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 CONTENT GUIDANCE

 


While Do-Overs & Mixed
Signals is mostly a lighthearted, fun
romance, it does deal with some heavy topics that might be
sensitive to some readers.

There are mentions
of parental abandonment and neglect, and death of family members
(in the past). There are also mentions and brief depictions of
poverty, both in Hollie's past and currently in the life of a side
character.

This book also
contains mild swearing and alcohol consumption.

I’ve tried to
treat all these subjects as sensitively as possible, however, if
any of these topics are painful for you, please treat yourself with
care.

 



 


 


 CHAPTER ONE

 


As a teenager, I
imagined life in my thirties would be glamorous. I pictured dinners
in nice restaurants, sipping cocktails with friends in trendy bars,
maybe even living a jetsetter lifestyle and traveling somewhere new
several times a year. There was also a secret part of me that
envisioned being madly in love with an amazing guy. I didn’t even
mind when a kid or two popped up in those fantasies.

Reality has been
quite different from those teenage dreams. Case in point: I’m a few
weeks away from turning thirty-five and I’m currently sprawled on
my back in a blanket fort strung with fairy lights, holding the
hand of one of my childhood best friends. My other two best
friends, Stella and Evie, are in the kitchen with their boyfriends,
their voices and laughter muffled by the fabric around
us.

“Did
you ever think we’d be nearly thirty-five and still having slumber
parties?”

Louisa laughs at
my question, squeezing my hand. “No. I have a feeling sleepovers
aren’t common for people our age, Hollie.”

“Pff,
their loss,” I say, making her laugh again. “Did you think we’d
still be friends at this age?”

“Of
course.” She says it with complete surety, although she falls
silent for a moment afterward. “Well…I guess there were times I
worried we wouldn’t always be close. People change and drift apart,
you know? It’s rare to remain close with childhood
friends.”

I hum in
agreement. “I’m glad we’re the exception.”

One side of the
fort lifts away and Wesley appears. As Stella’s older brother, he’s
always been an honorary fifth member of our group, but he’s been a
more prominent fixture in our lives since he started dating Evie
last month. “Time for cake,” he says. “Come on out so we don’t burn
down the blanket fort with the candles.”

Louisa and I crawl
out and join the others, who are all crowded around the coffee
table except for Evie, who’s lingering in the kitchen. Stella sits
on the couch beside her boyfriend Leland, practically vibrating
with excitement. When we’re all seated, Evie lights the candles and
we all sing the birthday song to Stella, whose gaze bounces among
us, her eyes shimmering with tears, and her cheeks pink with
pleasure.

A
delighted giggle spills from her lips when she sees the cake. In
between the words ‘Happy Birthday Stella’ is an elaborate icing
rendition of Grogu, aka Baby Yoda, from Stella’s favorite
show, The Mandalorian. Evie was in charge of ordering the cake, so I expected
something colorful to fit Stella, yet elegant because that’s Evie’s
style. She knocked it out of the park with this choice,
though.

After Stella blows
out the candles, she asks, “Did the bakery wonder if the cake was
for a little kid?”

“Oddly
enough, they actually assumed it was for an adult,” Evie says with
a grin. “The baker told me she just made a huge Star Wars cake for someone’s
fortieth birthday.”

Stella cuts the
cake and hands out slices while Evie doles out scoops of French
vanilla ice cream. When there’s a knock on the door, I nudge
Louisa, who’s sitting beside me. There’s only one person missing
from our little group: my friend and business associate, Fergus
MacKinnon, who I introduced to the group in October at Evie’s
parents’ Thanksgiving gathering, and who Louisa developed an
immediate crush on.

Leland answers the
door and greets Fergus with a handshake-hug combo. As everyone else
greets the hot Scot and he apologizes for being late, I shift to
make room for him to sit beside Louisa, but she clings to my arm to
hold me in place. Her shyness and inexperience with dating have
left her nervous around Fergus, even though she eventually relaxes
and even chats freely with him, which is something I haven’t seen
her do often with other men.

Silently agreeing
to be her human buffer, I squeeze her hand where it grips my arm
and angle my face to accept a friendly kiss on the cheek from
Fergus. He moves past me to plant a noisy kiss on Louisa’s cheek
before sitting in the empty seat on my other side.

“Glad
I made it in time for cake,” he says.

“We’re
glad too,” I tell him. “A party wouldn’t be the same without you.
Plus nobody should miss out on a cake featuring a baby Jedi
alien.”

Louisa relaxes
against me. I bump her with my knee, our silent signal that I’m
here for her and I love her. She’s only two weeks younger than I
am, but she’s always felt like the baby of the group and we’re all
fiercely protective of her. After her mother died when we were
fourteen, her dad became overprotective to the point of nearly
smothering her, which led Louisa to living a sheltered life and
developing serious anxiety. Evie, Stella, and I have always been as
supportive and encouraging as we can, whether that means gently
nudging her outside her comfort zone or making her feel safe in
uncertain situations.

After cake and
presents, Evie announces it’s time for the girls-only portion of
the sleepover. The guys take the not-so-subtle cue to leave, and
there are more hugs and kisses all around. Louisa disappears to the
bathroom, and I hang back as Evie and Stella walk the guys to the
door.

My
phone buzzes on the coffee table. I flip it over and swipe to my
notifications, groaning when I see an email from the dating app I
recently deleted. The subject line is: Give us another chance! Let us help you find love!

I hit delete
without opening the email. Evie and I signed up for LoveLinks in a
moment of weakness a few months ago; I’ve always been resistant to
online dating, even though I know it’s worked for a lot of people.
Evie lasted for a couple of weeks before deleting the app, while I
chatted with a few guys, but continued to be hesitant to meet any
of them.

Well,
that’s not exactly true. There was
one guy I really liked, and I was sure the
feeling was mutual. Spencer and I seemed to have an instant
connection, and we messaged back and forth regularly on the app for
a few weeks. We never got too personal and we didn’t move things
off the app, but that didn’t stop us from finding plenty to talk
about. Joking with him, sharing our favorite things, and exchanging
work stories became a highlight of my day. When he broached the
subject of finally meeting in person, I didn’t hesitate to agree to
meet for drinks.

On the big night,
I waited at the bar for nearly an hour, first taking small sips of
my Manhattan, then gulping it down and ordering another as the
clock ticked the minutes away and my messages to Spencer went
unread. I was heading toward tipsy when I left the bar to walk the
short distance home. My messages remained unread days later, which
led me to deactivating my account and deleting the app from my
phone. In that moment, I decided I’d either find love the
old-fashioned way or not at all, thank you very much.

I straighten as
Stella approaches me. Fergus and Leland are gone, but Evie and
Wesley are lingering by the door, talking quietly and gazing at
each other with heart eyes.

“Those
two.” Stella gives a good-natured eye roll. “This could take a
while.” She stands beside me, slinging an arm around my shoulders.
We watch Evie and Wesley until the pair start kissing, and then we
turn to each other. “So, Miss Matheson. You’re next.”

My eyes go wide
and I shake my head vigorously. “I…no, I don’t think so. That’s
not…no.”

Stella cocks her
head, one side of her mouth lifting in amusement. “I meant your
birthday, Hols. Yours is next. What did you think I
meant?”

I force out a
laugh. “Right, my birthday.” The way Stella studies me reminds me
there’s no hiding things from my friends. I sigh. “I thought you
meant I’d be next to find love.”

“Oh. Ohh.”
Her arm tightens around me. There’s a hint of mirth mixed in with
the sympathy in her expression. “Just an observation, but you
seemed pretty against the idea when you thought that was what I was
talking about.”

I
think about the email from LoveLinks. My friends know I was stood
up and ghosted, but I’ve brushed it off and made light of it the
few times it’s come up. Stuff like this happens all the time and I
don’t want to dwell on it. I’m not even mad about it so much
as…embarrassed? Disappointed? And slightly worried Spencer
did show up, decided he
didn’t like what he saw, and bolted.

Finally, I say,
“Not against it so much as uninterested. At least for now. I’ve got
a few projects I’m working on at the center, plus with Christmas
coming I’ll have a lot going on in both work and life. Maybe after
the holiday season I’ll be more open to the idea of dating
again.”

“Do
you think you’ll give online dating another try?” Stella
asks.

I shudder. “God,
no.”

Stella laughs at
my forceful tone. “Noted.”

“Maybe
the guys have friends they could set me up with in the new year,” I
say. “Don’t mention it to any of them, though. The next month or so
will be busy enough as it is.”

Stella’s gaze
darts away from mine. Her expression makes me suspicious until she
says, “Right. No set ups until the new year. Got it.”

“If
you really feel
like playing matchmaker, let’s find a way to nudge Fergus in
Louisa’s direction,” I say. “She still thinks he’s not interested
in her, but have you seen
the way he looks at her?”

Stella nods, her
eyes gleaming. “Methinks our little Lulu isn’t the only one who’s
smitten.”

Across the room,
Evie closes the door behind Wesley and leans against it with a
dreamy sigh. She still has that walking heart-eye emoji look about
her. It amuses me, but also pokes at the longing I keep tucked away
in the vicinity of my heart. I want to love and be loved that way,
and sometimes I worry it’ll never happen.

“Have
I mentioned lately how much I love your brother?” Evie says to
Stella as she joins us.

“Only
about fifty times a day.” Stella knocks her shoulder against
Evie’s. The two of them have been living together in Evie’s condo
since Stella returned to Bellevue this past summer. Stella spent
the last few years living in Toronto with her now-ex husband; after
they split, she knew it was time to return to her real home and the
people who love her most.

Louisa emerges
from the hall where the bathroom and bedrooms are. “Movie time? I
can get the popcorn started.”

“Is it
bad that I want another slice of cake?” Stella asks.

“It’s
your birthday, you can do whatever you want,” I tell
her.

Evie goes to help
Louisa with the snacks while Stella cuts another slice of cake. She
plops down on the couch beside me and offers me a forkful, which I
accept. Stella chooses the movie she wants to watch and I have it
cued up by the time the others join us.

As the four of us
crowd onto the couch, passing snacks and laughing in unison to the
movie, I think back to my conversation with Louisa in the blanket
fort. My life might not be what I expected it to be—it’s not
glamorous, I haven’t found lasting love, and there are still a lot
of things I want to accomplish—but in a lot of ways, life is even
better than anything my teenage self could have imagined, and I’m
grateful for that.

 


 



 


 


 CHAPTER TWO

 


After pondering my
wonderful yet not-so-glamorous life at Stella’s birthday party, I
feel it’s necessary to eat those words only two days later. I knew
my friends were planning an early birthday celebration for me, but
all they would tell me was that I needed to take part of Monday
afternoon off work, dress up, and let Fergus drive me to an
undisclosed location.

Fergus pulls up in
front of my house right on time. He scrambles from the driver’s
seat and jogs around to greet me with a quick hug and a peck on the
cheek.

“You
look lovely, Hollie,” he says, opening the passenger side door and
offering me his hand.

“Why,
thank you, Mr. MacKinnon, so do you.”

My friends were
vague with their definition of ‘dress up’, so I went with my
favorite turquoise dress with long, flowy sleeves and a flared
knee-length skirt. Despite the chill in the air, Fergus isn’t
wearing a coat, so I have a full view of the dark-blue suit he’s
wearing. His white dress shirt is open at the collar and he’s not
wearing a tie. I can’t wait to see the look on Louisa’s face when
she lays eyes on him.

Fergus
and I chat about work on the drive. He works for his cousin at the
MacKinnon Group, an international enterprise that owns various
properties and does philanthropic work. They’re one of the sponsors
of the organization I work for, the Belle Vie Community Services
Center. Fergus has been put in charge of working directly with the
center—which means working with me
most of the time—on various initiatives, so we’ve
spent quite a bit of time together over the last few months and
have become good friends.

We’re only in the
car for about five minutes before Fergus pulls into the long
driveway of Montrose House. The beautiful, stately inn was built in
the late 1800s and has made quite a name for itself in the last few
years as a destination for international travelers. I’ve heard it’s
difficult—and expensive—to book a room, but the dining and tearooms
are open to the public by reservation. Evie’s mom treated the four
of us to dinner here when we graduated from high school, but I
haven’t been back in the seventeen years since.

My heart does a
happy little jig when we round the circular driveway and stop out
front. Evie, Stella, and Louisa are standing at the top of the
porch stairs, waiting for us. Fergus undoes his seatbelt and starts
to open his door, but lets it fall shut when my friends dash down
the stairs and fling the passenger door open.

“I’ll
go park and meet you all in there,” he says over the excited
chatter of my friends as they pull me from the car.

I’m barely aware
of Fergus driving away as the girls converge on me, hugging me and
telling me how beautiful I look. A second after I notice they’re
all wearing hats of some sort, Stella produces a black fascinator,
which she carefully pins into my hair.

“We
know your birthday is weeks away, but this place is booked solid
through December, and today was the only day we could get in,” she
says.

“We
also know how disappointed you were that you didn’t make it to
England this year like you’d hoped,” Evie says.

“So we
thought we’d bring a taste of England to you,” Louisa says. I
wonder if the three of them rehearsed this, although it’s not
unusual for all of us to finish each other’s sentences. “We’re here
for the inn’s afternoon tea.”

My eyes sting as
Louisa links her arm through mine, and the four of us make our way
up the stairs. It’s been a dream of mine to visit England for as
long as I can remember. My maternal grandparents were both from
England; my Papa died when I was little, and my Grams passed away
when I was thirteen, but I remember the stories she’d always tell
about her childhood in the English countryside and her family’s
frequent visits to London. She’d painted such a vivid picture,
which planted a deep longing in me to visit the places she spoke of
so fondly.

Before Grams died,
I promised her I’d visit England someday. I thought for sure I’d go
after high school, then after college. The years got away from me
though, and while I’ve traveled a bit—a girls’ trip to Italy the
year we all turned twenty-five, a Disney cruise with Stella eight
years ago, and a cross-country train journey with Louisa five years
ago, I still haven’t fulfilled my promise to my
grandmother.

“We
were hoping they wouldn’t have decorated for the holidays since
Christmas is over a month away, but…” Stella points to a pair of
giant evergreen trees flanking the front door, both of which are
decked in colorful baubles and white lights.

I wave her off.
“Don’t worry about it. I bet their decorations are gorgeous. Maybe
I’ll get some ideas for my house.”

You don’t have a
mid-December birthday without getting used to sharing your special
day with tinsel, reindeer, and other holiday-themed decor. Amid the
hustle and bustle of Christmas celebrations, Hanukkah gatherings,
parties, parades, and endless festive events, my birthday was often
forgotten or combined with holiday celebrations when I was younger.
I lost track of the number of times I received joint
birthday/Christmas gifts—often Christmas themed, which meant I only
had a week or so to use them—or had birthday celebrations canceled
because of Christmas festivities taking priority or winter weather
wreaking havoc.

I used to resent
it, but I learned to embrace it over the years. Now, whether the
celebrations are meant for me or not, I enjoy the festivities of
the season and see it as a way to prolong the fun. The people who
matter most to me have always made sure my birthday gets a proper
celebration. Besides, Louisa has it worse with her birthday falling
on December thirty-first; by then, most people are broke,
exhausted, on vacation, or wrapped up in ringing in a new
year.

The girls usher me
inside the inn and through the enormous front hall. My head swivels
from side to side, taking everything in. Not much has changed since
I was here nearly two decades ago; the inn still features the same
ornate antique furniture, gleaming marble floors, and portraits of
the Montrose family alongside beautiful landscape paintings of the
English and Scottish countryside. Inside the door to the tearoom,
we stop in the cloakroom to hang up our coats, and then the girls
lead me to the far side of the room, where Wesley and Leland are
sitting at a long table by the windows.

The guys hop to
their feet as we approach. I have a minute to take in the table and
the wall of windows behind it before they reach us, both of them
greeting me with tight hugs.

“Very
British of you,” I tell Leland when he kisses both of my
cheeks.

“Thought you’d appreciate that,” he says with a grin. “I’ve
spent a lot of time in England over the years, so when you finally
plan your trip, hit me up if you want any help.”

“I’ll
definitely take you up on that.”

Louisa leads me
the rest of the way to the table, stopping in front of a
throne-like chair. My eyes sting again as I take in the elaborately
decorated table. Fine china dishes and teacups gleam alongside
things I doubt the inn was responsible for, like the London-themed
napkins sitting alongside the ivory cloth serviettes. Postcards
from England, along with British chocolate bars, are scattered over
the table.

“You
thought of everything,” I say as my friends take their seats. I
look around at their beaming faces, feeling completely overwhelmed
with love. Fergus approaches from behind me and gives my shoulder a
quick squeeze before he slides into the vacant seat beside Louisa.
Even though Fergus and Lulu aren’t technically a couple
(yet), I notice
how everyone else is paired off. I don’t allow myself time to
examine the tightness in my chest or the realization that I’ll need
to get used to being the only single one in a group of coupled-off
friends. These six people took half a day off work and arranged a
thoughtful, meaningful celebration for me. I couldn’t be
luckier.

I reach for my
phone inside the hidden pocket in my dress, but it’s not there. My
heart drops until I have a sudden memory of sliding the phone into
my coat pocket when I got in Fergus’s car.

“Forgot my phone in my coat, and I need to document all of
this,” I say to the table at large. “Be right back.”

As I approach the
cloakroom, the sound of a deep, British-accented voice floats from
inside. I wait and listen for another voice since the cloakroom
isn’t very big and I don’t want to make it awkward by trying to
squeeze in. When only the one voice continues, I peek inside to see
a man hanging up a coat and talking into a phone that’s wedged
between his shoulder and ear.

I slip inside and
go straight to my coat on the opposite wall. The guy keeps talking
and, even though he sounds exasperated at the person on the other
end, I love a British accent, so I shamelessly
eavesdrop.

“Don’t
you think I know that? I’ll do it this evening when I get home.” He
sighs during the pause that follows, and then says, “Yes, I realize
it will be late in London by that time. I haven’t been gone so long
that I’ve forgotten how time zones work. Anyway, I promised a mate
I’d do this, and I owe him a favor. Believe me, I’d rather be
anywhere else right now.”

With an attitude
like that, I feel bad for whoever he’s here with. He ends the call
abruptly and spins around. I suddenly realize I’ve been standing
here in a daze, my own phone already in my hand, listening to this
stranger’s conversation. Our gazes meet and I attempt a smile, but
it dies on my lips when his eyes narrow and his stormy expression
darkens further.

“It’s
rude to listen in on people’s private conversations, you know.”
With that, he strides past me and disappears through the cloakroom
door.

I remain frozen in
place for a moment before I shake off the encounter and return to
the tearoom. I snap a few pictures of the table and my friends,
noticing for the first time there’s an extra place setting beside
mine.

I’m about to pull
out my chair when Evie claps her hands, drawing my attention. She’s
grinning and practically bouncing in her seat. “Here’s the second
part of your surprise!”

A shadow falls
over the empty seat at the table as someone steps up beside me. I
catch a whiff of cologne, something subtle and pleasing to my
senses. Even before I turn to see him clutching the back of the
chair next to me with a white-knuckled grip, I know it’s the Brit
from the cloakroom. I’m not sure what I expect as our gazes lock
again, but it’s not the embarrassed contrition on his
face.

Before I can
speak, he leans closer to me, filling my nose with his
mouth-watering scent. “May I speak to you for a moment?” he asks
quietly. At my stunned nod, he smiles at my friends and murmurs,
“Excuse us, please. My apologies.”

As we turn away
from the table, he places his hand on the small of my back. I
glance in his direction and he jerks his hand away. I didn’t
necessarily mind it being there, I was simply surprised by his
gentlemanly behavior. We stop a few feet away, just out of earshot
from the table and out of the path of the servers who are coming
and going.

“I’m
so sorry about before,” he says, making a vague motion toward the
cloakroom. “I was unforgivably rude to you. I’m having the month
from hell and—and it doesn’t matter, I shouldn’t have been so rude.
Your friends brought me here as a surprise so you’d have an
authentic Englishman at your tea party, but I understand if you
want me to leave.”

I mull over his
words. “Are you hoping I’ll say you can leave? You already know I
overheard your phone call, so you’ll know I heard you tell whoever
you were talking to that you’d rather be anywhere but
here.”

He winces, briefly
closing his eyes and sighing. “Ah, yes. Not one of my finer
moments. I swear it has nothing to do with you and everything to do
with the aforementioned hellish month.”

My lips twitch. I
can’t help it. I don’t think I’ve ever heard anyone in real life
say ‘aforementioned’ before.

His expression
clears somewhat when he sees I’m suppressing a smile. “You’re
teasing me, aren’t you?”

“Maybe
a little. But if you want an out, this is it. I won’t hold it
against you.”

A slow
smile creeps over his face. I ignore the way it makes my knees
wobble. He’s handsome: full lips, strong jawline, a hint of laugh
lines around his eyes. And those eyes…dark blue and…familiar?
Recognition clicks in my brain. Oh god, no. No, no, no, this
is not happening.

“What
is it?” he asks suddenly. “Have you changed your mind after all?
Have you decided my unforgivable rudeness was, in fact,
unforgivable and you want me to leave?”

I
shake my head. I don’t care about before—well, that’s not entirely
true, he was rude
and haughty, but he seems genuinely remorseful now, plus we all
have our moments. No, that’s not what has my stomach doing
somersaults. And that’s not what he should be sorry for. What
he should be
sorry for is the fact he stood me up and then ghosted me when we
were supposed to meet in person after spending weeks getting to
know each other on LoveLinks.

“Spencer?”

“I—”
His brows snap together and his gaze darts to my friends as if he’s
thinking back to a few minutes ago and the fact nobody had a chance
to introduce us. I can tell the second he figures it out: his wide
eyes return to me, sweeping over my face. He inhales sharply and,
as he releases the breath, my name comes with it.
“Hollie.”


 


 


 CHAPTER THREE

 


Without another word, I spin on my heel and return to the
table, meeting my friends’ curious glances with a bright smile. I
can’t let them know Spencer is the guy I was talking to on the
dating site, the one who ghosted me the night we were supposed to
meet. They’d be horrified and apologetic, not to mention angry at
him. I can’t let that happen; they obviously went to a lot of
effort to put this special afternoon together for me, and I won’t
let anything or anyone ruin it.

Even if that means
sitting next to the handsome, delicious-smelling man who left me
disappointed and hurt when he suddenly disappeared from my
life.

“Do
you two know each other?” Louisa asks.

“No,”
I say at the same time as Spencer says, “Yes.”

Spencer and I lock
gazes. He leans toward me and, for a wonderful, horrifying,
panic-inducing second, I think he’s going to kiss me. Instead, he
reaches past me to pull out my chair. Cheeks flushing, I drop into
my seat with a murmured, “Thank you.” To my friends, I say,
“Spencer and I ran into each other in the cloakroom when I went to
get my phone.”

The way Evie and
Stella exchange glances tells me they suspect there’s more to it
than that. Thankfully, they let it drop.

“So,
how do you all know Spencer?” I ask, my voice overly bright and
weirdly pitchy.

“He
works with me at the MacKinnon Group,” Fergus explains. “When the
girls mentioned their plan for afternoon tea in your honor, I
suggested inviting Spencer to add an extra touch of authenticity
and even out our numbers.”

Beside me, Louisa
can barely contain her grin. I don’t know whether it’s because they
pulled this off or because Fergus’s chest is resting against her
shoulder as he leans in to speak to me. Her gaze flicks to mine and
her smile unfurls, lighting her whole face.

“That’s so thoughtful of you.” My voice no longer sounds like
I’m imitating a Muppet. “Thank you all for doing this and for being
here. I’m incredibly grateful.”

“We’re
sorry it had to be so long before your birthday,” Evie says. “We
promise we’ll do something on your actual birthday too.”

I wave her off.
“Don’t worry about it. Even if there had been openings in December,
you know how busy everyone gets around the holidays. I’d rather
have you all here a few weeks early than risk missing out on
everyone being together.”

Within a few
minutes, there are various conversations happening around the
table. With everyone else preoccupied, Spencer leans toward me the
tiniest bit, inhaling audibly. “Can I—”

“Nope.”

“If
you’ll just—”

“Nope.”

From the corner of
my eye, I see him open his mouth, so I immediately say, “Nope,”
again for good measure. Stella catches my eye from across the
table
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