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      The moment Lottie carefully opened the door of the library reading room and slipped inside, she had a flashback to her school days. Once again she was sneaking in late, hoping the teacher wouldn’t notice. Once again, she hadn’t done her flipping homework. Eve’s gaze zeroed in on her, and Lottie sighed.

      Yep, and once again, the teacher had it in for her.

      ‘Sorry.’ Lottie shot Eve, who ran the book club with military precision, an apologetic smile. ‘What did I miss?’

      ‘The first fifteen minutes of discussion.’ Eve gave her a frosty look. ‘Perhaps you’d like to tell the group what your favourite part of the book was?’

      ‘Err, that’s a good question.’ Shit. Blagging was hard when she couldn’t even remember the title of the bloody thing.

      Eve raised a dark eyebrow. ‘It’s the same question we ask every month.’

      Okay, she wasn’t at school. She was a twenty-seven-year-old trained electrician who ran her own business. She was here not because she had to be but because she’d chosen to be. Yet since joining Eve’s book club, the fun had slowly been sucked out of the idea. Now when Eve asked a question, she felt the same creeping dread she had when the teacher had started picking on her.

      As Lottie parked her bum on the spare seat and struggled with how to reply, Gira leant across and whispered, ‘Tell her the best bit was the humour.’

      ‘Err, wasn’t it about a serial killer?’

      Eve cleared her throat. ‘Are you answering the question, or is Gira?’

      Oh, bugger it. This was the second month on the trot she’d failed to pick up the nominated book. Sure, it said something about how busy she was, how knackered when she got home, but it also said something about the choice of book. ‘Confession time, I haven’t read it. Whatever it was.’

      Eve narrowed her eyes. ‘You haven’t read My Sister, The Serial Killer? Like you didn’t read Big Sky last month?’

      ‘No. I’m really sorry, but no.’ Lottie felt all the eyes of the book club members turn to face her. ‘The thing is, the books that are selected, brilliant though I know they must be, judging from the reviews, they’re quite … heavy. They take time and a fair bit of concentration to read them.’

      ‘I can see how concentrating might be difficult for you.’

      Laughter echoed around the room. Usually Lottie was up for having the piss taken out of her, but Eve had touched a nerve still raw from the endless prodding and rubbing her teachers had given it during her school years. ‘Why do you say that?’

      ‘Come on, Lottie.’ Eve gave her a small smile. ‘You’re always talking. It must be hard to focus when so much of your brain power is used for speech.’

      Lottie’s temper, rarely seen, started to wriggle out of its burrow. ‘Isn’t that what being in a club is supposed to be about? Talking to each other?’

      ‘About the books, yes.’

      Lottie drew in a breath, her gaze bouncing round the room. All faces she knew, yet behind them, people she had no clue about. This felt less like the club she’d hoped for and more like a stuffy meeting. ‘Shouldn’t we be able to talk about things outside books, too? Get to know each other a bit rather than stick to a rigid set of questions? And hey, maybe sometimes we could throw in a suggestion of a book to read, rather than following a regimented list? Include a few lighter, fun reads, like a bit of Jilly Cooper?’

      Silence. If a pin had dropped, Lottie would definitely have heard it.

      Feeling awkward, she tried to smile. ‘Okay, judging by your expressions, maybe not. In fact, maybe the best thing for all of us is if I stop interfering with your meeting and leave you guys to it.’

      It might have been a cool exit, if she’d not tripped over the chair in her desperation to get out.

      She was halfway down the corridor when she heard her name being called. She turned to see Gira and … God, how bad was it that she couldn’t even remember the other woman’s name?

      ‘What you said.’ Gira gave her a hesitant smile. ‘Heidi and I, we totally agree with you.’

      ‘Jilly Cooper’s one of my favourites.’ The woman Lottie now realised was Heidi started to laugh. ‘You’ve got no idea how many times I wanted to suggest we read a big, sexy rom com for a change. I used to read them all the time, but then Eve set up the book club. Don’t get me wrong, it’s been great, I’ve read authors I’ve not come across before and books I’d never have tried, but…’

      When she trailed off, Lottie smiled. ‘But you miss the rom coms.’

      Heidi groaned. ‘I miss the fun. And the sexy bits. And God, the love story. That feeling of your heart being twisted, but then everything working out in the end. It’s such a high. Like I imagine you can get from cocaine, only this is cheaper and without the damage.’ Clearly horrified by what she’d just said, she placed a hand over her mouth. ‘This is why my daughters say I shouldn’t be allowed out on my own. Sorry, we’ll let you go. We just wanted you to know you weren’t the only one wishing the next book was a Jilly Cooper.’

      But why shouldn’t it be?

      The thought pinged into Lottie’s head as she made her way back across the car park. Just because Eve’s book club wasn’t right for her, didn’t mean she should give up on the idea of a book club. She’d seen how they were meant to work, how good they could be. In fact, seeing one in action was the whole reason she’d got into reading. She’d hated it when she’d been at school, much as she’d hated school itself. But then, working as a waitress in a coffee shop while she figured out what to do with her life, she’d witnessed her first book club meeting. Seeing the look on their faces, the excitement, the delight when they’d only been talking about books … it had made her wonder if she’d been missing out. Then she’d read one of their recommendations. After that, she’d been hooked, going on to devour all the books she could get her hands on: the book club reads, those lent to her by friends, borrowed from the library, or just sat on the bookshelf at home. She’d especially loved her mum’s rom coms.

      ‘Real guys don’t walk around with roses between their teeth,’ her brother had mocked. ‘And life isn’t full of sappy endings.’

      ‘If you think that’s what romance books are all about, you’ve clearly never read one,’ her mum had countered. ‘They’re about hope, about joy. About handling adversity and coming through the other side stronger. Yes, they’re also about love, the most powerful emotion you’ll ever experience.’

      It had shut her brother up. And Lottie had kept on reading. She’d also kept up with the book club, wangling permission to sit down with them for those precious two hours a month. The other members had been older, but sharing that common interest had made it easy to talk to them, and not just about books. It kept her going through days when she’d doubted herself. Lifted her when the path ahead had seemed so uncertain.

      Sadly, the lady who ran the club had moved away a few years later and the group disbanded. Lottie missed the connection, but by then her life had picked up and she was busy learning a trade. And falling in love.

      Fast forward a few years and she’d seen the flyer for Eve’s book club. Keen to get back into reading again, to rediscover that joy, she’d joined.

      Yet as the months had passed, Eve’s schoolmistress manner had chipped away at any joy she’d found, and the serious, heavy nature of the chosen books had made reading feel like a chore again.

      She wasn’t going to give up on it again though, no way.

      Nor was she going to give up on sharing the love of books, of reading, with other like-minded souls.

      She just needed to find another book club, one that included books more aligned to her own taste.

      And if she couldn’t, well, maybe she’d set up her own.
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      A few days later, Lottie parked up outside Books by the Bay, a dream of an old shop whose every nook and cranny was filled with books, new and second-hand. The large premises also boasted a café, nestled in one of the large bay windows that overlooked the beach. A place to sit and ponder your next purchase, or get stuck into your newest acquisition. Or maybe to sneakily retrieve the book you’d started the day before, and carry on reading it while enjoying a cheeky cappuccino. Yep, she’d done that a few times when money had been tight.

      All in all, it was a magical place for bookworms, only slightly marred by the presence of a new owner. Larry had been genial, always greeting his customers with a broad smile, happy to talk about anything and everything.

      Matthew Steele, whom she’d admittedly only met briefly when she’d bought My Sister, The Serial Killer, seemed a lot more reserved. One hell of a lot better looking though, which was a bonus on rainy days when the usually spectacular view across the Solent was more on the grim side, as it was today. February wasn’t the best time of year to be by the coast.

      As she was early, instead of heading straight for the café, Lottie strode up to the counter, clutching the book she’d bought but never opened. Matthew, busy looking through some file, immediately looked up. Once again he was wearing a dark suit – this time charcoal grey, with a white shirt and spotted blue and red tie. Smart, definitely, the way it hugged his broad shoulders suggesting it wasn’t run of the mill M&S. And wow, the race of her pulse was proof he looked good in it. Yet there was something about the formality of it that didn’t sit right with her.

      He sold books, for goodness’ sake. Not office equipment/cars/double glazing but books. Items that could fascinate, thrill or comfort. Could scare you to death or make you laugh out loud. None of that said suit, even if the wearer looked hot in it.

      ‘Hi.’

      He gave her the same polite smile he had last time. ‘Can I help?’

      And yep, just like last time, the smooth, deep timbre of his voice caused a weird flutter in her stomach. Ignoring it, she placed the book on the counter. ‘I’d like to return this. I bought it a few weeks ago to read for a book club, but I didn’t get round to opening it, and now I’ve left the club, so … well, I no longer need it.’

      ‘I see.’

      He picked up the book; long fingers, neat nails. Kind of a sexy hand, really. And that watch. It wasn’t like the fake Rolexes she’d seen, the ones sold from the side of the road near city tourist attractions.

      ‘You have no desire to read about a Nigerian woman whose sister has an unfortunate habit of killing her boyfriends?’

      At his dry tone, she dragged her gaze away from the eye-wateringly expensive watch. ‘It’s more that there are other books I’d like to read instead. Happier books.’

      His deep brown eyes finally met hers, and Lottie felt that flutter again. God, they really were eyes to get lost in. Eyes that surely had the power to envelop, warm the recipient of their dark gaze to the core, if only the owner allowed them. ‘Books you might buy from this shop?’

      Lottie searched his face. Was he teasing, or trying to make a point? ‘I might, if the shop had a decent refund policy.’

      ‘And by decent, you mean…?’

      Lottie flashed her most charming smile. ‘If the policy gave a full refund on an unread book that was definitely purchased from you, though the owner can’t actually prove it because she’s lost her receipt. She’d say the dog ate it, if it didn’t sound so lame, though in this case there is a dog and he’s not always the best behaved, so it could very well be the truth.’

      Was that a twitch of his lips? She couldn’t be sure and staring at them any longer wasn’t a good idea, not if she didn’t want to get tongue-tied, because they had one heck of a sensuous curve to them. Together with the high cheekbones, the deep-set eyes, the short cropped dark hair … yep, it was quite a face.

      She watched as he pushed some buttons on the till. Then swore and pushed some more. ‘You look like me on a pinball machine. Next you’ll be kicking it.’

      He gave her a mild look. ‘I’m aiming for a less aggressive approach.’

      ‘Well, as long as you know the right buttons to press…’

      He shook his head, emitting a sharp laugh. ‘Not always a strong point.’ Finally the till drawer opened and he’d just plucked a ten-pound note out with those long, tapered fingers when he hesitated. ‘Are you about to tell me you wanted the refund on your card?’

      She was in serious danger of laughing. ‘I wouldn’t dare.’

      He carefully placed the note and some coins onto the counter. ‘That’s how I like my customers, scared.’

      Lottie couldn’t tell whether he was joking or not. ‘Well, thanks for, you know, the decent refund policy.’ The bell on the door jingled and she turned to find Heidi strolling in, Gira a few paces behind her. She waved and pointed to the café before turning back to the owner. ‘You’ll be pleased to know I’m now going to spend the money on a mug of tea and a giant slice of cake.’

      He nodded, and though he didn’t say anything further, she wondered if the brown in his eyes had warmed, just a fraction.
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      Matt watched the blonde with the vivid turquoise top and incredible pale eyes walk over to join her friends. He remembered her from when she’d come into the shop to buy the book, though he hadn’t admitted it for fear of sounding either a) creepy or b) like he had so few customers he remembered them all. He liked to think he wasn’t the former, and business was steady enough that he only remembered customers who were distinctive. Like blondes with curly hair and cool grey eyes that were a stunning contrast to her warm, vibrant smile.

      From his pew at the cash desk, he saw her speak to Amy. Whatever she said, presumably an order for the tea and cake, his sister responded with a shy smile. Amy was about as far removed from a serial killer as it was possible to get. If he was clever enough to write a book longlisted for the Booker prize, he’d have to call it My Sister, Who Won’t Kill a Fly.

      Behind him he heard a crash, followed by his father’s dulcet Midland tones. ‘Which twit put that box there?’

      With a sigh, Matt rose to his feet and walked round the corner to find the site of the latest disaster.

      ‘The twit would be me.’ He glanced at the books now spread across the floor, upended from their apparently unsafe perch in a box on the footstool.

      ‘Don’t know why you bother with all these damn books. Nobody’s going to read them.’

      ‘Possibly not.’ Matt crouched down and started to pick them up, slotting them back into the box. ‘But a bookshop isn’t much of a shop without them.’

      ‘Except then this would be a decent-sized café. Bloody sight more sensible use of a place on the beach.’

      Matt had heard the argument before. In fact he’d been hearing nothing but that argument from his dad ever since he’d broached the idea of moving to the south coast and buying a bookshop. Never make money from selling books. Nobody buys books now, it’s all electronic. You’re more of a fossil than I am.

      In the end he’d stopped arguing, but he hadn’t stopped looking for the right place. Not just for himself, but for his dad and his sister, too. A fresh start for them all.

      Except a fresh start didn’t necessarily need a new place, it needed a new mindset. Something they were all still working on. Meanwhile, the shop, and the sprawling house with stunning Solent views he’d bought only a short walk away from it, would hopefully help.

      The bell jingled again and Matt looked up at his dad. ‘Do you want to serve while I clear up here?’

      His father grunted. ‘I told you when you bought the place. Do what you want, it’s your money, but don’t expect me to help.’

      ‘I don’t expect it.’ Hoped for it, yeah, he did that most days. ‘Just thought you might enjoy it now and again. Meet some of the locals.’

      ‘I can do that down the pub.’

      ‘And how many times have you gone there since we moved?’

      His dad snorted. ‘How many times have you?’

      The retort stung. He could put the blame on being busy with the shop, but the fact was, in the evenings he’d chosen the easy route and stayed in, just like his dad had.

      ‘Maybe we should all go out. Amy too.’ He made a mental note to suggest it when they got home. Part of that new mindset. Rising to his feet, Matt unconsciously bent his back a little when he realised he was towering over his dad. Somehow over the last thirty-three years he’d grown to be well over six foot, and his dad had shrunk a little. ‘I’ll go and see to the customer. Don’t worry about this lot, I’ll sort them out later.’

      He walked towards the front of the shop, knowing full well his dad would be crouching down and picking up the rest of the books. The old dad, the happily married one who’d smiled a lot, had disappeared a year ago when his mum had died. This recently widowed version was, understandably, quieter, angrier, the sadness he always carried around with him painful to watch. He was, at core though, still Matt’s dad.

      Once he’d sorted the customer out – See, Dad, he wanted to yell, this woman has bought an actual book, for actual money – Matt’s eyes strayed once again to the curly-haired blonde. She was chatting with two ladies who looked at least twenty years older than her. He wondered what they had to talk about that elicited so much … passion, he supposed, was the word. The blonde in particular, with her hand movements, the animated expression, frequent bursts of laughter, looked so happy, like she was really enjoying herself. Matt suddenly found he was envious. When was the last time he’d felt joy?
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      Lottie pushed aside her empty plate – the cake had been a bit of a disappointment, too dry, but not dry enough that she’d left any. ‘Do you really think I should do this? Form a new book club?’

      The thought sent a tingle down her spine – nerves? Excitement? Probably a bit of both. She wanted to do it, no doubt, but could she do it? You’ve set up a business, you can manage a book club. The thought settled her, though it didn’t stop the damn insecurities and their incessant poking.

      ‘Definitely,’ Gira answered.

      ‘Absolutely. And you’ve already got two members.’ Heidi leant across the table. ‘I’ve started reading the Jilly Cooper you mentioned, just in case.’

      ‘Then let’s do this.’ Lottie clapped her hands together, the excitement winning, pushing past the nerves. ‘God, I can’t wait to stick my nose into a rom com again. I missed all that passion with a giggle sooooo much. It’s been ages since I last read one.’

      Gira looked at her questioningly. ‘Because you’ve been focused on Eve’s choices?’

      ‘Partly, but even before I joined her book club I’d stopped reading them.’ Memories flooded back, and Lottie felt the familiar ache in her chest. Less sharp now, it still hurt. ‘I was in love with this guy, Henry, but then he got a job in California. We decided it was better to split, agreeing the distance and time difference would make it impossible.’ Had Henry been The One, the love of her life, and she’d given up on him too easily? ‘Straight after he left, I found I couldn’t pick up a romance book without bursting into tears. It didn’t take long before I missed reading, though. That’s when I saw the advert for the library book club. I figured, what better way to help me forget my heart was broken than to meet up with like-minded book lovers and dive back into an imaginary world?’

      Heidi smiled sympathetically. ‘When I got divorced, I had a phase when I threw all my romance books out. I didn’t want to read about happy ever afters. I told myself it was all sentimental poppycock and for a while I read nothing but thrillers.’

      ‘Only thrillers?’ Gira shuddered. ‘I’d have been a basket case. I love to read in bed, just before I go to sleep.’ Briefly a shadow crossed her face but then she seemed to shake it off. ‘I can’t do that with a thriller. Last time I tried, I had to drink chamomile tea, spray the room with lavender and check the doors were locked three times before I could relax enough to fall asleep.’

      ‘Weirdly, my thriller fixation actually got kind of boring,’ Heidi admitted. ‘I found I was reading about a gruesome murder and turning the page not to see who’d done it, but whether the cute detective and the hot lawyer got it together.’

      ‘Once a romance lover, always a romance lover.’ Lottie put down the mug she’d been drinking from. Decorated with two rows of pretty coloured books, she wondered if it was the choice of the shy girl running the café or the serious new owner. ‘Eve’s book club was really good at the start. I did meet new people,’ she grinned. ‘Like you guys. And it helped me forget how miserable I was for a while. I also got to try authors I would never have thought of reading. Even the discipline of having to read was good for me, like an enforced down time. But as the months rolled on, work became busier and my down time more precious. I found I didn’t want to spend the little free time I did have reading one of Eve’s chosen books. And then having questions fired at me afterwards. I know this sounds awful, but it started to feel like homework, and God knows I was never good at that.’

      Heidi hooted with laughter. ‘Eve does have a headmistress vibe about her.’

      While Heidi and Gira began to discuss what it was about the librarian that gave this vibe – her buttoned-up-to-the-collar blouses, the single strand of pearls – Lottie found herself glancing over Heidi’s shoulder to the till area, and Matthew. Her heart jumped when she caught him staring at them, his expression unreadable. She expected him to quickly look away but he surprised her by inclining his head in a brief nod. It could have said anything: Yep, you caught me staring… Sorry… Or it could even have been a dismissive gesture. Still, Lottie had a strange feeling he was silently applauding her for some reason.

      The young dark-haired waitress came back to their table.

      ‘Is there anything else I can get you?’

      Lottie looked at her name badge. ‘No, I think we’re good, thanks, Amy. Just the bill when you’re ready.’ As she turned to walk away, some instinct had Lottie asking, ‘Were the mugs your idea?’

      The waitress shrugged, a slight flush to her cheeks. ‘Kind of.’

      Sensing she felt as if she’d been put on the spot, Lottie smiled. ‘It’s just we think they’re lovely. Perfect for this place, and for bookworms like us.’ She considered the young woman in front of her. ‘We’re going to start a book club and we’re looking for members. Are you into books?’

      ‘Not really. I mean, I read some at school.’

      ‘Ah, okay. I just thought as you worked here, you might be.’

      Amy’s eyes darted towards Matthew, who appeared to be tidying up around the already very tidy till area. ‘Books are more my brother’s thing. He owns the shop.’

      ‘Oh.’ Lottie felt her jaw drop. It was hard to see any familial connection between the tall, broad-shouldered, brooding owner and this slight, shy, much younger woman. ‘That sounds pretty brave, working for your brother. I love mine to death, but no way would I want to work for him, which is probably a good thing, considering he lives in Australia now.’

      A small smile tugged at Amy’s mouth. ‘Matt’s okay.’

      Lottie glanced at the brother, who was now straightening the bookmarks. ‘I’m sensing he’s a bit of a neat freak?’ Amy let out an unexpected giggle that changed her face from quietly pretty to full-on attractive. The sound caused Matthew to look over at them. ‘Oops, I hope I haven’t got you in trouble.’

      She shook her head. ‘Nah, he doesn’t shout.’ She flashed Lottie a smile. ‘He just sorts everything out the way he wants it after I go home.’

      When Amy left, Heidi gave Lottie an appraising look, one that had Lottie hoping desperately she wasn’t blushing. Thankfully, instead of asking the question that was written across her face – Why the interest in the new owner? – Heidi simply smiled. ‘I wish I had a brother.’

      Gira also looked amused. ‘Me too.’

      Okay, she needed to get the conversation back on track. ‘Yes, I know I’m lucky. I just … well, I wish mine was closer, obviously. But not so close that I was working in the same shop as him.’ Crap, now she was rambling. ‘Anyway, back to our new book club. I thought the focus should be books that uplift, yes?’

      ‘And that can be easily picked up and put down,’ Gira added. ‘I usually only get to read at night, when I’m tired.’

      ‘Books that don’t take themselves too seriously, where the sun shines,’ Heidi waggled her eyebrows, ‘and the sex sizzles.’

      ‘God, yes.’ Lottie felt a ripple of forgotten desire. When was the last time she’d even thought about sex, never mind had it?

      ‘Beach reads,’ Heidi added excitedly. ‘That’s what we’re describing, isn’t it? Books we’d want to take on holiday with us.’

      ‘And books that take us on holiday.’ Gira, the quieter of the two women, looked at them both. ‘I don’t mean they have to be about beaches, but they take you out of your head. Transport you to another world for a while.’

      Once again Lottie saw the shadow cross Gira’s features. She had an awful feeling Gira’s own world wasn’t a happy place right now. ‘Okay, so we’re all agreed? Beach reads.’ She felt a buzz of anticipation, a shiver of excitement. Grabbing her mug, she raised it aloft. ‘Here’s to the Beach Reads Book Club.’
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      Matt went about his usual end-of-day routine: straightening books on the shelves, sweeping the floor, sorting the cash register. Cleaning the loo.

      Yes, he now spent a good part of every evening (except Sunday, when the shop was closed) wearing rubber gloves and wielding a toilet brush. There were people in his former life who would pay good money to see it.

      Once everything had been done to his liking, he went to help Amy clean up the café. ‘We’ll need to get some help soon,’ he told her as he loaded the dishwasher, surreptitiously rearranging it as he went. Amy was bright and hard-working, but she had no clue how to stack a dishwasher efficiently. ‘I’m aware I’m working you too hard. I’ll stick another ad in the paper.’

      The last ad for help in both the shop and the café had elicited a lukewarm response. A handful of potential candidates on paper had, on interview, translated into zero people he’d wanted working for him.

      Of course, if he could persuade his dad to help out more, cover a regular morning or afternoon so he could catch up on paperwork – even better, a whole day so he could have a life outside the shop … Hell, maybe in the future a whole week so he could go mad and go on holiday. Assuming he could work up the enthusiasm for a solo adventure.

      Turning on the dishwasher, Matt sighed. Right now, days off were a thing of fantasies.

      ‘I don’t mind working here.’ Amy shoved the clean mugs onto the shelf behind her. ‘There’s nothing else to do.’

      ‘I’m sure you can find something besides making tea and coffee.’

      Amy just shrugged, a silent answer he was becoming increasingly familiar with. He and Amy had always got on, though the nine-year age gap meant they were never really close. As she’d started becoming interesting, a girl he could have a conversation with, he’d gone off to uni, and then to work and live in London. Trips home to Nottingham had been rare and fleeting. Now he, Amy and his dad were finding their way around one another. Not easy in a new town where they knew no one else.

      ‘I saw you chatting to that group of women today.’ The words were out before he could wonder why he’d noticed. And then been interested enough to mention it.

      Amy looked nonplussed. ‘Isn’t that what I’m supposed to do? You said to smile and be friendly.’

      Damn, he was desperately bad at this, actually communicating with someone beyond the surface pleasantries. ‘Both of which you always do.’ He dragged a hand through his hair and tried to order his thoughts. ‘What I meant was, it was the first time I’d seen you giggle.’ He smiled, hoping she’d see he was trying to break down the reserve between them. ‘I enjoyed it. I wish I could see you do it more.’

      ‘Yeah, well, maybe you would, if you’d not forced me down here, away from my mates.’ She slammed the last mug onto the shelf, causing a clatter as they all rattled into each other. ‘I’ll see you back at the house.’

      Bugger it. Matt cursed as he watched Amy storm off through the shop. For the millionth time, he asked himself whether he’d done the right thing, dragging his dad and sister down to the coast with him to follow his dream.

      Figuring he needed to give Amy some space, Matt stayed in the café. First, he turned the remaining mugs on the shelf so they all faced the same way. They’d scoured the internet for them. He’d insisted he wanted mugs appropriate for a bookshop. Amy had told him he was being ridiculous, it didn’t matter what they looked like. Then surprised him by leaping up in excitement when she’d found them. Next, he straightened the cutlery in their respective caddies and refilled the napkins. He knew it was all fine as it was, yet the actions helped to calm him. Gave his brain something else to focus on besides the perpetual, torturous guilt trip.

      Ten minutes later, he walked through the front door of the house they’d moved into the month before. From the hallway he could see his dad pottering around in the kitchen making a mug of tea, and Amy sat on the sofa in the adjoining open-plan snug area, flicking through her phone.

      ‘I thought we should go out for dinner tonight,’ he announced, loud enough that they could both hear.

      Amy didn’t respond, her attention still on her phone. His dad came out of the kitchen and stared at him. ‘It’s a miserable rainy Thursday and you want to go out?’

      Actually, he didn’t. All Matt wanted to do was take a shower and curl up on his bed with the book he’d just brought home; yep, My Sister, the Serial Killer was in his pocket. He’d been meaning to read it for months now, and the refund had jolted his memory. Maybe a tiny part of him had also wanted to tell the blonde she’d missed out on a great book. If she ever returned to the shop. And if he could get it into the conversation without sounding like a prick.

      His dad was still looking at him. Right, they were talking about going out. ‘I thought it was time we tried the pub down the road.’

      ‘Well, if you’re paying.’ With that less than promising response, his dad turned back into the kitchen. Biting back a sigh, Matt followed him in.

      ‘Amy?’ She glanced up briefly, her hazel eyes shuttered. ‘Are you up for going to the pub to eat?’

      ‘Whatever.’

      Maybe he should just forget it. No point forcing the issue. But then, before he knew it, another month would have gone by and he’d have achieved what, exactly, by bringing them here? ‘Right then, that’s decided. Let’s go.’

      Amy’s head snapped up. ‘Now?’

      ‘Why not? I’m hungry and I could murder a pint.’

      ‘So what, we all have to do as you say?’

      Matt briefly closed his eyes and counted to ten. ‘No, you don’t.’ Wearily he rubbed at the back of his neck. Ever since he’d raised the idea of them moving down here with him, he’d had to battle this. They’d moved grudgingly, not because they’d wanted a new start, like he had, but because his mum, in the last few weeks of her life, had begged them to look after each other when she was gone.

      At the time, he’d genuinely felt moving to the coast would be good for all of them. Now he wondered if it wasn’t just a gigantic ego trip; a way to assuage his guilt, while ignoring their needs. Yet again.

      His dad walked out of the kitchen and, to Matt’s surprise, came back with his coat on. ‘You coming, Amy?’

      His sister looked over and sighed. ‘I guess.’

      Matt squashed the urge to jump in the air, raise his fist and yell Yesssssss. Instead he gave his dad a small smile. ‘Thanks,’ he said quietly.

      ‘I’m not doing it for you. I’m doing it because the alternative is making my own tea.’

      Matt nodded. ‘Understood.’

      Yet as he walked a few paces behind the pair of them as they huddled beneath a giant golf umbrella, he felt a small twinge of, if not victory, then hope. This would be the first time the three of them had gone out for a meal together. Briefly he looked up to the sky. It’s a start, Mum, he whispered. Then hunched his shoulders against the cold as he acknowledged it had come many years too late.
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      Lottie drummed her fingers on the café table and again glanced over at Matthew Steele. She could do this, couldn’t she?

      What was the worst that could happen? He’d say no?

      You’ll trip up over your feet, fall headlong into him, and find your face pressed against his groin.

      Even worse, you’ll enjoy it.

      Sitting opposite, Sally, her best friend from school, giggled. ‘God, I didn’t think I’d see the day. Charlotte Watt, bricking herself over talking to a guy.’

      ‘I’m not.’ Her eyes skimmed across the Books by the Bay café, only this time she didn’t see it as a good place to have a drink while reading a book. This time she saw it as a potential venue for the Beach Reads Book Club.

      ‘Are so.’

      Lottie rolled her eyes. ‘What are you, ten?’

      ‘Hey, I knew you when you were ten, so there’s no way you can pull the wool over my eyes. You’re shitting kittens.’

      ‘Err, either I’m shitting bricks, or having kittens.’

      Sally smiled triumphantly. ‘See, I told you.’

      Lottie let out a strangled laugh. ‘Very funny. I will concede to being a little apprehensive, but only because the last person I asked to host the book club shot me down.’

      ‘Come on, Eve was never going to agree to you using the library for a Beach Reads Book Club.’ Sally leant back in her chair, resting her hands over her very round, eight-month-pregnant belly. ‘Not only would she see it as a rival to hers, she thinks books like that are only one step away from Fifty Shades.’

      ‘So? Look at the sales of Fifty Shades. Loads of people enjoyed it, so why shouldn’t it be included in a book club? If everyone’s willing, obviously.’

      Sally winked. ‘And they all know the safe word.’

      They both erupted in laughter, which drew the attention of the very man Lottie was gearing herself up to approach. Damn, Sally was right. She was bricking it.

      ‘So, when are you going to ask him?’

      Lottie took a swig of her tea. ‘On the way out.’

      ‘Why not now, so I can have fun watching? It’s not like he’s doing anything, except for looking over here every now and again. I can’t work out if it’s because we’re making too much noise, or he’s checking us out.’ She sighed dramatically and pointed to her bump. ‘Nope, those days are over for me. It has to be you he keeps staring at.’

      ‘Trust me, if he is, it’s because I’m being too loud.’ Lottie had met plenty of guys who’d flirted with her, checked her out – something about being blonde and driving a van with Electric Blonde emblazoned along the side (yeah, not her best idea). Matthew Steele, with his smartly tailored suits and discreetly expensive watch, wasn’t one of them.

      ‘How many people have you got signed up for this book club, then?’

      ‘I’ve not exactly been inundated with requests since putting it on the local Facebook page. In fact, so far it’s only Heidi and Gira from the original book club. If it stays that way, we could meet in my van.’ Worry niggled and she glanced over at Sally. ‘Of course I’m counting on my mate joining.’

      Sally raised her eyebrows. ‘Err, have you read about what happens to mums with new babies? Sleep deprived, always drinking cold tea because they don’t have a chance to sit down. Brain scrambled. I won’t be able to manage reading a book, never mind talking intelligently about it. Plus there’s the small matter of a tiny, wailing baby.’

      Lottie started to laugh. ‘Err, first off, did you listen to anything I said about what we’ll be reading? Books that are easy to pick up and put down. Perfect to be read on the beach and while looking after a new baby. In fact we could have called it the Beach Reads For Everyone Including New Mums Book Club, but it would take up too much space on the flyer I haven’t got round to designing yet.’ Seeing Sally about to open her mouth, Lottie pressed on. ‘My second point is, the book club will be run by me, so why on earth do you think the discussion will be intelligent?’

      Sally snorted with laughter. ‘Okay, I’ll give you that, but it still leaves the wailing baby.’

      ‘Every time he or she wails, I promise to pick them up and do that jigging around on your shoulder thing that always gets them back to sleep, or so I’ve heard.’ As she spoke, the old doubts began to sneak in. ‘Oh God, Sally, what was I thinking? I’ve not done anything like this before. I mouthed off at Eve about the way she ran the library book club, but what if mine is worse? What if nobody else joins, and Gira and Heidi find it boring? What if it ends up with just me sitting here like Lottie No Mates, reading a book by myself?’

      ‘Jeez, Lonely Lottie, I promise to come before the wailing one arrives.’ She patted her bump. ‘And anyway, the club is going to be a success. You might not have run one before but you’re a flipping whizz at talking.’ She grinned. ‘Even your teachers would have to give you an A-star in it. So why don’t you put that talent to good use and ask the dishy guy, who keeps looking over here, if you can use his premises.’

      ‘You think he’s attractive?’ she blurted, then instantly regretted it.

      ‘Duh, I’m pregnant, not blind.’ Sally gave her a sly look. ‘Don’t you?’

      ‘I haven’t really noticed.’

      Sally nodded. ‘Of course you haven’t. I mean, why would you? You’re not a fan of green eyes.’

      ‘They’re not green. They’re a really dark brown. Not Cadbury milk chocolate brown, richer than that, smoother, more expensive. I’m thinking a dark Hotel Chocolat.’ Shit, what was she doing, waxing lyrical about the guy’s bloody eyes? ‘Obviously that’s a total guess, because I’ve not really—’

      ‘Noticed,’ Sally filled in, eyes wide and brimming with laughter. ‘I can see that.’

      Embarrassed, Lottie scrunched up her napkin and threw it at her friend. ‘Shut up.’

      Sally bit into her lip, hands on her shaking belly. ‘I’d ask you to go through the full chocolate range, just to make sure, but I’m going to wet myself if I laugh any more.’

      ‘Okay, so he has nice eyes,’ Lottie conceded grumpily. ‘All I’m interested in, though, is whether he’ll let me hold the book club here.’

      ‘Then go and ask him.’ Sally smirked. ‘And while you’re there, find out for certain if he’s a 70 per cent, an 85 per cent or maybe even a 90 per cent cocoa.’

      Lottie glared at her. ‘You won’t be laughing when that medicine ball you’re carrying decides to come out.’

      ‘I know.’ Sally grinned. ‘But when I’m screaming in agony I’m going to wave away the pethidine and picture your flustered expression instead.’

      Ignoring her so-called friend, Lottie rose to her feet, pushed back her shoulders and headed over to where Matthew was… God, was he really shuffling the pots of pens round on the counter?

      Suddenly the man didn’t seem so scary.
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      Matt glanced up to find the curly-haired blonde he’d been trying not to look at for the last forty minutes walking towards him. And damn, her eyes were on the pots of pens he’d been in the process of rearranging so they were all in height order. Clearly he’d reached a new level of lameness.

      Quickly he switched two of the pots round, but when he caught her eye he saw her mouth twitch, confirming his lame status. And doubling it.

      Not a problem. He’d brazen it out. It’s not like he wasn’t used to bluffing, acting confident when inside, his belly was a quivering mass of blancmange. And over far greater stakes than a pot of blasted pens.

      ‘Come for another refund?’

      She faltered, and he realised belatedly it had sounded like a dig. If he didn’t improve his customer service skills, this venture of his would fail exactly as his dad predicted.

      ‘No refund, but should I bring the cake back up, I’ll be sure to let you know.’ Immediately she put a hand over her mouth. ‘God, that was gross, sorry. Actually I came over to ask you a favour. Not, err, to discuss the challenge of keeping your cake down.’

      Her eyes met his and once again he was struck by their clarity. There was no way she could play poker, because those eyes betrayed exactly what she was thinking. She was nervous, which was a shock because so far he’d been the one feeling on the back foot.

      ‘Oh?’ It seemed the safest, if also the dullest, response.

      ‘Yes.’ She paused and inhaled a lungful of air. ‘So, I’m starting a new book club and I asked the library if I could use one of their rooms for a venue, because I know they already run a book club there, as I was a member once, but then you know that, because I told you when I brought the book back, though actually thinking about it, you get loads of customers, so you probably don’t remember.’

      ‘I do. Remember, that is.’ He wasn’t sure who was the more shocked by his admission, him or the blonde.

      ‘Err, okay.’ She gave him a hesitant smile. ‘So anyway, the library said they wouldn’t let me hold it there, so I wondered if the club could meet in your café instead.’ A soft light came into her eyes. ‘The first book club I joined took place in a coffee shop and I have such really fond memories of it. I’d love this club to be as … cosy, I think, would describe it. Friendly, welcoming. Holding it here would really help with that.’

      He wasn’t sure if he was required to say anything, so he kept to his default mode and remained quiet.

      ‘We’d come when the shop was closed,’ she continued, making him glad he’d kept quiet. ‘So maybe there’s a day when you stay behind to, I don’t know, put out stock, do your ordering. Or whatever it is bookshop owners do.’

      ‘That would be most days.’ He’d started to realise owning a bookshop wasn’t the doddle some – and yes, he included himself in that – thought it was.

      ‘That’s great.’ Immediately she’d said it, her smile faltered. ‘Oops, that sounded mean. Obviously it’s not great for you, having to work late every day, but it’s great for me because it gives lots of options. I tell you what, why don’t I talk to my club members and I’ll email you the most suitable date for us. I’m thinking we could meet at 5.30 p.m. for two hours. We wouldn’t expect you to open the café, but maybe we could bring some snacks and drinks?’ She smiled properly then, and he felt the warmth, the dazzle of it, like a punch to his gut. ‘These things go a lot better when refreshments are involved.’

      ‘I imagine.’ But he couldn’t, not really, because the idea of discussing something so private as the book he was reading, with virtual strangers, made him shudder. As a kid, reading had been a chance to escape, to get lost in a fantasy for a while. Until he’d been forced to turn his light out, and reality had come crashing back. As an adult, he’d only recently enjoyed returning to the pastime and it had brought back all those feelings from his childhood: comfort, a feeling of security. If he had a book in his hand, he didn’t feel lonely.

      ‘Well, that’s settled then.’ She went to pick up a business card from next to the till and he tried not to wince as she accidentally knocked the stack onto the floor. ‘Crap, sorry.’

      He shifted to the other side of the counter to help her pick them up, but just as he bent to crouch down, she tried to stand up, and they collided.

      ‘Whoa.’ Feeling her stagger backwards, he clutched at her arms to steady her, steady them both. And wow, it was like holding onto a live wire. His body began to react in ways he’d forgotten as his blood pumped faster, hotter.

      Abruptly he let go. ‘Sorry.’ He took a step away, trying to find his equilibrium. Thankfully she didn’t seem to notice his mini meltdown. She was too intent on putting the cards back on the counter.

      ‘I, umm, think you’ll probably do a better job.’

      He glanced behind her to the now haphazardly piled stack. ‘Yes. It’s on that list of things bookshop owners do.’

      Humour lit her eyes. ‘Is that before or after rearranging the pen pots?’

      He wanted to be offended, but it was hard to be, when her grey eyes twinkled and her flushed face was alive with amusement. ‘Before. Neat business cards would seem to be a priority.’

      A crack of laughter escaped her. ‘Definitely. So, as I was saying before I decided to decimate your display, I’ll be in touch with the best date for us and we can take it from there.’

      He wasn’t sure what he’d just agreed to, but there was only one possible response to a woman who was smiling at him like she was now. ‘Yes, fine.’

      ‘Oh, and as we’ll be ordering our books from you for future meetings, will it be okay if we don’t actually pay for the use of your shop? The club’s just starting out and I don’t want to put off any would-be members by charging them to come.’

      ‘Understandable.’

      ‘So, we’re good?’

      He felt dizzy with it all: her use of so many words, the dazzle of her smile, his unexpected reaction to the brush of her body against his. ‘I think so.’

      ‘That’s great. Thank you.’ She waved the business card at him. ‘I’ll be in touch.’

      He watched as she strode back to the café. A mini blonde tornado, dressed in dark jeans and a tomato-red jumper.

      It was only later, when he received her email, that he began to wonder what on earth he’d agreed to. Lottie Watt – at least now he knew her name – was bringing her book club to his shop on the last Thursday in every month at 5.30 p.m. For two hours. Starting in two weeks.

      Did he want people in his shop after it had closed? Sure, there was plenty he could do, but he enjoyed the peace of being by himself after hours. Sorting stock, updating orders, just him and his books.

      That’s the old you.

      The thought niggled. He’d vowed when he bought the shop that he was going to relax more, to embrace people, let them in a little. Become part of the community. How better to do that, than allow a book club to meet in his shop?

      And it was only once a month. Even he could put up with that.
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