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Praise for Kara Isaac’s Close to You

“A fabulous debut. Well-written, clever, and warmhearted, this love story with the backdrop of Lord of the Rings will delight romance readers everywhere. Add Isaac to your favorites list.”

—Rachel Hauck, USA Today bestselling author of The Wedding Chapel

“Kara Isaac is a fresh new voice in inspirational contemporary romance! Close to You is well-crafted, funny, unique, and endearing. A delight!”

—Becky Wade, author of A Love Like Ours

“Well-written and fun, Close to You made me laugh out loud and fall in love. An enchanting romantic escape into the land of Frodo and Aragorn.”

—Susan May Warren, award-winning, bestselling author of the Christiansen Family series

“I can’t remember the last time I enjoyed a debut novel so much. Close to You is filled with warmth, wit, and more than a few laugh-out-loud moments! Kara Isaac has proven herself to be an exciting addition to the world of Christian romance.”

—Carla Laureano, RITA Award–winning author of Five Days in Skye and Under Scottish Stars

“Close to You is a tasty blend of unlikely romance, lovably flawed characters, and dialogue just snarky enough to make me want to pull up a chair and watch. Kara’s unique voice and fresh premise combine to create a compelling story that lingers like your favorite dessert long after the last page.”

—Betsy St. Amant, author of All’s Fair in Love and Cupcakes and Love Arrives in Pieces

“Kara Isaac is a fresh new voice in the world of inspirational contemporary romance . . . and I can’t even decide what I love most about her debut novel. The setting, the romance, the wit, I love it all! I especially loved the undercurrent of hope and redeemed dreams. Definitely an author to watch and characters to love!”

—Melissa Tagg, author of From the Start and Like Never Before
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For Melody

World’s greatest sister, longest suffering reader, most honest critic, and loudest cheerleader. Thank you.



One

IT WAS LIKE BEING IN jail. But worse, because Emelia Mason had paid for it. Nonrefundable. Nontransferable. Not that she hated anyone on the planet enough to try transferring this epic disaster in online booking to them.

Emelia turned around, taking in the full three hundred sixty degrees of the small, dark, cold room. Her breath wafted in front of her. Inside. At four in the afternoon. The space was pretty much bare, save for a rickety desk, an ancient minifridge, a few hangers on a metal stand, and a bed. She suppressed a shudder at the sight of the sagging mattress in the corner. Even from a good six feet away, Emelia could tell it would light up like the Rockefeller Center Christmas tree if a UV light ever came within a block of it.

Well, she’d wanted to reinvent herself. She’d certainly done that. Even if being one step up from homeless hadn’t exactly been in the game plan. Though, after what she’d done, it was about what she deserved.

Stupid, stupid. Emelia still had no idea how she’d managed to book three weeks at the euphemistically named Magnolia Manor, instead of the Magnolia Inn. A mistake she’d discovered when she’d shown up at the latter, only to be told they had no record of her. A review of her furiously waved booking confirmation revealed her error.

Emelia stretched her arms above her head and lifted herself onto her toes. Her fingers scraped the ceiling, dust brushing against their tips.

Brilliant. No doubt in a few minutes she’d be sneezing like Earth’s rotation depended on it.

“Do you need anything else?” The voice coming from behind her clearly said there was only one acceptable answer. Emelia turned around. She hadn’t realized the dour manager had stayed in the doorway. Was watching her with gray, beady eyes.

“No.” Emelia couldn’t bring herself to say thank you. She felt ill just thinking about how much she’d paid to stay in this hole. She had no job. Minimal savings. And when she’d come through the front door, its paint flaking, the greasy-haired woman who had opened it had taken one look at her and pointed at the NO REFUNDS, NO EXCEPTIONS sign that hung on the wall.

Emelia bit the inside of her cheek to stop the tears she could feel welling. It was a room. With a roof. There were worse things in life. That’s why she was here. Squaring her shoulders, she moved to the door and put her hand on the handle, clearly signaling her desire for the woman to leave her alone.

“I finish serving breakfast at eight on the dot.” Even the woman’s English accent was unappealing. Guttural and harsh.

If the room was any indication of the quality of the food, Emelia planned on never ever eating anything served under this roof for as long as she was stuck there. “Okay, thanks.”

The woman finally got the hint and shuffled off down the dim corridor decorated with peeling wallpaper and brown shag carpet that had probably been passé in the seventies.

Emelia had to put her shoulder into getting the door to close properly. The wood finally smashed into the swollen frame.

She dropped her purse on the decrepit desk. The scarred top was graffitied with years’ worth of contributions, most of which were R-rated. Emelia reached inside her bag for her gloves so she could strip the bed without risking contact with her skin. Tonight, she’d sleep in her clothes.

As she pulled out the leather set, a pale pink slip of paper fell out onto the desktop. Her stepmother’s cursive handwriting swirled up at her. An envelope had arrived the day Emelia had left for Oxford. She’d been foolish enough to hope it contained something useful, like cash. But no, all it held was pages of Carolina’s deluded social aspirations.

I really don’t understand your reluctance about Harry. All the benefits of royalty without the responsibility of the crown. And Kate would be your sister-in-law. Just imagine!

Emelia suppressed a shudder as she crumpled the lavender-scented note and tossed it at the trash can in the corner of the room. The pink ball hit the rim and bounced to the floor, rolling across the worn carpet.

No offense to the duchess, who, from all appearances, seemed like a thoroughly decent human being. But given the events that had resulted in Emelia’s transatlantic relocation, her stepmother’s obsession with getting a foot in the door of the House of Windsor was about as appealing as the contents of Emelia’s inherited minifridge. And she hadn’t even opened it yet.

She took a swig from her water bottle as she assessed the disconcerting situation she’d found herself in.

This wasn’t exactly the arrival at Oxford she’d imagined.

But then, her childhood dreams had also included visions of a full academic scholarship to study her literary idols. Living at one of the university colleges. Lectures and tutorials and being someplace where everyone spoke the same language as she did.

This. Was. Not. That.

Wiping her hands against her travel-worn jeans, she suddenly couldn’t take the silence anymore.

She needed to get out of this grubby room.

She needed to find a wardrobe.



Two

PETER CARLISLE HAD SPENT TEN years hunting for the perfect birthday present for his mother. A saner man would have given up by now and settled for a sweater. But no. He had to go and develop an obsession with a teacup that was more elusive than the White Witch’s sense of humor in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe.

His feet slipped on the icy cobblestones of Oxford’s Turl Street. He zipped his jacket up until it covered his chin and tugged his hat down to minimize exposure to the icy February sleet.

Dodging a slow taxi, he cut across the road, one of the few pedestrians crazy enough to be out on a night like this. He checked his watch. Quarter to six. He should make it just in time, even though it was a total long shot that Oxford Antiques would have the prized piece of bone china he was seeking. But he’d spent the last two hours scouring every antiques shop in town, hoping a miracle would happen at the last second. This was the final store.

It had seemed like a fun challenge ten years ago. He’d decided, at his mother’s fiftieth birthday party, that by her sixtieth, he would have found the last four teacups for her vintage floral Aynsley collection. He’d thought it would be easy. And he’d succeeded with the first three for her fifty-first, fifty-fourth, and fifty-seventh birthdays respectively. But the last one, a 1950s corset-shaped teacup with large pink roses, had proved determinedly elusive. Not even the disturbing development of an eBay obsession that saw him losing hours of his life on the site had come through.

So here he was. The day before his self-imposed deadline expired. About to fail. Which pretty much summed up the last twelve months of his life. At least this time only he would know about it. Wouldn’t be subjected to the sympathetic inquiries of family and friends asking how he was doing.

Steeling himself against the inevitable disappointment he was about to be dealt, he turned the knob to the door of the antiques store, the bell above announcing his entrance.

The shop was almost the same temperature as the street. Reginald, the proprietor, didn’t believe in heating. He proclaimed it better for his wares if customers shivered while they browsed. It certainly had the effect of weeding out anyone who wasn’t a serious buyer.

Peter gave a nod to the elderly owner at his usual perch behind the cash register. And he meant cash register. The man must have been one of the only retailers still left who dealt in cash and only cash.

Peter ducked into the corner where Reginald stacked his mismatched assortment of vintage crockery. For the second before he saw what sat there, a hit of anticipation buzzed inside him. And left just as quickly. His gaze scanned the five teacups that sat arranged on a sideboard. All familiar. Only one Aynsley, already in his mother’s collection.

His phone vibrated deep in his pocket. Probably one of the team wanting his take on how they’d done at training. The famous Oxford vs. Cambridge Boat Race was less than two months away and the provisional rowing crew for Oxford’s Blue Boat had been selected. But the men who’d just missed out on the lineup and been consigned to a reserve boat were still putting up a fight. As the brutal sets of five-hundred-meter sprints earlier in the day on Dorney Lake had shown.

He pulled the phone out and glanced at the screen. Victor flashed up at him. He would’ve welcomed talking to anyone else. In the background, the bell rang above the door, signaling someone else doing some last-minute antiquing. He answered the call.

“Hi.” His tone was curt.

“Bunny.” His brother’s voice held a familiar cadence. The one that indicated he was a few beers down but not yet obliterated. When Peter had left Victor a few hours before, he’d been drinking beer out of a fellow rower’s shoe in the back of the team van. All class, his big brother. “So, whatcha doing?”

Peter almost didn’t tell him. An uncharitable part of him hoped his brother had forgotten what the following day was. “Shopping for Mum’s birthday present.”

A pause was followed by a muffled curse. “Was it today?”

“Tomorrow.” February 21. Same date every year, strangely enough.

“What are you getting her? Want to go in together?”

Ha. Not likely. “Don’t know yet, so probably best if you sort yourself out.” He stepped back to allow a girl with brown, wavy hair and a focused expression to brush past him, heading for the adjoining room. There was something in the tilt of her head, the determined stride of her legs, that pulled his gaze to follow her as she walked.

“Do you mind if I crash at your place for a couple of nights? Marissa’s kicked me out.” His brother’s voice jerked his attention away from the woman and back to their conversation.

“Again?” Peter couldn’t think of anything he’d like less. He already saw way more of his brother than he had any desire to.

“Says the guy who’s had all of, what? One girlfriend in his entire life? How about we talk when you have some experience under your belt, little bro.” Peter couldn’t have been less interested in the kind of experience Victor referred to, but his brother’s jab still hurt.

Didn’t matter what Peter said; his brother would have taken up residence on his foldout by the time Peter got home. “Two nights. Max.”

“Gotcha.”

No doubt Victor would be on the charm offensive tomorrow, wooing his way back into his on-again, off-again girlfriend’s forgiveness for whatever his latest transgression was. And she’d relent, as she always did. For a smart girl, Marissa was mighty dumb when it came to his brother. Peter would have put money on Afghanistan’s winning an Olympic rowing gold over his brother’s backing up the promises that slipped off his lips like honey but always delivered vinegar.

“And pick up some milk and cereal on your way over. We’re out.” He ended the call before his brother could reply. If Victor managed one out of the two, Peter would count it as a win.

He’d spent his entire life covering his older brother’s backside, and it had reached new heights in the last year. He was over it. Over being hauled out of bed at crazy hours to get him out of trouble. Over his flat being treated like a halfway house whenever it suited. Over helping Victor achieve the very dream that Peter had been robbed of. Over trying to help cover up the gaping crevices in his brother’s character. Yet he kept doing it because the alternative was worse.

He scanned the teacups one last time. As if one might have miraculously transformed in the last thirty seconds. Nope. Still nothing.

Jamming his phone back into his pocket, he turned to head back to the front door, then paused. Might as well keep looking around. Maybe the teacup was a bust, but something else might grab his eye. It wasn’t like he’d been smart enough to come up with a Plan B on the present front.

Turning back, he pulled his hat off his head as he ducked under the archway into the next room, partly intrigued to see what it was the girl with the wavy hair had been so intent on reaching.

Stopping, he blinked, trying to work out what he was seeing. Or wasn’t. There were no exits from the room except the one he was standing in. But the girl had disappeared.

Once Emelia had located the town center, it had been easy to find an antiques shop. Now she just hoped it held the one thing she was looking for. It had to. This was England. The first room hadn’t yielded anything apart from a gentleman manning the register who looked like he predated most of his shop’s contents and a tall guy on a phone.

Ducking through an archway, she stepped into another room packed with furniture. It was almost impossible to move between tables, chairs, side tables, and desks to get farther into the space.

But there it was, in the far corner: a tall, wide wardrobe flush against the wall. How she didn’t see it as soon as she walked in, she had no idea. Imposing. Majestic. In the crowded room, there was space around it, a gap between it and the other pieces of furniture. As if even inanimate objects instinctively knew that this was something deserving of deference. Not to be crowded around like baked beans packed into a can.

Moving furniture out of the way as quietly as possible so as not to attract any attention, Emelia drew closer. Until she was close enough to touch it, to see her breath fog up the varnished mahogany.

Of course, the real one was made of apple-tree wood, but who really knew what that looked like?

It was deep, one of the deepest she’d ever seen. And tall. Towering above her, not even an inch between its top and the ceiling.

Lifting her left hand, she brushed the wood with her fingertips, then placed her palm flat against the cool surface.

Looking over her shoulder, she scanned the space. No one. The only sound was the low, muffled voice of the guy on the phone in the other room.

Biting her bottom lip, she let her fingers run along the side of the door. The wardrobe tugged at her, the way all wardrobes like this had since she was a little girl.

Wherever you are, Emmy, you will always find safety in here. And one day, one day, you and me? We’ll find the wardrobe.

The words her mom had whispered to her tiptoed through her mind. Whispers of the past that haunted her every step.

The door swung open without even a squeak. Smoothly, on hinges that felt like they’d been oiled seconds ago, even though the cobwebs in the top corner told a different story.

She stuck her head in. Darkness met her like a warm embrace. For all the unfulfilled promises her mother had made, for some reason the one about always feeling safe in wardrobes had stuck. Along with the compulsion to continue her mother’s lifelong mission to find the one.

There were rules, of course. No feeling for the back until you were inside. No playing it safe, keeping your feet on the outside and reaching out. You had to commit. Narnia would never be found by those who were uncertain or ambivalent.

Sitting on the bottom, she swung her legs inside, tucked them toward her chest, and pulled the door closed behind her until just a sliver of light remained. Her hand hit something small. In the darkness she couldn’t see what. Picking it up, she held it right in front of her face. A floral teacup and saucer set. What was a teacup doing in a wardrobe? Though, to be fair, it was probably thinking the same thing about her. Her hand relocated it under her tented knees so she wouldn’t accidentally break it.

She sat for a second. Felt her shoulders relax against the wood. Then realized she wasn’t alone in this space. Something soft brushed against her head. Reaching up, she grasped a sleeve. Her pulse drummed in her throat. Maybe . . . She’d never really allowed herself to hope it might be true. Even though she couldn’t deny her compulsion to climb inside every antique-looking, wooden wardrobe. The deep-seated kind that wouldn’t allow her to walk away until she knew for sure it wasn’t a portal.

But there had never been one filled with coats before.

Well, if this was it, she wasn’t going to discover the mystical land sitting on her backside. Pushing herself up to standing, she faced the back of the wardrobe and reached out a hand in front, preparing for disappointment, yet half expecting to feel the soft whisper of a snowflake against her fingers.

Her hand hit wood. Solid, unmoving wood. Her whole body sagged. There was no portal here. She was crazy. Just like her mother.

Emelia battled the urge to sink to the floor. To curl herself up into a ball and cry. What was she doing here? In Oxford. In an antiques shop. In a wardrobe. It would have been funny, if it weren’t so pathetic.

Turning around, she leaned her forehead against the frame of the door, trying to settle her thundering pulse and soothe the unreasonable disappointment that had blossomed inside.

Suddenly, light flooded in. Everything shifted and her body jolted, discombobulated by the sudden change.

“Argh . . .” Arms flailing, she plunged headlong into the space where the door had vanished faster than a Turkish delight within Edmund’s reach.

“Oomph.” The sound of air bursting from lungs registered about the same time as the sensation of arms grasping her waist, preventing her from hitting the floor.

A blur of navy blue and the scent of cinnamon were all she managed to distinguish from the chaos as her feet found the ground.

One thing she knew for sure: there was no chance this was the octogenarian who’d been holding down the fort when she’d walked in. A good thing, since she would have squashed him flat. Instead, she found herself staring up into the very surprised face of a green-eyed male with an unruly thatch of what could only be described as flaming ginger hair.

Relinquishing his hold, he grinned down at her. “So . . .” The accent told her he was as English as mushy peas and warm beer. “Are you a Susan or a Lucy?”

A Susan or a Lucy? Where did that come from? Victor was always the one with the lines, not him. Never him. Peter was the guy who could practice a line for days and be left dry mouthed and mute when it came time to deliver it. Let alone when someone who looked like a Narnian wood nymph fell on top of him.

The missing girl stared up at him. All wide blue-gray eyes and wavy hair the color of Cadbury milk chocolate. She was tall too, reaching his nose when most girls barely made it to his shoulders.

She was clearly a Lucy. Susan, ever the older sister, was way too practical to go climbing into wardrobes on a whim.

“Let me guess. You’re Peter.” Both her tone and her face were inscrutable. The only thing that gave anything away was the American accent.

He frowned, searching her face for anything that could trigger a memory of her. “Do I know you?”

Now she looked confused as she shook her head, hair bouncing across her shoulders. “No. Why?”

“Then how do you know my name?”

“Your name?”

This was the weirdest conversation ever. Not that, he supposed, much more could be expected when it began with someone falling out of a wardrobe onto you. “How did you know my name was Peter?”

Now she gave him the kind of look one gave someone extraordinarily thick. “I was being sarcastic. Peter. As in Peter and Edmund. Lucy and Susan’s brothers. And no one ever wants to be Edmund, do they?”

Good one, clever clogs. For once in your life, you come up with a good line and you manage to blow it.

“Are you trying to say your name is actually Peter?”

“Guilty.”

Awkward silence. She stared up at him, her face unreadable. “It’s a bad line. It gives you away.”

“As what?”

“That you’re not a real Narnia fan.”

“I’m not a real Narnia fan?” He almost laughed aloud at how wrong she was.

“A true Narnia fan would never ask a girl if they were a Susan or a Lucy.”

And with that cryptic remark she somehow managed to cut past him, weave her way through the furniture-filled room, and disappear. Leaving Peter to stare after her with her final statement resounding in his ears. The sound of the bell ringing and then the front door slamming shut shook him from his daze. What had just happened?

He turned back to the wardrobe and its open door. He’d seen it in here before but never really paid it much attention. He stepped toward it. It looked deep. A few coats hung on old metal hangers. Reaching in, his fingers traversed past the rough woolen material before grazing the wooden back and then traveling down.

His hand brushed against something cool and smooth sitting on the floor as he leaned back. Crouching down, he looked into the depths, his breath snagging at what peered back at him. He blinked, then rubbed his eyes to check he wasn’t dreaming.

A teacup. Slowly he reached for it, pinching the saucer between his fingers and pulling it toward him, not even daring to breathe.

Not just any teacup.

The elusive Aynsley 1950s corset-shaped teacup with pink roses he’d spent the last ten years looking for.



Three

“FIVE, FOUR, THREE, TWO, ONE.” Peter counted down the sprint as Max’s seat on the rowing machine moved like a blur. At Peter’s last count, the tall, muscular athlete let go of the handles and collapsed over his knees, shuddering and gulping in air.

“Good work.” Peter uttered the useless words as he dropped to one knee. Max didn’t even acknowledge them. It didn’t matter what he said. The only thing that mattered was the numbers.

The athlete didn’t even flinch when Peter drew blood. A tiny prick was nothing compared to the abuse every muscle in his body was giving to him.

Peter tagged the sample and read the numbered sticker out to Grant, so the cox could note it on the clipboard he held. The Boat Race may have been considered an amateur rowing race, but the teams had access to all the same training support as the professionals. The lactate levels in his blood would tell the coaching team far more about how Max’s body was responding to the ever-increasing training load than anything else.

Peter looked at the time on the screen. Grant would note that too. Not incredible, but not bad, keeping him squarely in the middle of the pack. It was going to be a close call who the last oarsman would be for the Blue Boat. Peter was glad he was just the assistant coach—a token one at that—and the decision wasn’t on him.

It had looked pretty cut-and-dried after the winter training in Spain, and then James had gone and gotten pneumonia, taking him out of the running and opening the field up again. The news had just come this morning that he wasn’t going to be fit to return anytime soon. The guys contending for the now-open seat were throwing everything they had at the opportunity.

Peter clapped Max’s sweat-covered shoulder as he stumbled away to cool down. A year ago, he’d been that guy. Body sagging over his knees, lungs trying to grab oxygen with rapid short breaths. Now he was standing in a gym in Oxford, drawing blood and cross-checking paperwork. He’d only gotten the job because Sean had taken pity on him, scrounging up enough hours between working here and teaching some beginners’ rowing courses at the Oxford Academicals Rowing Club to pay what he needed to barely scrape by.

“Ethan, you’re up next.” The big American ambled forward and set himself up on the erg. He’d lost a lot of the cockiness he’d rolled in with in September, used to being the big man on campus at Harvard with a string of impressive victories behind him.

It happened every year with the internationals, accustomed to being rowing superstars back home. They showed up at Oxford expecting to be a shoo-in for a seat in the coveted Blue Boat. Then the reality that there was a world of mind-breaking pain between the standard race distance of two thousand meters and the Boat Race distance of six thousand eight hundred set in.

Ethan rolled his shoulders and swung his arms a couple of times before gripping the handles.

“Whenever you’re ready.” Peter stepped away before the muscular rower could even start. The machine would do all the counting he needed.

Exiting the gym, he walked down the hall to drop the blood off with all the other samples that had been taken that morning.

He let his mind drift back to the excitement on his mum’s face the night before when he’d presented her with her present. It had been more than worth the price tag, which would have him pretty much living on rice and cereal for the next few weeks.

Not even Victor, who had gone easy but expensive with some kind of day spa experience, had come close. And his brother’s glower showed he knew it too. It was nice to be one up on the golden boy for once. Especially when said golden boy lied through his teeth to their parents about pretty much everything and dragged Peter along as an unwilling accomplice.

His mind flipped over to the girl, a thought not far from his mind during the last couple of days. It still all seemed like a surreal dream. Her falling out of the wardrobe onto him. The teacup being left behind. It was about as crazy as anything that had happened in Narnia. If he’d heard it from one of the guys, he’d have assumed someone had been consuming something that was definitely not approved by UK Anti-Doping.

“Who is she?”

“What?” He turned to where the burly president of the club was leaning against the doorframe. He hadn’t even heard Tim approach.

“You have a weird smile on your face. You have a hot date last night?”

“If by ‘hot date’ you mean my mother’s birthday, then yes.”

“Huh.” Tim didn’t look convinced but let it drop. “How are the guys doing?”

Peter looked down at the clipboard Grant had handed to him. “Pretty good considering the brutal row yesterday. Max and Hayden are pretty much neck and neck, time-wise. Will be interesting to see what their bloods show.”

Tim rubbed a hand across his forehead. “I hate this part. One of them is going to have his dreams come true, the other will miss out by the slimmest margin. And he’ll know it.”

“Yes, well. Anything can happen still.” As he well knew. One second a rower on the Great Britain national team, a sure thing for Olympic selection, the next a has-been before he’d managed the has.

“Victor’s been throwing some crazy-big numbers. Cambridge would stroke out if they could see them.” Tim made the observation casually.

“Good for him.” Peter managed to keep most of the bitterness out of his voice. It had been easy to excuse himself from any role in Victor’s selection for the Blue Boat, not so much to try to hide the animosity that existed between the two of them.

His brother hadn’t rowed a day in his life until Peter had gotten injured. Peter had almost lost his breakfast the day Victor had shown up at trials. There was a glint in his eye as he said he’d decided to “give it a go.” Just his luck his brother had proven to be freakishly good at it. Like he was at pretty much everything he tried.

Tim’s eyes narrowed. “How’s the physio going?”

“Okay.” He wasn’t ready to admit aloud that his improvement had plateaued a month ago. That even Kevin, one of the country’s best sports physiotherapists, seemed to be less optimistic with every session.

Peter rotated his left shoulder, checking for any pain or tension. Plateauing wasn’t an option. The only option was total recovery. He had not come all this way to be permanently out of the game now. He was going to make a comeback if it killed him. He owed it to Anita.

“You’ll get there.” Tim gave him the same shoulder clap Peter had given Max a few minutes before. “You’ve got time until Tokyo.”

It wasn’t supposed to be Tokyo, it was supposed to be Rio, he wanted to shout. His entire life since he was fourteen had been oriented around being in the Team Great Britain boat in 2016. And he’d almost made it too. Then he’d had to try to be the good guy. And paid for it by losing the only thing he’d ever really wanted.



Four

EMELIA SUCKED IN A BREATH. Forced one out. Curling her fingers around the bottom of her rickety chair, she stared straight ahead at the notice board on the wall opposite. The flyers and pamphlets sat at all angles, pinned seemingly at random. Some proclaiming dates months old. Emelia’s fingers itched to go over there and restore order to the poor overladen board. But no. She, more than anyone, knew the importance of first impressions.

Everything rested on now. She’d cut ties with LA. Changed her appearance. Booked a one-way ticket to England. Spent four nights in a hovel that deserved to be condemned. All for this. There was no Plan B.

For some reason, the green eyes and red hair of a certain Englishman floated into her mind. “Are you a Susan or a Lucy?” His half-laughing question had echoed there since he’d asked it. It was a great pickup line. She had to give him that. If she’d been a girl who had only seen the movies. Unfortunately for him, she was a true Narnia fan. She knew what had happened to Susan. Worse, she knew she was a Susan.

“Emelia Mason?” The words came from her right. Emelia loosened her death grip on the chair and stood. Next to her was a woman with an immaculate gray bob and a weary face. Her voice sounded tentative, even though Emelia was the only one there. She could only hope that meant there were few contenders for this job.

She pressed her palms to her skirt for a second, then held out her hand. “Hello, I’m Emelia.”

The woman gave her a quick handshake but didn’t quite look Emelia in the eye. Not a promising start. “Elizabeth Bradman. Thanks for coming in.” The woman gestured toward a hallway and then led her through a door that sat ajar a short distance away.

They entered a cramped, utilitarian room. Along one wall stood a row of filing cabinets, in the middle a battered wooden desk. Facing the desk was one worn chair, stuffing poking through a couple of cracks in the brown leather cover. No one was ever going to accuse the charity of wasting donors’ money on aesthetics, that was for sure.

The one incongruous thing was the top of the desk. Precisely positioned folders and papers surrounded a green blotter, on which sat one piece of paper at a ninety-degree angle to the edge of the blotter. A fountain pen sat to the side, parallel with the edge of the paper. Perfect order. It made Emelia feel happy just looking at it. A woman after her own heart.

“Take a seat.” Elizabeth gestured to the chair positioned facing the desk, again, right in the center.

Emelia’s feet moved across the worn carpet, her breath shallow in case it happened to dislodge any of the papers.

She placed her purse on the floor and perched on the chair as the woman moved behind the desk and sat. Her posture remained as straight as a broomstick. “I’m the acting executive officer for SpringBoard. Please tell me, succinctly, why you applied for this job.”

Clearly this was not a woman who believed in small talk. Or making potential employees comfortable, for that matter. Fortunately, Emelia had prepared for this question. “I have recently moved to Oxford. As you’ll see from my résumé I’ve had a range of involvement with charities in Los Angeles. I’ve spent the last few years working as a journalist but am looking for a career change. This seemed like a role that would be a good fit for my skills.”

Ms. Bradman tapped a tapered finger on the sheet of paper in front of her. “You have an American accent, yet your application states you have the right to work in the UK. Is that correct?”

“I’m a British citizen. My mother was British.” The only thing her mom had left her that turned out to be any use. “I have my passport with me if you’d like to see it.” She reached for her purse, but Ms. Bradman waved her hand.

“Why the sudden desire for a change from journalism?”

Because I was the type who made headlines out of other people’s misery. Because somewhere in the last five years, I lost myself in pursuit of scandal. Because someone is dead because of me. Because this job is my one chance to make some kind of atonement.

The thoughts flashed through her mind, robbing her of breath for a second. She forced herself to push them back, to focus on the task at hand. Emelia framed her response carefully. “I enjoyed the work that I did with charities back home and when I read this job description it looked like a great fit for me.”

SpringBoard focused on getting books to kids at poor schools. Not unlike thousands of other charities around the world. But their point of difference was they then connected every book they provided with experts who came in and talked to the classes, made them real. Academics, historians, archaeologists, even a few of the authors themselves were listed on the honor roll on the charity’s website.

“I see.” Ms. Bradman looked her up and down. Emelia was thankful she’d worn the most conservative outfit she owned. Black skirt and jacket, blue shirt. Finally, a sigh escaped. “I’m not going to lie. We are not in good shape here. The last executive officer quit without notice a few months ago. I’m filling in temporarily as a favor. The board has given us until the end of the year to turn things around. You seem like a perfectly nice young woman but I can’t afford to make a hiring mistake. And the truth is that Americans and the English are very different. I’m not sure I can trust our one chance to someone who doesn’t even know the English way.” She started to push her chair back as if to signal the end of an interview that hadn’t ever really begun.

A streak of desperation surged through Emelia. She was in Oxford for this job. She had burned her bridges, had nothing to go back to. It could not already be over after less than ten minutes in a closet-sized office. “I knew Anita.” She just blurted out the words from between her lips, causing her chest to constrict.

Something crossed Ms. Bradman’s face. She didn’t say anything but paused, seeming to really look at Emelia for the first time.

Emelia scrambled to explain without lying. “We weren’t close but I promise you, I will do everything in my power to get her charity back on its feet.”

The woman’s face softened at the mention of SpringBoard’s founder. “So this is personal.”

It couldn’t get any more personal. “Very much so.”

Ms. Bradman pursed her lips, tapped her capped fountain pen on the blotter in front of her. “You’ve seen the salary?”

Emelia could understand her hesitation. “Salary” was a generous term for the pittance they were offering. If she were still in LA it wouldn’t have even covered her mortgage payments. “Yes, ma’am.”

“When are you available from?”

“I just moved to Oxford. I can start as soon as you want.” The desperation practically leached out of her pores.

“Okay.” Ms. Bradman scribbled something on the piece of paper in front of her. “Tell me about your references.”

“Ava Brownley is the event co-coordinator for LA Lit, which is a charity for inner-city children in LA. It has a number of similarities with SpringBoard’s work. I worked on a number of fund-raising events for her. Kevin Wright is the chair of Outside the Box, which is a foundation that assists people with mental illness. I did some communications and PR work for them.”

Not for the first time, she gave thanks that she’d kept her charity work and her real job completely separate. Neither Ava nor Kevin knew anything about Mia Caldwell, so there was no chance of their inadvertently dropping the name that would ruin everything.

“Okay. Assuming your references check out, let’s go with starting on Monday. I’ll take a copy of your passport and I’ll be in touch tomorrow with what further information we require.”

What? That was it? Emelia couldn’t have been more surprised if the woman had offered to fly her to the moon. “Um, yes. That would be fine. Thank you.” The woman didn’t even look up from what she was writing. Right. Dismissed then.

Emelia crept out of the room, hardly daring to breathe until she was out the door lest the woman inside change her mind.

Once in the hallway, she sagged against the wall. She’d done it. Gotten the job that she’d thrown her whole life in for. Now she just had to work out how on earth to do the impossible.



Five

PETER WALKED IN HIS FRONT door and stifled a groan. Not again. From his entryway, he could see his brother’s feet hanging off the end of his couch.

He was cold. He was soaked through from two hours in the freezing February rain. It had not been a good rowing session. The team had spent most of the time struggling to get into a good rhythm on the lake, all of them growing more frustrated when they failed. And now he knew, without a doubt, he would get into the shower and discover Victor had used up all the hot water.

He’d just seen Victor all of an hour ago at training. Funny how his brother hadn’t thought to mention then he was planning to take up residency on his couch. Again. It had only been three days since his last stint. But then, Victor had always lived by the motto that it was easier to ask forgiveness than permission. Not that he ever bothered with the former either.

Stomping into his living room, Peter found his brother balancing a bag of potato crisps on his torso and a beer in his hand. Both of them Peter’s. Because that was what his brother specialized in: taking.

And he was done.

“What did you do this time?” Peter picked up his brother’s keys off the coffee table and started flipping through them. Finding his house key, he started twisting it off the ring.

“I— Hey! What are you doing?” Victor lifted his head to watch Peter extract his key and stuff it in his pocket.

“We’re done with this being a halfway house. I have an actual flatmate. And both of us like having hot showers and not having our food eaten. So I don’t care what kind of girlfriend troubles you have, I’m no longer your alternate for when she kicks you out.”

“Wow, look at you, little bro. Gone and grown a backbone and everything.” Victor cast him a sardonic smile as he reached for another handful of crisps. “And here I was just enjoying some of your moments of glory.”

Peter looked toward the TV to find some kind of sports highlights show on and saw his team, faces taut with agony, pulling back against the oars. The yellow Team Great Britain boat chasing Germany’s green one.

In a split second, he was back in the previous June. Out on the water in Varese, Italy. With his guys. Lungs burning. Body screaming. Sun beating down. The longest five minutes and twenty-seven seconds of his life as they’d fought to take the lead and then hold it against the powerful Germans, who took the fight right to the end. A third of a second was all that separated them at the finish line.

It was one of his biggest victories. It was also the last time he’d raced. Little did that guy in the boat know he was only hours away from losing everything.

He steeled his face before he turned back to Victor, refusing to let him see how much it hurt. His brother would only go out of his way to pour more salt in the wound if he knew.

“I might need to stay a few days. Marissa and I, we’re proper done this time.”

Peter couldn’t say he was sorry. The truth was Marissa was better off without his brother. The guy treated women like they were disposable. He just hoped she’d been the one to work it out and end things. There were already too many girls bearing the scars of Victor’s charm-them-and-leave-them approach to life. Once he donned the blue jacket, the sign of having reached the highest sporting level at Oxford, he would be unbearable.

“You’ve got two days. I’ve got a friend crashing this weekend.” Jackson was actually going to sleep in Tony’s room, since his flatmate was going to be away, but there was no need for Victor to know that.

Victor took another slurp of his beer. “Okay, fine. Relax. I guess I can always go home. Tell Mum you kicked me out.”

He’d forgotten for a few brave moments his parents thought he and Victor lived together. Victor had spun that tale a while back, and Peter had never found a way to break his mother’s heart and tell her the truth—that her eldest son was actually shacked up with some girl she’d never met.

“Sure. Go for it.”

They stared at each other. Despite all his brother’s character flaws—and they made a long list—Victor did actually seem to care about their parents. As much as he cared about anyone.

Peter had long since stopped praying that they would ever be friends. There was too much between them. Had been since the day he dared to be born. The gap had just grown exponentially over the years. Something he was reminded of every time he looked at the scar marring his brother’s face.

About the only thing that still held them together was their uneasy truce to keep the depths of their antagonism from their parents. So Peter was going to take his chances that Victor wouldn’t go out of his way to upset their mother.

“So, little brother, how much does it suck knowing you’ve already lived the greatest moment of your life?” Victor pointed at the TV screen as the two boats crossed the finish line, Team Great Britain just ahead. Peter’s eyes locked on the sheer joy and exhilaration that radiated from his face. From the faces of his entire team.

Victor’s taunting question was one that dogged his every waking moment. It was the reason that, no matter what the experts said, he couldn’t accept he would never experience that again. He had to. There was no other option.



Six

EMELIA STEPPED INTO THE SMALL office she’d been assigned at SpringBoard, dropping her bag on the top of her pristine desk. She didn’t officially start for another forty-five minutes, but her latest strategy was to spend as little time in the hovel as possible.

Hopefully the alerts she’d put on roommate-search websites would yield something. So far she hadn’t been able to find anything that fit her criteria. She didn’t think she was being too picky. Her standards had started off pretty high but slipped by the day as her desperation mounted. Now she was down to affordable, within cycling distance of the city center, not with weirdos, and in a building that didn’t deserve to be condemned.

Sitting in her chair, Emelia ran her hand over the wooden desk. Four days since she’d started and there was no hint of anything personal. Nothing that would tell a passerby anything about her. Just stacks of paper and a plastic tray that held her stationery. The way she liked it. It was a habit she’d gained as a tabloid hack where the competition was as fierce between colleagues as it was between outlets. Anything personal hinted at a potential weakness. You didn’t get to be the best in the cutthroat world of tabloid journalism by displaying your vulnerabilities.

Emelia logged in to her computer, pulling up all the websites she’d been searching, hoping that maybe, in the last twelve hours, someone had listed her dream situation. But as the minutes ticked by, her hopes deflated. She was paid up at the so-called Manor until next Wednesday. She would not be staying there for one night more. If she didn’t have somewhere new to live by then, she’d dig into her meager savings. Stay in a hotel for a couple of nights. If even just to remind herself what it was like to be able to shower in bare feet again.

Closing down the sites, she pulled up the to-do list that Elizabeth had emailed her the previous afternoon. With the staff down to a bare skeleton crew, everyone was pitching in to cover basic administration. She scanned the columns. Photocopying, envelope stuffing, a few phone calls to the few remaining donors to take their pulse. Not exactly a heavy intellectual load.

Picking up the stack of photocopying that had been left on top of the filing cabinet, she double-checked the instructions. Eighty copies each. That should keep the photocopier humming for a while.

Walking down the hall, she stepped into the photocopier/stationery cupboard. As she crossed the threshold she was met by a loud bang. Emelia jumped, a small scream slipping from her lips.

Startled, the petite redhead standing at the photocopier also let out a shriek.

They stared at each other for a second.

“Sorry. I didn’t know anyone else was here.” They spoke in unison, then paused.

Emelia glanced at the red flashing lights on the copier. “Do you need some help?”

The other girl looked at her with an expression of defeat. “Could you? It just keeps jamming and I can’t work out why.” She gestured to the floor by the machine, which was strewn with a collection of rumpled, half-torn pieces of paper. “I think it just hates me.” The accent wasn’t English. Australian, maybe?

Emelia placed her papers on a shelf and walked over. “We’ve had a few battles this week. I make no guarantees, but I’ll see what I can do.”

She started opening doors and flicking knobs, pulling out crinkled pieces of paper as she went.

“I’m Allie, by the way.”

Emelia glanced at the friendly green eyes and smattering of freckles. The woman’s auburn hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail. She could have been anywhere between her midtwenties and midthirties. That was a contrast to the norm at the charity. All the other volunteers she’d met had decades on her.

“Emelia.”

Reaching deep into the bowels of the machine, she reached for one of the last places she’d discovered paper could get caught and felt her fingers brush against the edge of a sheet.

“Are you new here?”

“Yes. I started on Monday. I’m the new fund-raising coordinator.” She said it with far more confidence than she felt. What did she know about fund-raising? Yes, she’d helped Ava with some event-related stuff for LA Lit but the woman had been a seasoned veteran of the LA charity scene and made it all look easy.

“Thank goodness. I’ve only been volunteering here a few weeks but even I know we need you badly.” There was no hint of a joke in Allie’s expression. “Where are you from?”

“Boston.” She didn’t really think of herself as from anywhere. But Boston was where she’d been happiest. When she’d had dreams of being an investigative reporter working for the Post or the Times. So that was what she claimed. “You?” Her fingers managed to grasp the corner of the paper and pull it free. She crumpled it up and dropped it to the floor to join its comrades.

“New Zealand. Have you been in England long?”

Emelia flicked knobs and switches, closing the copier doors as she went. “Almost a couple of weeks.” Standing, she closed the final door. “That should hopefully do it. Let’s give it a shot.”

Allie loaded the feeder again, tapped “20” into the keypad, and hit the green button. They both watched as the machine whirred and then started spitting out copies.

“Fund-raising coordinator and photocopier miracle worker.” Allie smiled. “Don’t you dare go leaving anytime soon.”

Emelia flushed. Why, she had no idea. Of all the praise she’d had in her life, it wasn’t exactly near the top of the list. Fortunately, the sound of the machine spitting out sheets of paper covered the potentially awkward silence. “Glad I could help. It’s the last turny thing. The one right at the back. Where the paper gets stuck. People don’t usually think to look there.” Now she was just blabbering like an idiot. She pivoted to collect her copying from the shelf.

“Emelia?”

She turned back. Allie was gathering up her set of papers. “If you’re new in town, you probably haven’t met many people yet. Our age, I mean. This place isn’t exactly brimming with youth.”

“Um, no. Not really. I’ve been trying to get settled.”

“I’m having a house party on Saturday night. Just a small gathering. You should come. I mean, you don’t have to. Obviously. But if you don’t have anything better to do.”

What did she say to a party invite from someone she’d known all of two minutes? This didn’t happen in LA, where the people she crossed paths with specialized in the superficial.

Allie grabbed a pen and scribbled something on a Post-it. “Look. No pressure. But I just moved here in September so I know what it’s like to be in a new city.” She handed her the piece of paper. “This is my address. Anytime from seven thirty.”

Emelia took the paper, folded it, and put it in her pocket. As far as things that she hated most, going to a party where she didn’t know a single soul rated up there, but it might just beat any other option she had. Really, she only had one: another night hanging out in a used book shop she’d found that stayed open late. “Thanks.”

Allie’s machine spat out its last copy and stopped whirring. She gathered up the papers, placing them perpendicularly across the first. “Anyway, thanks so much for the help. I would’ve been stuck here all day if it wasn’t for you.” She made a face. “Showing up at my first school visit without the handouts wouldn’t be great. I might see you Saturday?”

“Yeah, maybe.” Emelia watched as Allie disappeared in a flurry of papers and swishing trench coat, a warm feeling expanding in her chest. For the first time since she’d arrived in Oxford, she felt like she wasn’t alone.



Seven

THE NOISE PRACTICALLY BURST OUT of the small house, sounds of laughter and music. Through the windows, Emelia could see people already packed in and talking. What was she doing coming to a party hosted by someone she’d met for all of three minutes? She didn’t even know Allie’s last name.

Her fingers gripped tighter to the paper bag that contained the fancy-looking soda she’d brought. Maybe she could just walk in, put it down somewhere, and walk right out the back door.

Emelia didn’t know what she was even doing here. A small gathering, Allie had said. If this was what they called a small gathering in New Zealand, she would have hated to see a large one.

She was bad with people. Especially strangers. The old her had been great with strangers. With anyone. But she wasn’t professional schmoozer Mia Caldwell anymore, with her blond hair and sassy smile. She didn’t know who she was, but it wasn’t her.

Emelia stopped on the front stoop. Frozen. Not able to knock on the door, but her feet refused to obey her instructions to turn around.

C’mon, Emelia.

Nothing could be worse than another night staring at the walls of her freezing room, listening to Coronation Street at full blast in the lounge directly below. The only other option she had was hiding out in the used book shop. That was where she’d spent the last few evenings, smuggling in a sandwich and hunkering down between the stacks. But the owner had started giving her looks of sympathy. Being the object of a stranger’s pity grated. So here she was.

It’s just people. They don’t know you. That’s why you’re here. To reinvent yourself. To start again. To atone.

Blowing out a breath of icy air, she raised her hand, only for the door to fly open before she’d even touched the wood.

“Thank goodness. For a second there I thought you were going to turn around and leave.” Allie greeted her with a cheery smile, like Emelia wasn’t basically a stranger.
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