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On the Shelf

 

By Darcy Archer

 

Chuck Mitchum has flamed out. His career is in tatters and all his efforts to build a responsible adulthood have come crashing down around him. Now he needs a project, but Candle Bay has a long memory, and the whole town still remembers exactly who he used to be.

Niall Ashworth is struggling to keep his bookstore afloat. Should he let Chuck Mitchum fix his leaking roof and build a treehouse for Niall’s nine-year-old daughter? The idea cracks open something in Niall that he thought he’d sealed for good, but he too remembers who Chuck used to be.

Will Chuck panic when he realizes Niall has become more than a project? Can Niall let his guard down far enough to give Chuck the second chance he so desperately needs? Will their emotions make the choice before their brains can process the danger that may lie ahead?

And is it already too late to stop?

On the Shelf is a warm, wisecracking small-town M/M romance about the exact moment a man built to run finally decides what’s worth staying for.


Dedicated to Family Equality, a courageous group of loving parents who lift the world up through advocacy and inclusion, one potluck at a time.


Chapter 1

 

 

“WHOA.”

The raspy baritone made Niall glance up from his spreadsheets, but the new cookbook shelf blocked his view from behind the counter. Whoever was standing up front had only stepped far enough into the store to stay unseen.

The voice was confident, mellow. No accent Niall could place. The guy didn’t sound shy or like he needed help and didn’t sound like he was in any hurry.

Huh. He leaned to look, but no dice. He’d forgotten to move the ladder after yesterday’s leak.

In Niall’s experience, four kinds of people came into Driftwood Books on foggy Monday mornings—retirees killing time before their doctor’s appointments, homeschool parents seeking curriculum boosters, tourists wondering how to get down to the beach, and Celeste Spungeon trying to pitch her latest scam.

“Help you?” Niall asked, trying not to sound bleak. The spreadsheet showed exactly what he feared—another month of losses, the third in a row.

He came out from behind his counter and got an eyeful of something downright startling and fantastical for a foggy Monday—a hunky stranger. Tall, broad-shouldered, with stubble that suggested strategic grooming rather than laziness. Light brown hair curled at the edges of a faded ball cap turned backward, and he wore loose faded jeans that held his powerful legs in a way that made Niall self-conscious about his own sad khakis.

“Hi.”

“Hey there….” The stranger didn’t look his way at first, just glanced around the shop, taking in the precarious stacks of books, the aging shelves, and the water stain on the ceiling that Niall had tried to cover with a poster of Gore Vidal looking tipsy and judgmental. Then he looked up and his eyes proved a startling grayish blue.

Wow.

“Chuck.” The man slid a hand across the counter and slapped it, as though patting an animal. “Mitchum. I’m after a book on small engine repair and some low-stress fiction.”

The name stopped Niall cold. Chuck Mitchum. The same “Duck! It’s Chuck!” Mitchum who’d been the terror of Candle Bay High School, the very Chuck Mitchum who once hotwired the coach’s Honda and drove it through the gym during a pep rally. The same Chuck Mitchum who trashed Niall’s yard and his mother’s roses when he was fourteen and made her cry for a month. The Chuck Mitchum who left town a decade ago after—if the rumors were true—stealing a boat and getting caught with the sheriff’s daughter.

“Niall. Ashworth,” he replied, taking the calloused, warm hand. “Back in town?”

Chuck’s smile was crooked, revealing a small chip in his front tooth. “Moved back last week. Staying with my aunt for now.” He gestured around the shop. “This place yours?”

“For my sins.” Niall tried a smile that didn’t stick the landing. Why were the hot guys always so rotten? Why were the rotten guys so goddamn hot?

Chuck looked unfairly gorgeous in loose Levi’s and a faded T-shirt, like he rolled out of bed looking sexier than every other guy on the West Coast. Could be that was the secret—Chuck didn’t have to try. Tight meant effort. Desperation. As his friend Gavin always said, comfort was sexy. Loose meant you had more than enough to fill it all up. Chuck sure as hell did.

“Niall?” Chuck stood at the counter, waiting.

He snapped back. “Sorry. Uh. Yeah. Small engine repair would be in the back, practical skills section, third bookcase from the left. Right past the giant octopus poster. You can’t miss him.”

“Octopus. Thanks.” Chuck held up his hands in mock surrender, almost like a joke, and headed that way, leaving Niall staring after him, wondering what disaster had sent Chuck Mitchum slinking back to Candle Bay.

The bell over the door jingled. Niall glanced up from his laptop and braced himself as Celeste Spungeon swept into the store. She wore what looked like a caftan sewn from leftover cushion covers and left a cloud of menthol and kombucha in her wake.

“Niall! My A-1 favorite literary endeavor.” She glided up to the counter, hands already fluttering. “I’ve had the most delicious vision about your store. A complete game changer at the highest vibration.” She waggled her fingers at him.

Spirit fingers, his daughter called that move. Winnie had designs on cheerleading. Or robotics.

He was rooting for robotics, but the jury was out.

Niall closed his laptop with a snap. “Do tell,” he said, already steeling himself. Celeste’s ideas usually involved Niall giving Celeste money he didn’t have on services she couldn’t ever provide.

“Your register is suffocating. The chi is all wrong,” she insisted, waving her hands like she was conducting a squirrel orchestra. “You need to realign all your shelving according to the principles of ancient retail feng shui.”

“Which is different from regular feng shui?” Niall made a valiant effort to muffle his skepticism, but the battle was close.

“Oh, completely. Regular feng shui is for posers. Retail feng shui takes into account credit scores and commercial vibrational frequencies.” She leaned forward to hiss conspiratorially. “I’m certified.”

“Mmh?” Niall raised his eyebrows, knowing he’d regret it, but he needed a reason not to go offer assistance to Chuck Mitchum for the pleasure of watching him kneel in those jeans. I need a social life.

“The Institute of Synergistic Commerce Therapy and Juicing. Super exclusive. Accredited by Goop. Wellness vendors swear by it. I could help you rearrange everything.” She squinted at the rows and rows of books as if calculating the exertions required. “Well, plan it anyhow. My back isn’t what it was, but you’re a strong boy. Plus, you’re such a dear friend. My consultation fee would be appropriately modest for someone so burdened by spiritual clutter.”

“I’ll pass, thanks. Our books are arranged alphabetically by category and author. Thousands of libraries and Melvil Dewey can’t be wrong.”

Celeste sighed and flapped her arms like a flightless bird. “That’s why you’re struggling, Niall. You’re stuck in the past. All that awful history. Books are like tar pits for ancestral chi. They need to be arranged to maximize their quantum reiki potential.”

From behind the Fantasy Paperback section came a muffled snort. Chuck Mitchum, grease-stained and giggling, appeared to have found his way from small engine repair to sword and sorcery.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Niall said. “Was there a book you were looking for today?”

“Now you mention it, I’m looking for space for my workshop series. ‘Unleashing Your Inner Prosperity Dragon.’ The town council seems completely overwhelmed with their ridiculous Shakespeare mess again.”

“Shakespeare in the Parking Lot is not ridiculous.” Niall frowned. “The Festival still brings a ton of customers into town for August. It’s a real blessing for local business.”

“I’m a local business, and it doesn’t bless me, that’s for sure.”

“Stores, I mean. Our foot traffic triples in August.”

She sniffed, as if miffed he wasn’t eager to hand over wads of cash. “The annual medley. The Paper Bag Players trot out the same scenes every year. Is it still Shakespeare if they never do a play?”

“Winnie’s playing Mustardseed again this year in the Midsummer bits. That show’s not till the summer, but they love her.”

“How wonderful for Winnie,” Celeste managed. “Such a creative little muffin.” Thank God the “muffin” in question wasn’t around to hear that one. “Must get it from her mother, of course. You’ve never shown a scrap of talent in that direction.”

Niall’s jaw tightened. Six years since Elise had left, and people still found ways to rub his face in the divorce. “I’m afraid I don’t have space for workshops here, Celeste. Insurance doesn’t cover it.”

“Insurance is just fear dressed in paperwork.” She was already drifting toward the door in a fog of kombucha-menthol disappointment. “Think about the feng shui. Your prosperity dragon is practically a tapeworm with heartburn at this point.”

The bell jingled again as she left, and Niall exhaled. When he raised his gaze, Chuck Mitchum was standing in front of the counter, a battered copy of Small Engine Repair for Dummies in his hand.

“Fan of yours?” Chuck’s eyes crinkled with amusement.

“Celeste is Candle Bay’s resident… self-help entrepreneur,” Niall offered.

Chuck leaned to check out the display table. “Uhh, I think she stole a really big cookbook. She stole something, anyway.”

Niall shrugged. “She always does.”

“You knew?”

“It’s sort of a standing joke with all the businesses on this block.” He glanced out the window at the bakery and the model shop opposite, visible through the windows. “I don’t think she believes she’s visited a person unless she swipes something on the way out. I once saw her steal a sliced pie from a wake. Plus a fork.”

“A setup.” Chuck laughed, and his eyes flashed. “You planted the cookbook.”

“Guilty.” Niall raised both hands. “I have to. I usually put out something I know won’t sell, leave it at matron-grab level. The Gilmore Girls Nibbles Bible was today’s. She doesn’t even read. From what I can tell, she drops them off at the book swaps around town. Cheaper than shipping.”

Chuck’s lips curved. “So she’s recycling dead stock for you.”

“Yuh. It’s easier than hiring her. Poor thing. She calls herself a ‘party planner’ now, but she’s been trying to get me to invest in one scheme or the other since I took over this place.”

Chuck nodded, flipping through the pages of his repair manual like he was looking for something. “Never a dull moment.”

Niall grinned. “Not in Candle Bay.”

Chuck put two more books on the counter—a creased 1960s manual for tractor motors and a barbarian saga with a racy loincloth cover—Clonans, fans used to call these… clones of Conan. Before Niall managed to come up with a flirty crack about swords or bulges, Chuck asked, “You been here long?”

“Seven years. My uncle Wally ran it before that. Back when we were in school.” Niall didn’t need to remind him they’d been classmates, but he did it anyway.

Chuck didn’t bite. Instead, he looked around, taking in the shop with new interest. “Cool space. Could use some TLC, though.”

That got a dry laugh out of Niall. “A polite way of putting it,” he admitted. “It needs a miracle.”

“I’ve never been much for miracles.” Chuck slid the books across the counter. “But I’m not bad with my hands.” He grinned slowly. “With repairs, I mean.”

Niall’s face flushed as he rang up the books. He ignored the implied offer of help he couldn’t afford with someone who would only mean trouble. “Twelve fifty.”

Chuck pulled out his wallet and handed over a twenty. “Your kid’s in the Shakespeare festival?”

“Winnie. She’s nine.” Niall counted out change. “You going to catch a performance?”

“Might. Never seen Shakespeare in a parking lot before.”

Niall grinned. “It’s better than it sounds. They take over the old drive-in on Jarvis Road. People bring lawn chairs. Local vendors sell snacks. The Paper Bag Players do a decent job of shaking the spear.”

Chuck squinted. “I think I remember? Maybe. Maybe not. I wasn’t much into art or culture as a kid.”

“No,” Niall agreed. “Not your speed. Community theater. They took over that old converted church up in the hills.”

Chuck’s face clouded over. “I remember that place.”

Whatever his memory was of that church, it wasn’t pleasant.

Niall pressed on, gently now. “Kids used to mess around there when it was abandoned, but then the Players took over and fixed up the stage.”

“I love that.” A real smile broke through and lit up Chuck’s square jaw. “They saved it. At least it’s safe now.”

Niall nodded. “Nothing fancy. Just the local hams doing a couple shows a year. Still, the crowds are fun, and they do this Shakespeare thing in the summer at the old drive-in.”

“So they saved that too.”

“Yeah. Guess they did. Real popular. Tourists dig it. The festival saved the drive-in and people come from all over. Great foot traffic for us.”

Chuck took his change and the books in one scarred, tan hand. “Learn something new every day. Thanks for these. I’ve been pretty stuck.”

“Sure.” Niall hesitated, then asked, “What are you repairing?”

“My life, with a little luck,” Chuck said with a wry smile. “For right now, I’m starting with my aunt’s lawnmower.” He slapped the counter again, very small-town jolly, like he was making a point of it. “See you around, my man.”

The door shut behind Chuck Mitchum with a hollow clap, and Niall stared at the place where Chuck had been, his heart a plastic bag knocked around by a breeze. He felt light and sick at the same time.

The last time he’d seen Chuck was at a beach party the summer after high school graduation. Chuck had been wild-eyed and laughing, jumping off the pier butt-naked with an empty bottle of tequila in his hand while Niall hovered by the bonfire, nursing the same lukewarm beer all night and trying to keep his eyes on the ground.

They’d been opposites then—Chuck the screw-em-all rebel, Niall the gangly Boy Scout who never colored outside the lines. Well, the wild edge hadn’t dulled, but something clung to the undercarriage now. Chuck smiled like a man counting the exits.

Niall reopened his laptop and stared at the spreadsheet of chronic despair—red numbers everywhere. Three months of losses. The roof was mushy. The electrical system was a fire holding its breath. All he had was this store and the apartment above. And his parents’ latest email sat unanswered in his inbox, another gentle suggestion that it could perhaps be time to give up on the bookstore, move back to Vancouver, let them help with Winnie.

The doorbell jangled again, sharper this time, and his daughter charged in, backpack slung over a shoulder, her dark hair escaping from what had started as a thick, neat braid that morning. She had Elise’s exact scowl, and it caught him in the ribs every time.

“Dad!” she yelled, already dropping her bag with a thud.

“Bug.”

She scrunched her nose at the nickname. “Ms. Patel says I need the permission slips by Thursday for the museum trip, and my wings are so stupid. I want better wings by this summer.”

“Hello to you too.” Niall couldn’t help smiling. “How was school?”

“Boring. Except for our presentation at assembly. But Dad, I looked, like, so stupid.”

“I guess let’s find a different word. You never look stupid. Many things you look, Bug, but stupid is not one of them. Did you finish your fractions homework on the bus like you promised?”

Winnie flopped into the reading chair by the counter, all limbs and drama, clearly ready to unload every story. “Fractions are even more boring than school. Did anything exciting happen here today?”

Niall thought of Chuck Mitchum’s crooked grin and his slow saunter out the door in those jeans. “Oh… yeah…. Let’s see.” He counted the lies on his fingers. “Alien abduction. Zombie wedding, obviously. But what a bouquet. Before a giant lizard-gorilla hybrid swam out of the bay and climbed the church tower to sing K-pop.”

“You wish. That’s because you never do anything exciting,” Winnie said with brutal fourth-grade honesty. “You should do a book signing. Or a midnight release party. Or turn the whole store into a haunted pirate ship.”

“A pirate ship?”

Winnie eyed him as if he were a mental patient. “For the summer reading program. We could have a plank and everything. I could be the ghost.”

“I’m not sure the insurance covers walking the plank and a ghost,” Niall said. “But I guess we should do something for the summer program. If we….” He trailed off.

Winnie’s eyes narrowed. “If we what?”

“Nothing. Go get your homework started in the back room. I’ll close up in an hour, and we can run grab pizza before we head up.”

“With pineapple?”

“Half pineapple,” Niall conceded, which earned a whoop as Winnie scooped up her backpack and disappeared into the tiny office behind the counter.

Left alone, Niall tried to focus on his spreadsheet, but his mind kept drifting back to Chuck Mitchum—the worn denim moving over his legs, the easy glow that filled any place he stood, the rough edge of his laugh. It had been a long time since Niall had noticed anyone like that. Longer still since he let himself.

He closed the laptop. No solving that math, not today. He had an appointment with a nine-year-old who needed better bat wings and pineapple pizza, and that was plenty on his plate.

Niall straightened the shelves in the last half hour before closing and worked his way toward Fantasy. That was where Chuck had been browsing earlier, which was odd. Chuck Mitchum had never been much of a willing reader, at least not when anyone was watching. Maybe he’d changed. Maybe he was secretly a D&D nerd who cosplayed as a paladin on weekends and hid it behind those battered jeans and that half-smirk.

Sure enough, a tattered copy of The River of Dancing Gods stuck out, wedged out of place right up against The Black Company. Niall slid it back where it belonged, thumb lingering on the cracked spine. What did Chuck Mitchum want with these old fantasy paperbacks? He said he was repairing his life. Niall understood that after six years of single parenthood, six years of keeping the shop afloat, six years of proving to himself and everyone else he could make life work solo.

Some things you didn’t fix; you boxed them up and shelved them and stopped looking.

The store’s old pipes groaned overhead. Someone was running the sink in the hall bathroom upstairs—Winnie, no doubt stalling on her fractions homework again because math came easy and she hated showing her work. The pipes squawked off—another repair he couldn’t afford, another item on the endless list that was slowly burying him.

Niall glanced at the door. He half expected Chuck Mitchum to amble back in with a smart remark and those damned jeans, possibly wiping his mouth with a tan hand.

For all his wishing, the door stayed closed. The only sound was the ticking of his uncle’s ancient glass-domed clock behind the register, counting down the minutes until closing time.

He moved down the row and nudged the last few books into order, thinking of Chuck Mitchum and a shelf of battered paperbacks nobody had touched in years.


Chapter 2

 

 

CHUCK MITCHUM had made three critical mistakes in his life. First—stealing Sheriff Gunderson’s boat at seventeen. In his defense, he only borrowed it to impress the sheriff’s daughter, which led in a straight line to mistake number two—getting caught with said daughter in said boat. Third mistake—Seattle, all of it. The job at the cabinetry studio, the relationship with Jeremy, and the mortifying public meltdown that sent him crawling back to Candle Bay with his tools in a milk crate and nothing else worth packing.

Now he sat on his aunt’s porch, the disassembled lawnmower spread around him like a mechanical crime scene. Chuck wondered if he was fixing to make mistake number four—fixating on Niall Ashworth’s handsome, cautious smile.

“You’re holding that damn carburetor like it’s a baby sparrow.” Aunt Lydia lowered herself into the adjacent rocking chair with a grunt. At seventy-one, Lydia Mitchum moved slower than she used to, but her canny eyes were bright as polished buttons.

“Trying not to break the damn thing,” Chuck muttered as he set the part down. “Or lose it.”

“Since when do you worry about breaking stuff?” Lydia wheeze-cackled like tires on gravel. “You were the kid who took apart my mama’s console TV to see if you could put it back together.”

“Which I did.”

“Channel nine never worked right again.”

Chuck grinned despite himself. “Nobody watches channel nine anyway.”

Lydia took a sip from her coffee mug. Chuck was pretty sure she put more bourbon than coffee in it, but he didn’t say anything. She set the mug down with a little thunk. “All right. Truth time.”

Chuck tensed up. He’d known this was coming, just not so soon, but he braced himself, fiddling with the carburetor like it might shield him.

She fixed him with a glare. “You gonna tell me what brought you back to this little Podunk town, or am I supposed to pretend we don’t have internet like every other place on this Earth?”

Chuck shifted his weight on his sit bones. Of course Aunt Lydia knew. Everyone probably knew by now. Gossip here moved faster than fiber optic.

“Needed a change of scenery.” He fiddled with the carburetor again for show.

“Uh-huh. And the fact you told your boss to shove his ‘innovative design concept’ up his ass in front of a celebrity client had nothing to do with it?”

Chuck winced. “It wasn’t his concept. It was mine. He stole it and then cocked it up.”

“Also the part where you flipped a table of gingerbread onto him during a city council meeting?”

“That was… not my smartest moment in Seattle, I’ll admit.”

Lydia laughed—a raw, wheezy sound that always made Chuck feel like he was in on the joke. “Born with a flair for the dramatic, that’s you. Your mama was the same way.”

Chuck thought of his mother, gone eleven years now. She would have been so disappointed at how he’d burned every bridge behind him. “Flies and honey,” she would’ve said.

He surprised himself by saying, “Jeremy dumped me that night. Too ‘unprofessional’ for his world.”

Lydia rolled her eyes so hard it was almost audible. “Duh. He only liked how you looked in photos. I never liked that guy.”

“You never met him.”

“I got Instagram. I’m not dead. This ain’t the Cretaceous period. I saw plenty. He had the look.”

“What look?”

“Like he’d kill his dog for the right booth at a restaurant.”

Chuck snorted. She wasn’t wrong. Jeremy’s status fixation—the right restaurant, the right wardrobe, the right friends. Impressions.

He shook his head, but a smile tugged at his mouth. Lydia always cut straight through the nonsense. Even now, after everything.

Chuck had been the city boy’s tame brute, the working-class ruffian with enough raw talent to make Jeremy look edgy by association. For a while that had worked fine for both of them. Until Chuck got legitimately “edgy”—and suddenly his image didn’t serve Jeremy’s ambitions anymore.

“That’s all that, then,” Chuck said. “I’m back. For a bit.”

“A bit?” Lydia echoed. “You got some plans somewhere?”

Chuck shrugged. “Get work. Fix things. Stay out of trouble.”

“Uh-huh. Best of luck with that last one, buster. You’re not what I’d call a blushing virgin, and this town’s got a long
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