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      JONATHAN

      As an author, he might have guessed that in order to find yourself, you first had to get hopelessly lost, but that had never been the reality of his blessed existence until he found himself alone in Cataluma.

      “What have you done to me, Cici?" Jonathan whined in the dim light of a strange old lady’s bedroom, his eyes resting on the huge mauve peonies adorning the frilly duvet on the bed. Jonathan Waverly, cool, suave, best-selling–but currently down and out–author of edgy, social realism and man-lit, leaned against the coordinating floral wallpaper of the strange room, on his cell phone with his literary agent and de facto babysitter Cici Levinson. He couldn’t bring himself to sit on any of the alien furniture.

      “You cried for help,” Cici insisted. “Most pitifully, Jonathan, if you recall. You said, ‘Get me out of here, Cici, now! I can’t stand another second with this harridan. I can’t stay here and I have nowhere to escape to.’ When I said I had nothing to offer you, you only cried louder and screamed, ‘Fix this!’ So I did. It’s what you pay me to do. You’re welcome."

      True enough. The next time he moved, it wouldn’t be for a woman, and it wouldn’t be into her house. He’d have his own place now til the day he died, he swore.

      “But where am I?” Jonathan said. “I arrived here at dusk two days ago, barely got the key to work in the rickety back door and have been hiding out ever since in some granny’s bedroom above the shop, eating nothing but energy bars. And oh. My. God, Cici, what I saw of the place… It’s like a ghost town! It has a Gilmore Girls crossed with Gunsmoke vibe.”

      “I’ve heard it’s a darling little town. Look around a bit before you judge. Maybe it’ll inspire you.”

      “It’ll take a helluva lot more than a kitschy fake little stage set from some old television series to inspire me,” Jonathan grumbled. It’d take an actual fucking miracle, the way he felt right now. His eyes rose to the stained ceiling. Pity God apparently wasn’t on his side at the moment.

      “It’s not. It’s the real thing. I heard it’s a thriving community. And there’s a big strawberry festival in a couple of weeks. It’ll be fun!”

      Fun! Ha! “From whom did you hear such lies?”

      Cici sighed and responded in a clipped tone that made Jon suspicious. “Never mind who. A reliable source.”

      “Whom. Did someone pay you to stick me here? Am I some kind of unwitting extra on a reality show? The Stars Come Crashing Down? Is that it?”

      “Stop being so negative, Junior,” Cici scolded. “And FYI, you paid for the privilege. Check your bank statement.” She cackled. “I got you a good deal though,” she added sweetly.

      “But I don’t want to be here. I want my old life back.”

      “Your old life blew up in your face. If you don’t want to lose your publishing deal, this is your life for the foreseeable future.” He’d meant his old life in New York. His life before the alluring and evil Freya had captured his imagination and his soul, drawing him into her world of high-powered movie producers and the beautiful actors that hung on them like baubles.

      Jonathan moaned, resigned to his fate. Cici had a point. Thus far he’d been constitutionally unable to write a new book. And it had become clear that living with Freya in LA was at least part of the problem. That situation was so long past its expiry date that it was starting to smell. “How long?”

      After a few beats of silence, Cici cleared her throat and came clean with the admission. “Five months. No longer. If you get an outline and a half dozen decent chapters to Diva Diane earlier than that… And she likes them, I can negotiate a good advance and you can spend the rest of the year anywhere you like. A rental on Long Beach. A room at the Ritz-Carlton for all I care.”

      “Thank you very much. You’d never know you built your successful agency on the back of my work the way you abuse me.” But then, he’d have never navigated the cutthroat world of publishing without Cici steering the boat these past ten years. When he secured his first publishing deal with the big house, he’d been wet behind the ears, a green twenty-two-year-old college grad. They’d have eaten him alive if he weren’t lucky enough to meet Cici at a college event. Especially his editor Diane, who was indeed scary.

      “Abuse?!” Cici countered, in no way cowed by Jonathan’s scorn. She was used to it. “You’re lucky to have me covering your skinny ass most days, is what, Junior.” She’d always called him that since he’d been junior to her senior in college when they first met. She knew it irked him still.

      Jonathan sat in silence for a minute, pondering his fate. How did he end up here? Was this his own doing, really? Or did the universe have it in for him at last? Karma was a bitch. The self-pity was real. His life looked as dim and smelled as off as the strange bedroom where he squatted.

      “It smells like… talcum powder in here, Ceec. And I detect a note of cabbage.”

      “So… Have it cleaned.” He could visualize her signature shrug. “Redecorate if you like. I don’t think she’s coming back anyhow. It’s your home for the time being, so make it work.”

      Jon didn’t know why he was still dishing out snark to CiCi when she was only trying to help. She was just doing her job as she’d always done. The truth was that the recent move, the sudden changes in his life, and the lack of clarity and direction about his next steps disoriented him. He was frustrated with himself, whoever he was supposed to be now, and his inability to figure that out and move on. He reset his attitude. “Thanks, Cici.”

      “For…?”

      “For bailing me out. For having my back.”

      “Aww. Thanks, Junior.”

      “So I’m supposed to actually run the bookstore while I’m here? When will I have time to write?” As if he was eager to resume getting up every morning to stare at a blank page and a blinking cursor. He just couldn’t get that scathing review in the Los Angeles Times Book Review out of his head where it circled like a vulture ready to pluck out his eyes. The words were so sharp, so cruel, and he feared, so true.

      “You wouldn’t be the first scribe to pen a book while flogging them as a day job. Be thankful it’s a little bookstore in a little backwater town. You’ll have plenty of time. I thought it was the perfect gig for you. Being surrounded by all your favorite authors will remind you why you do this.”

      “Hah.” Jonathan doubted that very much. He’d had a look around downstairs, checking the bookshelves with his cell phone flashlight in the middle of the night. The selection didn’t impress him much. “I’ll have to restock to make that happen.”

      “So restock. For the next five months, it’s your store. Your home. Your life. Make of it what you will. Get your act together, Jonathan Waverley, before the world forgets your name.”
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      CONCHA

      Concha Maria Dolores Diaz propped one scuffed motorcycle boot on the concrete foundation of the post under the porch outside La Espiga Dorada Mexican bakery on Prospector’s Row, in Cataluma, CA. Or main street, as the locals always called it. The street of small shops, many with apartments over, was where most anything that happened in Cataluma occurred. Not counting the old school and recreation zone or the strip mall across the ugly bridge on the highway side of the winding Luminita River.

      She gnawed on her lip, considering the facts as presented by her friends, and took a sip of the tall dark coffee she liked to start every day with. Uncle Roberto, the original proprietor of the traditional bakery, always gave her this, along with her namesake concha bun. It was so rich with butter it saturated the paper bag, resembling the yellow stained-glass rose window over the altar in the old church, murky but translucent, glowing with the Californian sun. Her friend Sequoia, the café’s recent new owner, carried on with the tradition. With these morning gifts, Roberto had always given his blessing with a smile and a wink, saying, “I gotta take care of Diego’s little girl. He’s watching me.”

      He’d been saying this to her ever since her dad died five years past and she figured he’d keep on saying it until he was gone to join his brother in heaven. Neither blessings, nor gifts, could be refused, even though she couldn’t bring herself to eat the bun, and invariably gave it away to someone more willing to clog their arteries with fat.

      She huffed. “Why should it be me?” she finally asked her friends.

      “Because you’re the closest neighbour to the bookstore,” answered Sequoia.

      “And you’re closest to Elena,” added her cousin Mickey, stroking her hand down Sequoia’s muscled and tattooed arm. Concha scowled. She was still getting used to her two closest friends being a couple now. Having grown up together in Cataluma, it was odd to her to have these two in a newly formed romantic duet. Sure, they alternately flirted and fought all their lives, but this was on another level. “And you care more than anyone what happens to her bookstore, Prima.”

      That was the truth. “Elena is coming back, of course,” Concha countered with a frown. “As soon as she’s feeling herself again.” Concha couldn’t imagine Cataluma without Elena. The wise, sassy septuagenarian had been a fixture in town since they were all school kids. She’d been especially supportive and dear to Concha after her own mother left.

      Mickey trapped her lips between her teeth and pulled a sympathetic face, noncommittal.

      It’s true Elena’s stroke had been as devastating as it had been sudden. But Concha held out hope her dear friend, like a second mother to her really, would recover and return to town to run her beloved bookstore. Concha wasn’t ready yet to admit that might not happen.

      “Anyway, someone would have told us if the store were sold to a new owner,” she argued. “There can’t be a new proprietor yet. It’s too soon.”

      Javier, owner of The High Sierra Pot Shop a few doors down, added, “But Mom mentioned there was a new business license application at Town Hall.” Javier’s mother was the town Mayor, Millie Fernandez, who ought to know. If she weren’t mad as a hatter lately. “Explain that.”

      Concha couldn’t, but it worried her, and she continued chewing her lip.

      “What about the pile of mail Serena is holding at the post office? Addressed to J West…Westerly or something, care of Levinson Literary Agency. Who could that be?” added Sequoia. “Sounds bookish to me.”

      Concha shrugged, again unable to pose a reasonable explanation. Added to that was the tiny light she herself had seen flicking and flashing around inside the bookstore in the middle of the night as if someone were exploring. Or searching for a light switch or breaker. She’d nearly called the sheriff but decided to wait and see. There was definitely someone in there.

      “What’s the big deal?” Mickey asked. “Just knock on the door. If there is no answer, check around back.”

      Concha nodded. She could, yup. If she wasn’t so afraid of the answer. She’d also seen and confessed to seeing a U-Haul box truck pulling into the back lane late yesterday. Two burly guys moved some furniture and stacks of boxes in, and a few of Elena’s things back out. That really worried her. What if Elena really sold the shop? Her dream of taking it over would go up in smoke.

      “I should just give George a call. If Elena is really giving up the store, and her apartment, her son would know, right?” She scowled in the direction of the shop that had been like a second home to her, willing things to go back to the way they were supposed to be. George should have called her already, though she knew his mom’s care preoccupied him.

      “Just do it, already,” Mickey chided. “You’ll set the door on fire with your laser vision the way you’ve been glaring at it all day.”

      That she had.

      “Hey, hey!” Mickey suddenly whispered, elbowing her in the arm. “Look.”

      Sequoia turned to look over her dark head. “Someone’s come out.”

      Concha turned to look, blinking into the bright morning sun. There was indeed the silhouette of a man stepping out from the front door of The Little Luminita Bookshop. His tall, broad-shouldered form was in shadow, the lazy competent way his long leg stepped away, and turned, sent a warning fizz shooting through her. Of all things, she wasn’t expecting to see a man. A younger man, by the looks of it. And the interloper was definitely not the squat George Pappas, Elena’s son. Who the hell did he think he was, anyway, messing with Elena’s store?

      “Now’s your chance,” Mickey said, shoving her off her roost. “Go, go!”
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      JONATHAN

      Squinting in the low morning sun, too bright after hiding out inside for several days, Jonathan strode away from the front door to the middle of the road and turned back to scrutinize his new business, resigned to his fate. Tilting his head upward to take in his new temporary establishment, he had to admit it was a genteel sort of heritage building, with its two-story facade, its well-proportioned windows with elegantly curved headers, and cream-coloured siding with white trim. Not so fake as he’d first imagined.

      The letters high on the fancy parapet, however, read Kellogg’s Hardware, established in 1898. The bookstore itself had only a tiny sign on the door and faded white paint on the glass pane of the old front door. He’d have to do something about that or nobody would ever find the damned place and buy books. If he had to do this, he might as well do it in style.

      Glancing up and down the dusty main street, he took in the signs and storefronts along both sidewalks. There was the weed shop, High Sierra–that actually made him smile–a tattoo parlour, the cafés, and a few others whose signs he couldn’t read from this distance. The bookstore fit in fine, but though it was a little bigger, it didn’t stand out. He’d have to do something to make it special.

      At this early hour, there was little traffic on the main drag, but for a cluster of parked cars down at the other end of the block where he’d spotted a café that seemed popular. A group of local hicks lingered outside the bakery halfway along, takeout coffees in hand. Gathered for a chinwag, he supposed.

      Just as Jon visualized a classy new sign for the bookstore, while simultaneously supposing he hadn’t the budget, the time nor the commitment for it before he’d escape this hell-hole and return to his life, or some edited version of it, one worker loitering by the café broke away and strode towards him.

      Loath to stare or, God forbid, actually invite conversation. From the corner of his eye he registered the languid sway of female hips, and the clomp of heavy boots as they approached.

      Despite himself, he turned to watch a young woman approach, unable to tear his eyes from her bouncing brown hair, or the determined swing of her lean, tanned arms, until she halted a few feet from him, boots planted wide.

      Oh, hello! She may be dressed like Ellie May Clampett, in her dirty coveralls with their arms tied around her waist, and a tiny white t-shirt, but she was stunning. He was suddenly struck by the dark-ringed amber eyes in her beautiful face, and couldn’t look away.

      She cleared her throat, the dark slash of her left eyebrow arching upward, and he felt his face flush, abruptly tearing his gaze from hers, his stomach aflutter. What the hell?

      “Morning, Stranger,” she drawled, letting her gaze slide slowly down to his shoes and up again. Her rich contralto voice struck a chord inside him, his stomach clenching with the sudden visceral thrill of it. She was earthy, real and sexier than any woman he’d encountered lately, or perhaps ever. Certainly, none he’d had the balls to approach. He swallowed with difficulty, his throat suddenly dry.

      “Hello,” he replied, his voice an unintentional squeak, having hardly spoken a word in two days. He cleared his throat. Stealing another peek at her striking face, he noted smooth curves and angles.

      “Whatcha doing here?” she called out, her voice carrying a hint of annoyance.

      With a tilt of his head, he answered honestly, “Thinking about a new sign.”

      “For the bookstore,” she stated, more threat than query.

      “Yes.”

      “Elena’s bookstore.” She held her coffee cup in one hand and with the other, gripping a greasy pastry bag, she gestured to the bookstore in a wide arc. “Did Elena make arrangements with you?” she asked, her tone accusatory.

      “Excuse me?” Had he missed something? “Who is Elena?”

      “The owner. Of the bookstore.” The woman pulled her face into a smile, a tight, condescending smile as if she thought he was a tad slow, and let her golden gaze slide down his body again.

      “Looks like your intel is out of date,” he replied languidly. He instinctively knew it would piss her off, and for some inexplicable reason, he wanted her to be as ruffled as he found himself to be.

      She was sexy in a visceral way that somehow disturbed the even flow of his blood, the serene thrum of his heartbeat. Nothing at all like the cool, glamorous. beauty of Freya and her Hollywood social scene that she’d lured him into, nor the hard beauty that he typically encountered in the hallowed halls of the New York publishing world.

      This was the kind of woman he only dared to desire in his fantasies, and in his fictional mind. The kind of woman he gave his tortured heroes. But in his real life, she was out of reach. Something otherworldly.

      An unbidden and unwelcome thought surfaced and solidified in his mind. My muse. If only he were a different man, living a different life. With a woman like this, he’d not care what anyone thought of him. He could be free. Wild. Mad.

      “Did George send you?”

      He shook off his stray thoughts. “Actually, Cici sent me,” he replied. “I don’t know who George is, but I assume we’re talking about my bookstore.”

      Her face snapped into a judgmental stare, and Clint Eastwood came suddenly to mind. Jon’s gaze flitted to her holster straps. No guns, just a long-handled torque wrench swinging from a loop on her coveralls. But then the way she blinked extra-hard, and glared at him, felt like a brutal eye-roll as if she’d barely controlled the urge to whack him in the crotch with the wrench. He had not impressed her. “Not the last time I checked,” she snipped. Ooh. Prickly. “Cici who?”

      “Levinson.”

      She twisted her lips to one side, narrowing her gaze at his reply. “That’s the name on that pile of boxes at the post office. Do you work for her?” Her words came sharp and staccato, like a police interrogation.

      Jonathan paused, gazed up at the blue sky and smiled wryly. With a chuckle, he said, “She works for me, actually.”

      The woman cocked her head to one side, studying Jonathan intently. “So who are you, then?”

      “Jonathan.” He offered a hand, squinting skeptically at his newest critic. No need to hide anymore. His stay here was unavoidable, and would maybe even be interesting. The chances of anyone in this backwater recognizing his name were slim to none, he decided. “Jonathan Waverly.”

      She ignored the hand, her expression abruptly changing. It froze into a kind of blank mask. She either recognized him, or she didn’t.

      “Oh.” Her golden eyes darted to the side, locked onto his face, and away again. He remained unclear whether or not she knew him. “You’re sticking around, then?”

      He tilted his head. “For now.”

      “I see.” She swallowed, her chest rising and falling as she seemed to deliberate her next words. “Have you had breakfast?” She shoved the greasy bag towards his hand and he took it, confused. 

      “Um…I…”

      “Mickey usually hand-paints the signs for folks in town.” The woman turned and pointed down the street. “She runs the tattoo parlor. She’s a really talented artist.”

      “Sorry. My plans for the store don’t include hokey hand-painted window signs. Quite the opposite. I’m going to turn this sad little sow’s ear into a silk purse. The town of Cantaloupe won’t know what hit. It’ll be dragged into the modern world so dramatically it’ll have a stroke.”

      Her face hardened, her eyes glittering like polished bronze swords. “As a matter of fact, Elena Pappas, the beloved owner of the store, suffered a massive stroke. That’s why she’s in hospital in Santa Barbara, instead of running the store the way she always has, the way everyone in Cataluma treasured and valued.”

      Well, that told him. Words eluded him. He’d only been play-acting. He didn’t mean to be an ass.

      “Well. Alright, then. Mr. Waverly.” Seeming to dismiss him, she took a tentative step to the side, and then another. Remorse swamped him. He didn’t know what it was about this prickly woman, but he wanted her to linger. He wanted to know more about her. “I’m Concha Diaz. I run the garage behind your store.” She lifted her chin and spun, striding past him, around the corner of the bookstore onto River Road, disappearing from view.

      Wait. Come back.

      Sighing, he watched her go, stunned, sensing that something life-changing had just occurred. He didn’t know whether to be excited or concerned.
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      CONCHA

      Insufferable man! Concha marched into the garage, calling, “Hey, Matty?”

      Her cousin looked up from under a car hood. “Yup?”

      “Can you manage the shop alone today? I need to check in with Elena in Santa Barbara.” She needed answers.

      “Sure, Con.” He wiped his hands with a greasy rag, his smile broad and confident. “Trey’s coming to hang out later. I’ll be fine.”

      She smiled back. At only twenty-one, Mateo was mushrooming into a man, and she could already see her uncles, and her father, in his sharp cheekbones, broad shoulders and warm brown eyes. “Thanks, Matty. If anything comes up, call me. I’ll be back late tonight.”

      He waved and returned to his project.

      After reviewing Matty’s work orders, she donned her bike gear and rolled her V Star 950 out. Her bigger bike was a faster, safer choice for the highway trip. She’d ride Dad’s old Enduro another day. She needed comfort and reassurance today in more ways than one.

      She couldn’t believe she was attracted to Jonathan Waverly, the very author she’d trashed in her review. It was just physical attraction, but she couldn’t shake the feeling it was more. Now she was in a real bind.

      It served her right for thinking the stranger was cute. When she spotted him, with his long legs, handsome scowling face with just the right amount of dark stubble, she should have left him alone. Her curiosity bit her like a diamondback. It’d be almost funny if it weren’t such a catastrophe. Jonathan Waverly? Ironic. The universe was playing tricks.

      Concha cruised across the river, heading for the highway, her mind a whirl. Then she opened it up and cruised at top speed for the coast, letting the open road and speed soothe her angst.

      First, Elena’s stroke two weeks ago left her reeling. She still felt the shock and pain of that like a hose clamp on her heart. It had never crossed her mind that anything could happen to Elena, strong and vibrant despite being in her seventies.

      Then a stranger invades her store, her own dream of taking over the bookstore when Elena retired gone in a puff of exhaust. Then–because life’s cruel like that–tempting her with his intelligent sparkling eyes behind horn-rimmed glasses and soft, neat silky brown hair begging to be touched. He was exactly the type of cute nerdy bookish dude she’d crushed on in the literature department at UC Riverside.

      But it had to be Jonathan-freaking-Waverly.

      As if there was anyone in Cataluma she didn’t already know. Living in your small hometown was hard; there were few potential men to choose from if you planned to stay. Not everyone could be as lucky as her cousin Mickey, who’d hooked up with her secret crush Sequoia Ward.

      Now, she finds out the interloper is the arrogant, obnoxious author she’d ripped to shreds
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