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Chapter One

	Owen

	When a guy needs to get away from it all, he should go to a resort or at least a beach, but that's not my style. Where am I right now? Not in my house in Yestermont, Wyoming. Nope, I took the advice of my only real friend, Munro MacTaggart, and flew to London. The grouchy Scot had told me, "You work too hard. Take a holiday. The UK isn't awful."

	Yeah, Munro will never get a job at a travel agency.

	So maybe he didn't actually tell me to go to London. I took his advice and ran with it, choosing a location for my trip based on the scientific method. That means I went to a maps website, shut my eyes, and randomly dropped my finger on the computer screen. London, here I come.

	An overnight flight brought me to this country. Now it's my job to make this trip an adventure.

	My first day in England hasn't exactly been scintillating. As I stroll down the sidewalk in a quaint part of the city that lacks the hustle and bustle of the most popular areas, I find myself shuffling my feet. The thrill of seeing a new place has already faded. Now, I just feel like a divorced loser who can't get laid. That's exactly what I am. I need to find something better to do than meander down a street populated by kitschy shops that seem like they don't get much traffic.

	So, what am I going to do?

	I stop in front of a store that sells cuckoo clocks, but that only holds my interest for a couple of minutes. Then I cross the street to check out a candy shop. Do Brits have their own kinds of sweets? They must. I wander into the shop to browse the selections and wind up eating things I've never heard of, which seems appropriate since I came to this country to escape from my dull existence back home. Apple drops taste better than they sound, but I skip the licorice. Yech. Never liked that stuff.

	After my experience at the candy shop, I continue down the sidewalk but can't find anything else that interests me. I pop another apple drop into my mouth, scanning the signs further down the street.

	I stop, my attention glued to a particular storefront.

	The sign announces that it's Goodburn's Literary Treasures. Now that sounds like my kind of place. I push through the door, which makes a bell ring above my head, and step into a different world, one populated with books that lie in haphazard stacks on tables or on scuffed wooden shelves along the walls. I even find what looks like an old toy box filled with children's books. I don't see anybody manning the desk at the back of the shop.

	I pick up a well-worn copy of a Danielle Steel book and flip through the pages. Hey, I've read this one. Better look around for something different. Something I wouldn't normally read. Something quintessentially British. I did come to this country to have an adventure or at least an experience that isn't like every single day back home. While I wander aimlessly among the piles and shelves of books, I suddenly realize I have no clue what I'm trying to find. A book that represents British literature? That's awfully vague.

	"Oh, good morning. I didn't realize anyone was here."

	The sweetly sexy voice that spoke those words originated from behind me. I've been standing in front of the shop window considering whether to buy a copy of Winnie-the-Pooh, though I've never been a big fan of kids' books. I turn to look at the woman who had spoken to me. And I freeze. The dark-haired beauty behind the counter looks gorgeous from this distance, but as I shuffle across the shop and draw closer, I realize she has beautiful eyes that shimmer with the luster of polished emeralds.

	I stop at the counter and push one hand into my pants pocket, trying to seem casual and not like I want to vault over the counter to kiss her. "Good morning. This is a really cool shop."

	"Thank you. Are you American?"

	"Yes, I am. And you must be British." Could I have thought of a stupider thing to say? I'm out of practice when it comes to flirting.

	The beautiful girl smiles and laughs. "Yes, I am British. What gave me away? It must have been Winnie-the-Pooh. That book was written by an Englishman."

	Oh, shit. I'm still holding that book. A grown man who's into a kids' book? Yeah, she probably thinks I'm a married guy looking for a quick hookup, or maybe a perv who gets off on illustrations of goofy bears.

	I set the book on the counter. "Sorry, I forgot to put this down. I was looking for a story that's quintessentially British. That probably sounds dumb."

	"Not at all. I'm happy to give you recommendations. Is this your first visit to London?"

	"Yeah. I live in Wyoming, in a small town that doesn't have any good bookshops. This place is amazing."

	She smiles again, and this time her cheeks dimple. "It's always wonderful to hear that. I'm Poppy Goodburn, the owner of this shop."

	"Nice to meet you, Poppy. I'm Owen Metzger."

	"You must be a connoisseur of rare and forgotten books. Goodburn's Literary Treasures specializes in those, though we also stock new titles."

	I hunch my shoulders. "Not really a connoisseur. I stumbled onto your shop and thought I'd take a look. I do love books, but I doubt you have the kind I usually, uh, read."

	Why did I hesitate when I said that? Because Poppy doesn't seem like the type of woman who reads the genre of books I focus on—or the kind I write.

	"You might be surprised," Poppy says. "We stock many genres, and as I said, not all of them are old books. We also have rare editions."

	"Maybe I'll do some more browsing."

	"Please do. And if I can help you in any way, don't hesitate to let me know."

	"Thanks, Poppy."

	She starts flipping through papers, probably doing some kind of bookkeeping or whatever shop owners do.

	While she does her thing, I hunt around for something that might pique my interest. So far, the only thing that fits the bill is the woman behind the counter. But I'm here in London to get the full British experience, and that means I should continue my search for a quintessentially British book, though not one aimed at kids. It should be something…intellectual.

	A book catches my eye, and I pick it up. Of course I was drawn to a Nora Roberts book from twenty years ago. But I don't want Poppy to see me buying a romance novel. Still, I can't resist flipping through the pages. Oh, damn, I read this one already too. Hardly a surprise since I've read all the famous authors in that genre at one time or another. I set the book down and keep hunting.

	"Still can't find anything?" Poppy calls out.

	"Uh, no, I'm having trouble with that. Guess I shouldn't have set an impossible goal for myself."

	Poppy comes out from behind the counter and roots around among the myriad books inside this shop. Finally, she raises one and grins. "I have just the thing for you, Owen."

	"Great. What is it?"

	She trots over to me and holds out the book, tipping it up so I can see the cover. "The Idylls of the King by Alfred, Lord Tennyson."

	"I've never read that one." I take the book and cautiously open it, afraid I might break it or something. "How old is this edition?"

	"Not as old as it might seem. This version was published in two thousand and eight, but it wasn't well taken care of."

	"What's the story about?"

	Poppy smiles, clearly loving that she gets the chance to explain it to me. And she opens up the book to show me the interior. "This edition has lovely illustrations, doesn't it? The Idylls of the King is a retelling of the legend of King Arthur and Camelot that's told in a series of narrative poems. It's really quite beautiful. I think you'll enjoy it."

	"Yeah, it sounds great. I love the movie musical Camelot, but I've never read any text versions of the story."

	She grins and leans in to whisper, "I love the musical too. Please don't tell anyone, though. Many of my customers are avidly devoted to books and will rant and rave about film or stage versions."

	"Your secret is safe with me."

	Poppy is standing so close to me, raised onto her toes with her lips an inch from my ear, that I can feel her breaths tickling my cheek. She smells good, like roses and honeysuckle, and I want to turn my head toward her so I can press my lips to hers. But that would be weird. She'd probably smack my cheek hard and yell for a cop to come arrest me.

	I might be slightly paranoid. My experience a couple months ago left me a little off kilter. That tends to happen when a guy gets trapped in a cabin in the remote wilderness of Wyoming while bad guys try to break in, determined to murder his friends. But I shouldn't think about that right now. Or ever again. Forgetting isn't easy.

	At least those bad guys had been totally inept. I don't have post-traumatic stress, but I wish I hadn't stayed in Wyoming when Munro and Natalie fled to Scotland. I missed the big showdown at a medieval castle.

	"Are you all right, Owen?"

	Poppy's question snaps me back to the present. "Yeah, sure, I'm fine. And I will definitely take that book."

	"The Idylls of the King? That's wonderful. I'll ring up the purchase for you."

	"Great, thanks."

	At least she's not leaning in to whisper into my ear anymore. I'd been a split second away from kissing her.

	I follow Poppy to the counter and watch her carefully wrap the book in brown paper, then slip it into a cute little white bag that has cute little twine handles. She hands me the bag.

	"Enjoy the book, Owen. And please come back if you need more reading recommendations."

	"Absolutely. Thank you for your advice, Poppy."

	As I head for the door, I pass by a section of the shop I hadn't noticed before, the section that offers a display of recent romance novels. A particular cover has grabbed my attention, and I can hardly believe what I see—because my latest book is there on the shelf. What are the odds of that happening? I go to a random little bookshop in London and stumble onto my own novel.

	I shake off my surprise and head for the door but hesitate on the threshold. I glance back at Poppy, but she's busy doing stuff behind the counter. With a sigh, I walk out of the shop and start off down the street again. Where am I going? No idea. But I know one thing. I want to see Poppy Goodburn again.

	But how will she feel if she finds out I write steamy romance novels for a living?

	 

	
Chapter Two

	Poppy

	For the past half an hour, I've been dropping things—pens, papers, books, even the handset of the telephone on the counter. I've never been so clumsy before in my entire life. The problem might stem from the fact that I can't stop thinking about Owen Metzger. He seemed like a lovely man, and I'm not referring to his good looks, though he definitely is quite attractive. Owen's eyes are such a deep blue color that they remind me of lapis lazuli stones. The ancient Egyptians adored lapis and used it often in jewelry.

	But Owen's eyes are far more beautiful than stones.

	A thunk snaps me out of my daydreaming.

	I glance around but can't see what I've dropped this time. Then I go around to the other side of the sales counter and see it. The paperweight I use to keep receipts from flying away has tumbled to the floor. I snatch it up and return to my side of the counter.

	Stop thinking about Owen, you idiot, or you'll never get any work done.

	I doubt I will ever see the man again, which means this flutter in my belly and my distracted state will both fade away eventually. What are the odds Owen would ever return to my shop? He's a tourist, so he will go home soon.

	At last, I manage to banish thoughts of Owen and focus on opening the box of new arrivals. For my shop, "new arrival" has multiple meanings since I also receive used books in my shipments. It's simply that I haven't carried those titles before, which makes them new arrivals. I do carry actual new books, but a small shop like mine can't compete with the big chains. That's why I focus on hard-to-find editions.

	While I'm cutting the box open, my mobile rings.

	I grab it and say hello, cradling the mobile to my ear by hunching my shoulder.

	"Hello, Poppy, how are you today?"

	"Dominic?" I would recognize my cousin's voice if he'd only spoken the word hello.

	"Yes, it's me, pet. I hope you're not working too hard again."

	"Did you call strictly to imply I'm a workaholic?"

	He chuckles. "I'm not implying anything. You are a workaholic, so I don't need to state the obvious."

	Maybe I do work too hard, but that's no one's business but my own.

	"You should take a day off now and then, Poppy."

	I sigh and give up on pulling books out of the box. Dominic must want something or else he wouldn't have rung me. But he will force me to chat to him before he'll get round to the thing he wants. "How are you and Chelsea settling in at your new house?"

	"Very well. Now we just need to help her mum and dad find a place of their own."

	Rubbing my neck, I lean my hip against the counter. "Will you all be living near the school?"

	"In the village. The school is two miles away. You would know that if you'd come to visit us and let me show you Plitherington Girls' Academy."

	"Why do I need to see that? I don't have any children."

	"Not yet," he says in a sneaky tone. "Who knows what might happen in the future?"

	Oh, bugger. I think I know what Dom wants. "No meddling in my life. Understood?"

	"You had no problem with my mates meddling in my life."

	"I wasn't there for most of that. Please do not try to push men in my direction because I'm simply too busy to date. I don't care about that rubbish, anyway."

	He clucks his tongue. "Don't get shirty with me. My wife worries about your happiness, and I care about hers. This whole scheme was not my idea, so please don't be angry when you find out."

	"Find out what?" Every hair on my body has gone stiff, and gooseflesh pebbles my skin. Why? Because I know what Dominic is trying to tell me. "No, no, absolutely not."

	"What are you saying no to?"

	"I don't have time to become the next target of the American Wives Club. And I don't want to date. I've told you that already. My shop is the main focus of my life."

	Perhaps that does sound a touch pathetic. But starting a business is hard work that requires long hours. Dating is at the bottom of my list of priorities.

	Owen's face flashes in my mind. His lovely smile. Those beautiful eyes. His cheerful demeanor.

	"Still there, Pops?" Dominic asks.

	"Yes, of course, I'm here. Sorry. And I've asked you many times not to call me Pops. It makes me sound like an elderly man."

	"Point taken. But habits are hard to break." He falls silent for a moment, then sighs. "No more talk of dating or meddling, for now. But please come to dinner at ours. Chelsea would love to see you."

	"Yes, I'll come. Just tell me when."

	"Tonight. Seven o'clock."

	"I'll be there."

	We say goodbye, and I go back to unboxing books. Maybe I do occasionally think of Owen, but that's nonsense. I spoke to the man for five minutes, ten at most, which means he should not still be in my thoughts. To distract myself from thinking about him, I decide that instead, I will mentally prepare myself for whatever meddling my cousin and his mates might dream up for me. I'm not the sort who gets easily upset. But the idea of other people poking their noses into my life for the sole purpose of pushing me into the arms of a man they selected… It makes me want to hide in the storage closet.

	I finish putting out the new stock, then go home to change into casual clothes for dinner at Dominic and Chelsea's house. The drive there is relaxing and free of blaring horns or loud vehicles. The further I get away from the city, the quieter everything around me becomes. I love London, but I'd grown up in the countryside, so I feel most at home in the counties.

	When I arrive at Dominic and Chelsea's house, I've barely gotten out of the car before my cousin and his wife rush out to greet me. They both give me boisterous hugs as if they haven't seen me in ages.

	"It's so wonderful to see you," Chelsea tells me once she finally stops trying to hug me to death. "Come in and see how we've decorated the place."

	"What took you so long?" Dominic asks. "We've been virtually begging you to come see our house, but you kept brushing us off."

	"No, I didn't brush anyone off. I've been busy, that's all."

	They seem to accept my statement, since they lead me into the house instead of continuing the inquisition. I adore Dom and Chelsea, but I have a feeling dinner will involve plenty of not-so-subtle comments about how I need a boyfriend. Once we've gone inside, I see Chelsea's mum and dad already sitting at the dining room table. Hugh and Avery Parrish are here too. I know Dom and Hugh have become good friends, but I can't imagine why Lord and Lady Sommerleigh would drive all the way out here on short notice. Well, maybe they had all planned this dinner party in advance but no one informed me until today.

	Of course, the more likely scenario is that Dominic rang Hugh and told him how awful it is that I don't have a man in my life. Chelsea and Avery are both members of the American Wives Club, which includes all the American women I know who married British men and became friends. The club began in Scotland and spread into England, though technically, the version here is called the British Branch of the American Wives Club. It's bloody confusing—and bloody annoying.

	The meal Dominic and Chelsea cooked for us is delicious. But dinner includes more than good food. It's also an excuse to interrogate me about my personal life in a polite manner, at first, but things become more overt during dessert.

	Chelsea, who sits beside me, pats my hand. "We're so glad you came tonight. And we hope you won't be offended by our surprise."

	My stomach seems to have dropped straight through the floor and into the center of the earth. "What surprise?"

	 A knock at the front door spurs Dom to jump up and hurry over there. When he pulls the door open, I can't see the visitor yet. But Dominic grins and slaps the visitor's arm. "Come in, Julian. You're just in time for drinks in the sitting room."

	Dom leads the guest toward that room and waves for the rest of us to follow them. The sitting room isn't large, but it has just enough chairs for the six of us. Naturally, Dominic urges the newcomer to sit on the love seat beside me.

	"This is Julian Parry," Dom says. "He teaches biology at Plitherington. Julian, meet my cousin Poppy. She owns a bookshop in Croydon."

	"Brilliant," Julian says as he turns toward me. "I love books."

	Dominic set me up with a coworker from his school, without my permission, without even warning me about his plan. This might be the most humiliating moment of my life. I've never been on a blind date before, and I don't know what to say to poor Julian, who seems to be doing his best. Was he blindsided as well?

	"I imagine you've read a lot about biology," I say. "That sounds interesting."

	No, it doesn't really. But I'm trying very hard not to embarrass myself or Julian.

	He begins to tell me all about his job at Plitherington, including detailed descriptions of the textbooks he uses in his classes. He clearly loves biology, but I never wanted to know the minute details of how viruses and bacteria get into the bloodstream and cause illness. Julian doesn't give me a chance to ask questions. All I can do is nod and smile.

	I shouldn't have said his job sounded interesting. It's dead boring.

	Dominic is wincing. Chelsea has her teeth clamped down on her lips, while Hugh and Avery keep exchanging awkward glances. Chelsea's parents gaze out the window with pinched expressions.

	When my "date" takes a moment to drink some wine, Dominic desperately tries to steer the conversation in another direction. "Poppy, I'm sure Julian would love to hear about your shop."

	"Oh, yes," Chelsea agrees. "It's the cutest little bookshop in Croydon, or in the whole of London, I'd say. Why don't you tell him about it, Poppy?"

	Though it's the last thing I want to do, I turn to Julian and explain. "My shop specializes in rare and used books as well as new ones, everything from Danielle Steel to Alfred, Lord Tennyson. What sort do you like to read?"

	"My favorite right now is the latest edition of A-Level Biology."

	And he dives back into a monologue about that topic.

	Bugger me. I'd assumed he would talk about the sorts of books that can be found in a shop, not in a classroom. I should have been more specific.

	Once the wine runs out, Julian announces that he's too knackered to stay any longer, and he apologizes for leaving me so soon. I smile and tell him how nice it was to meet him. But in my mind, I'm screaming, "Leave, you sodding bore!" If only he could hear me, Julian wouldn't want to see me again.

	He kisses my hand. "May I ring you sometime?"

	"Um, well, my mobile is broken. I need to buy a new one." Yes, I am a horrible liar.

	Dominic virtually shoves Julian out the door. But since he works with the bloke, Dom walks Julian to his car and waves as his coworker drives away.

	Thank goodness that ordeal is over.

	Chelsea, Dominic, Hugh, and Avery follow me out to my car. Each of them wears a sheepish expression. I climb into the driver's seat and roll down the window so I can speak to them.

	"Don't you lot ever, ever, ever do that to me again."

	 

	
Chapter Three

	Owen

	The sound of my phone ringing wakes me up, and I yawn and fumble to grab the device. I need to blink several times before I can read the words on the phone's screen. A groan rumbles out of me. The last person I would want to talk to is calling me, and I know if I don't answer, she will keep calling until I do. So, I push up into a sitting position, leaning against the wall since this bed doesn't have a headboard.

	And I swipe to take the call. "What do you want, Naomi?"

	"To talk to you, obviously."

	I yawn again. "Come on, it's two in the morning."

	"Two o'clock? In what country? You live in Wyoming, where it's seven in the evening."

	"And that's still too damn late here. Or too early, depending on your viewpoint." I rub my eyes and grab the glass of water I'd left on the nightstand, taking a sip. "I repeat, what do you want? And don't give me that 'to talk to you' nonsense. You never call unless you want something more than a chat."

	"Maybe I miss you, Owen."

	"Bullshit."

	She pauses, and I can hear her breaths whispering through the intercontinental line. "If it's two a.m. where you are, that must mean you're overseas."

	Yeah, she's trying to wheedle my location out of me. Not sure why. Naomi divorced me years ago and swore she never wanted to see me again. But a few weeks back, she started calling me—and I started screening my calls.

	Maybe I'm a coward. Some people might call me that, but not answering my ex-wife's calls can't compare to what I did back in Wyoming. Bad guys with guns and a serious grudge against Natalie laid siege to Munro's cabin, and with no cops around to help us, we banded together to get the job done. Those jerks went to prison. So no, I don't feel like a coward. Naomi has no right to contact me anymore.

	"If you miss me so much," I say, "why did you divorce me in the first place? Oh, wait, I remember. You announced that my career is 'asinine' and 'juvenile,' and I should get a 'real job.' And of course, there's the real gem of your tirade—when you called me a wuss who can't get it done in the bedroom."

	"Please forgive me, Owen. I was wrong to say all of that."

	"So, I'm not a wuss with a stupid job anymore, huh? What about the bedroom comment?"

	"I regret saying those things."

	Do I trust her? No way. "We are never reconciling, Naomi. Goodbye."

	I hang up, then mute my phone and try to go back to sleep. Amazingly, I do manage to catch some more z's despite my ex-wife's bizarre attempt to convince me she wants me back. I'll believe that when aliens land on my front lawn.

	When I wake up in the morning, I feel pretty damn good. Why? Not only did I sleep well, despite Naomi's weird call, but I also had hot dreams about a luscious bookshop owner who speaks with a sexy British accent.

	Maybe I don't want to get married again, but I could have a vacation fling with Poppy. Assuming she wants that. I've never been the fling kind of guy, but meeting Poppy has made me consider doing things I would never done before. Yesterday, she had smelled so good, looked so good, and tickled my senses with her sweet British accent. Why shouldn't I have a little fun? I've earned it.

	My hotel is moderately swanky, and it offers a generous breakfast buffet. When I go downstairs to find something to eat, I see a sign promoting the "full English" breakfast. I've heard of that, but I don't know what it means. The sign on the buffet table shows me which foods I should grab if I want the full English experience. That means bacon, sausage, and baked beans as well as fried eggs, tomatoes, and mushrooms. That's only the beginning, though. It also includes buttered toast, black pudding, and something called bubble and squeak. When I ask another guy who's eating alone, at the table beside mine, he informs me that bubble and squeak is leftovers, mostly vegetables, from a Sunday lunch.

	It all tastes better than I expected.

	Now that I'm full and feeling good, I decide to do more sightseeing. Alone. Again. My solo vacation is starting to feel like less of a holiday and more of a pathetic excuse for a divorced man to hide from his life.

	Screw that.

	I hail a taxi and get dropped off right in front of the door to Poppy's bookshop.

	As I approach the door, I experience a twinge of worry that maybe she won't want to see me again. If she tells me to go away, at least I'll have tried. But if I want to go out with her, for a fling before I fly home, I should probably tell her what I do for a living. Poppy owns a bookshop, and I saw romance novels in her collection, so maybe she won't call me a wuss.

	Time to man up and find out.

	I push through the door, which makes that bell ring above my head. Poppy is standing behind the counter, biting down on one side of her bottom lip while studying something I can't see. The tinkling bell draws her attention, making her glance up and smile.

	"Owen, you're back. What a lovely surprise."

	"Yeah, I'm back." I walk over there as casually as I can manage, trying not to convey the impression that I've been desperate to see her again. I have been, obviously. But I'd rather she didn't realize that. "I read some of the book you recommended. It's really good. I've heard the King Arthur legend before, but Tennyson really makes it come to life."

	"Doesn't he? I love his way of describing those events. But I must admit, I prefer books that have happy endings. Life has enough trials and tribulations that I'd rather read love stories, the kind that end well. I do adore a good romance."

	She loves romance? Maybe Poppy won't think my career is unmanly after all. Should I tell her about my books? Nah, it's way too soon to bring up that subject. I could test the waters, though.

	I lean against the counter and pick up a brochure about a publishing conference, pretending to skim it. "Do you get a lunch break? It seems like you run this shop all by yourself. That must be exhausting."

	"Every job can be that way now and then, can't it? I love my work, so that makes it easier to handle the stressful times."

	Okay, I was way too vague. Time to be more direct. "I was wondering if you'd like to have lunch with me."

	Her eyes widen. "Oh. I see."

	I resist the impulse to scratch my cheek because I know that's a nervous thing. Seeming anxious won't help me make my case for convincing Poppy to go out with me. "Well, would you like to have lunch with me?"

	Her lips gradually slide into a sweet smile. "Yes, I would love that."

	On the inside, I'm fist-pumping and whooping. On the outside, I smile and say, "Great. Mind if I poke around in your shop until lunchtime? I really do love books."

	"Have at it." She hesitates, glancing around as if she's worried someone might overhear, then leans toward me. "This week has been rather slow, and I'd been thinking about heading over to the publishing conference at the Olympia Grand. It's a beautiful venue, and there should be plenty of things to explore, whether you're a book lover or a bookshop owner."

	"Are you asking me to go there with you?"

	"We could have lunch and explore the conference."

	I can't help it. I grin. "That sounds perfect."

	She grins too. "It's a date, then?"

	"Yeah, it's a date. When should we go?"

	"Right now. Have you hired a car? We could go in mine if you haven't."

	"I've been traveling by taxi. Your car would be perfect."

	Poppy locks her cash register, grabs her coat and purse, and leads me out of the cutest little bookshop in the world, locking the door behind us. She switched the "open" sign to "closed" too. This might be the cutest bookshop, but its best feature is the woman behind the counter—the cutest little bookshop owner in the world.

	We walk around the back of the building to where Poppy had parked her car. The lot is reserved for the owners of the shops along this section of the street. We pass by a couple of big SUVs and a few sedans. Then we reach Poppy's vehicle.

	I stop and stare at it. "Is this your car?"

	"Yes." She clicks her key fob to unlock the doors. "Climb in, Owen."

	"Uh, I think we have a problem." I pat the roof of the car. "This is a tiny tin can on wheels. I'll be squashed like a sardine inside this thing."

	"Rubbish. My father is bigger than you, and he fits in my car quite well."

	He's probably just too polite to admit to his daughter that he's uncomfortable. Don't Brits have a reputation for politeness? Either way, I don't see how I'm going to fit inside this car. "Maybe we could take a bus instead. One of those double-decker models. That's quintessentially British, right? I'd be getting the full-on London experience that way."

	"You don't want to ride in my car, do you?"

	I scratch my cheek and wince.

	She tips her head to the side, studying me. Then the cutest girl I've ever met shakes her head. "The red buses don't service this part of the city. But we could take my car most of the way there and switch to a red bus for the remainder. How does that sound?"

	"Perfect. Thank you for compromising with me, Poppy."

	My ex-wife would never have done that. Hurricane Naomi always got her way because she blustered until I got blown down and gave in.

	Poppy and I climb into her sardine car, and somehow, I manage to squeeze myself into the passenger seat. I can see why she likes a tiny car. It's easier to maneuver around a big city. Fortunately, Poppy doesn't drive like a maniac. She obeys the traffic laws, and I get to see some more of the city on our way to the conference venue. My sexy tour guide finds a "car park" that's located right at the end of a red-bus route, so we can easily climb out and wait for the next bus to stop here. A few minutes later, I'm sitting on a bench on the open-air top of an iconic London bus with the wind whipping my face. Poppy looks so beautiful, smiling while her long hair fans out behind her.

	I want to kiss her. Need to kiss her.

	So, I cautiously slide an arm across the seat's back, snaking it closer and closer to her. She notices but doesn't seem to care. Instead, she wriggles a little closer to me. Our eyes meet. I lean toward her, just as she leans toward me. Her hair whips around us, lashing my face, but I don't care. Her eyes drift slowly closed while I lower my mouth toward hers and my eyes shut too. Then it happens.

	I press my lips to hers.

	She grasps my shirt to tug me closer, and I slip my tongue between her lips, desperate to taste her, while I can feel her taut nipples even through my shirt. She moans when I begin to explore her mouth, lazily coiling my tongue around hers and flicking it to tease the roof of her mouth. Luckily, we're alone on the top level of this bus, but even if someone else should climb up here, I wouldn't stop kissing Poppy. I wrap my arms around her and tug her close. She feels warm and soft and tastes like everything sweet and luscious in the world, like warm toffee and decadent chocolate with a hint of single-malt Scotch whisky distilled in the Highlands.

	Maybe I've spent too much time with a Scot.

	"Hey, mate, this is a family-friendly bus."

	I peel my lips away from Poppy's and look at the British man who spoke. He's smirking, so I doubt he's genuinely offended by seeing me and Poppy making out. The guy's two friends rush up the steps too, pushing their "mate" out of the way. The trio hurries to the back of the bus.

	For the rest of our scenic tour of London, Poppy and I manage to keep our lips to ourselves. We glance at each other often, though, while grinning like idiots. I feel like a teenager who just had his first make-out session with a hot girl, the one he's had a crush on for years. But I'm too damn old for that. Too damn screwed up too.

	That's why this can only ever be a vacation fling.

	
Chapter Four

	Poppy

	Owen kissed me. I met him yesterday and have barely spent a total of half an hour with him, yet I let him kiss me. And I don't regret it. I've never done anything like that before, not with a virtual stranger. But I've done something else that's completely out of character for me and also another first. I agreed to shut down my shop and take Owen to a publishing conference, letting him ride in my car and then climbing onto a red bus for the remainder of our journey.

	Yes, I've gone insane. But it feels wonderful.

	When we climb off the bus, we still need to walk a little ways to reach the Olympia Grand. I've heard about this venue, and I've driven past it many times, but I have never set foot inside the building. My first experience at the Olympia Grand will be with a man I met yesterday.

	Owen clasps my hand as we enter the venue, and I don't mind that at all. He has surprisingly soft hands for a man, but I assume that simply means he doesn't do hard labor. I wonder what he does do for a living, but I can't ask him that right now. We need to speak to one of the docents who greets us as we enter the building because I have a ticket, but Owen does not. Fortunately, we're able to buy one for him. This publishing event isn't as big as the London Book Fair, so it doesn't sell out in advance.

	Now that we both have tickets, we walk into the venue proper, passing right under the banner announcing this as the Indie Publishing Expo. Owen smiles and keeps holding my hand while we explore the displays and chat to each other about which books we like and which sound like utter rubbish. Since Owen isn't interested in children's books, we skip those tables. There are plenty more to choose from, so we won't run out of options anytime soon.

	We've just finished browsing a display of science fiction titles when Owen glances at his watch. "Hey, it's one o'clock. We did agree to have lunch together. Still want to do that?"

	"Yes, of course I do. And there are several options to choose from here inside the venue."

	"Let's check those out."

	We spend fifteen minutes to wandering about in search of the perfect restaurant, but it was worth the wait. We wind up eating the most delicious hamburgers I've ever tasted and drinking strawberry lemonade. I'd never tried that before, but I learn Owen loves that drink, so I try it too. I can understand why he loves it. The sweetness of the strawberries mingles with the lemonade in the most perfect way. After our meal, we return to the book expo and have even more fun because we've found a huge display of science fiction adventure novels that includes a lifesize doll of an alien that has tentacles. It looks bloody ridiculous to me, but I can't help laughing at the way Owen pretends the creature is attacking him.

	Then it's time for the last display. This one features romance novels.

	Owen tries to steer me away from it, but I insist that I want to explore this author's books.

	"Why won't you look at these romance novels?" I ask him. "They won't jump out to bite you. And it's not as if your mates will show up to harass you about being seen in the vicinity of steamy books. You don't know anyone here in London. That's what you said."

	"Yeah, that's true." He scrunches up his face. "But, ah, I'd rather not look at the romance novels. Okay? Can't we just go now?"

	"I want to add more romances to my stock at the bookshop. But you can wander back to the science fiction display while I look at this one. I'll meet you there."

	He relaxes a bit, though he still seems oddly anxious about the display in front of us. After a moment, he exhales a long sigh and slumps his shoulders. "No, I'll stay with you. Let's look at the romance novels."

	He takes my hand as we approach the display. Though he hadn't wanted to accompany me over here, now he relaxes as soon as he sees the books spread out on the table. It almost seems as if he had been expecting something horrible to happen when he saw these
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