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​CHAPTER 1
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Eliza

Eliza Hartwell had learned that in a town the size of Chestnut Hill, you could be both completely invisible and the reluctant star of your own poorly-scripted reality show.

This particular morning, the show was airing in the reading room of the Chestnut Hill Public Library, where two elderly women were discussing her personality at a volume that didn't really qualify as a whisper.

"There she goes," Mrs. Dobbins said, watching her as she crouched to set down Captain's breakfast bowl. "Poor thing. Always alone. Always with that serious face. It's not healthy."

"She's such a pretty girl," Mrs. Feldman agreed with a sympathetic sigh. "If she'd just smile more. Maybe wear a little color. Live a little."

Captain offered no loyalty at all. He was already nose-deep in his kibble.

She considered her options:

	Ignore them. Maintain dignity.

	Hide behind the biography section until the coast was clear.

	A pointed glare from a safe distance.


She went with Option 4: direct confrontation, lightly seasoned with sarcasm.

She straightened, retrieved her tea from the circulation desk, and crossed the room with what she hoped was an expression of mild, librarian-like curiosity.

"Good morning, Mrs. Dobbins. Mrs. Feldman," she said, as pleasantly as she could manage.

"Oh, good morning, dear!" chirped Mrs. Feldman, with the bright smile of someone who'd been talking about you ten seconds earlier.

"We were just saying how—" Mrs. Dobbins began."—how I'm a tragic spinster in desperate need of a personality transplant?" she finished sweetly.

Mrs. Dobbins blinked, mildly offended. Mrs. Feldman coughed into her sleeve, possibly to cover a laugh.

"No need to be so prickly, dear," Mrs. Feldman said, leaning over the back of her chair. "We only want to help. You should try speed dating or we could set you up with someone."

Captain sneezed, clearly not on board.

Mrs. Dobbins leaned forward, eyes gleaming. "We know a perfectly nice gentleman. Gordon Whittaker. Lovely man. Used to be a dentist. Owns a parrot now."

She blinked. "That's... quite the pivot."

"He's very lively," Mrs. Dobbins said, with total conviction.

She took a long sip of her tea to buy herself time. It was, as usual, weak and depressing.

"I appreciate the offer," she said finally, "but I'm not currently accepting suitors. Or parrots."

"Nonsense," Mrs. Feldman beamed. "You just need a little push. A bit of color in your wardrobe, maybe."

She looked down at her usual black sweater and jeans. "I'm perfectly colorful on the inside," she deadpanned.

Mrs. Dobbins tsked.

Captain, sensing tension or more likely hoping someone would drop food—wandered over and dropped onto her foot with a heavy sigh.

"We just want you to be happy, darling," Mrs. Feldman said, her voice full of gentle pity.

"I am happy," she said, because it was mostly true. "I have tea, Captain, and a whole cart of unshelved romance novels about billionaires with secret babies."

Mrs. Dobbins pursed her lips. "Well, we think you deserve a little excitement."

"As it happens," she said, setting her mug down, "Mayor Davis has me organizing a library event. Blind Date with a Book. A thrilling attempt to make the library more approachable."

That got their attention. Both women perked up.

"A dating event?" Mrs. Feldman echoed, clasping her hands. "Eliza, darling, this could be your chance!"

Captain sneezed again. Possibly in protest or solidarity.

"It's a Blind Date with a Book," she clarified, feeling her patience thin. "It's meant for the readers. Not the librarian."

"Sounds adorable!" Mrs. Dobbins clapped her hands like a delighted seal. "We'll tell everyone, and we'll help! We could make it a mixer. Books, snacks, eligible gentlemen—"

"No gentlemen," she said firmly. "No mixers. Just books wrapped in brown paper, mysterious titles, and a lot of awkwardness. Like dating, but with less emotional scarring."

Mrs. Dobbins and Mrs. Feldman exchanged a look so full of scheming that she felt a chill go down her spine.

"Well, we'll be there either way," Mrs. Feldman said as they gathered their enormous purses and made for the door. "You never know, Eliza. Love might be waiting right around the corner."

"Or under 'Advanced Necromancy,'" she muttered, but they were already bustling out, trailing the scent of lavender soap.

The heavy front doors creaked shut behind them, leaving her and Captain in blessed silence.

She leaned against the circulation desk and rubbed her forehead. "Remind me to develop a convenient, contagious rash before the event," she told Captain. He yawned so wide she could count his molars.

With a sigh, she turned to the Returned Today cart. The titles stared back at her: romance novels with shirtless men on the covers, a 1987 cookbook full of alarming things involving gelatin, and a mystery someone had returned with a passive-aggressive Post-it. Knew who the killer was by page 10.

She smiled. Some things, at least, were reliably disappointing.

——
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The library had finally gone blissfully quiet.

She tucked a stray hair behind her ear and nudged the cart forward, sliding a worn copy of The Princess Bride back onto its shelf, pausing every few titles to wipe Captain's drool off the bottom shelf with a tissue.

Order. Calm. The comforting certainty of alphabetization.

She'd just begun to feel the first flutter of peace when the front door slammed open hard enough to rattle the "Please Speak Softly" sign right off its hook.

"ELIZA HARTWELL!"

Mayor Tom Davis's voice boomed across the library, and several patrons and Captain flinched. She closed her eyes briefly, gathering what little patience she had left, then turned with a tight, librarian-appropriate smile.

"Good morning, Mr. Mayor."

Mayor Davis bounded across the lobby, waving a handful of pink flyers in one hand and a to-go coffee in the other that threatened to spill with every enthusiastic gesture.

"Morning, sunshine!" he said, grinning far too widely for this hour. "I've got some fantastic ideas for the Blind Date with a Book event!" He thrust the flyers at her.

Her stomach dropped.

Because yes, technically, she had agreed to this last week at the town council meeting—cornered, outnumbered, and exhausted after three hours of debating the color of the gazebo repaint. She nodded along when someone had floated the words "simple little library event." She'd even said "That sounds doable" when someone called it "a subtle way to promote literacy and community spirit."

But this did not look subtle.

The flyers were a terrifying shade of magenta, covered in swooping fonts and cartoon hearts. Like if hearts could be weaponized, these would have been declared illegal by the government.

She smoothed the books on the cart, quietly mourning her quiet, book-scented existence.

"I've been brainstorming!" the mayor declared, waving his coffee dangerously close to Captain. "I think we can really turn this into something special. Think big Hartwell. Think romance. Think viral!"

She carefully placed a copy of Wuthering Heights on the shelf, mostly to avoid throwing it.

"We already agreed on the plan," she reminded him gently. "Simple. Subtle. Brown paper wrapping. A few handwritten clues. Nothing... big."

"I know! But now we're building buzz! Picture it—a whole 'Love at First Sight' corner by the window, with streamers and heart-shaped balloons and maybe a cardboard cutout of Romeo and Juliet for photos!"

Her eye twitched.

"I don’t think that really fits the library's, um, aesthetic," she said, glancing at the dignified oak shelves and the faded portraits of stern-looking town founders. "And we agreed. No glitter."

"Right, right! No glitter," Davis said, though he was already digging through his briefcase like a magician pulling endless scarves. "But—" he produced a laminated poster of two cartoon books locked in a passionate embrace "—why not add a little spice?"

She stared at it in horror. "Mayor Davis. This does not fit the library's brand."

"Nonsense! The brand is community! And love! And maybe even pie!"

"Pie?"

"Yeah! You know Gray Reed, over at The Noble Crust. He can bake themed pies for the kickoff. 'Key to My Tarte.' or 'Berry Much in Love'." The mayor chuckled at his own puns.

Captain sneezed in what she thought sounded like disgust.

Her heart jumped at the mention of Grayson's name. She pinched the bridge of her nose.

"Mr. Mayor, I really think the library works best with a quieter charm. You know...whispered mystery."

"Whispered mystery doesn't sell Instagram posts, Eliza. We need buzz. Streamers. Balloons. Photo ops! I can get the high school drama club to dress up and hand out candy hearts. Maybe even a kissing booth."

That finally broke her.

"A kissing booth?" she repeated. "In a library?"

"Figurative kissing booth!" he said breezily, as if that explained anything. "Maybe just a... a suggestive bench."

She felt like she'd been hit by a train. She tried one last, desperate escape. "Mr. Mayor, I really think Lana would be a better fit. She's been doing these kinds of romantic events for years—"

"Nonsense. You're a natural," the mayor said, giving her a thumbs-up. He patted her shoulder, entirely misreading the panic in her eyes. "Think big, Hartwell. Chestnut Hill is counting on you." He winked. "Big hearts, big dreams!"

And with that he dropped the stack of promotional materials onto the circulation desk, tipped an imaginary hat to Captain, and breezed back out into the cold February morning, whistling off-key.

The brass bell jangled behind him.

She stood for a long moment, just staring at the bright pink flyers. Captain sat at her feet and thumped his tail once in dull sympathy.

"Well, Captain," she muttered. "Looks like we're hosting a Valentine's circus."

Captain yawned and curled up beside the desk, clearly deciding that whatever came next was above his pay grade.

With a resigned sigh, she pinned the first flyer to the corkboard by the door, right beside the sad little sign-up sheet she'd posted that morning:

Volunteer Sign-Up: Blind Date with a Book! Help needed. (No experience required. No glitter allowed.)

Predictably, not a single name had appeared beneath it.

She rubbed her forehead, resisting the urge to fake her own death and move somewhere no one would ever ask her to plan a romantic event again. Instead, she turned back to the Returned Today cart and started sorting—Brontë, Austen, Gaiman, King.

One book at a time. One small, manageable crisis at a time.

How bad could it really get?

——
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GRAYSON 

If there was one universal truth in Chestnut Hill, it was this: nothing good ever followed the words "Bless her heart."

Inside The Noble Crust that morning, "Bless her heart" was being thrown around like confetti.

Grayson Reed wiped flour off his arms, half-listening as Mrs. Hensley—the town's retired English teacher and reigning queen of literary gossip—held court at her usual table by the window. Mrs. Dobbins and Mrs. Feldman sat with her, knitting bags at their feet, nodding along gravely.

"So I hear," Mrs. Hensley said brightly, tapping a sugar packet against the table, "that poor Eliza Hartwell's been drafted into organizing a Valentine's event at the library."

He froze mid-wipe, the towel dangling from his hand.

"And rumor has it, she didn't even volunteer," Mrs. Hensley went on. "Mayor Davis just steamrolled her. Right then and there."

"She didn't stand a chance," Mrs. Feldman said, shaking her head.

"I heard he wants a kissing booth," Mrs. Dobbins whispered, scandalized and delighted in equal measure.

Mrs. Feldman cackled. "Poor girl. She can barely handle overdue fines without hyperventilating."

"She's wound up tighter than a clock in a thunderstorm," Mrs. Dobbins agreed, stirring her coffee. "I saw her apologize to a ficus last week. A plant, mind you."

He blinked.

Mrs. Hensley sighed and leaned back in her chair. "It's not healthy, being that serious all the time. The girl needs... something."

"Preferably something with broad shoulders and a strong moral compass," Mrs. Dobbins added, sipping her tea.

"And a nice set of hands," Mrs. Feldman put in.

Mrs. Hensley leaned back, satisfied. "Apparently they're looking for volunteers. Bless her heart. She's going to need all the help she can get."

All three of them turned, expectantly, toward him.

He nearly choked on his coffee. His ears burned. "What? Why are you all looking at me?"

Mrs. Hensley smiled, pleased with herself. "Oh, no reason. No reason at all."

He ducked his head, muttered something about croissants, and escaped behind the counter before the three of them could rope him into anything worse.

Behind him, Mason appeared with two trays of croissants, grinning like he'd been waiting for this moment for months. 

"What's the matter, boss?" Mason said innocently. "Someone mention a certain librarian you bake extra muffins for?"

Jules popped up beside Mason and elbowed him aside. "Oh, he's not baking for her. He's just 'accidentally' delivering them to the library. You know. As one does."

He scowled and shoved a tray into the display case with more force than strictly necessary. "I'm just being neighborly."

"Neighborly," Jules repeated, snorting. "That's what they're calling it now."

Mason leaned against the espresso machine and waggled his eyebrows. "You thinking about it?"

"I'm not thinking about anything," he lied, dumping pastries into the case.

"Maybe you should volunteer, boss. Rescue your girl from the romantic disaster zone."

"She's not my—" he started, then stopped, because what was the point? The heat was crawling up his neck anyway.

The truth was, he'd been dropping off extra pastries at the library since... well, since she first came to town. He told himself it was good PR. Support your local businesses, support your library. Civic duty.

But he knew exactly what it was. An excuse.

An excuse to catch a glimpse of Eliza. Her hair always slipping loose from its bun. The soft, shy way her voice went when she thanked him. Her smile, small and rare enough that he caught himself often wishing it was meant just for him. 

He swallowed and glanced out the front window, where the town square sat washed in weak winter sun.

Maybe this was a sign. Maybe he could finally find a way to talk to her without hiding behind a tray of lemon poppyseed muffins.

Maybe he could be brave.

...Maybe he'd have a heart attack halfway through. But at least he'd die trying.

"Cover me," he said, tossing his apron at Mason. "Gotta drop something off at the library." He aimed for casual and missed by a mile, ignoring the smug look Mason and Jules exchanged.

“Oh yeah,” Jules said, deadpan. “So subtle.” 

“Mmmm,” Mason agreed. “Maybe throw in a dozen red velvet cupcakes too. That’ll really sell the ‘casual’ thing.” 

He flipped them both off without any heat and headed for the door before he could change his mind.

"Don't forget how to speak when you see her!" Jules called after him. "Words are important!" 

He shook his head, smiling despite himself, and stepped out into the bright, cold morning—the door jingling shut behind him, his heart already hammering against his ribs.
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​CHAPTER 2
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Grayson 

The bell above the library door gave a feeble jingle as he pushed inside, a rush of cold air slipping in with him.

The Library smelled the way it always had—old paper, lemon polish, and the faintest trace of whatever candle someone was sneaking behind the circulation desk. Today's guess: vanilla sugar cookie.

At the heart of it all, snoring like a freight train, lay Captain—Eliza's enormous, shaggy Saint Bernard and the library's unofficial greeter—sprawled across the lobby rug. One droopy eye opened halfway, gave him a vaguely judgmental look, and closed again.

Some welcoming committee.

He hesitated in the doorway, suddenly aware of how loud his boots sounded against the polished floor, and tugged off his beanie.

He could do this. 

He'd talked to customers. He'd convinced fussy tourists to buy three slices of pie instead of one. He'd once won an actual argument with Mrs. Alderman about the merits of pecan over apple crumble.

He could talk to Eliza Hartwell.

In theory.

Across the room, elbow-deep in a lopsided Returned Today cart, was Eliza. Her hair was falling loose around her face, and she was muttering to herself, lining up books with the kind of fierce concentration usually reserved for bomb defusal. She wore a soft black sweater two sizes too big, sleeves threatening to swallow her hands, and a pencil stuck haphazardly behind one ear.

He took a breath and braced himself.

He could leave. He could pretend he'd walked into the wrong building. He could—

She spotted him. Her eyes went wide, and she dropped the entire stack of books she was holding with a clatter.

Captain didn't even twitch.

He cleared his throat—an embarrassingly high-pitched sound—and shuffled forward. "H-hey." 

She scrambled to gather the books, face flaming. "Oh—hi! Um—" She straightened so fast she thunked her head on the bottom shelf. "Ow."

He winced and stepped forward and immediately tripped over the edge of the rug. He stumbled, windmilled his arms, and somehow managed not to face-plant directly into Captain.

Smooth. Very smooth.

Captain cracked an eye open again, judged him unimpressive, and went back to sleep.

She was staring at him now, cheeks pink, a paperback clutched to her chest like a shield.

"I—uh—" he stammered. "You okay?"

"Yes!" she said, too brightly. "Fine! Totally fine! Just—skull-to-shelf interaction. Happens all the time. Occupational hazard."

He gave a weak laugh, still half-worried she might pass out.

"Oh—um—you're early," she said, all in a rush.

He opened his mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. "I—I can come back," he offered, pointing backward over his shoulder with a thumb like he was trying to hitchhike out of the conversation.

"No!" she said too quickly, cheeks going pinker. "No, it's—um—fine. Just—are you here for the robbery."

He blinked. "The... what?"

She winced, visibly shrinking about half an inch. "The robbery reenactment. For Mystery Month. There's a sign-up. I thought—you know—maybe you were auditioning for the lead criminal? Not that you look like a criminal! You don't! You're very—non-criminal-looking—"

She broke off, looking like she wished the floor would open up and swallow her whole.

He coughed, trying—and failing—not to grin. "I appreciate that. I think."

"Sorry," she mumbled, clutching her book harder. "I just assumed. Nobody ever volunteers for library stuff unless they have to. Or are being blackmailed."

"Not blackmailed," he said, raising both hands solemnly. "Swear. I'm here willingly. For the, uh..." His brain short-circuited. "For the—book thing."

"The book thing?"

"You know," he said, feeling himself flush. "The blind date thing. With...the books. Not—like—not a real blind date. With a person. I mean. Not that I wouldn't—um—"

He cut himself off, absolutely certain now that he was sweating through his jacket.

She stared at him like he'd spoken in tongues.

A painful silence stretched between them, broken only by Captain letting out a long, rattling snore.

He cleared his throat. "Anyway. I saw the sign. I thought maybe you could use a hand."

For a second, she just blinked, as if waiting for him to sprout a second head. Then she rebooted all at once, nearly knocking over the Staff Only sign as she lunged for the clipboard by the corkboard.

"Oh. Right. Um. Great. That's...great. You're volunteering. That's...really nice." She brandished the sign-up sheet at him a little too forcefully. "Here. Sign-up sheet."

He stumbled backwards and accepted the pen she thrusted at him. Their fingers brushed—barely—and she made a noise halfway between a squeak and a cough, jerking her hand back.

He scrawled his name on the sheet and noticed, at the very bottom, in her neat handwriting: No glitter allowed. The pen she'd handed him was, of course, gel-ink and bright glitter pink. He decided not to point it out.

He straightened awkwardly. "So, uh...what now? Do I, like, get a badge or—"

She shook her head fast enough to give herself whiplash. "No badge. You just, um, come to the meeting. Tonight. At ten."

He blinked. "Ten. P.M.?"

"Yes." She winced. "I scheduled it late so there wouldn't be... spectators. Less embarrassing that way. Fewer people to witness... whatever this turns out to be. You don't have to! If it's too late, or you're tired, or—"

"I'll be there," he interrupted, smiling without thinking.

She looked momentarily stunned. "Oh. Okay. Good. Great. Cool."

They stood there for a beat, every heartbeat unbearably loud. Captain let out a snuffling snort, breaking the spell.

"I—I should go," he said finally, backing toward the door. "Before Captain decides I'm a chew toy."

She laughed—soft and unexpected—then looked horrified that it had escaped. His stomach did a ridiculous little flip.

"I'll bring pie," he said, because apparently he had no filter.

She brightened immediately, her hands fluttering uselessly around the clipboard. "Pie is...welcome. Deeply encouraged."

He grinned, backing into the door like a human wreck. "See you tonight, then," he managed, fumbling for the doorknob without looking.

"You too!" she said brightly—and then, realizing what she'd said, slapped a hand over her mouth.

He laughed and stumbled out into the cold. Through the frosted glass, he saw her press her forehead to the front desk for a long, long moment.

He grinned to himself the whole way across the square, heart hammering like he'd just run a marathon.

——
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ELIZA 

As the door swung shut behind Grayson, she stayed frozen behind the circulation desk, her forehead pressed to the cool, worn wood.

Captain let out a long, vibrating snore that rattled the papers on the counter, blissfully unaware that his human was, at that very moment, crumbling into dust from secondhand embarrassment.

She squeezed her eyes shut, willing the last five minutes to un-happen.

No luck. They replayed anyway, stubborn and vivid behind her eyelids. The moment she’d essentially accused Grayson of being a robbery reenactor. The clipboard flying through the air like it had a personal vendetta. And—worse than all of it—the accidental brush of their fingers, brief and harmless in theory, catastrophic in practice, leaving her far too aware of something as simple as skin against skin. 

She groaned and slid down the front of the desk until she was practically squatting.

Pull yourself together, Hartwell.

But it was no use. Being around Grayson was like being caught in a sudden gust of wind—she came away disoriented and slightly off-balance, never quite sure where the ground had gone.

Around everyone else, she was composed. Aloof. In full control.

Around him, she turned into... this. A babbling, clumsy, heart-racing disaster.

She peeked over the counter, through the window. No sign of him. 

Right. Focus. There was work to do.

She hauled herself to her feet, brushing invisible lint off her sweater like it might somehow wipe away the whole interaction.

First order of business: close up. She shuffled to the front doors and flipped the hanging sign from OPEN to CLOSED with a satisfying thunk. Captain cracked one eye open, saw no treats were being offered, and promptly resumed snoring.

She made a slow circuit of the library, checking windows, straightening chairs, putting away the rest of the books, and switching off half the overhead lights to bathe the space in a softer, golden glow.

The library always felt different after hours—like a secret only a few lucky souls got to keep. It made her chest ache a little, how much she loved it.

Back at the front desk, she hauled up the giant plastic tote the mayor had dropped off that afternoon and popped the lid. She was immediately hit with a blizzard of pink and red glitter.

"Of course," she muttered. "Because subtlety is overrated."

Inside were dozens of supplies for the event: heart-print wrapping paper, rolls of sparkly ribbon, construction paper in every shade of pink, a suspicious number of foam glitter hearts, a box labeled Table Confetti: Cupid Edition, and a big white envelope stamped with MAYOR DAVIS'S "SUGGESTED SLOGANS" in aggressive Sharpie.

She cracked it open and immediately regretted it.

Find your happily ever after—one checkout at a time!

Books are better when you share them with someone cute!

Fall in love...with reading (and maybe a person)! 

She pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes. "He's lucky he's the mayor," she muttered. "Otherwise this would be grounds for exile."

Still. Orders were orders. And if she didn't get everything ready now, she'd be scrambling in front of Grayson and whoever else actually showed up. (Please, please let there be at least one other person, so she didn't die of mortification.)

She set to work, dragging a rolling cart to the front table and arranging a small wrapping station—tape, scissors, paper, tags—and a pile of pre-selected books, her best guesses at crowd-pleasers: mysteries, cozy romances, epic fantasies. She even made a little handwritten sign on cardstock: Wrap. Decorate. Fall in Love. (With a Book.)

It was cute, in a dorky, trying-too-hard kind of way. She stared at it, mortified and somehow weirdly proud all at once.

She kept working, slipping into the familiar relief of having something concrete to focus on—her mind finally quieting after the panicked static it had been broadcasting ever since Grayson walked through the door. 

But even as she tied ribbons and taped paper, a traitorous part of her brain kept sneaking back to him. The nervous way he'd smiled. The way his voice had cracked, just a little.

She wrapped a copy of Persuasion a little too tightly, and the paper tore at the corner.

You're imagining things, she scolded herself.

And yet. The memory of his lopsided smile warmed her far more than it should have.

She glanced at the old brass clock above the fireplace. 9:15.

Almost time.

She gave a final nod to her chaotic supply station, dusted a handful of glitter hearts off her sweater, and told herself—fiercely, determinedly—that tonight would be simple. She would host a small, quiet meeting. She would explain the event. She would not, under any circumstances, get flustered around Grayson.

Maybe.

Hopefully.
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