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I used to think silence was the goal.

Not peace, not joy, not excitement—just... silence. The kind that settles over you like snowfall, soft and heavy, muting everything you don’t want to hear. Arguments. Deadlines. Reporters pretending to care about my “process.” Fans who loved the idea of me more than the actual man. Even the sound of my own thoughts, which tended to get loud when left unattended.

Snowbrook had offered that silence so generously, I almost felt rude accepting it without paying a deposit.

On most mornings, I woke up before the sun, not because I needed to or because I was one of those early-riser high-achievers featured in motivational videos. No, I woke up because my son, Sam, had somehow developed the uncanny ability to pop out of bed at 5:45 a.m. every day like a cheerful alarm clock with a cowlick and no snooze button. He’d inherited my dark hair and his mother’s bright brown eyes, but everything else—the optimism, the energy, the desire to talk to me while I was still half-asleep—felt like it came from some recessive gene I’d never consented to pass along.

This morning, he was already dressed and standing at the foot of my bed when I cracked my eyes open.

“Dad,” he whispered. Then louder: “Dad. Dad!”

“What?” I groaned, face half-buried in my pillow.

“Can we have pancakes?”

“It’s Wednesday.”

“So?”

“So Wednesdays are cereal days.”

His face fell like I’d just cancelled Christmas. “But we have blueberries.”

I exhaled slowly, reminding myself that I’d uprooted our lives specifically to give him something better. Stability. A routine. Fresh air that didn’t smell like exhaust or publishing deadlines.

“Fine,” I said, sitting up. “Blueberry pancakes.”

Sam grinned and sprinted toward the kitchen, socks sliding on the wood floor as he turned the corner. I took a moment to stretch, bones popping in ways that made me feel older than my thirty-eight years should allow.

Moving to Snowbrook had been the right call. I still believed that most days. But on mornings like this—foggy, cold, the sky barely hinting at dawn—I felt the weight of everything I’d left behind. The career. The city. The version of me that people thought they knew.

Theo Branson: Bestselling romance author.

The title still felt like it belonged to someone else. Someone warmer, smoother, capable of debonair charm. My readers assumed I was one of my own characters: confident, flirtatious, silver-tongued. A man who could sweep someone off their feet with a meaningful stare and a single perfect line.

In reality, I was a single dad in worn sweatpants who burnt pancakes if he didn’t focus.

I shuffled into the kitchen and started mixing batter. Sam sat at the table kicking his legs, humming some unrecognizable tune. The windows glowed faintly with the warm lights from the Bramble General Store across the street, a place where locals gathered for coffee, gossip, and baked goods that tasted like childhood and butter.

“Are you nervous?” Sam asked suddenly.

I blinked at him. “About pancakes?”

“No.” He made a face. “About your book thing today.”

Ah. Yes. The book thing—a last-minute signing at Snowbrook Books, arranged by my publisher after they realized I’d been hiding out in a small mountain town for six months and hadn’t done a single public appearance.

“I’m not nervous,” I lied.

Sam looked unconvinced. “You always look like you swallowed a lemon when you have to talk to people.”

“Thanks, buddy.”

“I mean it nicely.”

“I’m sure you do.”

But he wasn’t wrong. Publicity was the part of writing I’d always hated. Talking to strangers about fictional characters I made up in sweatpants felt absurd. And book signings—God—people expected me to sparkle. To smolder. To act like the kind of man who swept readers off their feet in my novels.

I was many things, but sparkly was not one of them.

By the time I’d packed Sam’s lunch and dropped him off at school, the knot in my stomach had doubled in size. My publisher’s email had said: Just a small event. Very low pressure. Which meant at least a dozen people would show up with sharpies and expectations.

Snowbrook Books sat on the corner of Cedar Lane, its windows painted with little snowflakes and twinkling lights. A “Theo Branson Signing Today!” poster hung just slightly crooked on the door, my author photo smiling down at me with a confidence I absolutely did not feel.

I hated that photo. I looked charming in it. Approachable. Like someone who would wink at you and mean it.

The real version of me pushed the door open with all the energy of a man heading into a dental exam.

Inside, the store was warm and cozy, shelves lined with local crafts and mismatched mugs. A table had been set up near the fireplace, stacked with my latest release—Falling for Midnight. People liked that one. I didn’t understand why; I’d written it in the middle of a coffee-fueled panic spiral.

A few early readers were already waiting. They smiled warmly. I tried to smile back. My face cracked only a little.

Then, just as I sat down, someone walked in who didn’t smile at all.

He was younger—late twenties maybe—with messy hair the color of dark copper, a navy scarf looped around his neck, and an expression like he was already five steps ahead of everyone else in the room. His eyes scanned the shelves lazily before landing on me.

Not with awe.
Not with excitement.
Just... interest. And maybe mischief.
He stepped up to my table without a book in his hands.

“I expected a romance author to at least fake charm,” he said.

I stared at him.

Then, to my own shock, I laughed. An actual, startled, genuine laugh that cracked something open in my chest.

His mouth tugged into a crooked grin, like he’d been waiting to see if I could take a joke.

And for the first time in a very, very long time...

I felt awake.

***
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THERE ARE MOMENTS IN life when time slows down—birth, death, falling off a bicycle, realizing your kid has cut his own hair with safety scissors—and apparently, also when a younger, annoyingly magnetic stranger tells you to fake charm.

Rowan Price.
I didn’t know his name yet, but the universe did, because it already fit him.
He stood there with one eyebrow raised, waiting to see if I’d be offended or amused. I still wasn’t sure myself. My brain was rebooting like an old laptop covered in stickers from 2003.

“Uh... I have charm,” I said, which was both untrue and a terrible comeback.

He snorted. “If that was it, you might want to ask for a refund.”

I laughed—an actual, startled, genuine laugh I had not intended or authorized. Something about this man was disarming in a way I didn’t have a manual for.

Before I could recover, a woman stepped forward clutching a copy of Falling for Midnight like it might spontaneously combust.

“Could I get this signed?” she asked, smiling brightly.

I nodded, trying to pull myself together as she slid the book toward me. I signed it with a safe, neutral message—Thanks for reading!—because “Sorry a stranger just emotionally hijacked me” wasn’t appropriate for fans.

By the time I’d finished with the small line of readers, the stranger had wandered off toward a table of candles. He was picking them up one by one, reading the labels aloud in a low, amused tone.

“‘Cozy Hearth.’ ‘Sweater Weather.’ ‘Mistletoe Something.’ Who names these?” he muttered, then sniffed one. “This one smells like a middle school dance.”

I shouldn’t have been so captivated by him, but there I was—watching the stranger critique candles like a man on a mission.

The bookstore owner, Gwendolyn, approached my table with a satisfied nod. “Lovely turnout,” she said.

“Mm,” I offered, which was about as verbose as I got during public events.

“And who is your friend?” she asked, eyes twinkling.

“He is not my—”

“My name is Rowan Price. I’m observing,” Rowan said, suddenly appearing beside me. Hands still in his coat pockets. Expression still amused.

I blinked. “Observing what?”

“You,” he replied, completely unfazed.

I forgot how to breathe for a second.

Gwendolyn beamed like this was her new favorite subplot. “Well, keep observing. He’s far more interesting than he pretends.”

“No,” I muttered.

“Yes,” Rowan countered, leaning in slightly.

His cologne drifted toward me—warm, woodsy, something like cedar and sunshine—which felt profoundly unfair on a Tuesday.

“Do you... want a book signed?” I asked.

“Nope.”

“So why are you here?”

He shrugged. “I live two blocks away. Saw the poster. Got curious.”

“Curious about my books?” I asked, hopefully.

“Oh God no! I hate romance books. I’m more curious about you.”

My heart did something stupid inside my chest.

I opened my mouth, but no actual words came out—just a general sound of confusion that probably made me look like a fish discovering air.

He smiled, just a little. A lopsided curve of his lips that suggested he enjoyed watching my brain short-circuit.

Before I could gather enough cognitive function to reply, someone approached the table asking me to sign another book. Rowan stepped aside but didn’t go far—just drifted around the store, occasionally glancing back at me as if making sure I hadn’t escaped.

When the signing finally slowed, he reappeared at the edge of my table.

“So,” he said, rocking back on his heels, “do all your signings start this cheerfully?”

“No,” I deadpanned. “This is a special kind of torture reserved for Snowbrook.”

He grinned. “I’ll take that as: you’re having a great time.”

I exhaled. “What do you want from me?”

He shrugged lightly. “Conversation, maybe. You look like you avoid it.”

“I don’t avoid—”

“You do,” he said simply. “But I’m good with people who avoid things. I was raised by two therapists.”

I stared at him. “God help you.”

“Right?” He laughed.

And damn it... I laughed too.

The signing wrapped up with a few lingering fans browsing shelves, a couple teens giggling near the graphic novels, and Gwendolyn humming while
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