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			“A romance lovers dream of a book. Whimsical, romantic and packed with charm, Ashley Poston is the queen of high concept love stories.”

			—Sophie Cousens, New York Times bestselling author of The Good Part

			“Ashley Poston has done it again. I fell into these pages just as effortlessly as Eileen tumbles into Eloraton. Whimsical, emotional, and tender…. Another enchanting romance from Poston.”

			—B.K. Borison, author of In the Weeds
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			—Carley Fortune, #1 New York Times bestselling author of This Summer Will Be Different
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			To the author of my favorite book,

			I wish I could’ve met you,

			but I hope my books find your books on the shelves,

			and I hope they’re friends
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			An Ending

			There once was a town.

			It was a quaint little town, in a quiet valley, where life moved at the pace of snails and the only road in was the only way out, too. There was a candy store that sold the sweetest honey taffy you ever tasted, and a garden store that grew exotic, beautiful blooms year-round. The local café was named after a possum that tormented its owner for years, and the chef there made the best honey French toast in the Northeast. There was a bar where the bartender always knew your name, and always served your burgers slightly burnt, though the local hot sauce always disguised the taste. If you wanted to stay the weekend, you could check-in at the new bed-and-breakfast in town—just as soon as its renovations were finished, and just a pleasant hike up Honeybee Trail was a waterfall where, rumor had it, if you made a wish underneath it, the wish would come true. There was a drugstore, a grocer, a jewelry store that was open only when Mercury was in of retrograde—

			And, oh, there was a bookstore.

			It was tucked into an unassuming corner of an old brick building fitted with a labyrinthine maze of shelves stocked with hundreds of books. In the back corner was a reading space with a fireplace, and chairs so cozy you could sink into them for hours while you read. The rafters were filled with glass chimes that, when the sunlight came in through the top windows, would send dapples of colors flooding across the stacks of books, painting them in rainbows. A family of starlings roosted in the eaves, and sang different songs every morning, in time with the tolls of the clock tower.

			The town was quiet in that cozy, sleepy way that if you closed your eyes, you could almost hear the valley breathe as wind crept through it, between the buildings, and was sighed out again.

			There once was a town, and I was so certain that it would feel like home if I ever made it there.

			There once was a town, and it didn’t exist.
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			Country Roads

			I was lost.

			Not metaphorically—at least, I didn’t think so—but physically lost, hundreds of miles from home, in the middle of nowhere.

			No cell service. An outdated map. A gas tank running on empty.

			Oh, and I was alone.

			When I started this road trip yesterday, before eight hours on the interstate and a pit stop at a dinosaur-themed hotel, and eight more hours today, I didn’t think I’d lose my way on the last leg of the journey. I was so close—the cabin where I’d be staying for the next week was within reach—but Google Maps kept glitching as I drove my way through Rip Van Winkle country, until my phone screen was nothing more than beige land and my little blue dot roamed, without a road, in the middle of nowhere.

			I’d taken the same road trip with my best friend for the last two years to the same cabin in Rhinebeck, New York, to meet the same people in our Super Smutty Book Club. I shouldn’t have gotten lost.

			But this was a year of firsts.

			Overhead, angry-looking clouds rumbled with thunder, dark purple with the coming night and heavy with rain. I hoped the weather held up until I found the cabin, unearthed a bottle of wine from my back seat, and settled down in one of the rocking chairs on the front porch with a romance book in my hands.

			The promise of a week of wine and happily ever afters had kept me sane all year, through boring English 101 classes with half-asleep students and AI-generated papers on Chaucer and colleagues who swore that War and Peace was a riveting read. The English department was rife with people who would love to talk to you for hours about Beowulf or modern literary theory or the intersectionality of postmodern texts. But for one week out of the year, I looked forward to shucking off my professorial robes and disappearing into the twisting roads that hugged the soft hills of the Catskills, and reading about impossible meet-cutes and grand romantic gestures, and no one would judge me for it.

			And when everyone else pulled out because life got in the way, it was just going to be my best friend, Pru, and me—and that was perfect, too. I needed this. Pru didn’t understand how much. No one did. So when she told me last week that she couldn’t go, either, it surprised me. No, that was the wrong word—it disappointed me—but I didn’t want it to show. I sat on the couch opposite her, The Great British Baking Show in the background, digging my fingers into the comforter I’d pulled over my legs because she always kept her and Jasper’s apartment freezing.

			“I’m sorry,” she’d said, twisting the rings on her fingers nervously. Her dirty blond hair was done up in a sloppy ponytail, and she was already in her pajamas and fuzzy slippers. She was petite and perpetually sunburnt in the summers, with wide brown eyes and a scar on her chin where my teeth went into her face when we were twelve and trying to do backflips on a trampoline. Through the crack in her open bedroom door, I could see her suitcase half-packed already with warm sweaters and cute knit hats. Definitely not summer apparel. “Jasper surprised me with a trip to Iceland, and this is the only time we can go because of, you know, his job,” she gushed quickly, like saying it faster would make it hurt less—ripping a proverbial Band-Aid off a very hairy leg. “I know it’s not ideal but he just told me. We just found out. And…we can all go to the cabin again next year?” The question dipped up, hopeful.

			No, I wanted to tell her, but I couldn’t quite muster up the word. No, we can’t. I needed this. I still need this.

			But if I said that, then what would happen? Nothing good. She would still go off to Iceland, and I’d be stuck exactly where I was. Besides, we both knew what Iceland meant: a proposal. Finally.

			It was something she’d been waiting for for years.

			So, what did it matter if she couldn’t come to the cabin this year? It was nothing, really, in the face of what she had to look forward to. So I put on a smile and said, “Obviously. Next year we’ll be back to normal.”

			“Absolutely,” she promised, and she didn’t suspect a thing. “Oh, and maybe this year we can all get on a video call together instead?”

			“C’mon, Pru. You know if Jasper’s taking you to Iceland, you won’t have time to video call with anyone.” Then I held up my hand and wiggled my bare wedding ring finger. “You know what he’s gonna do.”

			My best friend squirmed anxiously. “He might not, and I know how much this trip means to you…”

			“Go, have fun, don’t think twice about it,” I urged, draining my glass of wine as I stood to leave, because I didn’t want her to see how upset I really was. Jasper was a pretty low-level attorney at his law firm, so he only had certain days off once in a blue moon, and this was a last-minute trip that he’d managed to snatch up for them. I would be a monster to be mad at that.

			Prudence might’ve been able to sacrifice this trip, but I certainly couldn’t. I was desperate for it—I needed to get drunk on cheap wine and cry over happily ever afters, even if I’d be the only one in the cabin this year.

			So, in the summer of my thirty-second year, with no money and no prospects and one too many AI-generated papers waiting for me to grade for my college English 101 class, I set off on a sixteen-hour road trip alone.

			I needed to get lost in a book.

			More than I needed anything else.

			Besides, it was the ten-year anniversary of the publication of Daffodil Daydreams by Rachel Flowers, and that was something that I wanted to celebrate. The author had passed away a few years ago, and her books had brought the book club together.

			And, I think, deep down I just wanted to get away—no matter what.

			On the sixteen-hour drive, I listened to Daffodil Daydreams. The audiobook narrator was in the middle of my favorite scene. I fished out a stale fry from the fast-food bag in the seat beside me and turned up the volume.

			“Junie crossed the rickety bridge to the waterfall, searching the plush greenery for any sign of Will, but she felt her heart beginning to break a little with each beat. He wasn’t here.”

			“Just wait,” I told her. “Love is neither late nor early, you know.” Then I frowned at my half-eaten fry, and dropped it back in the bag. I was so sick of fast food and gas station bathrooms. Almost twenty-four hours of it could do that to a person.

			My puke-green hatchback, lovingly nicknamed Sweetpea, had started making this sort of high-pitched whining noise somewhere back in DC, but I’d elected to ignore it. After all, Sweetpea was a 1979 Ford Pinto, the kind that had a penchant for exploding gas tanks. So I was just betting that it’d want to go out in style rather than by a faulty gasket or an oil leak.

			I probably should have turned around, because I couldn’t imagine anything worse than being stranded in a no-name town, but I was a part-time English professor who filed her own taxes and knew how to change her own tires, goddamn it.

			Nothing would stop me. Well. Almost nothing.

			A fat rain droplet splatted on my windshield. Then another as, in the audiobook, Junie worked up the courage to leave the waterfall, succumbing to the awful nightmare she’d been afraid of all along—that Will didn’t love her. Not in the way she did him.

			I knew these words like Holy Scriptures. I could recite them, I’d read them so many times.

			In just a few paragraphs, Will would come running up the trail to the waterfall, out of breath and exhausted. He’d pull her into his arms and propose that they fix up the Daffodil Inn together—make it their home. Their happy ending.

			I knew what she’d say, but my heart fluttered anxiously anyway.

			I knew her voice would be soft, and it would be sure as she took him by the hands, and squeezed them tightly, under the glittering spray of the waterfall. And there would be magic there, in that moment. The heart-squeezing, tongue-tying, breathless, edge-of-your-seat magic of Quixotic Falls. Of true love.

			What did it feel like to love someone so much you ached?

			I thought I’d known once.

			If life were like a storybook, I would be a premier scholar on the material. Most of the year, I taught English classes at my local university. I waxed poetic about history’s greatest romantics. I taught at length about Mary Shelley’s devotion to her husband, and Lord Byron’s…promiscuity. I handed out the letters Keats wrote, and challenged students to see the world through rose-tinted glasses.

			I graded papers on The Vampyre and Lord Byron, and I taught that Mary Shelley kept Percy’s calcified heart in her desk drawer because that was the closest thing to romance as real life could get.

			I didn’t need love. I didn’t need to fall into it. I didn’t need to find it at all. Not again. Never again.

			Because love stories were enough. They were safe. They would never fail me.

			The rain came down harder, and my hands grew clammy with nerves. I hated driving in the rain. Pru always drove whenever we went anywhere. I rubbed my hands on my jean shorts, muttering to myself that I should’ve planned out another day and booked a hotel for the night. Maybe I still could, because I didn’t know where the hell I was.

			Shit.

			I gave up on trying to fix Google Maps and returned my eyes to the road.

			Somehow, the rainstorm seemed to get comically worse, until I found myself driving through a complete washout. I think I passed a town sign, but I couldn’t make out what it read. The rain on the roof of my car was so loud, I couldn’t hear the audiobook anymore.

			“Will pressed…kiss…whispered…‘It sounds…lo…dream…forever?’ ”

			“Damn, that’s my favorite part,” I muttered, turning up the volume, but it was already as loud as it could go.

			Then—the road seemed to veer off ahead. Thank god, maybe I could find some civilization and wait out the storm.

			Putting my blinker on, I turned off onto the exit. There was an old barnlike covered bridge ahead, crossing a small river that overflowed and frothed with white water. I slowed down to putter over it. I was sure in the sunlight this drive was gorgeous, but right now I felt like I could go hydroplaning off into the wilderness at any moment and never return. The road beyond the bridge turned around a steep embankment of pines and wound down between more tall firs, plush and verdant with summer. I thought I’d made a mistake, because the road didn’t seem to end, until through the haze of gray rain a tall clock tower appeared, and with it came the soft lines of buildings and light posts and cars—a small town.

			Night was coming fast. I tapped my phone one last time to see if I could refresh the map—there had to be cell service in the town, right?—but I must’ve tapped it too hard, because my phone came dislodged from its magnet holder and fell down onto the floorboards, ripping out the cassette converter with it.

			Almost immediately, Junie’s quiet musings about walled gardens and true love turned into a blaring pop song, so loud it startled me straight in my seat.

			“Come on, Eileen,” the eighties song sang.

			A blur of something caught in the headlights. I saw it out of the corner of my eye a moment before I looked up to the road again—

			A man. There was a man standing in the—

			“Shit!” I cut the steering wheel to the left. Sweetpea’s tires squealed. My car swerved into a parking spot, tires slamming against the curb. My car gave a clunk (a disastrous clunk, actually), and came to an abrupt and final stop. The pop song died with it.
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			Meet-Cute

			My heart hammered in my chest. Oh my god—oh my god, did I hit him? Did I kill him? Oh god, I still had student loans to pay off. I couldn’t go to jail yet.

			Clawing my seat belt off, I gulped in a breath and took in my surroundings. There wasn’t blood on the windshield, so I hadn’t hit him, right? Where was he? I’d come to a stop in front of a bar. The red lights on the sign flickered as the rain came down harder.

			I shoved open my door and forced myself to my feet. “Hello?” I called, whirling back toward the road, the rain drenching me almost instantly. I pulled my fingers through my matted copper hair. “Hello?”

			The man was sitting on the ground, his oval glasses lopsided and foggy. He slowly turned to face me, dazed.

			Oh no.

			Oh no no no n—

			“Oh, sir—sir, are you okay?” I asked, hurrying over to help him to his feet.

			He was tall and wiry, soaked to the bone, his white button-down clinging to his muscular torso, looking like the brooding, blond-haired pale ghost of Darcy, his angles all sharp and solid. An electrified zing tingled down my spine. In the pinkish-gray light of evening rain, he was very handsome…and very much glowering at me like I’d just tried to murder him.

			Which, to be fair, I hadn’t. On purpose.

			“Are you okay? How many fingers do you see?” I held up four fingers, but really three because I angled down my fourth one—

			He grabbed my hand and lowered it. “Three, trick question—you almost ran me over,” he accused, his words clipped. The warm streetlights made his eyes glitter like peridots.

			I yanked my hand away. “Well, why were you in the middle of the road?”

			His mouth twisted into a scowl. “I was crossing it.”

			“No, you were just standing there.”

			“You almost hit me.”

			“You were standing in the middle of the road!”

			He bent down to grab his keys from the asphalt. “Not anymore.” Then he turned and stalked across the street.

			I watched him go, dumbfounded. “What the hell?” I muttered, pushing my wet bangs out of my face, and looking around.

			Now I was the one standing in the middle of the road.

			At least I’d parked in front of a bar. Most of the neon letters were out, save for two Os in the middle that, every time it thundered, flickered so it looked like they were screaming OOOOOOOOOOO in angry red lights. Not ominous at all. If nothing else, I could get dinner there and directions to the nearest hotel. My heart was hammering too fast to drive, anyway. So I dug my wallet and cell phone out of my car and gave the steering wheel one last loving pat before I left for the bar.

			I sent a text to the book club—MADE IT TO A TOWN.

			Who knew which town. Then, for good measure, I put a smiley face at the end, which was far more optimistic than I was feeling. A moment later, my phone pinged with a notification—the text had failed to send.

			Perfect.

			“Well,” I said to myself, “this is certainly how all horror movies start.”

			Alone. In a rainstorm. In a no-name town in the middle of the woods. Without cell phone reception. If Freddy Krueger or the Saw guy came out from behind a building, I’d pull Sweetpea back onto the road and drive until I hit Nova Scotia.

			This was going to be worth it—I kept telling myself that. The alternative was…that this was all for nothing, and I’d wasted gas, sanity, and my time on this ill-begotten adventure. Like Bilbo Baggins as he left the Shire, I was beginning to wonder if I’d made a horrific mistake.

			A bolt of lightning crossed the sky, quickly followed by a clap of thunder, and I was running for the bar.

			The door closed behind me with a slam, and all seven patrons at the bar turned to look at me. I dripped rainwater onto the scuffed hardwood floors. Well, this was certainly awkward. I quietly took a seat on the barstool closest to the door, and as I did the patrons went back to their drinks.

			This night really couldn’t get any worse.

			At least I wasn’t in the rain anymore.

			“What can I get for you?” the bartender asked, sliding over a dry towel. I took it gratefully, and began to squeeze out the droplets in my hair. The bartender was an older woman with dark brown skin, gray-streaked short hair, and bright orange nails, wearing frayed jeans and a T-shirt with a flaming rooster logo. She had a kind of openness about her that told me she often played therapist to most of her patrons. It was a good thing I was just passing through, I doubt she had time for all my baggage. “Beer? Wine? A fruity little drink with an umbrella? We just got pink ones with flowers on them.”

			“Um—whatever your house red is, is fine, and do you have a food menu?” I asked hopefully, and she produced a beat-up menu. The plastic was peeling at the corners, and there was a strange stain near the wine section.

			“Sure thing. Take a look at the menu, and I’ll go fetch your drink,” she replied, taking a glass from the rack, and left.

			The barstool was leather, and my wet thighs stuck to it as I tried to get comfortable. The bar was chilly, and I shivered as I checked out the menu. Or tried to. The words were blurry, so I rubbed my eyes, but it didn’t seem to fix them at all. The place probably had the normal bar food, anyway. I’d eaten at enough of them in my lifetime to know that there was at least a burger on the menu, some cheesy fries, and a chicken tender option.

			I was still so riled up from my run-in with that strange man that I wasn’t hungry at all, but I could hear my mom’s voice chide and tell me that if I didn’t eat now, I’d just be crabby later with a migraine. She wasn’t wrong, but it was annoying. Even a thousand miles away, off on her Eat, Pray, Love adventure, she was pestering me without even knowing it.

			The bar was small, lit with neon signs promising Paradise by the Dash(Bud) Lite, and Smooth Rumming. The smell of cigarettes was unmistakable, despite the large No Smoking sign behind the counter. The smoke had permeated the worn leather barstools years ago, and no amount of deep cleaning could scrub that odor out now. I didn’t mind, though. It smelled a lot like those dives Pru had dragged me to in college. She’d always find a Beatles cover band and shout at them to play “Dear Prudence” just to hear a stranger sing her name.

			When you were named after a song, you had to make the best of it somehow.

			There weren’t many people in the bar, just a few locals at the high tops in the back, watching some sports game on the flat-screen. Soccer, I think.

			When the bartender came back with my wine, I ordered a burger and gave the menu back. She jotted it down on her pad, nodding. “Good choice, good choice. It’ll be up in a jiff. You need anything else, I’ll be over on the other side watching the rest of the match,” she said, pointing to the TVs in the back. Then she leaned in close, and whispered—as if in a secret, “I’ve got fifty on Wimbledon.”

			“I wish I knew what that was,” I replied.

			She gave a shrug. “Beats me, but I can’t pass up a bet. Ooh—I think someone scored!” she added, and fled to the other side of the bar.

			The house red wasn’t half-bad—a fruity, sweet blackberry merlot. The burger came out a few minutes later, with a side of soggy fries. By then, my hair wasn’t dripping anymore, so I pulled it up into a bun and tried a bite. I almost immediately regretted not getting the chicken fingers. The patty was closer to charcoal than beef, and hard as a rock. I debated sending the burger back, but the bartender was deep into the match, and I didn’t want to distract her from fifty bucks.

			It’s fine, I told myself, taking a bottle of ketchup from the condiments rack. The label had been peeled off, probably to disguise the brand. People were weird about ketchup. It was waterier than most ketchups, but as long as it disguised the taste, I didn’t care.

			And when I took another bite, I learned it wasn’t ketchup at all.

			It was hot sauce.

			It was hot sauce so hot that after just one bite, I could no longer feel my face.

			“Everything good over here?” asked the bartender, returning as if she could sense my distress.

			I swallowed my pain. “Yeah, I’m fine,” I gasped, and then downed most of my wine. Somehow, it made the burning worse. Whatever was in that bottle of Satan’s revenge had turned my lips to jelly.

			“The hot sauce got you,” she inferred, and dug something out of the refrigerator below the bar. A small carton of milk—probably used for late-night coffees. She poured me a glass and I gratefully drank it. “It’ll calm down in a second. The heat’s always at the front, but after, it leaves you with a nice, sweet aftertaste. It’s quite good, considering,” she said as I finished the glass of milk. “Gail, by the way.”

			“Eileen,” I said, grabbing a napkin and mopping my nose with it. “And I’m sorry, I didn’t realize I’d be this leaky. What’s in that hot sauce?”

			“It’s a secret, Frank says. But you get the sweet now, right?” she added, grinning.

			I did, actually. “It almost…tastes like honey?”

			“Don’t tell Frank you said that,” she warned.

			“Noted.”

			I didn’t know who this Frank guy was, but he was suddenly my sworn enemy. In the back of my head, I could hear Pru laughing at my luck. She’d say that I must’ve picked up a penny on tails or crossed a black cat; I better throw salt over my shoulder and spin counterclockwise three times. She never looked like a fool anywhere she went—she knew what to order at bars, and she could pick out the best appetizer on any menu. She was the kind of person who the world just unfolded for, and I missed her glow.

			I hoped she was enjoying her flight to Iceland. I hoped she got seated next to a crying baby. I hoped she got to see lots of boring glaciers and ate a lot of tender reindeer and…and had a good time.

			I was really bad at staying mad. And I was still mad.

			The group of townsfolk in the back of the bar cheered as their soccer team scored a goal, and clapped each other on the shoulders. Someone had just won some money—and maybe ended a friendship.

			“Damn, there goes my fifty,” Gail muttered, shaking her head.

			I took another sip of my wine. One bite from the burger was enough for me, so I started picking at the fries. There had to be one that wasn’t soggy…

			Gail turned back to me and asked, “So, did the rain bring you in?”

			“Yeah, I got caught in it, so I decided to pull off and wait it out.” Oh, and I almost killed a guy.

			“You’ll probably be waiting until morning, then,” she replied, taking up a few glasses from the sink, and putting them on the drying rack.

			I almost choked on a soggy fry. “Morning?”

			She gave a shrug. “It is what it is.”

			Easy for her to say. I had a cabin to get to and a vacation to start. Alone. It wasn’t like anyone was expecting me this year. “Is there a hotel you recommend?”

			“There was,” she replied, “but it’s under renovation. Bad luck you came tonight.”

			That seemed like the theme of this trip so far, and it didn’t look to be turning around anytime soon. Hotel Car it was. I’d slept in worse places. Mainly, the floor under my desk in the cramped windowless room the university called an office. Also, allegedly I’d slept on a park bench in the middle of the college green my junior year of undergrad, but I didn’t remember that even though Pru swore she spent all night looking for me.

			The front door opened, and a blast of loud rain and wind swept through the bar. Gail flicked her eyes to the newcomer, and her concern turned into a revelation. “You know,” she added, scheming, “hang on real tight, I think I might have an idea.”

			“Oh, you don’t have to—”

			“Gimme a sec,” she said, holding up a finger as someone crossed behind me and sat down three barstools away. He shrugged out of his sage-colored raincoat, tall and angular, like a chiseled statue come to life. He was her plan?

			I glanced over at him—and my hope dropped like a stone into my gut.

			Oh no, not him.

			“Anderson, honey,” Gail greeted, producing a glass and pouring him a water. “You’re just the person we need.”

			The man I had almost run over shifted his gaze from Gail to me, and then back to Gail again. His hair was still damp honey turning white-blond, and he’d changed into a dry T-shirt and jeans. He folded his raincoat in half and placed it neatly on the stool beside him, cautious, like he was a rabbit caught in the crosshairs of a rifle. “I…am?”

			Gail put on a smile. “You certainly are. You’ve still got that loft of yours, don’t you?”

			He hesitated. “Yes?”

			“And it’s vacant, right?”

			“At the moment.” Though he sounded like he didn’t want to admit it.

			“Excellent! This young lady here needs a room for the night”—she motioned with her thumb at me—“and I was just thinking about you. She’s new in town. Just swept in with the rain.”

			He finally slid his gaze to me. In the light of the bar, his eyes turned out to be a lovely bright green—almost minty. I felt that shiver again—starting in my scalp and going all the way to my toes. There was fresh stubble across his cheeks, and as he pursed his lips, it made the scar that cut down the left side of them turn into a thin white thread. “Did she now,” he said wryly, giving me a long look. He narrowed his eyes. “How fortunate.”

			Embarrassment flooded my cheeks. You were the one standing in the middle of the road, I wanted to point out. It wasn’t totally my fault.

			Just mostly. Probably.

			I think I would rather eat my own shoe than take his hospitality. “I’ll be fine, really,” I said to Gail.

			“Nonsense! Where will you sleep otherwise?”

			“My car—”

			“You will not sleep in your car!” she said, positively scandalized by the thought. “Bears can open car doors.”

			“I’ll lock them.” Though, to be honest, it didn’t fill me with excitement imagining waking up beside Smokey Bear. Only you can prevent forest fires, nom-nom. I’m sure it was someone’s fantasy, but not mine. “Or something.”

			“Anders, tell her she can sleep in your loft,” Gail went on, not taking no for an answer as she brought him a plate of food that had been sitting on the pass-through window since I’d gotten there. I guess he came to the bar often for dinner. “Andie?”

			He popped an onion ring into his mouth. “I mean, if she’d rather take a chance in her car with a bear, who am I to intervene?”

			“Anderson!” Gail threw her bar rag at him.

			He caught it, cracking a grin for the first time. So he wasn’t just a good-looking, moody lump. Who knew. “I’m joking! I’m joking,” he said, and then angled his head toward me. “Unless you would rather take a chance with the bears?”

			Tricky, tricky, I thought, as he tossed the ball into my court. I obviously didn’t want to sleep in my car, but staying in the loft of someone I’d almost run over…

			I hated him, I realized. Not vehemently, but just a light hate. A casual dusting of hate. Enough hate that, if he were standing at the edge of a cliff, I’d seriously debate pushing him over. I wouldn’t, but the temptation would be there.

			I crossed my arms over my chest. “I’ll take the loft. Thank you,” I said forcefully.

			The edges of his lips twitched—just slightly—as if he were fighting a smirk. “Then you’re welcome to it for the night, as long as you don’t mind the starlings in the eaves.”

			Starlings. Like the tattoo tucked behind Prudence’s and my left ears. To remind us that like a starling’s song, all stories are different, Pru had said as she held my hand, the tattoo feeling like an ice pick going straight through my skull. Also, they’re cute as shit, yeah?

			Absently, I rubbed at the tattoo. It was faded now, always covered by my mess of copper hair.

			I studied him.

			He looked to be about my age—early thirties—though no wedding ring on his finger. His white-blond hair curled gently around his ears, giving him a boyish charm under all the Darcian bravado he exuded. His nose was slightly crooked, and his cheekbones were high, his lips full, eyelashes long and fair.

			He definitely wasn’t my type, but I couldn’t take my eyes off him, either, like my brain was trying to place him. Did he look familiar? Had I met him before? No, that was impossible. I was just tired, starved of any sort of human interaction in the last twenty-four hours, and suddenly more aware than ever that my Fleetwood Mac T-shirt was too threadbare, and my pink sports bra was too bright, and my tennis shoes were too wet, and—I’m sure my face still looked flushed and melty from the hot sauce, my hair a damp and tangled rat’s nest that I hadn’t washed in…three days? Was it three? Or four? I wished I knew as I tugged on the end of my ponytail, trying not to sink underneath the counter and disappear forever.

			“I don’t mind starlings,” I said finally.

			“Excellent!” Gail crowed. “It’s settled.”

			He turned back to her and said, “How could I say no to you, Gail? I’d starve without you and your brother.” He waved at the cook through the small window into the kitchen, and the chef back there—a bigger guy with dark brown skin, bushy gray eyebrows, and an even more impressive mustache—silently waved back.

			Gail patted the top of Anders’s hand like a doting grandmother. “Oh, trust me on this, you two will get along like peas and carrots, I can tell.”

			Yeah, well, I wasn’t sure how long it took peas to look carrots in the eyes, but I certainly was avoiding it like it was an Olympic sport and I was gunning for gold.

			Gail, proud of herself, left to close out the soccer fans at the end of the bar.

			I drained my glass of wine, my lips still numb from the hot sauce, and wondered if maybe Smokey Bear would’ve been the better option after all.
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			Signatures

			Anders held the door open for me as we left the bar and hovered beneath the awning. The rain hadn’t let up any, and however dry I’d gotten inside, I was immediately very much damp again the second I left. The night was so humid, the air itself felt like I was swimming in it. He pulled up the hood of his raincoat, and I kicked myself for not having an umbrella—until he pulled one out of his pocket and popped it open.

			“I assume you have an overnight bag?” he asked, and motioned to my car.

			“Yeah, it’s in the trunk.”

			He held the umbrella over me as I went around and opened the hatchback. When I’d parked the car, most everything had slid up toward the back seat, so I had to climb in to drag my duffel bag back out. As I did, he looked into a cardboard box wedged between my spare tire and a jumper kit, and inspected one of the books. The second Quixotic Falls novel. It was tattered, the cover bent and waterlogged, the pages crumpled, spine broken.

			All of the books were signed by Rachel Flowers, personalized in elegant, loopy handwriting—

			To Elsy

			I’d met her once—Rachel Flowers—a year before she died. She’d been my age. It was a tragic accident, the news outlets had said, but I barely remembered the year at all. I didn’t want to remember most of it, actually.

			“Short for Eleanor?” he asked, guessing the name. “Elvira?”

			“Do I look like an Elvira?”

			He replied, “I’ll know in the daylight.”

			I snorted. He was a little funny, I had to admit, in an awkward way. This man was made with tweed and argyle, and sewn together with an Oxford comma. I debated whether to lie and say the book was a friend’s—he didn’t seem like the type to appreciate the finer qualities of romance—but ended up simply telling the truth. I wasn’t very good at lying, anyway. “Eileen.”

			He returned the book to where he’d found it in the box. “You have the entire series.”

			“I like to read.” I pulled my duffel bag over my shoulder. “Okay, let’s go. How far’s this loft of yours?”

			“Right across the street,” he replied, nudging his head in the direction he had stalked off to after I’d almost pancaked him with my car. We waded across the street in the inches of rain to a charming old brick building. The windows were all fogged up from the humidity, the front door a dumpy grayish color in the dark.

			He unlocked it and pushed it open.

			A bell chimed above our heads.

			“This way,” he said, and headed down the aisle on the far left. I stood in the doorway for a moment, inspecting the rows and rows of shelves—no, bookcases.

			It was a bookstore.

			Somewhere between the stacks, I heard him clear his throat impatiently, and I pulled my duffel up higher over my shoulder and followed after him. Tall, shadowy bookcases loomed overhead as he led me through them, like a guide through a minotaur’s maze. The store wasn’t big, but it was intricate and tightly packed. He had to angle himself sideways a little bit so his shoulders didn’t brush the spines of the books on the shelves. It should’ve felt suffocating and small, but the store just felt cozy—like being trapped under a warm blanket.

			In the back left corner of the store, beside a cozy reading area with a stone hearth and a weathered fainting couch, there was a spiral staircase to the second floor. I followed him up, and the loft was off to the left of the cookbooks, behind a narrow blue door. He took his keys out of his pocket and unlocked it.

			“It may smell a bit musty,” he began, opening the door for me, “but it’s secluded, and you have your own bathroom and shower. The sheets are fresh, too.”

			I stepped into the room. It was surprisingly quaint, with a double bed on a brass bed frame, a dresser, and a window seat that looked out toward the street. On the far side of the room was a doorway that led to a bathroom with a claw-footed tub and a toilet.

			“Oh, wow,” I murmured, because I’d expected a cot squeezed into the corner of a dusty old attic. He went over to open a window and air out the room. “It’s perfect. How much do I owe you?”

			His eyebrows jerked up a fraction as he glanced over his shoulder to me. “Nothing.”

			“No way, there has to be a catch.”

			“No catch—shit.” He gave the window another yank, to no avail. I came over to help him, grabbing the bottom lip of the window, and with another pull, we finally managed to push it up. The hush of rain swept in, along with the smell of wet grass and clean sky. He rubbed his hands on his trousers, shaking his head. “Peas don’t pay carrots, don’t worry about it.”

			“Why am I the pea?”

			“Because I hate peas.”

			“Oh. Well then.” I rolled my eyes and turned to sit on the window seat. He was close enough that I caught a note of his cologne—cedar and black tea and, faintly, the subtle scent of a well-loved paperback. Familiar and yearning. It was mystifying. “Good thing I hate carrots—sorry,” I added as my shoulder accidentally brushed his.

			He didn’t seem to notice at all as he looked up into the eaves. “Carrots are delicious.”

			I scrunched my nose. “They’re gross.”

			“So are peas.”

			“Well, at least one of us has taste,” I quipped, “and—”

			“It’s certainly not you,” he interrupted before I could say the same. I gave a squawk of indignation, and for the first time his stoic expression twitched a little into what might have been a smile. If he hadn’t fought it off. Pity. I think he might’ve had a nice smile. His laugh was probably good, too. Deep and throaty, coming right from the center of his belly. He pushed away from the window. “Though what should I expect from the woman who almost ran me over?”

			“You shouldn’t have been standing in the middle of the road,” I pointed out. “In the rain.”

			“Have you ever done it?”

			“Killed someone? No. But I’ve thought about it,” I said, and—were we getting closer?

			He subtly shook his head, his mouth twitching at the edges again, fighting some kind of semblance of a smile. He was like a cat batting around a ball of yarn, and I was just knocking it back to him. “I mean get caught in the rain.”

			“Not if I can help it.” My voice had gotten quiet, almost too quiet to hear above the downpour outside. There was something magnetic that made me look at him, and I couldn’t figure out why. I’d met plenty of handsome men before, whose eyelashes were just as long, and who wore scars like pickup lines. But the scar on Anders’s lip was so infuriatingly apparent, I couldn’t stop looking at it. Not because it was on his mouth, surely not. Not because I was a lightweight when it came to drinking. Not because of the house wine. “I don’t really like the rain.”

			He sucked in a breath through his teeth. “What a pity, then.”

			If this was a romance novel, we’d kiss. That’s what always happens—the gumptious heroine meets her match in the first chapter. A meet-cute. Something memorable. Remarkable. In old Harlequins, we’d be intimate by page one hundred, and a part of me intimately wanted to know what it felt like to unbutton this stranger’s shirt. To let go of this plot and just fall headfirst into someone else’s.

			My story wasn’t that interesting, anyway. A three-star read at best. I could imagine the trade reviews—Though she tackles the mundanity of her life with aplomb, nothing happens to Eileen Merriweather. Angst-ridden backstory told in deeply regrettable prose. An utterly skippable read.

			I sat back on the window seat, sobering at the thought. Prudence would’ve taken him by the face, she would’ve crushed her mouth against his, making him fall in love with peas, anyway. But I wasn’t Prudence, which was why I was here. Alone. In a no-name town.

			But I wasn’t Prudence, and I didn’t need to fall in love.

			He leaned back, a frown tugging at his delicate mouth, as if he was puzzled about why it hadn’t happened. Or maybe why he’d toyed with the idea in the first place. But then he shook off the thought, and pushed himself to his feet. “I best take my leave. Should you need anything, I live in the house behind the store. If the starlings wake you up in the morning, I warned you.”

			He retreated to the door, his long fingers curling around the brass doorknob. My heart was hammering, quick like a rabbit, and I hoped he didn’t notice. That he attributed my blush to the wine.

			The question slipped out of my mouth before I could stop it: “Why?”

			He gave me a curious look. “Why what?”

			“Why were you standing out in the rain?”

			He tilted his head in thought. “Why did you take the road here?”

			“You can’t answer the question with another question, that’s not fair!” I replied, frustrated. I threw up my hands. “Because it was raining! And I was lost.”

			“Then it was raining,” he echoed, “and I was lost. Good night, Elsy,” he said, his voice a low rumble, and closed the door behind him.

			That still wasn’t an answer.

			Downstairs, a door near the back of the bookstore opened, and closed again, and I was left alone in the quiet. The rain drummed against the window in the bedroom like tiny fingers. I sat down on the edge of the bed and closed my eyes, listening to the way the water trickled down the sill.

			When Pru and I were in school, we’d plan our reading days based on the weather. She’d circle the spring rains on her calendar, mark off the weeks when hurricanes came through in the fall, and then when the storms hit, we’d have at least a dozen books ready—library reads and wilted paperbacks from the secondhand shop. We’d curl up on the couch for hours on end, playing hooky from school.

			Then in college, we built sheet forts like we were twelve again, and had weekend escapes into quaint rose-tinted towns.

			In the rain, I could hear the flick of a page as we imagined moments and scenes and lives never lived, falling in love with the heroines of happily ever afters.

			And we swore that when it was our turn to chase our happy endings, we’d do it together. But that was before all the heartbreak, all the broken promises, because life never panned out like a romance novel, no matter how well plotted and meticulously planned.

			As I turned off the lights in the loft and listened to the tiny taps of fingers on the windows, I wondered if there was a way back to before, when happily ever afters felt real.
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			Star(t)ling Realization

			Morning light poured into the loft from the skylight. And there was a sound. A voice? Yes. Maybe.

			And it was humming.

			I blinked slowly in a puddle of sunlight, forgetting for a moment where I was because the mattress was comfortable and the pillow smelled like fresh laundry. I couldn’t remember when I’d gone to sleep, though it was sometime after the rain had let up. That’s right—the rain. With a start, I remembered: the storm, the bar, the grump, the loft above the bookstore.

			I quickly sat up in bed, rubbing the sleep from my eyes. The loft looked different in the daylight. The cushions against the window seat were a bright mango, the hand-embroidered pillows stitched with the same color in blossoming wildflowers. The artisan had painted floral designs on the dresser, on the wardrobe, and around the floor-length mirror. Outside, the rain had given way to verdant foliage and strong redbrick buildings, interspersed with colorful colonial row houses and Victorian homes.

			Faintly, I heard someone downstairs in the main area of the bookshop.

			Anders? I checked the time on my phone, stifling a yawn—

			Shit.

			It was almost eleven! How had I slept for almost ten straight hours? I had a cabin to get to and a vacation to start. Even if there was no one there to welcome me this year, pour me wine, sit with me in front of the stone hearth, and ask if I’d read this month’s club pick, I needed to get there.

			My phone still had zero bars. No Google Maps, no satellite, I was cursed to roam forever. Maybe there was Wi-Fi downstairs. I’d ask, and then once I left this no-name town and hopped back on the road, I’d figure out where I was.

			Probably.

			There—the humming again. So it wasn’t Anders.

			A soft, warm breeze rustled the sheer white curtains hanging in front of the open window, a nest of starlings sang up a storm in the eaves above. I sat on the window bench for a moment, listening to them, watching them fly off and turn back again. The sound came from the birds. They could imitate anything. Pru was obsessed with that fact in the Quixotic Falls series.

			“Of all the birds—she chose starlings,” Pru had said. “It’s going to be important. I just know it.”

			To which I’d replied, “Just because fanfic ran with it doesn’t mean anything.”

			“I can’t wait for you to be wrong,” she said, and picked a sweater out of a rack. We were shopping at her favorite secondhand store, trying to find vintage pieces for something. I no longer remembered what. “Rachel Flowers never puts in details for no reason. I’m telling you, it’s going to be important at the end.”

			I had rolled my eyes and let Pru have her theories. I had my own, after all. There were a few plot threads that hadn’t been tied up in the fourth book, and rumors were the fifth one would be the last in the series. We were still waiting to see whether Junie and Will would open their inn, or if the grumpy possum would finally return to the café, if Maya Shah’s wish would come true, or if the magic of Quixotic Falls had finally run its course, with no more magic left to give.

			It was all coming to a head like all good romantic epics did. I couldn’t wait to find out how everything tied up in a neat bow. It felt impossible. A magic trick for a magical series. I never would find out how Quixotic Falls ended, sadly.

			A few months later, Rachel Flowers died. She was thirty-two. My age now.

			After her death, it came out that she hadn’t planned the ending at all, and she’d told no one her ideas. Everyone was bereft. Not only for her, but for a happily ever after that would never come. A series, half a decade in the making, left without a proper ending. A story just stopped. No THE END. No epilogue to assure you that everything would be okay.

			Nothing.

			It was a year I’d rather not remember. Mom said that everyone had them, when your entire world is upended and you can’t seem to get your footing again. Except, I never found my footing again, and I’d been stumbling ever since.

			I took a quick shower, which was a pity because the claw-footed bathtub was gorgeous, and it would’ve been the loveliest bath, and pulled out my last pair of clean shorts and an old Stone Cold Steve Austin T-shirt that had somehow survived in my closet since the late nineties. I tucked it into my high-waisted shorts, slipped into my still-damp tennis shoes, and made sure that I’d packed everything into my duffel before I left the loft.

			Anders was talking to someone at the front of the store as I came out of the loft. I paused at the top of the spiral staircase, and soaked in the view.

			In the daylight, the bookstore took on a new life.

			Motes of dust danced in the sunlight that streamed through the windows. It looked a lot cozier, as the colored glass window ornaments threw rainbows across the bookshelves and pirouetted across the hardwood floors like flecks of dappled sunlight on sand.

			Bookcases, filled to the brim, reached up to the ceiling, cluttered with so many colors and kinds of books, short and fat, long and wide, that it almost felt like an assault on the senses. The center of the bookstore was open to the second floor, where tall bookshelves towered so high you had to reach them with ladders. Heavy oak beams supported the roof. Planetariums and glass chimes and other ornaments hung from the rafters, catching the morning’s golden light and
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