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        — Kirkus Reviews
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        Jacquelyn Middleton is an award-winning author and journalist who previously worked in television broadcasting.

        She loves London, adores theatre, and keeps hoping the Leafs will win the Stanley Cup. Jacquelyn lives in Toronto with her awesome husband and dog.
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        For Zoey,

        Ours was my favorite love story. x

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Note from the Author

      

      

      
        
        Dear Readers,

      

      

      
        
        Welcome to my fourth novel, Say Hello, Kiss Goodbye. Leia and Tarquin’s story is a standalone contemporary romance; however, it takes place in the same ‘world’ as my other books. All my novels are interconnected.

      

        

      
        Tarquin first appears in London, Can You Wait? (my second novel) while Leia is featured in Until the Last Star Fades (my third novel)—both as secondary characters. Leia is mentioned in my Christmas in London romance, The Certainty of Chance (my fifth novel), and Leia and Tarquin appear in A Smile in a Whisper (my sixth novel).

      

        

      
        There are laugh-out-loud moments in Say Hello, Kiss Goodbye along with the swoony, steamy stuff, but this book is not a rom-com.

      

        

      
        No AI (artificial intelligence) was used in the writing, editing, layout, photography, or cover art of this book. This novel exists thanks to human creativity—lovingly made by me for you.

      

      

      
        
        Content note: This novel contains mental health challenges (anxiety, depression, PTSD), coarse language, infidelity (backstory), alcoholism (parental backstory), therapy, and open- and closed-door love scenes.

      

      

      
        
        P.S. I’ve included a glossary after this note to explain a few terms that might not be familiar to all readers.

      

      

      
        
        Love music? You can find the Say Hello, Kiss Goodbye playlist on my website at www.JacquelynMiddleton.com under ‘Extras’.
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        Enjoy!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Glossary

      

      

      
        
        Some people, places, and things mentioned in Say Hello, Kiss Goodbye might not be familiar to all readers. Here are a few helpful explanations.

      

      

      
        
        Adaptive reuse: The practice of redeveloping an abandoned building (often one with a heritage designation) and giving it a new purpose. For example, Tarquin repurposing the old cinema with its sky-high ceiling into a climbing gym.

      

      

      
        
        Dead stock fabric: Textile mills and garment factories often end up with extra material they don’t use. This ‘dead stock’ might have been dyed the wrong color, or left over from a production run, or just didn’t sell. Design houses are also sources of dead stock. When they create a fashion line and end up with leftover fabric, they usually discard it in the trash, and it ends up in landfill. Sustainable designers like Leia take dead stock, and turn it into desirable garments. Usually, dead stock materials aren’t found in large quantities, so the production run is limited (which is great, as you won’t find many people in the same dress!).

      

      

      
        
        Smarmy: British word for ingratiating and insincere

      

      

      
        
        St. Clement’s: A non-alcoholic cocktail usually made from equal measures orange juice and bitter lemon. The drink is named after the old English nursery rhyme, Oranges and Lemons.

      

      

      
        
        Adaptive clothing: Clothing designed for individuals with physical disabilities and/or mobility challenges. Adaptive clothing may feature Velcro, snaps, or magnetic closures instead of buttons, zippers in easy-to-access positions, and material that doesn’t rub or scratch.

      

      

      
        
        CAD: Computer Aided Design (or Drafting)

      

      

      
        
        Grapes on pizza: It’s not a figment of my imagination! Vinnie’s Pizzeria in Brooklyn makes a special pizza with grapes, roasted red peppers, gorgonzola, bacon, and honey.

      

      

      
        
        Grade II listed properties: In England, the government classifies old properties as ‘listed’ to protect their historical or architectural significance. There are three categories (I, II* and II), which rank their importance. Developers like Tarquin are allowed to alter listed buildings; however, they require written permission from local authorities first before they can proceed.

      

      

      
        
        Sticky wicket: A difficult problem or situation.

      

      

      
        
        Swot: British slang for a person who studies hard and does their homework.

      

      

      
        
        Vegan leather made from mushrooms: Is real! One such vegan leather is made from mushroom caps and is tanned using non-toxic ingredients. Another uses the underground roots of mushrooms. Who knew, eh?

      

      

      
        
        B-listed properties: Like England, Scotland classifies old properties as ‘listed’ if they are of historical or architectural interest, but they use letters (A, B, and C) instead of numbers.

      

      

      
        
        The Ba’: A traditional game of Orkney street football dating back hundreds of years played on Christmas and New Year’s Day. Hundreds of men participate and are divided into two teams, the Uppies and the Doonies, based upon whether they were born north or south of Kirkwall’s St. Magnus Cathedral. The Ba’ has no rules, but the aim of the game is to pass the handcrafted leather ball through the streets of Kirkwall and reach your goal first. It’s not unusual for the game to carry on for hours and finish in the dark.

      

      

      
        
        “Give it a bit more welly”: British phrase, apparently from the 1970s. Welly is an abbreviation of Wellington boot (aka, knee-length rubber boot). This funny idiom is used to encourage someone to try harder or put in more physical effort.

      

      

      
        
        Groatie Buckies: Tiny (peedie!) white shells that apparently bring good luck—if you have the good fortune to find some!

      

      

      
        
        Peckish: British word for feeling hungry.

      

      

      
        
        Betty Corrigall’s grave: In the late 1770s, twenty-seven-year-old Betty Corrigall of Hoy, Orkney became pregnant with the child of a passing sailor. Abandoned by her lover and ostracized by the Hoy community, she committed suicide and was buried in an unmarked grave in unconsecrated ground. Betty was finally given a proper burial and a headstone in 1976.

      

      

      
        
        Sea stacks: Steep and often very tall outcrops of rock standing alone in the ocean. Orkney has several, including the Old Man of Hoy and Yesnaby Castle, and yes, brave souls do climb them.

      

      

      
        
        Muggins: British term for a foolish person, usually used humorously when referring to oneself.
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        “If you’re brave enough to say goodbye,

        life will reward you with a new hello.”

        Paulo Coelho

      

      

      LEIA

      
        
        London, Monday, December 31

      

      

      “Leia? Ley?” A tense voice pushed through the phone. “Is something wrong?”

      A sharp breath caught in Leia Scott’s throat. “Uh…I can’t see a freakin’ thing!” Heart hammering in her chest, she dug her fingernails into the blue straps of the yellow shopping bag biting into her parka’s shoulder, her coat’s waterproof material still speckled with raindrops from the wintery deluge outside. Is it a power outage…or something worse? she thought. It is New Year’s Eve—you never know, these days.

      Eyes wild, her glance ran riot through the murky darkness, but the windowless warehouse offered no clues except for the fuzzy hum of the ventilation system surrendering with a whirring gasp. A hard swallow bobbed her throat. “Shit!” she snarled, her curse joining a loud chorus of Fucks and Bloody hells rising around her.

      Flashes of light—cell phones waking up—dotted the dark, illuminating the frowns and creased foreheads of Londoners stuck in the Swedish superstore’s maze of tempting impulse buys. The wine glasses and colorful cushions would have to wait a little longer for that special someone to take them home.

      “Leia, what’s happening?!”

      Ignoring the concerned plea, Leia’s shaky hand skated over a nearby shelf bowed with scented candles, their sickly-sweet aroma of vanilla and waffles teasing her nose, further unsettling her stomach. She gulped a breath, then another. Being plunged into darkness, unaware of what was happening, unleashed painful memories and long-practiced coping mechanisms, but her heart still raced and leapt into her throat. Whatever this is, I’m getting out of here. Now.

      “Hold on.” Leia pulled her phone from her ear and swiped the screen, switching on the flashlight while boisterous comments and an infant’s wail echoed around shelves congested with vases and clocks. She walked slowly, searching for the emergency exit.

      “Are you okay?” The distant voice in her phone wouldn’t quit. “Ley, can you hear me?!”

      Leia put it on speaker and looked up, swerving around a precarious tower of storage boxes. “Sorry, Sarah. The⁠—”

      “Don’t tell me! They ran out of meatballs.” Sarah chuckled at her own joke. The baby of the Scott family by eighteen months, she always knew how to lighten her big sister’s discomfort.

      “If only.” Leia groaned and fussed with the shopping bag’s straps digging into her shoulder. “No, the power’s gone out. It’s pitch black. There’s no emergency lighting, nothing…” Seeking comfort, she tugged on the hand-knit scarf looped around her neck, a recent birthday gift from Sarah. I’m twenty-six and still get nervous in the dark. “I feel so silly.” She half-laughed. “My heart won’t stop pounding.”

      “It’s not silly. Not after what we…well, you know.” Sarah cleared her throat. “Just remember, Ley: nice…deep…breaths. Don’t let fear win. And don’t crash into anything. I need those plates in one piece!”

      “Yeah, all right!” Leia shook her head, smiling wryly. Caring one minute, all business the next, Sarah always knew what she wanted and wasn’t afraid to say it out loud, even if it came off selfish or pushy.

      Children’s laughter bubbled up through the dark. “Daddy, does this mean we can have MORE ice cream?” The sweet English accent of the little boy was accompanied by a swell of hiccuppy giggles. Leia couldn’t help but grin.

      Yeah, give us ALL the ice cream. It fixes everything. Well, almost everything.

      “Ooh! Let’s play hide-and-seek!” Another little voice bounced over the candle display, but his boyish glee was interrupted by a gruff shout.

      “Attention! Can I have your attention, please!” A guy illuminated by his own flashlight waved a beefy bicep. Dressed in a blue and yellow polo shirt that strained over his pumped-up pecs, he squinted into the abyss and cleared his throat.

      “Oh, Saz, hang on.” Leia paused beside a bin filled with packets of tea-lights. “They’re making an announcement.”

      The employee scratched his bald head. “The storm has caused a power cut. Our backup generator is now running, and the lights will be back any minute. Until then, please hold tight. We don’t want anyone to fall in the dark, ’kay? Your patience is appreciated. Cheers.”

      See? Nothing to worry about. Leia let out a breath, her eyes adjusting to the dark. She killed her flashlight and returned her phone to her ear. “Did you hear?” The tightness in her jaw eased. “It’s a power failure, that’s all.”

      “That’s a relief.” Sarah huffed. “Honestly, today couldn’t be more of a Monday if it tried. You’re stuck there, Dad’s not back from his run, and Jordan’s hogging the kitchen.”

      “Aw, he’s cooking? Lucky!” Leia shifted sideways, letting an older couple totter past. “Boyfriend of the year, there, Saz.”

      “Hardly. He turned up twenty minutes ago, big bag of smelly laundry. I’ve told him four times to get his machine fixed⁠—”

      “Or it won’t be repaired by New Year’s. I know.” Leia had heard Sarah complain about Jordan’s broken washer repeatedly since she landed from the States ten days ago.

      “If he uses up all my hot water, I’ll kill him. We’ve got appetizers to prepare, dishes to wash⁠—”

      “Sarah, it’s only one-thirty or—something. Why don’t you go to the gym? Burn off some adrenaline.” The two little boys scampered past, one bopping the other on the head with what looked like a stuffed dinosaur. “You’ve got hours before anyone shows up.” And Leia thought she was a control freak. Sarah was taking her own rampant perfectionism to a whole New Year’s Eve level.

      “I know, but Dad’s meeting Jordan for the first time, and my work friends are coming over. I need them on side for that promotion—you know what it’s like.” Sarah switched gears, rolling back into Type-A territory. “So, you got everything, right? Tea-lights, two black storage boxes, eight turquoise plates—the deep ones. Like a bowl, but not.”

      Leia yanked on the straps of the loaded bag, deepening its groove in her shoulder. “Yes, Sarah.”

      “They’ll be perfect for the mini portions of ramen you’re making…”

      Leia shook her head. She hated cooking.

      “…IF you ever get out of there.” Sarah tutted.

      Leia rolled her eyes and picked at the sloppy stitching on the lip of the shopping bag. She should’ve stuck with her original plan, should’ve rescheduled her flight to Italy. No New Year’s Eve party, no sister drama, no fending off guys Sarah wanted to set her up with. What doesn’t she understand about ‘I don’t want or need a boyfriend—ever’? She cleared her throat. “Look, you’re the one who said your back was too achy to shop and stuffed an Oyster card in my hand, sending me across London to satisfy your weird Swedish homewares obsession.” Leia loved her sister with her entire heart and would do anything for her, but sometimes Sarah was a bit much. “No good deed…” She muttered under her breath.

      “Ley…” Sarah’s voice dipped. “I do appreciate it, you know.”

      The store’s lights came alive, albeit dimmer than usual, eliciting relieved ahhhs from frustrated shoppers.

      “Power’s back!” Leia blurted. “I’m near the checkout. I should be out of here soon.” She stood up straight, her words flying without pause. “I’ll text when I’m almost home, okay?”

      “Great! Don’t get lost!”

      Leia scrunched her nose. “I won’t get los⁠—”

      “Oh!” Sarah interrupted. “If you see slippers near the cash, grab me a pair?”

      “Uh, sure. Gotta go!” Leia stuffed her phone in her pocket and stormed through the crowded self-serve furniture warehouse, her black combat boots and long, confident strides outpacing shoppers steering carts loaded with flat-pack bookshelves. She nipped around a cluster of high-backed Poäng chairs where the hide-and-seek boys—twins, maybe seven years old—slouched, waiting for their dad, and past bins boasting discounted Christmas baubles and colorful spatulas. Sarah’s coveted slippers were nowhere in sight.

      Pulling her shopping bag against her hip, Leia reached the checkout first and unloaded her haul onto the conveyor belt. A lanky sales clerk, all oversized eyeglasses and carefully curated man bun, stepped behind the cash register.

      Leia smiled. “Hi, how are you?” She reached into a coat pocket, digging for her wallet.

      The clerk chuckled, revealing a gap-toothed smile. “Good, now the lights are back on.” He logged into his terminal and picked up the product scanner.

      “Me too.” Leia nodded as he rang up her purchases. She’d be out of there in no time. Maybe she could even fit in a swim before party prep beckoned! Behind her, a muffled movie soundtrack grew louder.

      Ugh, the Star Wars theme. Leia wrinkled her nose and pulled out her credit card. Despite being named after one of Star Wars’ most beloved characters, she wasn’t a fan of the movies. Her sci-fi geek parents, on the other hand, couldn’t get enough, and named both their daughters after kickass female heroines, The Terminator’s Sarah Connor the inspiration for their second-born. Of course, Sarah lucked out—nobody asked annoying questions when they heard her name.

      “Hazza! Can’t you text like a normal person?” A posh male accent bursting with playfulness drifted over her shoulder. Leia set down her card and snuck a peek, catching only a blur of white plush—a gigantic stuffed unicorn with a rainbow mane and silver horn—before the store employee claimed her attention again.

      “Dammit!” The clerk chewed his cheek and glared at the terminal’s screen.

      Leia tucked her long blonde hair behind her ear. “I’m sorry?” Something clattered along the floor, hitting her boots: a cell phone.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” the voice behind her muttered.

      Leia turned, finding the smiling unicorn bobbing and swaying while the tall guy behind it wrestled with a kids magic kit, a stuffed green dinosaur, and a large shopping bag, its clinking contents threatening to join his phone. He needed help.

      She bent down and her right knee bit back, pinching its dissatisfaction inside her tights. Ow! Wincing behind her hair, she retrieved the unicorn wrangler’s phone and slowly stood up, placing the still-talking device in the free hand poking out from the mountain of plush.

      “Here you go.” She half-smiled, her glance jumping from the silver ring on his left thumb to the few days’ growth of brown scruff framing his amused smile. Leia did a double take. Whoa. Flirty dimples, tall, handsome—someone won the genetic lottery.

      “Cheers, love.” The guy’s appreciative grin grew wide and bright, and his green eyes glimmered with warmth as he lifted the phone to his mouth. “Harry, call you back.” He ended the conversation abruptly and reached under his wool coat, stuffing the phone in his trouser pocket. His intense gaze searched her face. “Hey, I’m⁠—”

      “Miss? I’m terribly sorry.” The clerk’s solemn tone yanked Leia back to her purchases.

      “Uh…sorry for…?”

      The clerk grimaced, his eyes darting from his terminal to the growing crowd of shoppers waiting to pay. “Our card system isn’t working. The power cut must’ve screwed it up.”

      A flash of yellow and blue—the store manager—swooped in. “The network’s down. Not just us, most of Tottenham.” He met Leia’s eyes. “We can only accept cash right now.”

      “But…” Leia pursed her lips. “I’m lucky if I have a five-pound note.”

      Jamming the magic kit in his shopping bag, the unicorn whisperer leaned over his fluffy prize. “Hey mate, any idea how long it’ll be down?”

      The manager shook his head. “If you want to wait”—he pointed over his shoulder—“you can grab a complimentary tea or coffee in our bistro, but you’ll have to take your items with you so cash-paying customers can come through.”

      “Ah, bollocks.” The guy huffed and raked a hand through his tousled auburn hair, falling just shy of his narrowed eyes.

      Leia scowled in solidarity, spinning a gold band on the fourth finger of her right hand. Great. Fucking great.

      The manager strode toward the waiting throng and cupped his hands around his mouth. “Excuse me, everyone…” His booming voice elbowed into conversations, his cash-only news deflating the post-blackout glee.

      Shaking her head, Leia returned Sarah’s New Year’s Eve necessities to the store-issued shopping bag and tucked her wallet away. She looked at the sales clerk. “Will someone come get us when it’s working?”

      “Definitely.” With an apologetic wince, his large glasses slipped down his nose. “Sorry for the inconvenience.”

      Leia gave him a tight-lipped smile. “It’s not your fault.” Hoisting the heavy bag onto her shoulder, she stepped out of line, not sure where to go. She wandered toward the occupied benches near the exit, a gust of chilly, damp air whooshing around the sliding doors.

      “Worst timing ever, eh?” The posh voice turned her head. Plush dinosaur aloft, Star Wars guy wedged the huge unicorn under his arm, his attention straying back to the checkout, searching.

      “God yeah.” Shivering, Leia tugged her unzipped parka closed around her dress as loud voices spewed their discontent at the besieged staff. “I have somewhere I need to be, but I can’t leave without this stuff.” She gave the stranger a head-to-toe sweep while he looked elsewhere. Messy hair and whiskers aside, he was well-groomed, confident—extremely attractive. Probably knew it, too.

      He glanced at Leia. “I don’t want to come back either.” His frown released as the two little boys raced past. “Hey, guys, hold up a second!” His greeting was drowned out by their gleeful shouts about ice cream and the snarky complaints of several shoppers pushing past.

      Oh? Those boys are his?

      He followed the twins toward the bistro, shooting Leia a quick grin. “I’m dying for a coffee. Want one?” He nodded to the small seating area, which was filling up quickly. “Claim a seat before the hordes descend?”

      Leia smiled softly at his upside-down unicorn, squished and peeking out from under his arm. Toys—for his twins. A dull ache wrapped around her heart, but it was overtaken by pain searing through her right leg, short-circuiting all thoughts of children and small talk. She sucked in a sharp breath and adjusted the weight on her shoulder. If she continued to stand, her knee would be a mess later on. Leia looked past the guy’s unicorn, past his mussed-up hair, windswept from the storm outside, to the few remaining chairs. I place to sit down would be great. Just don’t tell hot Star Wars dad my name. “Yeah, okay.”

      His face lit up. “Brilliant! After you.” He shifted his bag’s weight, keeping it close as they moved through the crowd. “Oh, wait. Where are my manners?” He stopped and tucked the dinosaur into his bag. “Hello, I’m Tarquin.” He offered his right hand.

      Leia’s stomach sank to the floor. Introductions? How very British. She forced a smile as the Star Wars theme blasted from his trouser pocket. Shit! Worst timing ever.

      “Oh, sorry! Just gotta…” Tarquin fought with his pocket, tugging his phone free.

      Eyes wide, she looked over her shoulder, her fingers toying with the rose gold bracelet on her left wrist that she never took off. The checkout was choked with irate shoppers going nowhere and the sliding glass exit was stuck, inviting an umbrella-decapitating surge of wind and icy rain into the store.

      She couldn’t leave. She couldn’t escape Star Wars hell either. Leia glanced at Tarquin again. But she could change how she reacted. Be grateful this guy’s helping you grab a seat. She zeroed in on his left hand as he pressed the red ‘decline’ button. He had kids but no wedding ring. His boys must’ve been born before he was twenty, she thought. He can’t be much older than me.

      Stuffing his phone back in his pocket, he extended his free hand once more. “Where were we?”

      Use the old standby. Tell him your name is Lisa. Taking a deep breath, Leia reached out. “I’m⁠—”

      “Excuse me! Miss?”

      Leia spotted the hipster checkout clerk striding toward her, reading something in his palm. “Miss Scott?” He pushed his glasses up his nose with his index finger. Then, she saw it in his grasp—her credit card. “Leia Scott?”

      Oh fuck. Her stomach twisted.

      “Leia?!” Tarquin’s voice soared, joining his brows in reaching for the ceiling.

      Giving the employee a nod and a “Thank you,” Leia swallowed heavily, cursing her luck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      TARQUIN

      Leia? Bloody hell! Is she for real? Joining the line of customers seeking free coffees, Tarquin’s smile wouldn’t quit. This woman was gorgeous and blonde and named after his lifelong crush! It was fate! A rush of adrenaline surged through his chest, taking his pulse on a joyride. “So, that’s really your name? Like Star Wars Leia?” The words flew from his tongue.

      She grimaced, tucking her credit card in her wallet. “Yeah. Thanks, Mom and Dad.” A half-laugh left her lips. Her attention was restless, wandering back to the checkout. “People think they’ve heard wrong and call me Leah. Either that, or they go all Star Wars geek on me. They ask where my hair buns are, if Obi-Wan Kenobi was my only hope…” She glanced up, her large blue eyes free of shadow and mascara taking in the menu posted above the counter, and sighed. “If I own a gold bikini.”

      Tarquin raised his brows. If she does own one, I bet she looks smashing in it. He cleared his throat, his gaze reuniting with the beverages menu holding her attention. “So, do you…?”

      Leia’s lips pushed into a pout. “Do I what?” Irritation peppered her tone. “Own a gold bikini?”

      Oops. Struck a nerve. Walk it back, Balfour. “Oh, no—sorry. Do you want that free coffee—or tea?”

      Her chin dropped as she looked his way. “Uh, no. Thanks.” A grin flickered across her face. “I don’t like hot drinks.” She scrunched her nose and stepped up to the counter.

      Tarquin couldn’t comprehend such a notion. “Oh, really? I love the stuff. I measure my days with coffee.”

      “You…” Her face pinched. “I’m sorry?”

      “My coffee consumption—it indicates how my day’s going. If I’ve had two cups, the day’s a winner, work’s buzzing, I’m too busy for coffee. But four cups or more”—he winced—“the day’s a bloody slog. I always drink more when things need a kick up the arse.”

      “Oh. Right.” Her eyebrows relaxed and she smiled at the guy waiting to take her order. A bubbly “Hi!” burst through her lips, but her friendliness did nothing to soften the harried server’s scowl. “I’ll have a soft drink—the apple one, please.”

      Tarquin nodded. “Oh, those are good. Refreshing. I’ll get a coffee.” Only his third of the day. “Extra milk, cheers—oh, and two of those raspberry soft drinks, please.” The server pushed off the counter in search of their beverages. Tarquin scratched his stubble, weighing what to say next. “At least your name is universally loved, Leia. Unlike Tarquin. Tarquin is a rich twat’s name. Kids named Tarquin get beat up. Only a few of us survive five years of grammar school.”

      “Aw, really? That’s horrible!” Leia let out an abrupt giggle and dropped her pound coins into the cashier’s hand. “So that’s why I’ve never met a Tarquin before.” She returned her wallet to her coat’s pocket.

      He paid for his order and chuckled, twirling his fingers through the unicorn’s fluffy rainbow mane. “And you probably never will again. ‘Survival of the fittest’ and all that. It’s a bloody tragedy.”

      The cashier handed over a tray with Tarquin’s free caffeine fix and the bottled soft drinks, and they pulled away from the counter. Leia helped herself to her apple beverage and took a quick sip, a gratified smile curling her mouth. “One cool thing, though—people never forget my name.” She led the way, past tables of frustrated customers and chairs burdened with yet-to-be-paid-for shopping, and glanced over her shoulder, her hair pooling in her parka’s hood. “I stand out—for better or for worse.”

      “Oh, you stand out, all right,” Tarquin whispered to himself. For better. So much better. God, her legs go on for days. He softened his cheek-aching grin so he didn’t look like a lovesick puppy trailing after her.

      Passing an empty table, she smiled back at him and pointed at the overstuffed bag hanging from his shoulder. “Your kids are going to love all that.”

      “Kids? Ah, no—no kids. Just me.”

      “Oh?” Confusion clouded her eyes as she looked at the twins stretched across the table in front of them, saving it. “But I thought…the raspberry drinks, the toys, those boys⁠—”

      “Nope. Not mine! Um, can you hold this?” He handed Leia the tray, readjusted the unicorn under his arm, and pulled the dinosaur from his bag. “They dropped this in the dark.” He leaned over, setting the stegosaurus on the twins’ table. “Hey lads, I found your dino friend.”

      Their eyes lit up. “Steggy!” One of the boys snatched the toy and hugged it against his unzipped coat. “Now you can have ice cream, too, Steg.”

      “What do you say?” An approaching male voice grasped Leia and Tarquin’s attention.

      “Thank you.” The twins chirped, obeying their father’s command as he juggled three soft serve vanilla cones.

      “You’re welcome.” Tarquin smiled and backed up, retrieving his tray from Leia. “Shall we?” Setting it down, he claimed the last vacant table and charmingly pulled out a chair for her.

      A gasped “Oh” escaped under her breath as she placed her drink on the table and stole a peek at the checkout again. “Thanks.” A spark of a smile emerged but was quickly extinguished as she sat down.

      Tarquin cocked a brow, wondering why she seemed so surprised that a guy would offer her a chair. He slid his hand in his trouser pocket, retrieving his phone and setting it on the table.

      Leia rested her heavy bag by her boots, her focus shifting back to the boys, two tables away. “That dinosaur can’t get a word in.”

      “I was like that.” Tarquin lowered his bag to the floor, stashed the bottled raspberry drinks inside, and laid the unicorn on top. Quickly removing his coat, he hung it on the back of his chair and took his seat. “I was always talking to my toys. Don’t remember sharing ice cream with ’em, though.” His fingers roamed, loosening the knot of his blue and green tartan scarf. It complemented his navy cashmere sweater and the unbuttoned collar of the white dress shirt peeking out.

      “When I was little, I thought stuffed toys had feelings.” Leia removed her phone from her parka’s pocket, leaving it beside her drink. “I’d go to the store with my mom and make a beeline for the Beanie Babies. They looked all slouchy and sad, lonely, like they wanted me to take them home. So, I’d tell them I’d be back when I saved enough allowance.” Pulling off her scarf, she shifted one arm from her parka then the other, releasing the lace butterfly sleeves of her white dress. She looked out of place, her ensemble imbued with a whimsical elegance.

      Captivated by her outfit and how beautiful she looked, Tarquin’s eyes widened. “And did you? Go back?” Chuckling, he sipped his lukewarm coffee as his phone lit up with a photo message, which he ignored it. “How many did you end up buying?”

      “Tons! Even the ones I didn’t like. I’ve never been good with decision-making.”

      “Yet, here you are in IKEA, home to decision overload.”

      Leia peered over the edge of the table at his stuffed shopping bag. “Well, it looks like you couldn’t make up your mind, either.”

      “Actually, I was on a carefully planned mission. Got everything I wanted.” He scooped up the unicorn and opened the bag, its bulging polypropylene smothering his polished dress shoes. “It’s for my niece, Ava. She’s four and has me wrapped around her little finger.” He rifled through a magic kit, several masks, and glitter paints. “I felt guilty leaving yesterday. We were all up in Scotland for Christmas, but I had to come back for work. My brother sent me a voice message this morning, Ava asking when Uncle Talk would return. She can’t say Tarquin or Tarq, so I’m Uncle Talk. It’s rather fitting, according to my family.”

      Leia smiled softly. “Kids are smart. They pick up on the smallest things.”

      “Quite.” He returned the stuffed toy to the bag. “So, after my meeting, I came here for presents. I must maintain my status as her favorite uncle—not that I have much competition these days.” He gestured with his hands in an open, friendly fashion. “She’s in a magic and unicorn phase right now. She’s a total believer.”

      “Aw, I was once.” Leia tucked a wisp of hair behind her ear and picked up her drink. “Ava will love her…”

      Tarquin smiled. The blonde hair, American accent, Star Wars references—she reminded him of Alex, his ex, only Leia was taller, more confident. He picked up his coffee, wondering if she was single⁠—

      “…almost as much as I hate Star Wars.” She smirked behind her bottle.

      Ooof. She hates it? The geeky half of Tarquin’s heart curled up and died. He gulped his drink and swallowed his enthusiasm. “Oh! Well, I can see why you would. Me, I just like…the music—for my ringtone,” he blurted, the desperate coffee-fueled lie curdling in his stomach. Time to change the subject. “So, what’s an American doing in a London IKEA on New Year’s Eve?”

      “I wouldn’t know.” She sipped her drink. “I’m Canadian.”

      Tarquin flinched. The first woman he’d fancied in months, and he was getting everything wrong. “Sorry. I’m rubbish at guessing accents.”

      A toothy grin burst through her lips as she watched the twins, mouths smeared with ice cream. “Don’t apologize. It’s fine.”

      “I thought Canadians hated being mistaken for Americans?”

      She shrugged. “Some do, but it’s an easy mistake to make. Happens a lot over here.”

      “So, how long have you lived in London?”

      “I don’t.”

      Oh, bugger. “Really?”

      Leia looked at the checkout, besieged by sour-faced customers. “My sister does, in North London—Islington. Dad and I are visiting for the holidays. Then I’m off to Italy.”

      Fuck, fuck, fuck. Tarquin fought off a frown and set down his coffee. “Lucky you. Italy’s much nicer than Islington.”

      Leia chuckled. “It’ll make a nice change from New York.”

      Her words felt like a punch to the stomach. “You live in New York?”

      “Yeah. Brooklyn.”

      What the hell did he do to deserve this? Meeting her now—when he was back living in London? “I just spent the last three years in New York.”

      “Really? Doing what?”

      “Land and property acquisition for Manville Developments. They’re based in London, but I was their man in Manhattan for three years. I moved back to London last February, was here till July, then returned to New York to finish a project. Now I’m home again, running my own business.”

      “Oh, that’s great. Same field?”

      “Sort of. I buy and redevelop abandoned properties—pubs, churches, schools.” Now he had an excuse to casually hand over his contact details! He shifted in his chair and removed his wallet from his trousers, pulling out a business card. “I love old buildings. You can just feel the history, all these old stories seeped into the walls, you know? The heartbreaks, the triumphs…it’s like they’re all still there, in the bricks.” He offered his credentials across the table with a warm smile. “I save them from the wrecking ball, give them some TLC and a new lease on life without losing what made them special in the first place. That way, I hope they’ll be around for the next hundred years.”

      “Wow. I love that.” Her finger skimmed over the textured Phoenix Properties logo on the luxe card, her nodding approval dissolving into a slight wince. “But I’m guessing most of your rivals don’t feel the same way.”

      “Yeah, adaptive reuse has its critics, but I’m holding my own. I’ve been accused of being a hopeless romantic—like that’s a bad thing—but I don’t give a toss. There are too many developers out there tearing down old gems to build soulless glass skyscrapers. London’s skyline is rife with them.”

      “Like the Shard?”

      “Oh, have you been up?” Tarquin leaned in.

      “Not yet.” She laid his card on top of her phone. “But I’m headed there tonight—champagne and canapes in the clouds.”

      His stomach dipped. Yeah, there was no hope in hell a girl like her would be dateless on December 31st. “Wow, the Shard for New Year’s—someone wants to impress.”

      Leia gave him a tentative smile and sipped her drink.

      “The Shard’s great. It’s innovative and the views are breathtaking…” He paused, raising his coffee to his lips, but he didn’t drink. “The building it replaced was a 1970s eyesore, so no one blinked when that was torn down. But if it’s an abandoned heritage building like a school or warehouse beloved by the community, someone should fight to maintain its history during redevelopment. Costs a bit more, but I reckon it’s worth it.”

      Leia sighed, her gaze sweeping the bistro, full of slouched shoppers wishing they were anywhere but there.

      God, listen to me. Biting his bottom lip, Tarquin stared into his cup. I’ve bored her to tears.

      A slight nod tipped her chin. “I agree. It is worth it.”

      A flutter filled Tarquin’s chest. He looked up, meeting her confident stare.

      “We’re such a disposable society,” said Leia, returning her drink to the table. “If it’s old or imperfect, it’s ‘Throw it away’ or ‘Tear it down.’ But the past matters. Second chances matter.”

      “My thoughts exactly!” His overworked grin took a well-deserved hiatus while he sipped his coffee. “So, what do you do, Leia?”

      “I’m a dress designer. It’s my dream job, but it doesn’t pay the bills—yet. So, I work at the Metropolitan Museum of Art.”

      “Oh, the Met! Love that place. What department?”

      “The Costume Institute. I’m a collections management assistant. I help conserve, exhibit, and catalogue clothing. It’s pretty amazing. Some garments date back seven centuries.”

      Tarquin blew out his cheeks before his jaw dropped. “I’d be afraid to touch them.”

      Leia widened her eyes. “I am! But I put the gloves on and try my best not to destroy history.” She laughed. “It’s an honor taking care of them, especially for someone like me who geeks out over historical dress and beautiful fabrics. But the Met isn’t my passion. Upcycling clothing design—that’s my passion.”

      “Upcycling? That’s like recycling?”

      “Kinda, but there’s a difference.” She lifted her drink. “If I recycle this bottle, it will become another bottle—something of similar value. But if I upcycle something, the new product is more valuable. So, with clothes”—she pointed at her dress—“I take damaged and unwanted garments and fabrics and rework them into wearable pieces. The result is something new, and hopefully more beautiful and interesting. Also, upcycling saves discarded clothes from becoming landfill. Little goes to waste—so in my own small way, I’m helping the planet by creating unique sustainable fashion.”

      Creative, enterprising, and smart—Leia was Tarquin’s ideal woman. He leaned back in his chair. “Quality clothing with a conscience.”

      “Yes, totally!” She sat up straight, her voice bubbly. “I want to prove that you can create eco-friendly fashions without sacrificing style and design. It’s a challenge, but it’s fun. And I love giving new life to old things. Like you, with your buildings.”

      He grinned back at her. “I can see that. Your face lights up talking about it.”

      “Yeah.” She tilted her head back, owning it. “What can I say… I see beauty in the broken and forgotten.”

      You and me both, gorgeous. “And you made that dress?”

      “Yep, finished it yesterday. Trust me, I don’t normally wear a party dress for errands!” She chuckled. “I’m test-driving it to see how it feels, how it moves. In a previous life, it was a vintage lace tablecloth, a torn silk blouse, and a curtain.”

      “You’re kidding me.”

      “Nope, they were all headed for the trash. I used the tablecloth for the sleeves, bodice, and overlay, added the silk for the lining, and the curtain became the skirt. Voilà, a dress was born.”

      Tarquin’s eyes fought to stay above her sweetheart neckline as he motioned toward her dress with an open palm. “Well, it’s gorgeous, and if you don’t mind me saying, you look beautiful in it. How do you even know how to…? I never would’ve guessed!”

      A grin pinched her cheeks. “Thanks.” She lifted her bundled scarf off her lap and smoothed the skirt of the knee-length dress. “People are often surprised an upcycled dress can look like something in a fashion magazine, but my ideal customer is in on that secret. She’s bold, resourceful, a trailblazer, a risk-taker—and not just with clothes.”

      “That’s a great pitch.” Tarquin smiled. I bet that’s how people describe her, too. “What’s your label called?”

      “Frill-Seekers.”

      “Ha! That’s brilliant.”

      Leia beamed. “I thought so. My label is all about pretty, comfortable clothes with form and function. They’re aspirational but also practical for people on the go. There’s no point in creating a dress that pinches when you reach for a subway pole or bend over to shoot pool.”

      Tarquin raised an eyebrow. “You? Play pool?”

      “One of my hidden talents—not that I have much time for it these days.” Her smile dimmed as she wound her scarf around her hands. “I’ve been sketching, making samples, doing special orders through word of mouth for ten years, but launching a brand and attracting customers is tough. Competition is fierce. My instructors at fashion school tried to dissuade me. They said creating limited-edition dresses wasn’t financially viable, but I like to prove people wrong.”

      She wasn’t the only one. “Do you have industry contacts?” he asked.

      “A few. I interned at a major fashion house for two years, learning the ropes, and I’m hoping to work with a friend who’s an actress—but nothing’s definite yet. For now, it’s status quo: making clothing for me, my sister, and any clients that come my way while I build my collection, piece by piece.”

      I could help her. For real. He grinned. “You know, you should meet a friend of mine, before you head off to Italy. He’s a designer, French-Canadian. He’s got a small shop in East London that’s going gangbusters.”

      “Oh yeah?” Her sidelong glance snagged on a burst of activity at the checkout. She freed her hands from her scarf and slipped her arms back into her parka. “But he’s probably way too busy.”

      “Simon? No, he’s always happy to talk fashion. You could visit his shop, share stories about Canada.” Hoping to get her number, he picked up his phone, barely pausing for breath. “Maybe Si would even stock your designs. He’s a smashing fella, you’ll love him.”

      “Wow, that’s really kind of you but…” Her slight grimace flew under Tarquin’s radar as he typed in her name. “I can’t.”

      Tarquin looked up, meeting Leia’s determined gaze. Her fingers were picking at the dark purple polish on her nails. Oh, you wanker, Tarq. She’s known you all of twenty minutes. We’re strangers in a shop—nothing more. His shoulders deflated as he pasted on a smile, parking his phone. “Oh, forgive me. I forgot—you’ve got family obligations, of course.” Busying himself with his paper cup, he swirled the cold, milky dregs around the bottom. “Holiday time is sacred. Loved ones should always come before work. I’m sorry.”

      Leia twisted her lips. “But you left your family in Scotland for a meeting down here.”

      “Uh, yeah, but with my family, sometimes you can have too much of a good thing.” He downed the last of his drink and winced, staring at a sticky coffee ring on the table left behind by a previous customer.

      “You should be an honorary Canadian.”

      “Why?” asked Tarquin.

      She smiled quizzically at him. “You apologize too much.”

      “Hello! Excuse me?” The store manager, ruddy-cheeked and perspiring, lingered at the edge of the bistro. “The card system is back up. Please join the queues and we’ll get your transactions processed as quickly as possible. Thank you for your patience.” He jogged back to the checkout, a cluster of relieved customers, including the twins and their father, close behind.

      “Well, New Year’s Eve is back on track.” Leia nudged aside her unfinished drink.

      Tarquin nodded. For you, Leia—definitely. The Shard with her boyfriend, champagne, fireworks, London at her feet. But for him? Nope. A second date with a friend of a friend, dinner, a club. Probably an awkward morning after…

      Leia’s phone lit up with a text beneath Tarquin’s business card. “My sister.” She grasped her parka, closing it over her dress. “I should get going.”

      Tarquin pulled the knot tighter on his scarf. “Yeah, me too.” A server swooped in, picking up Leia’s half-full bottle and Tarquin’s paper cup. “Oh, actually, sorry—I’m not finished with that.” The bistro employee shot Tarquin a pinched ‘Okay, loser’ glare, handed back the empty cup, and walked away. “I’ll let the crowd disperse first.” He hid his frown behind a fake sip. “Thanks for the company, Leia. It’s been lovely chatting.”

      “It has.” She stashed her phone and his card in a pocket and stood up. “Well”—offering a kind smile, she hoisted her shopping bag onto her shoulder—“good luck with your business. And Happy New Year!”

      A dull heaviness settled in Tarquin’s chest. “Happy New Year.” He flashed a sincere grin. “All the best to you, too, Leia.”

      Sweeping her hair off her forehead, she stepped away, joining the rush of customers headed to the checkout. Tarquin awkwardly raised his empty cup as a fond farewell, but Leia didn’t look back.

      He slumped in his chair. And she lived happily ever after—with someone else.
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      LEIA

      
        
        The next day

      

      

      Nursing an orange juice and listening to Diana Ross through her headphones, Leia hunched over the table in her sister’s conservatory, sketching clothing designs in the back of her journal. The welcome warmth of the late-morning sun hugged the shoulders of her flannel Christmas pajamas, fending off the chill accompanying the first day of the year. The glass-walled back room, a small addition to the one-bedroom ground-floor apartment, lay empty and still, albeit cluttered with the previous night’s excess. A stack of the just-purchased IKEA plates, now dirty, congregated on a bookshelf along with burnt tea-lights and discarded party hats. Empty beer and prosecco bottles and folded cardboard stuffed the recycling box by the patio door along with leftover sparklers, waiting to burn bright another night.

      Sarah was still cocooned in bed, sleeping off the festivities, while her boyfriend, Jordan, desperate to make a good impression with their father, Eddie, had popped two extra-strength painkillers and joined Mr. Scott for a frosty New Year’s Day run around Islington. They’d been gone for forty-five minutes—Leia wondered if Jordan was keeping up or tossing his cookies behind a dumpster.

      She flipped the pages of her journal, her eyes detouring past her snoozing laptop, Sarah’s framed London marathon medals, and the neat stack of her well-thumbed gossip magazines, then down to the floor and the two storage boxes she had purchased the day before. Filled with Canadian treats—boxes of Kraft Dinner mac ’n’ cheese, Rockets candy, Coffee Crisp and Mr. Big chocolate bars, and semi-crushed bags of various flavors of potato chips—the orderly stash was courtesy of their dad, who had arrived ten days earlier. Leia hadn’t lived in Oshawa, a city east of Toronto, for eight years, but such home comforts always transported her back to her parents’ tree-lined backyard, Hockey Night in Canada on TV, and weekend shifts as a teenager at one of her family’s two businesses, a bustling Tim Hortons franchise in the center of the city. Twenty-two years since opening its doors, Eddie, a former National Hockey League goalie, still stopped in daily, splitting his time with the car dealership he had founded with his wife, Jenny. For his daughters, cars took a back seat to donuts, so when Eddie walked through Sarah’s door before Christmas with the chain’s famous TimBits in his carry-on, the donut holes were wolfed down within minutes.

      For Leia, no more TimBits meant Canadian Smarties were the next best thing. She ripped open a box and shook out a palmful of the colorful candy-coated chocolates, knowing full well she was procrastinating again. Listening to music, sketching, eating junk…stop it. She slid the candies back into their cardboard home and stared at the words written in ink twenty minutes earlier:

      
        
        December 31, I was grateful for:

        1. the lights coming back on at IKEA

        2. celebrating New Year’s with Dad, Sarah, and Jordan

      

      

      Forehead scrunched in thought, she absentmindedly stuck her hand in an almost empty bag of Hickory Sticks, the smoky potato snacks a childhood favorite of hers. C’mon, what else am I grateful for? She wasn’t hungover, so she couldn’t use that as an excuse. Stuffing a handful of savory goodness in her mouth, Leia chewed slowly, hoping something—anything—would pop into her head. “Why is this so hard?” she muttered, flipping a few pages to the front of the journal, desperate for inspiration. She read the first entry from Christmas Day, her birthday.

      
        
        December 25, I was grateful for:

        1. spending my birthday/Christmas with Dad and Saz

        2. food

        3. no more jet lag

      

      

      Her eyes jumped to the next entry.

      
        
        December 26, I was grateful for:

        1. yummy turkey sandwiches

        2. binge-watching all of Poldark. Aidan Turner is yummier than turkey sandwiches!

        3. a day spent in flannel Christmas pajamas. Even if they’re in Saz’s signature blue.

      

      

      December 27 was completely blank.

      December 28 was half-assed with only binge-watching more Poldark written on the first line.

      The next two days were untouched. Leia had fallen off the gratitude wagon—but had she really been on it?

      Before the holidays, Leia’s therapist had made her promise one thing—to keep a gratitude journal. “It will help diminish toxic emotions. It will ease your depression and anxiety,” she’d said. But finding time to do the homework stirred up more anxiety, not less, and the longer Leia sat cursing the blank lines in the cute zippered journal with the Brooklyn Bridge on the cover, the guiltier she felt. Oh, the irony…

      Her gaze leapt to the window sill in front of her and a glittery noisemaker, its golden streamers sadly splayed and torn. “Out with the old, in with the new,” she mumbled, waking up her laptop. Her fingers swept the trackpad and opened photo albums stuffed with New Year’s Eve memories: 2013, 2014, and 2015 in Pittsburgh, and 2016 and 2017 in New York. Over the years, the cities, faces, and multi-million dollar homes had changed, but the parties remained much the same, offering chef-catered cuisine, premium alcohol, and decadent desserts—everything Leia and her friends desired except a midnight kiss from their partners. Such was the life of a girlfriend or wife of a NHL player when their team had a New Year’s Eve road game. The league never stopped for “Auld Lang Syne” a reality Leia had endured, thanks to Tyler McClelland, her first love and recent ex-husband.

      Diana Ross’s “Upside Down” filled her headphones, and Leia sucked in a breath, selecting New Year’s festivities from four years earlier—the night she sat in the stands watching twenty-two-year-old Tyler, an offensive defenseman for Pittsburgh, score the winning goal in a nail-biting 3-2 home win over Carolina. Afterward, the loved-up pair went out for a late dinner to celebrate. Leia clicked through her memories, an unsettled heaviness tightening her chest. First up, a photo brimming with youthful passion—Leia, all smiles entering her favorite Japanese restaurant, wearing a beloved upcycling design (a knee-length cocktail dress with a plunging neckline and bell sleeves created from meadow green velvet curtains), and holding hands with a beaming Tyler, immaculately dressed in a fitted charcoal gray suit, his blond hair still damp from his post-game shower.

      She opened another photo: their secluded table romantically lit with candles. They always saved that corner for us.

      Leia’s finger paused over the trackpad, but her heartbeat had already broken into a sprint. She clicked. There he was, Tyler, the love of her life—the boy she had met at fifteen, the man she had followed to Pittsburgh for college at nineteen—on bended knee, a three-carat Tiffany dazzler in his hands. He was my meant-to-be. The one. Her jaw clenched as she enlarged photos of her tearful New Year’s “yes” and their romantic clinch. But I was one of many—so many—you fucking liar!

      More clicks and she careened into their wedding album and the photos of a lavish mid-July affair in Toronto’s famous hilltop castle. Leia was twenty-two, Tyler a year older. She landed on a black and white photo snapped while she happy-cried through her vows surrounded by teary-eyed friends and family.

      I, Leia, take thee Tyler, to be my wedded husband, to have and to hold, from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer… A sour expression pinched her lips. …in Pittsburgh and in New York, to love and to cheat, til divorce us do part…

      She slumped in her chair, glaring at the screen as her pulse pounded, outpacing the music filling her ears. Together for ten years, married for three, separated for four months, and divorced for two. You broke me. You stole the best of me and now I’m someone I don’t recognize anymore—someone who believes nothing lasts forever and there’s no such thing as true love. She gulped back a sob and trembled. At least she knew better now. No one would ever hurt her again.

      Taking in a stuttering breath, she let it go and inhaled another, her watery eyes drifting from her laptop to Sarah’s shelves, her sister’s potted orchids, and a beloved childhood moment lovingly captured in a blue IKEA frame: the sisters, aged three and a half and five in their matching Spice Girls t-shirts, hugging their mother in front of an iconic London telephone box. We were super cute. And Mom…so beautiful. The wistful memory melted Leia’s frown. A guy’s love wasn’t everything. She had the love of her sister and father. She had her career, her health. But my anger at Tyler makes me forget sometimes. Leia blew out her cheeks. “I’ve gotta be more mindful, more grateful. I need to take these journal entries more seriously, starting NOW.”

      She picked up her pen. “Think, Leia, think,” she whispered. “Just one more thing.” Every entry, every line had to count, otherwise she might— no! She wouldn’t slip back! This year would be different. This year would be great.

      A hand pressed the back of Leia’s arm. With a gasp, she jolted in her chair, her finger panic-clicking to another wedding photo.

      “What are you doing?” Sarah’s loud, accusatory tone infiltrated Leia’s disco inferno.

      She dropped her pen and yanked off her headphones. “Having a heart attack. Jesus, Saz!”

      “You would’ve heard me if your music wasn’t so loud.” Pushing the hand rim of her wheelchair, Sarah rolled closer. “Diana Ross, eh? God, Mom loved her.” She nudged her tortoise shell glasses up her nose and yawned. “I need caww—ffeeeee.” Blinking through her sleepy daze, the younger Scott sister leaned into the screen, squinting her large doe eyes. “Wedding photos? Seriously, Ley? So much for not pining.”

      “I’m not. You know I’m not.”

      “So, what’s this for?”

      “My gratitude journal.” Leia rested the headphones in her lap. “I’m stuck. I need inspiration. I thought hating Ty might spark…I don’t know.”

      “Glad he’s good for something.” Sarah rubbed her puffy eyelids, her glasses bobbing into her long blonde bangs. She tilted her head back and spoke through another molar-flashing yawn. “He’s…such…a douche.”

      Leia gathered her hair into a ponytail, a frown trespassing across her face.

      Sarah pursed her lips. “Your hair’s grown crazy long.”

      “Yeah, I desperately need a trim.” Leia examined her ends and let out a long sigh, staring back at her laptop screen. “I hate living with regrets.”

      “I wish you’d listened to me.”

      “I wish I’d listened to a lot of people.” She flipped her hair over her shoulder.

      “Well, better late than never, eh?” Sarah’s expression softened. “It was harsh, but that website was right.” Reading American gossip blogs and magazines was a habit Sarah indulged in regularly.

      Leia narrowed her eyes. “About what?”

      “You know—dying your gorgeous red hair. No wonder you’re having regrets. Those photos”—Sarah cringed, shaking out her hand and the numbness that often plagued her fingers in the morning—“not your best look, put it that way.”

      Says the woman who wears only blue clothes. “Jeez, thanks a lot! I was talking about Tyler, not my hair!”

      “Oh.” Sarah gulped. “Well, it’s just—blonde, you know… washes you out.”

      “I know! You told me four months ago when I first did it.” Leia still wasn’t used to it—not that she’d tell her sister that. Shaking her head, she escaped into her journal, leaving Sarah to peruse the Canadian goodies. She’d dyed her hair to disappear, but a lot of good it did. Paparazzi still tracked her down at the hospital.

      “If your sister can’t tell you the truth, who can, Ley?” Sarah pulled her bathrobe closed over her blue plaid pajamas, a cozy pair that matched Leia’s. Their identical bedtime apparel, purchased by Sarah, continued an annual holiday tradition begun by their mother when they were small. “I’d kill to have Mom’s fiery red hair.”

      “I’d kill to have your boobs.” Leia’s glance bounced from Sarah’s enviable 36Ds to her pretty face. The Scott sisters always turned heads, but it was Sarah with her cheeky brown eyes and flaxen curls who’d modeled as a child. “And your nose. Mine’s wider—like Dad’s.”

      Sarah nodded, scooping up a box of KD. “You got his crappy sense of direction, too. Only you guys would get lost walking back from the Tube.”

      “I wasn’t lost.” Leia curled her lip mid-shrug. “My phone app sent me down the wrong street.”

      “Riiight.” Sarah snickered. “And big boobs and a slim nose are better than beautiful red hair. We’ll just agree to disagree on which of us is the lucky one.” A mischievous smile toyed with her mouth as her fingers brushed her wheelchair’s hand rims.

      “C’mon, Saz, you know I didn’t mean⁠—”

      “Just teasing ya.” Sarah steered her chair away from the recycling bin crowded with bottles. “I’ll get Jordan to take that out. I think he felt a little weird drinking in front of Dad last night.”

      “But you told him it was okay, right?” asked Leia. “Just because we didn’t…” For years, the Scott sisters had watched Eddie’s struggle with alcoholism brought on by the depression that descended when an injury prematurely ended his NHL career at age twenty-nine. But last week on Christmas Day, Eddie had marked a hard-fought milestone—five years of sobriety. “Dad was fine with Jordan drinking”—Leia ignored the click of the flat’s front door lock—“and he said as much.”

      “I know, but it’s confusing if you’ve never been around a recovering alcoholic,” said Sarah. “Jordan really wants Dad to like him.”

      “Like who?” Stumbling into the conversation, Jordan Zheng swiped perspiration from his brow and yanked down the zipper on his damp hoodie, exposing a drenched Nirvana t-shirt glued to his toned chest. He waved his hands in front of his face in an attempt to cool down but gave up, his fingers flying into his short dark hair.

      “You, you sweat monster!” Sarah did a double take, a giggle leaving her lips. Jordan usually showed up at her flat immaculately dressed in a suit with nary a hair out of place, his job as a sales coordinator at London’s most esteemed auction house to blame. Daily dealings with millionaires and billionaires meant business casual and ‘dress down’ Fridays were as foreign to him as running with his girlfriend’s father.

      He wiped his palms on his black Toronto Raptors shorts (a Christmas gift from Sarah) and clutched her hand. “Hey, I jogged with your dad and faked my way through a hockey conversation,” he croaked, his Liverpool accent still raspy from a recent bout of tonsillitis. “Man, the things I do

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
        
      

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/social-facebook-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/social-goodreads-screen.png





OEBPS/images/social-instagram-screen.png





OEBPS/images/kirkwallbooks.jpg
KIRKWALL
BOOKS





OEBPS/images/kirkwall-books-logo-for-vellum-ebooks.jpg
KIRKWALL
BOOKS





OEBPS/images/shkg-needle-dividier-flip.jpg





OEBPS/images/titlepage-shkg-regular---aug-5-2026.jpg
& el
il oy

JACQUELYN MIDDLETON

KIRKWALL
BOOKS





OEBPS/images/social-threads-screen.png





OEBPS/images/shkg-cover-exportjan2023-for-vellum-ebook.jpg






OEBPS/images/social-bookbub-screen.png





