV.


Greer was pregnant.


If I was honest with myself, I was scared I was about to be left behind.


My phone buzzed again, and my heart beat at triple speed at the sight of the Snapchat symbol.


I opened it up.




AARON T


I’m sorry. I’m not ready for something serious after all and I know that’s what you want. Sorry I was a dick about it. You deserve better. Hope you find what you’re looking for.





Fresh tears filled my eyes. I didn’t know if he was telling the truth, but I would be honest one last time.




ME


I’m sorry too.





Sorry for the last four weeks of wasted emotional energy.


When the status remained as delivered, I tapped on his profile and noted I could no longer see his Snapchat points. He’d deleted me from his friends list.


Well, that was final.


Despairing, I lay in the dark trying to figure out if I was sad over facing another romantic disappointment or if my pride was merely hurt.


Maybe both.


“Tomorrow,” I whispered to myself. “Things will pick up tomorrow.”









Two


There you are, Evie.” My editor, Patrick, lifted his hand and curled his fingers, gesturing me to follow him.


My boss had jolted me out of concentration mode. Outside of work hours, I offered freelance editing services to self-published authors to supplement my income, and one of my clients was a crime writer. An old friend of mine from Northwestern worked with the FBI, and I’d emailed him three days ago with facts I needed checked. The author had gotten her info online, and I just wanted to make sure it was correct. I’d received my friend’s response minutes after coming into the office. Fascinated with the information he’d sent me, I’d forgotten I was at work.


Patrick’s sudden appearance caused giddiness to fill me, swamping the melancholy that lingered. I strode through the open-plan office, smiling at my colleagues as I made my way toward Patrick’s office. My desk sat in front of the glass cube that housed his space.


Picking up speed, I hurried to follow him inside.


“Close the door.”


Despite everyone being able to see what was going on in the office, once that door closed, the cube was soundproof. It was pretty cool. I glanced around. Patrick’s desk sat near the bank of windows that looked down over East Washington Street downtown.


Boxes containing my boss’s belongings filled the space.


I’d worked for Patrick for ten years. He was a good enough boss. Thanked me for my work. Seemed to appreciate me. However, we’d had our differences over the years, mostly because he’d never championed me the three times an editor job opened up at the magazine.


Now he was retiring, and as I was his loyal, long-standing editorial assistant, everyone at the magazine predicted that I would get his job.


“You’ve packed up really early,” I observed. “The job is still yours for six weeks.”


Patrick nodded distractedly. “Evie, take a seat.”


Not liking his tone, I slowly lowered onto the seat in front of his desk. “Is everything okay?”


Come to think of it, when was the last time Patrick beat me into work? I usually arrived at least fifteen minutes earlier than him every day.


“Evie … you know I think you’re a great assistant. And you’ll make a damn good editor one day … but the higher-ups have decided to hire an experienced editor. Young guy, twenty-five, certified as an editor, been working at a small press for two years. He’s coming in next Monday so I can show him the ropes.”


It was like the floor fell out from beneath my feet. “Wait … what?”


My boss frowned. “Gary Slater. He’s going to be your new boss.”


Was the room spinning?


Or was that just the anger building inside me so much that my body couldn’t handle it? “More experience? Certified?” I stood up on shaking legs. Not only had I been editing here for seven years, Patrick knew I was a freelance editor too. Experienced? “I’m certified. You know I am.” Although I’d come into the job with an English degree, I’d gotten into the editing program at the Graham School at the University of Chicago and worked my ass off after hours to get certified. “This guy is twenty-five. I’ve been doing this job for ten years, and they want to make this barely-out-of-college kid my boss?”


“Evie, lower your voice,” Patrick scolded.


I struggled to calm down. “Is this a joke?”


He shook his head. “I’m afraid not.”


“And you.” I curled my lip in utter disappointment. “Did you even fight for me on this?”


Patrick sighed. “Of course I did. I told them you had enough experience, but they want someone who’s been editing.”


“I’ve been editing. I’ve been editing work you were supposed to edit for the last seven years. But I guess that doesn’t matter because I lack the one appendage that apparently makes a person more qualified—I don’t have a dick!”


My boss blanched. “Evie.”


I didn’t care if I was losing it. There were five editors at Reel Films—none of them were women. There was only one female critic. And you only needed one guess to know what kind of movies she was asked to review.


I was done, I realized.


“I quit.”


“Evie.” Patrick pushed back his chair. “I know you’re upset, but don’t do anything hasty.”


“Hasty?” I guffawed and turned to throw open his door. “I’ve done this job for ten goddamn years and this is the thanks I get? No.”


Feeling my colleagues’ burning stares, I ignored them as I swiped all of my belongings into my big slouchy purse.


“Evie, will you stop?” Patrick sidled up to me.


I closed my bulging purse and turned to glare at him. We were eye level. “I hope this stuck-in-the-nineteen-fifties publication goes down the toilet, Patrick. As for you … thanks for ten years of nothing.” On that note, I stormed out of the office, not looking at anyone, focused entirely on getting the hell out of there.


As the elevator stopped on the ground floor, my legs began to tremble so badly, I thought they might just take me out. Splatter me right across the marble floor. It would be the perfect end to the grotesqueness of the last twenty-four hours.


Yet, somehow, I walked out of there.


I just kept walking.


Walking and walking.


My mind whirled as I attempted to figure out what I would do with my life. How had I ended up here—with no promising prospects for my future?


When I thought my despair couldn’t get any worse, my cell rang. I pulled it out and saw it was my stepfather calling. I loved Phil, but his call was bad timing. Considering he rarely called me when he knew (or thought) I’d be at work, however, I felt compelled to answer.


“Evie, sweetheart, I just called your office and they told me you quit.”


“Yes.”


“Why didn’t you tell me?”


“It was … kind of a recent decision.” I stared around, realizing I was in Millennium Park, next to the Jay Pritzker Pavilion. A woman with a six-pack ran past me in workout gear, while a guy spilled his latte down the front of his shirt and started cursing profusely.


I couldn’t even remember walking here.


I was losing it.


“… so I thought I better call you right away,” Phil said.


What?


“Sorry, Phil, what?”


“Your mother,” he repeated patiently. “I just got off the phone with her. I’m picking her up from rehab this Saturday and she wants me to take her to see you.”


Feeling my stomach lurch, I staggered toward the nearest bench and slumped down onto it.


I loved my mom.


But this was shitty news on top of a shitty day.


I couldn’t take any more disappointment from my mother.


“Phil, I can’t talk about this right now. I need to go.” I hung up, feeling bad about it because Phil was great. However, I couldn’t concentrate on the guilt.


Instead, all I could think about was the need to escape.


I thought of the money sitting in several savings accounts. Life insurance money left to me when my dad died. I’d used a bit for tuition, but with interest my savings were substantial. I’d been holding on to the money to buy a house, for that day when I finally met Prince Fucking Charming and settled down.


Since that seemed like a dream that would never come true, I pulled up the search engine on my phone and typed in “vacation escapes in England.” It was moronic considering I no longer had a full-time job and should probably be concentrating on finding another in Chicago. Besides, I doubted Patrick would give me a reference, so that was going to be a much harder feat than usual.


However, in that moment, nothing else mattered but getting away from my life.


As a fan of all things classic literature—Jane Austen, Charles Dickens, Geoffrey Chaucer, Charlotte Brontë—England was on the top of my bucket list.


I scrolled somewhat frantically through the vacation listings until my eyes caught on a link.




MUCH ADO ABOUT BOOKS—A BOOKSHOP HOLIDAY!





The nod to Shakespeare made me click on the link.


The advertising copy made my hands shake with excitement.


Much Ado About Books was a small bookshop in the quaint fishing village of Alnster in Northumberland. I googled it and that was northern England, near the border with Scotland. At Much Ado About Books, not only did you rent the apartment above the bookstore, but the owner let you run her bookshop.


It was a booklover’s dream vacation getaway.


I could do that.


I could totally run away from my life and manage a bookstore in a little village in England, where none of my troubles or worries could get to me. And come on, someone named the bookstore after a Shakespearean play. It was fate.


It had to be.


No more men who made me doubt myself.


No more job that made me feel like a failure.


In fact, no more entire life circumstances that made me feel like a failure.


And I wasn’t just going to England for a two-week break either.


No way.


Hands shaking, I dialed the number on the ad after checking the country code for the UK. It rang five times before a woman with a wonderful English accent answered.


“Much Ado About Books, how can I help?”


“Uh, yes, hello, I’d like to speak to someone about booking a stay at the bookshop.”


“Oh … okay. Well, I’m the owner, Penny Peterson.”


Butterflies fluttered to life in my belly. “Hi, Penny, my name is Evie Starling, and I’d like to book the store for a whole month. Starting Monday. Please tell me that’s doable?”









Three


Alnster, Northumberland


If it weren’t for the slightly darker shade of gray in the line of the horizon, it would have been almost impossible to see where the sky met the sea on my first day in England.


Yet, I’d never seen anything more beautiful than the harbor village I now found myself in. The harbor itself was small, a semicircle carved into the coastline with stone arms curving out to almost meet. There was just enough space in the gap for the small fishing boats to escape out into the sea.


A small rocky beach led up to a pathway, and beyond that pathway to the left was a low stone wall that demarcated where row upon row of individual gardens began.


The gray of the day was broken up by a riot of colorful flowers and plants that blossomed in gardens. In each garden was a wrought-iron gate that led onto the harbor at one end and the street on the other. I gathered the gardens belonged to the terraced houses across the street behind me because small notices on the gates stated they were private.


Looking down at an older couple sitting in a garden that was decked and covered in flowerpots, staring out at the water, I thought how lovely it must be to own one. A place to sit and enjoy the harbor without tourists venturing into their sanctuary.


My eyes moved back to the water as I swayed a little against the large suitcase sitting by my side. As soon as the cab drove past the quaint English cottages and turned with the bend in the road, the water appeared on the horizon before me … and I knew.


I knew this was where I was meant to be, and the agitation I’d felt since saying goodbye to Greer finally settled.


“I know you better than you think I do,” Greer had said last night, clutching my elbows as we stood on the sidewalk outside O’Hare. “You feel like I’m abandoning you, don’t you? Now you’re acting insane and running away to England.”


Concern shone dark in her eyes.


Guilt suffused me. “Greer, no. I love you and I want nothing but your happiness …” I winced, feeling ashamed. “Okay, yes, it’s a little weird for me you’re pregnant. But this baby isn’t about me. It’s about you and Andre. I can’t expect everyone to stay standing still with me just because my life isn’t what I expected it to be at thirty-three years old.” I mirrored her, taking hold of her elbows. “I will not stand still anymore.”


Her fingers bit into my skin. “So, running away is the answer?”


“I know it seems like I’m running away, and for a moment I guess that’s what I was doing. But I’ve thought about it and I’m determined that’s not what this is. I’m just putting a little distance between myself and my life as it stands in Chicago. To get a little perspective.”


“Other people go to Greece for a few weeks. They don’t pay to run someone else’s store for them in the middle of nowhere England.”


I smirked at her dry tone. “I’m not other people.”


“I know.” She stepped closer to me, eyes filling with tears. “And that’s why I love you and I have … I have this horrible feeling I’m about to lose you.”


Understanding filled me, and I drew her into a tight hug. Greer and I met freshman year of college. We’d been friends for fifteen years, and on more than one occasion she’d told me I was the first and only person in her life she trusted to be true and steadfast to her. She came from a broken family, from parents who used their child as a pawn in their divorce battle. I had my own issues with family, and we’d bonded over the fact.


Even without our respective backgrounds, Greer and I would have always become great friends. There are people you meet in life whom you just connect with. Greer was one of those people for me. The first day we took a stroll around campus together, we lapsed into a comfortable silence. We felt no pressure to ramble awkwardly or to constantly ask questions or try to entertain each other. We could just be. Trust came easily to us. Our instincts seemed to tell us we could trust each other absolutely.


Other friends took time to find that comfortable silence and trust. We had it instantly.


I knew then that the idea of soul mates wasn’t just a romantic notion. I knew that people could find a soul mate in a friend.


“You could never lose me, Greer Bishop. You’re my family and the love of my fucking life.”


She laughed but it sounded shaky with her tears. “You’re mine too.”


“And soon”—I pulled back to glance down at her stomach—“I will be an aunt and little Baby Bishop will be the love of my life too.”


Gratitude filled her expression. “Really?”


That she would think any different made me feel a ton of remorse for my selfishness. “I’m in a weird place right now, but never think for a second that I don’t want you to have the things that bring you joy. If that’s Andre and Baby Bishop, I’ll rest easy knowing you’re where you want to be.”


“I want the same for you.” She gave me a sad smile. “I just really hope you find it here and not four thousand miles away.”


I chuckled. “I’ll be back in four weeks. I promise.”


“Don’t.” Greer took my hand and squeezed it. “Don’t make a promise you can’t keep.”


Her genuine anxiety that I might choose to stay in England seemed ridiculous to me. Of course I was coming home. Yet I couldn’t persuade Greer of this, so all I could do was hug her close and leave her standing on that sidewalk. She’d cheer up when I returned. For now, I would enjoy my four weeks in northern England.


After I slept. I’d caught up on edits for one of my loyal indie author clients, so I hadn’t slept on the plane.


Jet lag was a bitch.


Reluctantly turning from the spectacular view, I took hold of my suitcase and crossed the road toward the terraced houses. Built of stone, like the cottages around the bend in the road, these were a story taller. Most had a front door and two sash and case wooden windows, one downstairs and one upstairs. Nearly all had been extended into the attic with a dormer window jutting out of the gray slate-tiled roofline.


One house was painted a pale blue, the one next to it was unpainted, showing off the beautiful original stonework. The one next to that was painted white, and so on.


On the end of the terraced row was a detached building—stone built but newer, bigger. Instead of two small windows, there were two large windows, one up, one down. Above the downstairs window was a sign that read:







MUCH ADO ABOUT BOOKS








I smiled, and my suitcase and I trundled down the narrow sidewalk past the other houses until I stopped at the shop door. Unlike the solid wooden doors of its neighboring houses, this one had a large glass pane on the top half, and hanging inside was a notice that read CLOSED.


I knocked loudly.


A second or two later I saw a woman with dark hair appear behind the pane of glass. She smiled, and I heard the movement of the lock before the door swung open. “Evangeline?”


“Evie.” I grinned through my exhaustion.


“I’m Penny. It’s nice to meet you.” She had a lilting English accent, different from the upper-class one in Downton Abbey or even the accent of the actors who played the servants. “Let me help you with that.” Penny stepped down into the street, took my suitcase from me, and hauled it into the store before I could think to stop her.


Exhaustion made my reflexes slow.


“It’s heavy,” I said belatedly as I followed her inside. Penny was a sturdy woman, a good few inches shorter than me. Yet she was also, by my guesstimation, at least twenty years older than me, and I didn’t want her to throw her back out because of my luggage.


“You’re staying for four weeks; I didn’t expect anything less.” She threw me a smile as we halted in the middle of the store. She pronounced “you’re” and “you” like “yur” and “yuh,” dropped her g’s, and left the final syllables of her words unstressed and short.


“I like your accent.”


“Well, thank you. I’m a Geordie but I’ve lived here nigh on twenty years, so my accent has softened a wee bit.”


“What’s a Geordie?”


She smiled. “Someone from Tyneside. I’m originally from Newcastle upon Tyne.”


I vaguely considered how useful it would be to know more about the geography of northern England, but it was not the priority.


Tired. Bed. Sleep.


“The air is very fresh here.” I gazed around the store, dazed with weariness. “Our air isn’t as nice in Chicago, but I didn’t realize that until coming here.” On the far left of the room was a small counter. In front of the counter were little trays filled with tourist trinkets to buy, such as key rings and ornaments and candy. The large front window had a ledge with a display of books set up on it, and behind that ledge was a window seat for people to relax.


On the left, just in from the door, was a small, unlit fireplace and two cute old-fashioned armchairs set up on either side of it. Beside it was a wide bookcase filled with books. A sign on top of the bookcase stated they were new releases.


The right side of the room was taken up with stacks of oak bookshelves, each spaced apart with enough room for people to maneuver through them. Although the store was small, each bookcase had a sign on the side with a category on it: ROMANCE, CRIME, POETRY, etc.


Just as I’d hoped when I saw the photographs online, it reminded me of the small bookstore in my hometown that my parents would take me to once a month as a kid. They’d let me pick out a new book or order one if the store didn’t have a particular title I wanted.


Nostalgia caused an aching flare in my chest as I continued to take in the space.


The shelves facing out toward the window boasted a display. This one was on the history of Northumberland with books, nonfiction and fiction, about the area.


“Books, books, books,” I muttered as the room seemed to sway.


“Fresh sea air is good,” Penny said, drawing my gaze back to her. She wore an amused expression. “But it can also make you sleepy when you’re not used to it … and on top of jet lag I can only imagine how knackered you are.”


“Knackered. That’s a good word.”


“It means ‘tired,’ pet. And I think we’ll go over all the shop stuff tomorrow and just get you settled in.”


I barely remembered advancing up the narrow stairs at the back of the building or Penny showing me around the apartment. I did remember her telling me she’d stocked the kitchen with some food, milk, tea, and coffee for me, which was so sweet, but before I knew it, she was gone.


The last thing I remembered was kicking off my shoes and face-planting on the first bed I found.


Penny was sweet enough to leave a note for me.




I’ll be round at 11 to show you the ropes. The Anchor does a wonderful English breakfast. It opens at 7.30. Hope you slept well, Penny.





I could hear her saying it in my head and decided hers was my new favorite accent.


Jet lag was evil and I’d awoken at five a.m. After making some coffee and nibbling on cookies Penny had left, I unpacked my suitcase and then snuggled down in the sitting room. The living space was open plan with a kitchen and sitting area, with a large modern window overlooking the water.


There was a wood-burning stove in the corner of the room, but there was also a heating system that must have been on a timer because I wasn’t cold, despite the dreary weather outside. After sending a text to Greer to let her know I’d arrived and spending a dreamy hour staring out at the sea, I hopped in the shower in the bathroom that accompanied the master bedroom. By the time I emerged, the sun had broken through the rain and turned the village resplendent with color from the vibrancy of the flowers in the harbor gardens, to the bright painted stonework of some of the buildings.


Deciding to take up Penny’s recommendation, I blow-dried my hair, changed into skinny jeans and a T-shirt, and grabbed my purse, excited for breakfast. My belly had been grumbling at me for hours, completely in shock at the time difference.


A fairly strong breeze blew up from the water, but I enjoyed it as I stared across the harbor to the other side. Perched atop the land above the right side of the harbor was a large stone building with a garden. I could see empty benches and chairs outside. Guessing this was The Anchor, I walked the path along the harbor road and followed it as it took a steep turn upward.


There were already a few people milling about, and from their camera-phone snap happiness, I gathered they were tourists. Standing aside to let two cars pass me, I noted another pub called The Alnster Inn. It too appeared to be open. I wondered why Penny didn’t recommend it.


As I hit the summit of the steep hill, the entrance to The Anchor appeared. Its small parking lot was already full, so I took that as a good sign. Again, there were outdoor benches and seating for dining outside, but why would you eat in the parking lot when you could enjoy the view on the other side of the building?


As I ventured inside, my heart delighted at the rustic interior. It was everything I imagined an old English pub to be, with low ceilings and thick dark wooden beams. A long bar top ran along the left side of the room, but the right side was cut in half by a wall. In the front room were tables and chairs with hardly any space in between and a massive fireplace that took up nearly the entire end wall. A bench ran down the outer wall beneath the small, old-fashioned windows with their bottled panes and iron detailing, and tables were situated in a row in front of the bench. The front room was busy, and some diners looked up from their plates at my arrival.


A small bark drew my attention, and I could see the diners sitting near the fireplace had their dogs with them.


Yes, it was everything I thought a pub would be.


I smiled at the blond woman that stood behind the bar.


“Table for one?” she asked.


I nodded. “Please.”


“There’s a couple of smaller tables free in the back room.”


Giving her my thanks, I strolled down the narrow passage along the bar and stepped into the second room. It opened up into a much bigger, more modern space with a bank of doors along one end that led out onto the alfresco dining area I’d seen from the harbor. Spotting a free table near the doors, I sat down and gave a happy sigh at the view.


An English breakfast turned out to be nothing like the version of it I’d had back home in Chicago. It was strange to my palate, but, ultimately, I decided I liked it. Feeling better now that I’d eaten, I reluctantly finished my coffee and got up to pay at the bar.


“Staying in Alnster?” the woman asked.


It took me a minute to understand what she was saying because she pronounced the name of the village differently from how it was spelled. “Anster? I thought it was called Alnster?”


She chuckled. “If it’s spelled A-L-N round these parts, it’s usually pronounced like ‘an’ with a silent L. And w’s in place-names are sometimes silent … just to confuse you even more.”


“Oh.” I grinned gratefully at her. “Well, I’m glad I found out now before I pronounce the village name wrong to customers.”


At her eyebrow raise, I continued, “I’m renting Much Ado About Books.”


The bartender frowned. “Penny’s still renting it out?”


I shrugged, wondering at the question. “She rented it to me for four weeks.”


“Four weeks? I guess I’ll be seeing you around then. I’m Milly Tait. I own this place with my husband, Dexter.” She held out her hand to shake.


I took it. “Hi, Milly, I’m Evie. Have you been here long?”


“The Anchor was opened by my granddad seventy-five years ago. Was just a pub back then but Dex is a chef, and he turned the place into a proper gastropub.”


“How cool. Does that mean you grew up here?”


“Born and raised. Where in America are you from?”


“Chicago.”


“Ah, big-city lass then?” she teased. “Living here will be quite the change of pace.”


“A much-needed change of pace.”


“I sense a story there. Perhaps you’ll come back in this evening and tell me all about it.”


I hadn’t known what to expect from the locals. Would they resent tourists coming in and running one of their stores, be indifferent, or embrace temporary residents? I was glad Milly was so friendly.


“I’d like that.”


After I paid up and said goodbye to Milly, I walked around the small village. The bookstore was on the very end of the coastline. There wasn’t anything beyond it but a few houses before the road ended and the cliff tops began. There was a path along the cliffs, made over the years by people traversing them, so I decided I’d put some time aside at some point to take a walk along it. On the opposite side of the village, however, where The Anchor was, was the main hub of Alnster. There was The Alnster Inn, a post office, a convenience store, a butcher shop, a bakery, a tourist shop, a café, and an art gallery/jeweler. There seemed to be two establishments to a building with lanes between each. I ventured down those cobblestoned lanes to find idyllic, quaint cottages tucked away at the end.


Back on the main road, heading away from that central hub, the village opened up into what was a housing development. The houses weren’t as quaint here, but they looked out over the water. A playground sat above the sand dunes on the opposite side of the road.


Following the sand-encrusted sidewalk along the houses, I took a turn in the road and realized the homes reached far along the coastal land. Although I spotted a small primary school, there weren’t signs of much else, and I deduced that the children more than likely had to get a bus to a high school in a larger nearby town.


After walking back toward the main street, I’d just passed The Anchor when a dog raced past me, yanking my attention away from the details of the village. The dog made my breath catch, and I hurried after it, my heart racing a little.


“Duke?” The name fell from my lips even though I knew it wasn’t him.


I drew to a stumbled halt at the sight of the large, black, elegant Great Dane as it followed its nose along an invisible line on the sidewalk. He was the spitting image of my dog Duke. We adopted Duke when he was one year old, and we’d had him until he died of old age at nine. We’d gotten him only three months after my father died, and Duke passed away just after my fifteenth birthday. His death was heartbreaking, and it also brought back a lot of memories. It had been like losing my dad all over again.


“Shadow!” a male voice bellowed from behind me.


I was just about to turn toward that voice when the Great Dane followed whatever it was he smelled into the middle of the road.


Right near the blind bend toward the hill.


My feet moved, seemingly with a mind of their own.


“Shadow, come here, boy!”


Right then I heard the hum of a car engine and quickened my steps as the Great Dane suddenly lifted his head in my direction. Then the car appeared. Before I knew it, I was running, my eyes on the dog and the car.


The car that wasn’t slowing!


Heart in my throat, I dashed out onto the road, grabbed the startled Dane by the collar, and hauled him with me to the other side of the street. At the last minute, my foot caught on something, my weak left ankle turning on itself.


Down I went.


Pain scored across my knees and left hand as I shook my head, discombobulated.


A snuffling sound in my ear brought my head up to the side, and my nose met the cold wet one of the Dane. His head bent toward me as he stared inquisitively into my eyes, and I realized I still had a tight grip on his collar.


“Jesus Christ, Shadow, look what you’ve done.” A deep male voice sounded near. “Are you okay?”


Slumping to my side, I turned toward the voice I deduced was addressing me, my head falling back as I looked up.


Blinking against the bright sky, I wondered for a moment if the car had hit me, killed me, and now I was in heaven.


Because the most beautiful man I’d ever seen was staring down at me.









Four


I blinked rapidly, thinking the image before me would disappear, a mirage from the fall … but it didn’t.


The man lowered to his haunches in front of me, reaching out to get a hold of the dog without removing his gaze from mine. His warm dark brown eyes wandered over my face, his expression seeming to waver between awe and concern. “Are you okay?” he repeated.


The question drew my attention to his mouth. A somewhat scruffy beard surrounded compelling lips, the bottom full in comparison to the top. My mother would call it a Harrison Ford mouth. I’d call it a Matt Davis mouth.


Oh my God, how long had I been staring at his mouth?


“We need to get you off this road.” He nodded encouragingly. “Are you okay to move? Or is my dog in danger of being sued?” That devastating mouth of his curled at the corners to let me know he was teasing.


Realizing I was staring at him like a moron, I glanced back at his dog. “I can move.”


“Are you hurt?” The stranger stood, pulling the Great Dane into his side with one hand, while he held out the other to me.


Still a little dazed, I reached for the proffered hand. Strong fingers curled around mine, and as he pulled me gently to my feet, his calloused palm rubbed against my softer one. A shiver skated down my spine, and I felt a little breathless. On my feet, I was startled to realize the man was a good few inches taller than me, the powerful breadth of his shoulders making his height seem even more substantial.


He grinned at me, a flash of white teeth, before he said, “We could stay here but Shadow might have to rescue us next. He’s acting like a wild thing, so I’m not sure he’s a good bet as a hero today. Unlike some people.”


I realized he had an accent like Milly. Although they both sounded a lot like Penny, the defining character of their accent—the “yuh” instead of “you,” the dropped g’s, and the abrupt final syllables—was less pronounced and easier to understand than Penny’s.


“Shadow, heel,” the man said, his tone sharp with demand. Then he tugged on my hand and led me across the road, with Shadow following closely.


Once on the sidewalk, I opened my mouth to thank the man, when a new voice stopped me. “Roane, is she okay?”


The man’s gaze moved beyond me, and I turned to see Milly from The Anchor standing at the top of the hill, her eyebrows knitted in concern. A group of people at her back were watching curiously.


“Everything’s fine, Milly,” the man called up to her.


She scowled at him. “What the bloody hell has gotten into Shadow?”


I felt a squeeze on my hand and looked down to see he was still holding it as he responded, “He’s only two and a half, Milly. Sometimes he regresses to puppy.”


She harrumphed at that. “You all right, Evie, lass?”


Grateful for her concern but feeling fine, I waved it away. “I’m good, thanks.”


With that, Milly nodded and turned back toward her pub.


“Evie, is it?”


My attention lowered to the hand the man had not yet released, before returning to his eyes. He seemed to study my every feature with open appreciation.


I shivered again.


“Did the fall affect your vocal cords? Or do you just not want me to know your name?”


“Evangeline Starling,” I blurted out, still feeling disoriented. “But everyone calls me Evie.”


His mouth spread into a wide smile, and his grip on my hand tightened as he gave it a little shake. “I’m Roane Robson. It’s nice to meet you, Evie Starling.”


Flustered by Roane’s intense regard, I pulled my hand out of his and took in the rest of him. Thick dark hair with a slight curl to it ruffled in the breeze coming up off the sea. A worn, forest-green cable-knit sweater covered his broad shoulders, a loose thread dangling from the hem. Dark-wash denim jeans, covered in mud splatters, were tucked into knee-high Wellington boots. His skin was olive toned, and considering it was May in England and still somewhat cool, he was naturally tan, or years of laboring out in the sun had given him a permanent tan.


Shadow was sitting at attention by his side, the dog’s head level with Roane’s waist. Roane rubbed the top of it absentmindedly. He seemed to understand the question in my eyes. “I’m the local farmer hereabouts.”
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