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Brittanée lives in New England with her husband and two children. Known for writing swoony men who always fall first, Brittanée loves stories centered around strong friendships that form the basis of a found family and messy, beautiful love.

Praise for Darling Daffodils Farm, book one in the Hope Harbor series and a Fangirlish Best Romance of March 2026

‘Full to the brim with yearning and heat, Darling Daffodils Farm is springtime romantic magic at its best. Take me to Hope Harbor!’

—Annabel Monaghan, New York Times bestselling author of Nora Goes Off Script

‘Oh, honey, this book! It’s got grumpy meets sunshine, cupcakes that should come with a warning label, and a farmhand so swoon-worthy you’ll be googling “how to inherit a daffodil farm”. Tally and Jesse’s slow-burn, small-town sparks are pure joy—equal parts sweet, steamy, and laugh-out-loud delightful. Highly recommend!’

—Jenn McKinlay, New York Times bestselling author of Love at First Book

‘There’s plenty of classic small-town charm here, but Nicole makes this story more than just a cozy experience via impressive emotional nuance and plenty of spice. It’s a joyful and swoony delight.’

—Publishers Weekly starred review

‘Sizzling chemistry, a swoon-worthy hero, and small-town charm—this book is perfection!’

—Melanie Harlow, USA Today bestselling author of Runaway Love

‘Darling Daffodils Farm is small-town romance perfection! The chemistry from the enemies-to-lovers setup is explosive, and every character is charming and impossible not to love. I fell headfirst into this world and found myself smiling more and more with every page. Entertaining, romantic, and fun, this is a read I’d recommend to any romance fan!’

—Kandi Steiner, USA Today bestselling author of A Love Letter to Whiskey

‘Brittanée Nicole has created the most dreamy world in Hope Harbor. The kind of world you want to crawl into and never leave! I fell in love with Walker and Tally, as well as all the side characters (Eli!). I found myself excited to keep picking this book back up and now I can’t wait for the next!’

—Paisley Hope, author of Holding the Reins

‘This book felt like coming home. I loved the banter, and the yearning pulled at my heartstrings. Brittanée Nicole has created another sexy masterpiece!’

—Kristen Proby, New York Times bestselling author of Falling for Jillian
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To enjoying the fall.

Because no good story happens when everything goes right.




CHAPTER 1

Monty
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September

The thing no one tells you about writing is that the smallest fact, especially when it eludes you, can become an obsession. And right now, I am a man obsessed.

Honey. Whiskey. The inner color of a flame where it hits the charred wood. Maybe the bark as it ignites?

Not quite. I click the top of the pen and run my tongue along the inside of my cheek.

Maple leaves beneath a warm October sun? No.

Rose gold?

I pull the black frames from my face and dig my fingers into my eye sockets. That’s not right, either.

Milk chocolate?

Frustrated, I slip my glasses back on and flop against my seat on the small plane I’m taking from New York to Hope Harbor. My restless hand clicks the end of the pen that’s yet to write a damn word.

It’s been months, but every time I settle in to write, this is what happens. If I could just figure out the damn color, I could move on.

“Sir, we’re about to land,” one of the air stewards says as she passes my seat. “Would you please put your tray table back into position?”

I offer her a perfunctory nod and do what she asks. It’s not like I’m going to write anything anyway.

That’s why I’m heading back home. Not because I want to see those eyes in person again. That would be ridiculous. Though I’m sure writers in my position have done crazier things to cure my current predicament.

I won’t say the actual word that some use to describe my inability to write—like most writers, I’m superstitious—but this certain blockage is causing me more stress than normal. I need this book to be the best I’ve ever written. I didn’t earn out my last advance, and even though I’ve pitched a completely different genre that excited my publisher in a way they haven’t been in a long time, if they don’t actually buy this book, I’m not sure anyone else is going to take a chance on me—not after the piss-poor numbers I’ve had. This is my last shot.

But that’s not even the worst of it. My roommate with the insane rent-controlled apartment in the West Village decided to propose to his girlfriend, which means she’s moved in and I need to find a new place to live. I can’t exactly afford New York prices on my bartending salary, and without a book to sell, I have no choice but to tuck my tail between my legs and move back home to New England. Back in with my father and my vovo.

Fuck, I need to sell this book. Which means I need to remember how to write again.

The wet rings around a whiskey barrel?

No. Her irises were definitely brighter than a whiskey barrel.

The plane lands and I head straight to baggage. Normally I travel with nothing more than a carry-on, but this trip is different; I’ve got everything I own with me. This time, I’m returning to Hope Harbor for the foreseeable future.

I grimace as I remember how my housemate told me about his impending nuptials. It was at that moment I realized that everything that had ever gone wrong in my life was because of love.

First, my parents’ divorce—they fell out of love.

Then there was the news that Penny was engaged—she was apparently in love.

And now I’m having to uproot my entire life in New York—all because of my roommate’s great love.

Love is the reason I’ve lost everything I ever wanted. Everything that’s ever truly mattered to me. I’m done with love. Or maybe love is done with me. Hopefully. I can’t risk losing anything else.

It therefore seems extremely ironic that, as I take the escalator down toward baggage, the first thing I hear is the deep timbre of a man’s voice singing Frank Sinatra’s classic “L.O.V.E.”

Seated at a black baby grand piano, an older gentleman with a white head of hair sways as he sings. His shoulders bounce and his eyes crinkle in delight as, one by one, people stop to listen. Couples sway along to the tune, and I watch as one woman glances up at the man who just arrived to pick her up. She presses a kiss to his jaw; it’s quick and thoughtless and the action makes my heart squeeze tight.

I hustle past the gathering crowd, searching for my flight number on the board so I can locate my bags.

I turn my phone off airplane mode and, as soon as I do, a slew of texts populate.

PENNY: Did you know that Stephen King was rejected by thirty publishers before one picked up Carrie?

I huff out a laugh. Since my last book bombed I haven’t found a whole lot to laugh about, but Penny Darling has been the one bright light. My high school best friend who I lost touch with for far too long. I’m not sure how I lasted without her ridiculous commentary.

PENNY: Also, your day has to be going better than mine was yesterday. Stop me if I already told you this story but Babs and Rayna actually tried to set me up with someone yesterday. And before you tell me, but Penny, maybe this is a good thing, let me tell you—he’s still in HIGH SCHOOL!

This time my laughter is loud. Shit, that’s bad.

PENNY: When I reminded them of that fact they told me he’s eighteen and has a car. Beggars can’t be choosers! God, Monty, I wish you were there for that one. Then again, it was humiliating so maybe not.

PENNY: I guess it’s better than Babs trying to set me up with her son–who’s married! I don’t care how stony his relationship is, that’s a no!

It takes me a second to puzzle together what she’s saying and then I chuckle at her wrong choice of words. Marriage on the rocks … She always screws up the easiest sayings. It’s just as endearing now as it was in high school.

ME: I would never tell you to take dating advice from Babs and Rayna, I promise.

I also would never tell her she should date. I just about did a backflip when she told me her engagement was over when we reconnected this past spring.

We were seated at the bar in the local brewery. The lighting wasn’t great, but I remember every detail. From her thick auburn hair pulled to the side in a braid, to the choppy bangs that framed her heart-shaped face. Her bright eyes had danced wildly as if she, too, was taking in every facet of this moment, and her full lips were so wide her cheeks must have hurt. The last time I had spent any real time with Penny before that night, we were eighteen and both leaving for college. I’d wanted to kiss her so bad my tongue hurt from biting down on it. But we were kids, and I was scared I’d ruin our friendship if we crossed that line.

Would it be weird if I asked her to send me a selfie right now? Then I could settle this eye color thing once and for all.

Before I can muster the courage to do something so ridiculous, my phone trills with a ring.

“Hey, Mom.”

With a thick New York accent that two decades in Hope Harbor didn’t soften, she asks, “How was your flight?”

“Quick. Just at baggage now, waiting for Dad.” I wince as soon as I say it, and quickly cover up the mention of him. “I tried writing on the plane.”

My mother hums. “Don’t stress, I’m sure the words will come.”

Right. Because my mother knows about my—I swallow the dreaded term—inability to write. “Not soon enough to avoid moving here.”

“You know you were more than welcome to stay at my place, honey.”

“And what? Sleep on your couch?”

“We could have gotten a bigger place together.”

“I’m not moving in with my mother,” I huff, embarrassed. I’m twenty-eight. At one time I was a New York Times bestselling author. Okay, I still am, I guess. Though those few words above my name on the front of a book aren’t enough to pay my rent every month. No one tells you how quickly your success can be forgotten. How quickly you can be forgotten.

“But it’s okay to move in with your father?” I can hear the hurt in her tone, though she immediately takes the jibe back. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that.”

My mother rarely talks about my father. It’s the oddest thing, because for the first eighteen years of my life I would have told you they were best friends before they were husband and wife. They had that kind of love people write about: they finished each other’s sentences, they danced together in the kitchen, they laughed over the same jokes, enjoyed the same television shows, read the same books. And then one day they sat me down and told me they were separating. It made absolutely no fucking sense. Honestly, it still doesn’t.

It was right after my grandfather’s death, which we all took hard since we lived with him and my vovo. At first, I thought my father was depressed, but his grief didn’t seem to end and then their marriage did. My mother moved back to New York when I went to college there, and we both stayed after I graduated.

The weight of my laptop bag digs into my shoulder, so I shift it to the ground and move the phone to my other ear.

“I’m only going back to Hope Harbor because I need a change of scenery to write and somewhere cheap to live. Dad’s offered me both.” It’s the least he could do after destroying our family. “You know if I could stay in the city, I would.”

“I know.” My mother sighs. “And maybe this will be good for you. You did some of your best writing on the back porch.”

That’s where I wrote my first novel: a love story and my mother’s favorite book of mine. It spilled out during high school and has never seen the light of day. Reading and writing about love felt too hard after everything that happened with my mom and dad.

“Maybe. Listen, the bags are starting to come out. I’ll give you a call later this week.”

“Okay, Jake, talk soon. Give my love to Vovo.”

I agree and tell her I love her before hanging up, realizing that will probably be the last time someone calls me Jake until we next speak. I was given the nickname Monty when growing up, since we lived with my grandparents and I had the same first name as my grandfather. When I got to college, I rebranded myself as Jake and never looked back. Guess I’ll have to get used to being called Monty again.

Ten minutes later, baggage in hand, I head outside to wait for my father. I wanted to take an Uber; I don’t want to owe him any more than I have to. But he insisted. Am I doing the right thing coming back here? Do I have a choice? I’ve visited my vovo over the years—I love that tiny woman—but I’ve rarely spent time with my father in the past decade. I haven’t known how to close the divide between us since he divorced my mom. And it’s only grown bigger over the ten years I’ve been in the city.

I blow out a breath as a woman walks past me, her luggage catching my eye as she does. It’s one of those iridescent suitcases that changes color as it rolls and the rose-gold prisms taunt me. I grit my teeth. Not the right color.

Nerves hit me at the sight of my father’s navy Volkswagen SUV rolling up to the curb; it’s rusted around the tires and likely in need of an oil change. The man behind the wheel smiles at me and I nod in return.

My dad has jet-black hair like me. His is peppered with silver streaks now, but still full. We also share the same green eyes, strong jaw, and cheekbones my mother used to wax poetic about, plus olive skin that he inherited from his Brazilian-born mother, my vovo.

Mine is now decorated with black ink, something my vovo smacks me about every time she sees me with a new tattoo. I suspect my father likes them. The ones on my arms are all nautical, and I did get my love of the sea from him.

He’s barely put the car in park when he jumps out and rounds the front, holding out his arms to me.

“It’s so good to see you, meu filhinho.”

Unlike my mother, there isn’t a hint of New York in his accent, though there is a brush of my vovo’s Brazilian Portuguese that hits the last words of almost all his sentences. Everything sounds like a question or a poem.

“Papai,” I murmur, awkwardly returning the hug. There are moments, like right now, when I wish I could forget all the years and miles that stand between us. Where, for a few seconds, I remember what a wonderful father he was for most of my life. Before he fell out of love with my mother.

I release him before he lets go of me. He recovers quickly from my coldness, grabbing my bags and talking animatedly as he heads to the trunk.

“Vovo is making tempero baiano for dinner and then I thought we could take the boat out for a sunset sail.” He’s still smiling as he looks back at me. “Oh, and I got those sodas you like!”

“That sounds great, thank you.”

And it does. My vovo’s cooking is one thing I could never get in New York, and her tempero baiano—seasoned chicken legs—is one of my favorite dishes.

He nods in response, and then gestures for me to climb into the passenger seat. By the time we hit the highway, my father has filled the silence by telling me everything that’s happened in Hope Harbor since I left, though he makes no mention of the one person I want to ask about most.

I bite back the urge to mention her name; I’ve managed to keep all thoughts of Penny—and our renewed friendship—to myself for the past few months.

As we pass the sign welcoming us to Hope Harbor, my heart rate speeds up. Scanning the once-familiar surroundings, I try to appreciate them in a new light, though all I see are the many shades of copper that don’t quite do her eyes justice. The bronzed letters on the side of a sailboat bobbing in the harbor, the sunburnt edges of the leaves on the trees as summer fades to fall, the reddish-brown brick that decorates downtown. My father continues to tell me about the town’s antics and I turn my head to face him just in time to avoid the dancing flames of fire on the sign of the local bookstore.

How the hell am I going to write my next bestseller when all I can think about is the girl who owns that shop, and the many shades of copper that danced in her eyes the last time she smiled at me?




CHAPTER 2

Penny
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I shift the burnt-orange chrysanthemums to the other side of the cinnamon dahlias and tilt my head, considering my next move. Maybe just a few more decorations?

Snagging the sprinkling of marigolds I stole from my family’s flower farm, I place them strategically beside the maple-golden lanterns outside the front door and grin as I take everything in.

Perfect.

As soon as I snap the picture, I wish I was working with better lighting. When the sun sets in Hope Harbor, it casts the most magical golden glow over my bookstore, but I can’t wait until the evening to post, which means this will have to do.

I upload the photo to my personal Instagram page— @apennyforyourbooks—first. I started it before I opened the bookstore, and even though I don’t have many followers, there are a few dedicated accounts who always brighten my day with their sweet comments. I’m hoping my regular posting will one day pay off and I’ll go viral. I hate to say I need it, but with how slow sales are in our small town, I really do need the online sales to do something if I’m going to make it another year in this storefront.

In the caption I type, what’s better than a good book on a fall morning? before clicking out of the app and moving over to the town chat to send it there, too.

ME: The bookstore is ready for tonight!

BABS: It’s still summer! What’s with all the fall decor?

TALLY: Leave my sister alone. Fall is her passion.

RAYNA: And it can be her passion. Next week. AFTER labor day.

ROSIE: Keep it up and I’ll have pumpkins and bales of hay lining the brewery driveway first thing tomorrow!

BABS: I’ve got a surprise for tonight.

TALLY: Oh god, I’m scared to ask.

ROSIE: Is it another alien penis?

STEW: Mr. Mayor!

FLETCHER: Ladies. We’ve had this conversation before. This is a town chat. Meant for important town business. Please take this conversation elsewhere.

ROSIE: Prude!

I snort as I pocket my phone. The town chat is one of my favorite things about the small New England town I was born and raised in, and the home of one of my dreams come true: my Bonfire and Bliss Bookstore.

My most frequent customers are Hope Harbor’s Liberty Ladies, a group of women who insert themselves into everything town related. Barbara Wilcox, who we all lovingly call Babs, and Rayna McGovern are two of the loudest members. But there’s also Mindy, Angelina, Ruby, and my mother. Though my mother rarely looks at the town chat. She’s not big on electronics. She prefers her flowers.

Even though the chat is only supposed to be used for important town business, a group of us likes to use it for more lighthearted things. Especially my younger sister, Tally, who recently moved back to town and now owns the adorable bakery across the street from my store, and Rosie, her best friend, who runs the bustling local brewery.

I don’t think anyone loves the town chat as much as Rosie. And what does she adore the most about it? Winding up Fletcher Matthews, our mayor, persona non grata to Rosie.

I grin as I think what a fabulous story they’d make.

I spend half my life imagining tales about strangers, and the other half with my head in a book reading other people’s stories. “Head in the clouds or head in a book”; that’s what my dad always said when I was growing up. Though lots has changed since I was a little girl, that has not.

The familiar pinch hits me—this will be my first fall without my daddy. There have been a lot of firsts this year, though not all have been bad. Tally returning home full time after spending most of her life as a traveling chef has made the difficult time easier. Plus, my store is celebrating its second year of business in just a few short weeks. I’m hoping we make it to next fall; running a successful business has proven trickier than I imagined when I first stenciled the beautiful bonfire and maple tree on the front glass window. Another thing I did with my dad. God, I miss him.

This is also my first fall without Dick the douchebag, my ex-fiancé, Richard. Tally and I have taken to calling him Dick. You play stupid games, you earn stupid names.

Dick never understood my love for the season. Never understood my love for books, either. They say hindsight is 20/20, but my vision must have been diabolically bad if I thought he was the one.

I understand love stories. Hell, I spend the majority of my life thinking about them. I still can’t work out how I didn’t realize Dick wasn’t my romantic hero.

I shake my head. I’m not wasting another second thinking about that fool or how he ended our engagement because I refused to sell my silly little bookshop hobby so I could follow him across the country to work for some start-up in California last December. A month after my father died.

Now, in spite of him, and because I can, I’m decorating the shop in all its autumnal finery early.

I reach for the sunflower wreath, surrounded by golden-brown and crimson-red leaves, and set it against the door. Some may say it’s too much, too soon. But how could anything as beautiful as fall be too much?

It’s the season of magic, of cool crisp nights and golden-sunshine afternoons. Of a cozy blanket wrapped around your shoulders and a book in your hand. Of pumpkin spice everything. Pies, coffee, martinis … I even found pumpkin spice Oreos last year.

Now, with Tally’s bakery just across from me, it’d be easy to convince her to make every treat under the sun with pumpkin in it. There’s nothing my sister loves more than trying new recipes. Well, maybe her boyfriend, Jesse Walker. He works on my family’s flower farm—Darling Daffodils Farm—which he now part owns, too. He and Tally fell in love in the spring after she came back to help my mother during wedding season.

I glance toward her bakery, Whisk and Wildflowers, wondering if I have time to stop in and grab something sweet before I head to the Montgomerys’ house. Probably not. Once Tally and I start talking, there’s no stopping us.

My phone continuously buzzes in my pocket and I pull it out to see what the Liberty Ladies are saying.

BABS: My surprise tonight IS town business. In addition to talking about how the stalker got that sweet girl to fall for him, we’re going to do a cleansing.

ROSIE: You should preface the stalking thing before Stew complains again.

BABS: Ah yes. It’s a book. About a stalker. He ties her up. It’s delicious.

FLETCHER: Ladies!

TALLY: What kind of cleansing?

BABS: Relationship cleansing. Penny needs to clean that ex-fiance from her aura so she can finally move on and find THE ONE.

I huff, trying to think up a response to Babs that won’t make me sound pathetic. This has been the only con of my recent breakup: how obsessed the Liberty Ladies are with setting me up—with the mailman (he’s sixty and smells like foot powder), with Babs’s son (he’s married), with Jerry from the fire department (he tells everyone he sees dead people—and talks to them).

It’s been so relentless I’ve considered pretending I have an online boyfriend, though I don’t feel like being warned about catfishing.

While everyone else is concerned about my romantic prospects, I’m happy on my own. Besides, I have plenty of book boyfriends. I’d rather spend a night with a piece of maple pecan pie, a pumpkin spice tea, and a steamy book than stumble through an awkward get-to-know-you conversation while eating a salad.

I head inside my bookstore, smiling at the beautiful shelves bursting with all my favorite books. There’s only one rule I have when it comes to Bonfire and Bliss: the story must have romance and a happily ever after.

As I pass my local authors shelf, my fingers brush across the only books that break that rule: Jake Montgomery’s.

My lips lift into a smile the moment I think of him. I pull up our chat to see if he’s sent anything new. Since we reconnected in May, we’ve been exchanging random texts.

MONTY: I would never tell you to take dating advice from Babs and Rayna, I promise.

Nope, nothing since that last message. I’m not sure why I hoped for more. Monty is a man of few words. Or at least he has been since we graduated high school and lost touch. It’s been nice to have this little bit of friendship back. Even if it’s just memes and a few stray texts every few days.

I spot the time on my cell phone and curse. Dammit. I’m going to be late if I don’t get a move on. I rush upstairs to my apartment, snag the books I’d set aside for today’s visit with Monty’s vovo, Ana, throw them in a tote, and change quickly, making it back down to the sidewalk in less than fifteen minutes.

The Montgomerys’ property is located around the harbor opposite downtown. Thankfully the air isn’t as sticky this late in the day and with fall around the corner, so it will make for a nice walk.

Hope Harbor is a small New England town, and while most people travel to Vermont or the Berkshires to see the wonders of fall, the areas on the coast—like Hope Harbor—are a secret among locals.

There is nothing prettier than when a maple tree turns orange and red against the sparkling blue of the ocean. Or when the harbor, dotted with sailboats, transforms from a glittering turquoise to a midnight blue under the autumn sun.

Every season in Hope Harbor is celebrated but nothing compares to this time of year.

As I stroll down Maple Lane, our version of Main Street, I take in all the little shops, housed inside deep redbrick buildings, weathered from centuries of standing tall. My neighbors are local shop owners who obsess over their crafts—homemade trinkets and pottery or artisanal foods that you can find at stores like Wicked Wine and Cheese, where Tally, Rosie, and I love to spend an evening sipping on a bottle of wine. Or two.

Next to Wicked Wine and Cheese sits a tiny boutique that sells one-of-a-kind birthday cards and presents. And just beyond that, at the end of the street, is the butcher and greengrocer, where locally grown fruit and vegetables spill out of gorgeous displays.

These businesses are the threads the community of this town is woven from. Hope Harbor is like an extended family; everyone supports one another and celebrates the many talents of our residents.

The hair salon Babs owns with fellow Liberty Lady Mindy is located on the bottom floor of one of the brick houses. It boasts a raspberry-pink awning, turquoise door, and stoop decorated with tulips and hydrangeas, both in various shades of violet, that I know she picked up from Walker or my mom at the farm.

I keep my head down as I pass, not wanting Babs to spot me. I’m on a mission to deliver Ana’s books.

I’m so focused on avoiding the town’s aspiring matchmaker that I fail to see the person walking toward me until I practically run him down.

“Well, if it isn’t my favorite bookworm,” Eli Davis announces, grabbing me by the shoulders to stop me from bowling into him.

I roll my eyes and pull back. Eli is the biggest flirt I know, and there’s an easy smile on his gorgeous face. It’s devastating how Mother Nature made this man so handsome. And funny. And good at almost everything he puts his mind to. Every girl had a crush on him in high school, though he’d tell you playing hockey was his one true love.

Until last year, when he suffered a career-ending injury and left New York, where he was playing in the NHL, to return to Hope Harbor. I can’t imagine that’s how he wanted his career to end, though you’d never know. Eli came home with a grin that hasn’t left his face since.

“Heading in for a haircut?” I ask him now, my eyes straying to the golden locks that curl perfectly above his strong brow. He’s got a wave that hockey players call a flow, a fact I picked up from all the hockey romance books I’ve devoured. I know a lot about hockey now. I know a lot about other sports, too. And stalking. And aliens.

Unlike probably every other woman who’s met Eli, I’ve only ever seen him as a friend. And while all the other girls at school were fawning over him, I only had eyes for one boy. Though I most certainly am not thinking about him right now. After everything that happened with Dick, I’m not interested in men. Or dating at all. And even if I was, that specific man doesn’t live here, and would certainly never be interested in dating me if he did.

“Nah, just getting in my steps.” Eli runs his hand through his amazing hair before flashing me another grin. “You looking forward to Babs’s surprise later?”

Eli is a kindred spirit when it comes to loving the town chat, so I’m not surprised that he’s aware of this latest development.

I grimace. “I wish everyone would stop worrying about my dating life so much.”

He shrugs nonchalantly. “Just tell them you’re dating someone. Isn’t that what happens in all those books you read?” He waggles his brows suggestively. “I could even play pretend if you want.”

“Please.” I scoff. “No one would believe it. You are the perpetual bachelor. But thanks for the offer.”

I give Eli a quick wave, ignoring his pity-boyfriend offer, before continuing my journey to Ana’s house. Is this what my life has come to? Everyone worrying about poor Penny and her terrible taste in men?

The thing is, I know what makes a good boyfriend. He should be attentive—Dick was not. He should probably own a pair of gray sweats—Dick certainly didn’t have anything to show off. He should be kind, funny, and romantic. Nope, nope, and a big fat hell no. Dick was none of those things.

He should maybe also wear glasses and enjoy reading because not only are slutty glasses hot on a man, I also need someone who understands my love of books.

Since I am more likely to find that kind of man on my shelves than on the streets of Hope Harbor, I’m not dating.

What I am is huffing and out of breath by the time I round the harbor. I’m also covered in sweat. This is why I prefer fall. Autumn would never do this to me. My thick auburn hair—naturally highlighted from this summer’s sun—sticks to the back of my neck, so I lift and twist it into a ponytail, appreciating the breeze that blows off the water. Whatever makeup I was previously wearing is probably long gone and the reddish freckles that dot my alabaster skin are likely peeking through instead.

I hate my freckles. They aren’t adorable, and no man is getting turned on the moment he discovers them fanning across my face like they say in books. Rather, they grow redder the more emotional I get. Which means, when I’m excited, a sheen of freckles covers my entire body. A girl can’t hide her innermost thoughts with a condition like that.

My thighs rub together as I drop my hair and continue the walk, though all thoughts about how uncomfortable I am cease when I turn onto my favorite street in town.

Maple Lane may be the soul of Hope Harbor, but this street, and the house that sits at the end of it, has always held the most special place in my heart. Oversized willow trees line both sides of the road, bending and arching toward one another, almost touching in an embrace. Today, they create a forested ceiling, which will get prettier when the leaves turn in late September.

Clutching my canvas tote of carefully selected books, I brace myself before allowing my eyes to settle on the Montgomery house. Monty’s family home is an old, navy-blue Victorian with a grand white staircase that fans out from the front door, beckoning me inside. Mr. Montgomery makes sure to touch up the paint every year, meaning the house always looks exactly the same. Like a time capsule.

Of course, the reason I used to come here no longer exists. But Ana still likes my company and Mr. Montgomery, my old high school English teacher, who fostered my love for reading, still throws quite a few bonfire nights in the fall for his students, which I always volunteer at.

Though it’s never been quite the same since Monty left. Nothing’s been quite the same since Monty left.

Unable to help myself, I pull out my phone and text Monty another update on my disastrous day. At least someone will benefit from all my ridiculousness. Hopefully, it leaves him laughing, instead of stressing over his bad book sales.

I slip my phone back into my pocket and brush my bangs to the side—a bad decision that I have yet to rectify—and head for the door, where I find Ana peeking through the side curtain. The woman is short in stature and sports gray hair with streaks of black. I’m sure that, at one time, long before I met her, she had black hair with silver streaks, but just like this house, Ana never changes.

Now, she gives me a warm wrinkled smile and pulls the big door open.

“Ah, meu amor, come inside before you get too quente.” She ushers me in and I smile at how she switches effortlessly between English and Brazilian Portuguese. I’ll never not be impressed by the way Ana arrived in this country as a young adult, leaving her family behind in Brazil after meeting her husband, Jake, while he was on vacation there. Their story, which I begged her to tell me time and again as a teenager, was beautiful: two people falling in love in the span of a few weeks and never looking back.

Despite Jake’s early onset Alzheimer’s diagnosis fifteen years ago, and the difficult years that followed before he was taken from Ana too soon, their love never faded. A truly epic romance.

I step inside and am instantly hit with the familiar scent of garlic, which seems to permeate the air in this house. Though it’s stronger than usual; Ana must be preparing dinner. I quickly glance around the foyer, which is over two stories tall and boasts a central wooden staircase that wraps around halfway up and curls in on itself as it continues its ascent. These old New England houses have all sorts of intricate details. You could explore them for hours and still find something new.

I smile at the older woman beside me, holding out my tote. “I have your books! It smells delicious. Are you cooking? I won’t keep you too long.”

She waves the bag away—as if it’s not why she asked me to stop by—and steps closer, reaching up to press my two cheeks between her palms. “Relax, meu amor. I made your favorite spiced tea and pastéis.”

Before I get a chance to lie and tell her I don’t want the fried pastries that she stuffs with delicious jams, my stomach betrays me in a low rumble.

“Okay, but just one,” I relent, following her into the kitchen. The problem with having Tally’s bakery just across the street, and me having a serious sweet tooth, is that my waist is not appreciating my sister’s return as much as my taste buds are.

I’ve always been a curvy girl, with larger breasts and wide hips, but the jiggle to my stomach is a new addition since I stopped dieting for the wedding.

Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy to not be watching everything I put into my mouth now, but old habits die hard and unfortunately Dick’s regular commentary about my weight is one of those things I have yet to kick.

But since I’m all about doing the things that I love—especially those that pissed Dick off—I’m going to eat that fried pastry. And I’m going to enjoy it.

“So I know you weren’t crazy about the monster in the last one I gave you,” I start as I settle into a chair at the old round wooden table. It sits in the middle of a set of wide windows with an unobstructed view of our dazzling harbor. “But I want you to try this alien one. I think the problem you had with the last one won’t be so much of a concern here because he’s not twice her size.” I smile. “Well, at least not on the outside. Where it counts, he’s certainly big enough.”

Ana’s shoulders lift as she grins at me from across the kitchen.

“I also brought you a historical romance that had me gripping the pages. It’s incredible.”

Ana nods excitedly as she carries my cup of tea over to me. The last time I tried to help, she scolded me for treating her like an old woman. She may have a few decades on me, but Monty’s grandmother is a vibrant character, full of life, and I understand her yearning to be treated how she sees herself rather than how the outside world sees her.

So, I treat her as if we are the same age and she treats me like I’m not broken. Like I’m not someone in need of fixing. Or fixing up with someone else to be whole. It may be an unlikely friendship, but it’s one I cherish.

Today, however, I probably should be more aware of her age because, as she takes the last step toward me, she falls forward in almost slow motion. I rush to stop her but there is nothing I can do as Ana lands in my lap, the hot tea raining down on me.

I ignore the scalding pain to focus on Ana. “Are you hurt?!”

She replies in Portuguese—which I don’t understand—but when she stands up to scurry for a towel, I gather she’s okay.

I take the cloth from her to pat myself down, though the liquid soaked through my bra and burned the tender skin.

“I think I need to clean off in the bathroom.”

“Go up to Monty’s room. He’s got shirts.”

My heart skips a beat at the thought. “It’s okay. I only need to dry off. Milk isn’t worth crying about.”

She frowns as if she doesn’t understand me. Maybe the saying got lost in translation.

“No milk. I’ll make more tea, though,” she says, ushering me toward the stairs with a wave of her hand before disappearing back through the kitchen, and leaving me alone in the foyer.

I gaze up the stairs, then turn longingly back toward the front door. I can’t leave now, though. That would be rude, and besides, my bra is soaked and the fabric of my top sticks to my skin. I groan.

I’ve never been inside Monty’s room. And this isn’t how I imagined it happening.

Like the rest of my classmates, I enjoyed the famous Montgomery fall bonfire nights. Monty’s parents would hire a musician or two to play down by the water, and a few kids would throw a football around while others watched and laughed from the side, munching on s’mores.

I would always set myself up under the maple tree, my back resting against the bark and a book in my hand.

I enjoyed people watching, but interacting wasn’t my strong suit. Monty would play football with the guys for a while, but then he’d grab two s’mores and settle in beside me. Sometimes we wouldn’t even talk. He’d just read over my shoulder. Those moments are some of my favorite memories.

I still remember the smell of smoke mixed with the salty ocean breeze and Monty’s cologne. To this day, it’s the only thing that has ever rivaled the scent of autumn leaves.

But Monty and I never snuck into his house, never climbed these stairs and pushed his bedroom door open. He never pressed me against the wall and touched my pulse point. And he certainly never laid me down on his bed and—

“It’s the second door on the left!” Ana calls up to me now, pulling me out of my daydream.

I don’t know how long I’ve been standing here, so I rush up the steps and push the second door open before I lose my nerve.

This room smells like Monty. Maybe I’m imagining things, but it’s almost as if the smoky scent of bonfires from years ago lingers in the air, too.

I chide myself for making up stories again. Monty was here once this spring, but I couldn’t tell you when he’d last visited home before that.

Home. I doubt he calls it that. New York is Monty’s home. Not Hope Harbor. Not anymore.

I stop at the sight of the poster beside his bed. It’s one I gave him for his birthday when we turned eighteen and he’d just finished his first novel. It’s a simple design that reads: “There is no friend as loyal as a book.” —Ernest Hemingway.

I had no idea he’d hung it beside his bed.

As I shift, the dampness of my shirt reminds me why I came in here to begin with. I peel off the soaked shirt and bra—just to air the cotton out for a second—while I grab a T-shirt. I’m sure there’s something in here that will fit me.

I make my way over to the dresser pressed against the far wall and open the top drawer to reveal a stack of T-shirts. As I grab the first one, I can’t help but raise it to my nose.

It smells as if it’s just been pressed up against Monty’s skin, in the space between his shoulder and neck. Whenever he’d hug me, I’d always place my head there. I close my eyes on a sigh. Sometimes I wish I had more of Monty than a few shared texts and old memories.




CHAPTER 3

Monty
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My grandfather, the original Jake Montgomery, was a loud Irishman who loved turning on the radio and spinning my grandmother around the living room at all hours. Sometimes, when I came home from school, I’d catch them slow-dancing, her hand in his, pressed against his heart, his eyes only on her.

After dinner, my parents would often join them. It was truly a happy time and I used to love sitting on the couch with a smile on my face, watching the four of them until inevitably my mother grabbed me, my father grabbed my vovo, and my grandfather sat in his chair by the fireplace, looking over all of us with a contented smile on his face.

The man could not have a conversation at a normal decibel, his excuse being that his big ears did nothing for hearing. I used to tease him that if he turned the radio down once in a while, this wouldn’t be a problem. He’d grin and ask me what the fun was in that.

I shake my head to clear it of the memory as we pull up to the familiar navy Victorian, preparing myself for the quiet that will greet me when I walk in. That was the hardest thing to get used to after his death. The absence of sound. And the joy that left when he did.

There were no more spontaneous dance parties. There was no more music period. I think we buried all of that with him.

I glance at my father now, wondering if he still thinks about those nights. Does he miss the noise, too? Does he miss what our family used to be?

“Ready?” Dad asks.

The car is already off. “Ugh, yeah.” I scramble out of the car and stretch my legs.

My father hops out at the same time, rounding the car and popping the trunk. As I look back toward the house, I spot Vovo already standing on the porch, her signature smile on her face.

Bags in hand, I rush up the steps, dropping them to the ground before pulling her into a hug. At six feet one—I get my height from my grandfather—I tower over her. She feels even smaller than she looks as I wrap my arms around her.

“Oh, meu amor, it’s so good to see you,” she says, squeezing me back. I bury my head in her neck, and the scent of garlic and parsley that always reminds me of home hits me.

I pull back to take in the happy lines that crease her face and the green eyes that match my own. “It’s good to see you, Vovo. I heard you’re making my favorite.”

“You hear right, and it’s almost on the table. Go and put your bags upstairs!”

My father holds open the door and I follow them both inside.

“I can take them up after. Let me help you set the table.”

“Your father can help me.” Vovo shoos me with her hand toward the stairs. “You know how I hate clutter.”

I frown. She doesn’t normally hate clutter. But I guess we’ve all changed during the decade since I’ve lived here. And I know better than to argue with Vovo. “Okay, I’ll be right down.”

“Take your time,” she calls after me.

There’s something about her tone that has me glancing backward. Why is she smiling so much?

With a suitcase in each hand and a bag slung over my shoulder, I focus so as not to trip. When I reach the second floor, the dark wood and closed doors provide little light in the dim hallway.

The color of chestnut wood? No, that’s not the color, either. Fuck, I wish I could go five fucking minutes without trying to figure out the shade of her eyes. I really should just go see her after dinner. This is getting ridiculous.

I drop the bags by my door and push it open.

I blink a few times, figuring my imagination must be playing tricks on me.

Because standing in my childhood bedroom, without a stitch of clothing covering her back, is the exact woman I haven’t been able to stop thinking about for the past three months.

Thick auburn hair cascades in waves across her bare skin, tracing down toward full hips that jut out in two beautiful curves around a plump ass. I have never seen Penny like this; she’s always in long sweaters or baggy clothes. I had no idea these beautiful curves sat under all that.

I suck in a sharp breath as I catch her expression in the mirror. Eyes fucking closed, a shirt fisted in her hand. I watch as she inhales its scent and sighs.

Is she … Is that my shirt? Is she smelling my shirt?

My gaze trails down lower to the swell of her breasts.

Look away, Monty.

But I don’t. I can’t.

My chest heaves. “Oh, Xuxuzinho.” I breathe out her old nickname.

At the sound, Penny’s eyes flash open. I know I should walk straight out of this room, but when she turns to face me, I stay rooted to the spot.

The brightest copper penny, shimmering beneath the fall sun.

I breathe a sigh of relief—the first real breath I’ve taken since I stepped off that plane—as I stare into those gorgeous eyes, open wide in shock.

It feels too easy to use the word copper but that’s exactly what they are; Penelope Darling’s eyes are pure perfection and the color of a shimmering copper penny.

Unfortunately, I’ll now be spending the next few months trying to figure out how best to describe the colors of the freckles that dot her smooth skin.

Well, fuck.




CHAPTER 4

Penny
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What are you doing here?” I screech as I come face to, well, boobs, with the man whose shirt I was just sniffing.

I’m trying and failing to hide my boobs behind my hands. In books authors always say, She’s more than a handful, and, in my case, add and then some. There’s no way my hands could cover my breasts even if I pushed them together and butterflied my fingers. I know because I just tried. Instead of hiding my boobs, it looks like I’m pushing them up to give Monty an even better show.

While I flail about like a baby bird who can’t fly, Monty remains perfectly calm. I’m not sure he’s even blinked.

“Monty!” I attempt to call him out of his trance. “What are you doing?!”

Finally, he shows signs of life as he pulls off his glasses, rubs at his eyes, and places the black frames back on his face.

What the hell? Does he think I’m an apparition? And is this the kind of apparition he’d conjure up? Me? Naked?

My skin heats to an impossible degree.

“Monty,” I grit out.

He shakes his head and then his lips work up slowly, hitching to one side in a cocky smirk. “What am I doing here? What are you doing here, Xuxuzinho? This is my bedroom.” He motions to the shirt that’s dropped to the floor. The one I’d just been sniffing like a freaking addict. “And that is my shirt.”

The door swings wider and then another voice cuts through. “Is everything all right?” Mr. Montgomery asks as he steps inside. The second he sees me he mumbles, “Meu Deus,” before stumbling back into the hallway, attempting to cover his face.

“Oh my God, your dad just saw my boobs!” I almost-scream at Monty. “Your dad just saw my boobs!”

Monty slams the door, and while I appreciate the gesture, it’s also unnecessary as I’m pretty sure Mr. Montgomery ran downstairs and jumped in the harbor to cleanse himself of the sight of me naked.

“Get out,” I whisper-hiss, finally gathering enough sense to grab the shirt off the floor to cover myself.

Once I’m not completely bare, I take the opportunity to get my fill of Jake Montgomery.

I am struck anew by just how handsome Monty grew up to be.

He still has the same jet-black hair that flops to the right every time he smiles, and those green eyes that remind me of gemstones plucked from deep at the bottom of the ocean. But the chiseled jaw now covered in dark scruff? And the jagged scar above his lip? He didn’t have those when we were growing up.

And don’t even get me started on the tattoos that cover his arms. Are they anywhere else?

He was always muscular in high school because of playing football, but he was also a boy. Now, Jake Montgomery is all man and he has the shoulders to prove it.

A man who is still staring at me. Or maybe smirking. No, smoldering. He’s most definitely smoldering as I stand naked in front of him.

“Shoo.” I point toward the door. “Out.”

“It’s my room,” he says with a coy grin.

I motion to my half-dressed body. “And I’m naked.”

“Yes, I see that.” His hot stare rolls over me. “I definitely see that.”

“Well, don’t. Face the other way. Go”—I scramble for words—“out there.”

Monty remains for a beat before finally walking out and shutting the door, taking his heated stare and slutty glasses with him.

I throw on his shirt, pulling it over my naked chest and breathing a sigh of relief when it covers me properly.

Unsure of my next move, I pace from one end of Monty’s room to the next.

Pushed into one corner beneath a large window is a twin-sized bed, decorated with a simple blue-and-red comforter. Tucked underneath a second window, a spot that affords a view of the empty street out front, is a desk where I imagine he probably wrote my favorite book of his. Shit. I didn’t drive here.

“Penny?”

I whip my head toward the door; Monty must be waiting for me outside.

“Be right out.”

Panicking—I can’t possibly face him after what just happened—I turn toward the window again and question whether I might be able to fit through it. But then what? Am I going to catapult down two stories? I don’t think so.

So I do the next best thing; I pull out my phone and dial my sister.

Her voice blares loudly through the quiet room when she answers, practically knocking me back on my ass.

“Hey, so what type of cleanse do you think we’re doing tonight? I’m hoping it’s not something we have to drink, because I really need wine. It’s been a long day and after the way Walker just worked me over—”

“Oh my God, Tally. Shut up!” I hiss, staring at the door, imagining Monty with his ear pressed against it. I tug the phone tighter to my lips. “I’m locked in a room and I need you to get me out.”

“What? Like locked in a room because the Liberty Ladies set you up on a bad date or like the door is stuck and you can’t get out of your apartment?”

“Neither. Do I really seem like the type of person to lock myself in a room? And I’m not dating. Remember?”

“Okay, point taken.” She hums. “Can you explain, please?”

“What’s happening?” Rosie’s voice cuts through the call. “Who’s locked her up? Penny, do you need me to save you?”

Chin to my neck and mouth covered by my palm, I whisper, “I’m locked in Monty’s bedroom.”

“You broke into Monty
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