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Chapter 1


Boxing Day

The mulled wine Sophie was drinking, advertised as the pub’s “Festive Favorite,” was sweet, spicy and deliciously warming. The two mugs she’d already enjoyed called for a third. She lifted her empty glass and nodded, smiling when the sweet-faced server, a woman around her age, saw her and called from across the room, “Another, miss?”

Miss. It had been a while since anyone called her miss. She was getting ma’am a lot. It was terrible. She didn’t feel like a ma’am. She definitely felt like a miss. Definitely. She grinned to herself, knowing she was getting silly on the wine and liking it. See, this was the life—eat what you want, drink what you want, take off on a spontaneous trip whenever you want. People often asked her, “Doesn’t it get lonely?”

Truthfully—and only to herself and even then usually only after a few drinks—yes, it did sometimes. But as she was always lecturing her younger sister, Kate, a hopeless romantic, married to her high school sweetheart, raising three kids and a zoo of various pets, “It’s better to be alone and to be lonely sometimes than to be with someone and truly alone.” Besides she had books. Who needed a flesh and blood man when there were books? Okay, she hadn’t really fallen that far. She could definitely think of a few occasions where flesh and blood guys were beyond lovely, but she was sitting in an empty bar the day after Christmas in a completely foreign-to-her small town. Thinking of some of the physical qualities of the male gender would only be frustrating—and she was giving up men. It was part of her new flying solo thing. Sex, for her at least, always came with emotional entanglements. Emotional entanglements always led to pain. She was done with it. She would have true love or nothing, and since she didn’t believe in true love anymore, nothing it was.

Her wine arrived, all cinnamon, clove and orangey smelling. Mmm! And just in the nick of time. She’d almost fallen into her least favorite, most predictable thought groove, and she was determined to avoid that sinkhole. She was not only going to commit to a single life by choice, she was going to delight in it and live each day with joy and abundant gratitude. (Wow, was this really only her third drink? With a gloopy, overly sentimental moment like that, it felt like much more.)

The waitress saved her from her inner monologue again. “Would you like to order something to eat?”

“Oh, yes. Thanks.” Sophie had perused the surprisingly enticing menu at length. “I’ll have the Sunday carve, please. Rare, if possible.”

“Good choice. It’s fantastic. Would you like a starter too?”

“Um, no. There’s a dessert I’ve got my eye on, and I’ll be having more wine. I have lots of room, but it’s not unlimited.” Sophie patted her stomach at the last line and the server laughed.

“Good choice, times two. Every single one of our desserts is unbelievable. Our dessert menu was created by a local chef, Callum Archer—”

“Callum Archer? Get out of town! As in River’s Sigh B & B Callum Archer?”

The server nodded.

“That’s where I’m staying this week. Well, I’m in town tonight, but I check in tomorrow.”

“You’ll love it, but wait . . . I thought Jo and Callum were closing for a week and heading out of town ’til after New Year’s. Are you sure you have the dates right?”

Sophie loved this small town banter thing. People shared information so casually here. “Yeah, but after seeing the pictures, I begged, and they said they have a caretaker, so as long as I didn’t mind breakfast being a simple affair and being the only paying guest, I was good to go.”

“You’ll totally love it,” the server enthused once more, and Sophie found it refreshing. It was nice to meet someone else who didn’t mind being unabashedly enthusiastic. While there probably was a limit to how truly great every one of her choices could be or how much she’d “totally love” something, the woman didn’t have that going-through-the-motions, sell-sell-sell tone service industry workers sometimes adopt for survival. She seemed to mean her words.

“What’s your name, by the way?” Sophie asked as the woman was about to leave.

“Stella.”

“Nice to meet you, Stella.” Sophie repeated the name so it would stick in her brain and held out a hand for Stella to shake. “I’m Sophie.”

“Nice to meet you too, Sophie. I hope you enjoy your time in Greenridge.”

“So far so good.”

Stella smiled, promised her dinner would be along shortly, and called out greetings to a group of four and a tagalong guy who banged through the pub’s front door. A dusting of sugar-crisp snow and a gust of cold wind traipsed in with them.

Sophie turned back to the book she’d been reading, anticipation and contentment rolling through her. It was good so far. The perfect story for a deep winter night. She’d been right to make this impromptu escape. Christmas had been a gloomy excuse for everyone in her life to comment on what she didn’t have or to ask with big, wide-eyed shows of concern, “How are you doing? No, seriously, how are you?”

It made her nuts. It had been two years since Kyle jilted her at the altar. Get over it, people! She had. Or pretty much anyway. The hardest part these days was accepting the fact that he’d been right. That he’d done her a favor. Once she’d gotten over the worst of the pain, she’d been able to see that. It just would’ve been nice if he could’ve done it before they forked out all that money and perhaps not with every single one of their nearest and dearest watching on. He’d realized that she wouldn’t change and that as she was, they weren’t compatible.

What she didn’t understand was why wanting to travel alone occasionally, wanting to continue doing silly things just because they were fun, loving to read and play pretend—yes, even at the ancient age of twenty-eight—were such deal breakers. She thought her financial independence, the fact that she had a life and didn’t need or want to be with some guy 24/7, and her sitting on the fence about whether she wanted to have kids or not were personality strengths. Kyle didn’t.

“You don’t need me,” Kyle had said. “You don’t need anyone.”

“Why do I have to need you? Why can’t I just want you? Why can’t we just want each other? Why can’t that be enough?” It was their oldest argument, and he never had a satisfying answer.

He also didn’t like that she carried a few extra pounds—didn’t understand why she ate carbs and didn’t go to the gym like all the women from his firm.

She didn’t know why she even had to explain. “Because I love food, I love cooking.” And good grief, she was healthy and fit. Besides, you just had to look at her family. “We’re strong peasant stock,” she said. “Made for hard work, loving and baby making.”

Kyle never found that comment funny, either. “You don’t even want to change. You’re fine just being what you are.”

So that’s what it came down to, wasn’t it? He couldn’t stand that she A) didn’t need him, and B) didn’t feel hugely motivated to change everything about herself to fit someone else’s ideal.

“What about you? You eat carbs.”

“It’s different. I’m a guy.”

She’d dated a few times since she and Kyle imploded, but her heart wasn’t in it.

Sophie had often continued the argument with her sister. “It’s like I have to be broken or completely unable to survive on my own for someone to think I’m worth marrying.”

“You just haven’t met the right guy yet,” her sister Kate would always say. “Besides, being with someone requires compromise.”

Sophie had no problem with that quality—practiced it in her everyday life, tried to encourage it in her classroom—but she didn’t think compromise should mean sacrificing the parts of your personality that make you you.

So yeah, long story short, Kyle had done her a big fat favor. Thank you, Kyle.

And she didn’t begrudge her friends and family their spouses and children and miscellaneous other relationships. Of course she didn’t. But she hadn’t been able to stomach the idea of New Year’s Eve just the same. No, a week of holidaying in this postcard-pretty little town was the perfect bit of pampering and celebration she needed, and the perfect segue way into her New Year’s Resolution. She sipped her wine, toasted herself mentally—Here’s to you, your healed heart, and your exciting bachelorette status!—and slipped back into the pages of her unfolding story.


Chapter 2


Jesse stomped the snow off his boots on the Christmas-print doormat and inhaled the steamy, hoppy air. Warm comfort wrapped around him like a blanket. It was pretty sad when a bar felt more like home than your house did—but ah, well. Take what you can get, right? And anyway, it wasn’t like he spent every night getting shit-faced. He mostly just people watched or read. Or drowned in morose thoughts, but he wasn’t going there tonight. Or not this moment anyway.

“Hey, Jesse. What’ll it be? The usual?” Stella—the patron saint of lost souls, or his at least—appeared at his side.

Jesse barely nodded and the pint was on the table in front of him. He’d switch to gin and tonic later, but he liked to start with beer.

“You eating?”

“Not sure.”

“You should eat. You need to put food in that skinny gullet of yours.”

“I already have a mother, Stella. And a sister. Back off, okay?”

“And did you go to either of their houses and eat yesterday?”

“It was Christmas.”

Stella waited. He sighed explosively. Sometimes this small town bullshit was hard to take. Crystal had been right about that, at least.

He made a conscious effort not to take out his piss poor mood on Stella. Annoying as she was, she was one of the good ones. “I not only had Christmas dinner, I slept over Christmas Eve so I could take my niece and nephews sledding. In the morning—don’t have a heart attack now—I was in charge of Christmas breakfast. We had it all: bacon and eggs, fresh fruit with a yogurt dip, waffles with whipped cream and warmed syrup. We played board games all afternoon until dinner. I wasn’t back at my place ’til after ten.”

Stella glanced toward the noisy table of four that had come in the same time he did. They were still reading their menus, and she sank into the chair across from Jesse. “And did you enjoy any of it?”

Leave it to Stella. She always found the one chink in a guy’s armor. “It wasn’t terrible. And being surrounded by the kids was really fun.” The news was as shocking to him as it was to her. So that’s how long it took for the worst of a wound to crust over. Three years. He raked his mind for the normally ever-present residual bitterness, but mostly just felt tired about the idea of giving more mental energy to his ex-wife. He didn’t feel like hopping on the merry-go-round of what ifs and regrets, even though it was Christmas time, his personal season for depressing reflection. Hmm, very interesting. So the injury was not only healing; he was apparently beating the worst of the infection.

Stella poked him. He jumped. “Oh, sorry, what were you saying?”

“You’re hopeless.” She shook her head. “But I’m glad you had a nice time. You deserve it. And I know people keep pissing you off with similar comments, but it’s true. Things will keep getting better, and you’ll find love again one day. Real love. Love that laughs.”

Jesse swilled half his beer, burped, and wiped his mouth with his hand. Stella slapped him. “Gross.”

“Not interested in wuv, wuv, twoo wuv anymore, Stel. Don’t think I even believe in it.”

She grunted her disagreement, but he held up a hand to stave off her rebuttal. “But getting laid? That’s another thing altogether. It’s been a long time. Who’s the hottie?”

Stella looked irritated and confused. Her gaze darted past the still-chatting group of four and lit on the only other occupied table. “Are you talking about Sophie? Seriously? Don’t be mean.” Her frown deepened. “And leave her alone. She’s nice.”

Jesse chuckled and took another long pull from his drink. “Maybe I will, maybe I won’t. Maybe I’m planning to forsake the error of my old monogamous ways and become a womanizer.”

“Shut up.”

Jesse shrugged. “Why not? No one ever truly knows another person, so why try? Better to be the heart breaker than the breakee, right?”

Stella opened her mouth, then shut it and smacked him again. “Okay, okay, you got me.” She pushed up from the table. “Looks like the gabbers are ready. I’ll bring you a G and T and a menu after I take their order.”

Alone with his thoughts once more, Jesse nursed his remaining beer, flagged Stella down for another, and watched the room. A rigid, angry-looking couple entered, and then a couple of lone wolves like himself—ha ha, he liked how he made it sound cool, not lame. Guess he was done having to fend off guilt-ridden Stella for the night; she was going to be busy. Apparently he wasn’t the only guy in town who needed a family-free moment and a drink or two the day after Christmas. In all seriousness though, he hoped Stella got over it someday. Yes, Crystal was her cousin and she’d introduced them. No, it wasn’t her fault that Crystal played him, the furthest thing from it, actually—as he’d told her countless times. He’d been intentionally blind and stupid.

Stella breezed by his table, and he handed off his second empty pint glass and took the proffered menu and gin. As he sipped and contemplated what to eat, he had to fight not to stare at her—her being the “hottie” he’d mentioned to Stella. Sophie. Even the name drew him in, all soft and comfy sounding. Why had Stella assumed he was being mean and been so put off by his joke? At first, he’d only referred to her because she was the solitary single female in the bar, but she was pretty. Very pretty. With sleek dark hair, ivory-cream skin and deep red lips, she reminded him of a slightly chubby Snow White. He liked her low-necked sweater too.

She was absorbed in an e-reader, and every so often a private smile put a cute dimple in her left cheek. He thought of the book he had in his jacket pocket and wanted to go over and strike up a conversation. How bizarre. First having a decent time at Christmas. Now wanting to talk to a strange female. Maybe Christmas miracles really were a thing.

He laughed at his own joke and forced himself to look away from Sophie, focusing again on the outrage his womanizing comment triggered in Stella. Seriously, what was with her? It wasn’t like she had to worry. He wasn’t a light fling guy, more’s the pity—and he wouldn’t risk the pain Crystal had caused him ever again. Besides, lots of guys lived alone and were totally fine. Hell, he’d been on his own for three years now, almost exactly, and he was all right. That settled it. Done. He’d been thinking on this resolution for the New Year for some time, and he was glad to have it reaffirmed.

To perpetual bachelorhood and leaving the toilet seat up forever! He lifted his glass in a silent toast, about to take a slug of the lemony-icy goodness—at exactly the same instant Sophie, his ivory skinned, rose-lipped stranger, happened to look up.

Her eyebrows lifted and she glanced over her shoulder both ways, then shook her
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